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About the Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC)

The DBC is a coalition of over 80 different disability organisations working towards a fair benefits system. 
Claimant Commitments - key asks
For Claimant Commitments to become an effective and fair tool in the welfare process that truly supports disabled people, the DBC believes that the ‘fear’ element that comes with the threat of sanctions must be removed. The system must be overhauled to make withholding any part of a claimant's benefit an absolute last resort, if an option at all. 
The DBC wants to see Claimant Commitments focus on what barriers a claimant experiences to accessing employment and link to high-quality, tailored employment support that has proven to be effective. Claimants must be listened to and their needs and views reflected in the Claimant Commitment. 

The DBC believes that taking this approach will go some way to restoring trust in the welfare process and support a move towards a fairer welfare system that works for disabled people. 
Consultation response 
1. 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?

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

The Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC)’s recent online survey of disabled people's experiences of UC (which generated 476 relevant responses) highlighted that whilst around a quarter of respondents felt that their Work Coach had taken account of their impairment or condition when planning the activities that the individual was asked to do under their claimant commitment (34%), almost as many (32%) did not. They survey also asked whether respondents had explained to their Work Coach that the requirements put on them were not appropriate, and 45% said they had mentioned this to their work coach. When asked what happened as a result, 33% of respondents said that they were not listened to, and only 29% said they were. 

Breaking this data down to look at only those who had been asked to do a full-time or part-time job, 54% of respondents said that they Work Coach had not taken account of their impairment or condition. 63% said that they had raised this with their Work Coach, but only 19% said that their Work Coach listened and adjusted the requirements, compared to 66% who said they hadn’t. 

For the DBC, the probably most worrying aspect of claimant commitments is the fact that those who fail to fulfil the requirements put on them can be sanctioned. Although most respondents said that they have not been sanctioned (77%), a significant minority said that they had (17%). This figure is slightly higher for respondents who had been asked to do full-time or part-time work, with around 21% saying that they had been sanctioned.  

As a result of being sanctioned, individuals responded that they could not eat (42%), heat their home (44%), got behind with their bills (56%) or had to go to a foodbank (42%). Also worrying was that 9% of respondents who had been sanctioned said that they were evicted from their home as a result. 

What this data seems to suggest is that while there are clearly some examples of good practice out there, in many cases disabled people feel not listened to when discussing their ability to work with their Work Coaches.

‘There aren’t words to describe the effect it had on me […] Blatant disregard for my health and utterly dishonest in the assessment of the situation […] Some folk who work for the DWP are empathetic and decent and some are indescribable.’ (Respondent describing the effect of sanctions)

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

We do not have specific information on how far claimants understand Claimant Commitments, although it seems likely that this will vary. As regards to acceptance, reports from claimants' advisers suggest that they are often presented to claimants as a done deal, with the unequal power relationship leaving little scope to argue. Nevertheless, if the Claimant Commitment is unsuitable – involving job-seeking or other work-related activities that are unrealistic – it is very important that the claimant does challenge it and gets it changed. Agreeing to an unrealistic plan of action is setting yourself up to fail – and the penalty for not complying with the agreement could be a damaging fine (a "sanction")
4. 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?

We do not have specific information, but there is a widespread view in the disability employment field that there is a conspicuous lack of tailoring of such activities to claimants' needs and circumstances, reflected in the relatively poor performance of employment programmes in getting disabled people into work.

5. 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?

6. Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system? Can you highlight evidence to support your view?

In regard to effectiveness, rather than seek to prove a negative, we might ask what evidence there is to show that the Claimant Commitment is effective. Evidence of actual jobs that would not otherwise have been secured would do much to confer credibility. The DWP should be commissioning research and asking questions if the answers are not encouraging. As noted above, employment outcomes for disabled people do not so far have a strong track record.
With regard to trust and support, the DBC has highlighted in the past that trust for the welfare system and how it is working is low amongst disabled people and we are concerned that the current Claimant Commitment approach in this context is not helpful, with a particular concern being the sanctions regime and conditionality that comes with it. 

A Work and Pensions Select Committee report from November 2018 highlighted that disabled people are disproportionately sanctioned
 as a result of being unable to fulfil the requirements of the welfare system, including the Claimant Commitment. The report also highlighted that the majority of evidence shows that applying conditionality and sanctions for disabled people is ‘at best ineffective, and worse inappropriate and counterproductive.’

At DBC we therefore believe that for any conversation about employment to be useful for the claimant and actually support them to find work, when and if they can, it must be free of a threat of sanctions in order to have a positive impact on someone’s ability to access work. We therefore welcome the recent suggestion put forward by Amber Rudd that the Department will be looking “to build a strong relationship, based on trust and mutual understanding, between work coaches and claimants awaiting an assessment on Universal Credit” by altering the way the DWP approaches claimant commitments by starting “from a point of no conditionality with a claimant awaiting a Work Capability Assessment, and scale-up where appropriate, focusing on what claimants can do.”

However, the DBC would call on the DWP to go further. The idea of starting with zero conditionality should be expanded to the post-Work Capability Assessment period, so that the needs of disabled people are put first. In addition, conditionality should be entirely removed during the assessment period.

7. 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?

We do not have our own international comparative information.
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� Dr David Webster, � HYPERLINK "http://www.cpag.org.uk/david-webster" �Benefit sanctions statistics briefing February 2016�
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