[bookmark: _GoBack]Yarlington Housing Group’s Response to Social Advisory Committee Consultation on the Effectiveness of the Claimant Commitment in Universal Credit 
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? 
It is my opinion and experience that most clients are given pretty much the same commitments regardless of their circumstances, with 2 standard sets of commitments given out to those fit for work and those who are not.  Difficulties have occurred for customers without a formal diagnosis or “well note” for those with either learning disabilities, or mental health problems. 
For example, a young resident of ours:  Mr N  had always been excluded from main stream school as a child, He attended a “special school” which gave him the extra support he needed.
 He is not classed as sick, and so when he claimed Universal Credit he was given a full work search commitment. At his claimant commitment interviews he would agree readily to everything asked of him, but then fail to comprehend the action needed to fulfill his commitment. This resulted in escalating sanctions which totaled 3 years.
Without intervention and many challenges from my team and his family, Mr N would have suffered incredible hardship.  Mr N’s  situation was resolved eventually, when his case was hi lighted by his MP, and sanctions were lifted, but this has still left him with rent arrears of over £1500, which he is now clearing at £20.00 per month.
Mr S is an example of someone with mental health, who was again sanctioned for failing to complete his claimant commitment. Mr S has bi polar disorder, and in periods of very low mood, will close down, failing to go out and attend appointments. This was so extreme that we had to break in to his property to check on his welfare and support him with food parcels etc for many weeks.  Unfortunately in periods of high mood, he would convince anyone that he was extremely capable. He had a full work search claimant commitment, which his illness meant he couldn’t cope with.  He was again sanctioned and suffered hardship, with loss of benefit income for many months, which also resulted in rent arrears of over £2000 and the brink of being evicted. 
We have also seen examples of someone who is a full time carer, in receipt of carers allowance being given a full work search commitment. This was corrected when challenged.
We have however seen some excellent  examples of a claimant commitment, we had a case, again a lady with lifelong learning disabilities, who failed her ESA Work capability assessment , and pending her appeal , made a claim for UC . Her work coach in Yeovil Job Centre, totally understood her difficulties, and adapted her work search requirements to suit her needs. 
My comment would be to suggest more detailed questioning about a persons background, family circumstances, education and former health problems by the work coach  before the claimant commitment is agreed. 

2. Do claimants feel their Commitment accurately reflects their circumstances, particularly those with potential restrictions?
From my experience, there seems to be a standard set of conditions given to most claimants which rarely takes into account their financial situation. Their living situation (especially in relation to childcare or rural areas) is not factored in and the travel to work radius appears unrealistic at times when public transport links are so limited. I also feel that some of our customers would not even understand that they had a claimant commitment. 
3. Do you think claimants completely understand and accept their Claimant Commitment?
Those with good reading and writing ability do, but those that may need additional support to understand are rarely informed of what is happening and will generally agree to anything in order to ensure they are paid their benefit, as this is needed to maintain an income ,pay housing costs and pay other debts that have likely accrued
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 are able to provide our own  employment service,  Inspire To Achieve  https://www.inspired2achieve.net/  that can offer regular support to help our customers find work. They run local job clubs, and provide one to one support to our residents to ensure they understand and can meet their claimant commitment. We work closely with the Work Coaches in our local Job Centres, and they will refer clients to access support from our service. Generally, I feel that engagement is good in terms of referral but from that point rarely is joined up working possible and the work coaches are very rarely contactable by phone or e-mail. This makes ongoing case updates difficult as well as addressing any other issues or questions
5  How is the Claimant Commitment used as part of an ongoing claimant and work coach relationship?
It generates the need for a meeting to assess whether the client has met their claimant commitment requirement. It is unfortunate that this appears to be the main purpose of the meeting, and there is no time to support a client.
. 
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 commitment for another lone parent.
I think this is likely the case and depends on the engagement with the client. This is very much a two way street and I would argue that all claimant commitments should be different anyway so don’t view this as a negative in its entirety, but there does clearly need to be some consistency applied. 

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?
A well written claimant commitment that is realistically attainable could be a hugely effective tool. A standard claimant commitment that does not take into account individual factors mentioned above is not quite so.  I think the service Yarlington provides to support our residents into work is a massive improvement, by assessing the client’s abilities first, and then working with the client, to improve their skills, so they can find sustained employment. Failing to comply with a claimant commitment should not be used to create hardship, by generating sanctions, unless all reasons for failing the commitment have been satisfactorily investigated.

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?
No, I cannot see any evidence that there is trust in the welfare system, following the claimant commitment meeting. It seems to generate fear, that if the claimant commitment is not adhered to then there will be consequences in the form of sanctions . Very few customers we see would understand that they can challenge their claimant commitment and it can be tailored to suit their needs. If clients felt their circumstances were being taken into consideration and the commitment was written COLLABORATIVELY , with key points being agreed and a work coach positively encouraging and challenging what the client feels is achievable, them yes, it could make clients feel that they are valued and that their circumstances do matter. I
If this is not the case, I feel it leads to a mistrust in the authority and makes clients feel that they are being ‘done too, and set up to fail’. 


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?
Unable to respond to this question 


