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Introduction 

1. Scope welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Social Security Advisory Committee’s consultation into the Claimant Commitment. 

2. The Government has made a welcomed commitment to support one million more disabled people to enter and stay in work by 2027[footnoteRef:1]. However, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that conditionality and sanctioning are ineffective approaches to supporting disabled people to move towards employment[footnoteRef:2].   [1:  DWP (2017). Improving Lives: the future of work, health and disability, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/663399/improving-lives-the-future-of-work-health-and-disability.PDF ]  [2:  For example: National Audit Office (2016). Benefit Sanctions, https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Benefit-sanctions.pdf] 


3. This fails to address the barriers disabled people face when looking for work, such as negative employer attitudes, inaccessible public transport, and inflexible working practices. 
4. To address this: 
1. The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) should develop a new easement rule to exempt disabled people from full conditionality requirements where they are experiencing a deterioration in their physical or mental health, or where appropriate reasonable adjustments to their conditionality cannot be arranged. 
2. DWP should end benefit conditionality for disabled people
3. Jobcentre Plus District Managers should conduct audits to explore how work coach discretion is being applied within their areas. Where necessary, findings from these should inform training and guidance for staff.
4. DWP should develop an offer of personalised employment support on a voluntary basis to all disabled people.
5. DWP should ensure that Work Coaches are given the expertise and time to offer specialist support to disabled people.
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?
5.  We believe that claimants with disabilities do not feel that their circumstances are appropriately factored into the Claimant Commitment. Scope has heard from disabled people that Work Coaches set requirements that are not appropriately tailored to their needs. This issue may stem from discrepancies in DWP’s approach to identifying “vulnerable” claimants and recording information about their support needs. Criteria used at Jobcentres to identify “vulnerable” individuals and to record complex needs does not include disabled people.
	“I’ve been on benefits for 8 years but I have to tell different people every time. It’s really annoying. And they keep saying “oh we’ll put it on the system”, but they never do.” Jean  


	“I explained several times to the adviser that I was unable to use a computer due to it being a trigger for my epilepsy. I need a special screen / filter which the Job Centre weren’t able to provide. I was told to use a computer without the necessary safety measures, and I was sick and tired of having [the] same conversation.” Tyrone 








6. This system relies on individuals advocating for their own support, and at times fails to capture information that has been shared about adjustments and support needs. In this context, the extent to which safeguards are used to protect individuals from inappropriate requirements or sanction referrals is unclear. 

7. The DWP has developed protections for other groups, such as survivors of domestic violence and people who are experiencing homelessness, but not disabled people. Individuals in these circumstances can be permitted exemption from conditionality through easement rules. This recognises that benefit conditionality can be counterproductive for individuals who face wider barriers to independent living and employment. 

8. An equivalent safeguard would support disabled people experiencing a deterioration in their health who may need some time to recover and focus on their wellbeing. Recommendation: A new easement rule should be developed to exempt disabled people from full conditionality requirements where they are experiencing a deterioration in their physical or mental health, or where appropriate reasonable adjustments to their conditionality cannot be arranged. This would give disabled people similar concessions which already exist for survivors of domestic violence and people who are experiencing homelessness. 
Recommendation: DWP should end benefit conditionality for disabled people
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9. Through the Claimant Commitment, a Work Coach has the discretion to set individual requirements for claimants on Universal Credit (UC). As well as the discretion to sanction a claimant if they do not comply. 
10. However, we have found that Work Coach discretion can lead to inconsistent approaches to sanctions referrals.

	[In relation to being too unwell to attend a work focussed interview] “They then told me because in a year I’d not gone twice, if I did it again I would be sanctioned for ten days. You can only be sick twice. Luckily ever since then…I’ve gone every time." Amal 




11. In an inquiry by the Work and Pensions Select Committee into assessments for Personal Independence Payment and Employment Support Allowance, a key finding was that trust in the DWP’s decisions has eroded as a result of high appeal rates[footnoteRef:3]. In a similar way, if individuals feel that Work Coaches’ approach to setting requirements and making sanctions referrals is inconsistent, this could impact on levels of engagement.  [3:  Work and Pensions Select Committee (2018). PIP and ESA Assessments, https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmworpen/829/829.pdf
] 


12. Similarly, we have found that Work Coach discretion over setting requirements has not allowed for the tailored employment support described through the Improving Lives Green Paper[footnoteRef:4] . Disabled people tell us their Work Coach doesn’t know them well, or doesn’t understand the barriers they face in entering and sustaining work[footnoteRef:5] . [4:  Department for Work and Pensions and Department of Health (2016) Improving Lives: The Work, health and disability Green Paper, https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/work-health-and-disability-improving-lives/work-health-and-disability-green-paper-improving-lives]  [5:  Scope focus groups with disabled people during the consultation regarding the ‘Improving Lives’ green paper] 


13. Scope has regularly heard from disabled people who have been required to take part in activities which were not appropriately tailored to their needs or ambitions[footnoteRef:6]. Reflecting on her experience with Jobcentre Plus, Loren said:  [6:  In particular, we sought feedback from people regarding requirements through our focus groups during the Improving Lives Green Paper Consultation] 

	“They’re just focused on getting you any sort of work quick, as soon as possible. They don’t think about what’s suitable for you. [Work Coaches] would push me to do jobs that I’m not good at.” Loren




	“Our helpline received a call from a woman who has agoraphobia. She had agreed a reasonable adjustment to her requirement to attend work focussed interviews which would involve telephone calls with her work coach. However, this was not implemented in practice and a sanction referral was made when she did not attend her jobcentre for a meeting.”  



14. Many disabled people also feel that Work Coaches do not have the training or expertise to recognise where they may need additional support or where a required task may not be appropriate for them. 

15. We believe that these experiences are evidence of the inefficacy of Claimant Commitments, which put a strain on the claimant-work coach relationship.Recommendation: JCP District Managers should conduct audits to explore how work coach discretion is being applied within their areas. Where necessary, findings from these should inform training and guidance for staff.






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?

16. A key part of Universal Credit is promoting in-work progression. The DWP have been working to build their evidence base on how to best provide this service for claimants by trialing different approaches.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-response-ssac-report-on-in-work-progression-and-universal-credit/dwp-response-to-ssac-report-on-in-work-progression-and-universal-credit-government-response] 


17. Through these UC in-work progression trials, claimants on low incomes may be required to increase their earnings by working more hours each week or looking for higher paid work. 

18. Failure to meet this requirement is “sanctionable” and may result in a reduction in UC payments. In April 2018, Scope recommended that the Government should take the issues disabled people face into account when considering extension of UC in-work progression to disabled claimants. The issues included:
· Disabled people are more likely to work part-time than non-disabled people to allow them to manage their health and wellbeing[footnoteRef:8], with 14 per cent of disabled people reporting that their decision to work reduced hours was due to their impairment or condition[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  37 per cent of disable people work part time compared with 27 per cent of non-disabled people. Source: Office for National Statistics (2017) Annual Population Survey April 2016 to March 2017]  [9:  Ibid] 

· Other disabled people who work part-time have reported difficulties in trying to secure full-time work:36 per cent reported that they would want to increase their hours if they could[footnoteRef:10]. This suggests that making this a requirement for disabled people to agree to through their Claimant Commitment may not be achievable.  [10:  Scope Calculation Office for National Statistics (2012) Annual Population Survey October 2012 to September 2013] 


19. The likelihood of entering, progressing and staying in work depends on a range of factors, including education level, availability of frequent and accessible public transport, availability of flexible working and previous work history. 

20. However, the Claimant Commitment, having been established at the initial stage of the UC process, is not flexible enough to reflect disabled people’s real-world experiences.

21. Similarly, the UC system of Work Capability Assessments does not capture the specific barriers that prevent disabled people from entering and staying in work, and so cannot be used to identify an individual’s support needs. To address this, the DWP should build on the work and health conversation to develop an optional user-led discussion about employment support. 

22. The discussion should explore an individual’s goals, interests and barriers to work and the discussion should be carried out by advisors who understand the social model of disability and the wider barriers to work disabled people may face. Engagement should be voluntary and have no bearing on the level of financial support someone receives. 

23. We know that one million disabled people who are out of work want to work. There is already a strong motivation to find work. Given the barriers to finding and staying in work that disabled people already face (as described above), it is not right that any further pressure of commitments and mandation is left hanging over them.  


24. The impacts of this approach to in-work progression support are demonstrated by job outcomes data for disabled people receiving financial support:
· Just eight per cent of people receiving ESA who started the Work programme in December 2016 had moved in to paid work 12 months later[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  DWP (2018) Work Programme statistical summary: data to December 2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/work-programme-statistical-summary-data-to-december-2017] 

· In contrast, employment support which is accessed on a voluntary basis has proven much more effective, with 54 per cent of disabled people using Scope’s Kickstart employment support services moving in to paid employment within 12 months[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Scope analysis of (2018) ] 


Recommendation: DWP should develop an offer of personalised employment support on a voluntary basis to all disabled people.




[bookmark: _Hlk5971814]Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system? Can you highlight evidence to support your view?
25. As has been mentioned above, if a claimant defaults on their commitment, they are likely to be sanctioned. With the rollout of UC, Work Coaches are being afforded increasing levels of discretion to set requirements and make sanctions referrals for people who are unemployed or on low incomes. 

26. Insufficient understanding of disability amongst Work Coaches, as acknowledged in point 2.6, means this increasing level of discretion provides an inconsistent and unreliable experience for disabled people. It also results in Work Coaches not being able to identify when a disabled claimant needs extra support or what barriers they may face when finding and retaining a job. 

27. As mentioned earlier in this response, the Work and Pensions Select Committee found that trust in the DWP’s decisions has eroded as a result of high appeal rates[footnoteRef:13]. In a similar way, if individuals feel that Work Coaches’ approach to setting requirements and making sanctions referrals is inconsistent, this could impact on levels of engagement and trust.  [13:  Over October-December 2017, 69 per cent of decisions relating to both employment and support allowance and Personal Independence Payment taken to appeal were overturned. 
Source: Ministry of Justice (March 2018) Tribunals and gender recognition certificate statistics quarterly: October to December 2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/tribunals-and-gender-recognition-certificate-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2017] 


28. Indeed, the negative reputation that dealing with Work Coaches has already created has led to some disabled people to avoid claiming welfare payments. 

29. Sheila was receiving Employment and Support Allowance during a period of sickness absence from work after her Statutory Sick Pay had been exhausted. She described returning to work before she had recovered due to concerns regarding engaging with Jobcentre Plus:
	“[Work Coaches] make you feel like you are making up your health condition…having to prove to people that you are sick when you are taking 17 different medications a day. 

I had gone back into work … only because I was fed up looking over my shoulder about what the government’s paying me so I was determined to stay in work and get through that period…”



30. This evidence suggests that public confidence in the welfare system is low. Under the Claimant Commitment, a Work Coach has the discretion to sanction a claimant. Given the already low levels of confidence in the welfare system amongst disabled people, it is essential that DWP ensure that disabled people have confidence and trust in the decisions its work coaches make when arranging claimant commitments.  Recommendation: Work Coaches are given the expertise and time to offer specialist support to disabled people. 





About Scope
We’re Scope, the disability equality charity. We won’t stop until we achieve a society where all disabled people enjoy equality and fairness. We provide practical advice and emotional support to disabled people and their families whenever they need it most. We use our collective power to change attitudes and end injustice. And we campaign relentlessly to create a fairer society. 

xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxxxx: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]xxxxxx xxxx 
xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx 
xxxxx 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
4

image1.png
== Equality for
disabled people




image2.png




