CLAIMANT COMMITMENT: 
IT SHOULD BE EMBEDDED INTO A PROCESS NOT A ONE-OFF EVENT.

INTRODUCTION:

1. The underlying philosophy of the UK benefit system is (or was) to get people on to the right benefit as soon as possible. And then to get them off again as soon as possible so they can stand on their own two feet without the shackles and conditions imposed on them by the state[endnoteRef:1]. [1:  See the third principle of the 1944 Beveridge Report:

‘Social security must be achieved by co-operation between the state and the individual. The state should offer security for service and contribution. In organising security, the state should not stifle incentive, opportunity or responsibility.

And, in establishing a national minimum, it should encourage and leave room for voluntary action by each individual to provide more than that minimum for themselves and their family.’
] 


Getting People on to Benefit As Soon as Possible:

2. Getting people on benefit as soon as possible enables the state to provide benefits at the point of need. To provide income support to compensate for the damaging effects of past events and provide the necessary security of income for the present.

Then Getting People off Benefit As Soon as Possible:

3. The sooner the state can get an individual on to the right benefit, the sooner they can begin to work with them to get them off. This will minimise the time that an individual has to endure the hardship that has required the state to provide social security. And the state, working with the individual to minimise the duration on  benefit, also enables the individual to devise the best way to find a job that suits their aspirations, skills and circumstances

4. The Claimant Commitment is a key element of the intervention regime in the UK benefit system. Its objective is to look to the future and devise the best strategy for improving the life of the claimant, helping them progress to independent living. This strategy should set out the steps that both the claimant and the state will take.

5. The Commitment has developed over time from the time that the Beveridgean rights and responsibility approach began to be re-introduced for unemployment benefits in 1986 with the Restart programme, See ‘From Restart to New Deal’[endnoteRef:2]. [2:  See ‘From Restart to New Deal’ at the Prague Conference on the Public Employment Services.’ for some discussion of these historical developments. Reference: Labour Market Policies and the Public Employment Service: Proceedings of the Prague Conference, July 2000. Electronic copy of OECD draft at: - 
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=DEELSA/ELSA/PES(2000)11&docLanguage=En
  ] 


6. Further developments were the embedding of a version of the Claimant Commitment – the Back to Work Plan – in the creation of a Single Unemployment Benefit (Jobseeker’s Allowance); what form a Claimant Commitment should take when applied to ‘inactive’ (out-of-work working age) benefits in ‘What Works: The Process is the Policy’[endnoteRef:3]; and recently I have argued that the approach has a more general application in public services in a blog on an intervention regime on children in care[endnoteRef:4]. [3:  ‘What Works: The Process is the Policy’. Presentation at the 2002 DWP/HMT Labour Market Conference. [Attached.]
]  [4:  ‘Insights from Within’. https://buyingqp.com/2016/07/29/insights-from-within/
] 


7. In the ‘What Works’ presentation there is a summary slide (replicated below) that could be seen as a statement of what best practice for a Claimant Commitment might look like. This is replicated below and subsequently discussed.

[image: ]

8. The discussion below is based around 3 different sections: -

DON’T TURN A DRAMA INTO A CRISIS:

CONTENT OF THE CLAIMANT COMMITMENT: PARABLE OF THE TALENTS:

IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T SUCCEED: TRY, TRY AGAIN.

DON’T TURN A DRAMA INTO A CRISIS:

9. The primary purpose of resolving benefit and other problems before the Claimant Commitment interview is (or was) to fulfil the (national) insurance principle of managing the risk of financial loss. To deliver the necessary money and help at the point of need. It is not to force people to budget properly – particularly during a period when benefit receipt itself is due to lack of income caused, for example, by job loss or health problems.

10. When the National Insurance system was set up paying benefits as soon as possible was a major focus of the system – with unemployment benefit claimants visiting Jobcentres twice weekly and the first benefit payments within a week. Over time these aspects of customer service have diminished. Payments became weekly from 1961; fortnightly from the introduction of JSA; and waiting periods rather than advance payments introduced. This contrasts sharply with the selling point of nimbleness and relevance of Harvey Keitel in the Direct Line insurance adverts and the ability, for example, to get same day deliveries from Argos.

11. Universal Credit – both through its design and delivery - and Digital by Default takes this shift away from the principle of insurance to a different level. It has substantially increased both the number of people who are unable to get on to Universal Credit and/or the start of the claim is delayed; sometimes for substantial periods. Comparing inflows/starts on to all Universal Credit/JSA with just JSA inflows [see Panel A at the end of this note] makes this clear.

12. The scale of the effect of delays and/or an inability to get on Universal Credit at all can be judged by considering how much inflows have declined since the benefit was brought in. Compared to a recent period of ‘normal’ turnover inflows might be around 50 thousand fewer than they should be. [In 2008 JSA inflows alone were around 200 thousand per month. Now the combined inflows of JSA and all UC conditionality regimes are about 150 thousand or even less.]

13. This UC effect on inflows of around 50 thousand means that there are 200-250 weeks of unpaid benefits per month. Some people might be able to cope with not receiving financial assistance but others, particularly the most disadvantaged, are like to seek other sources of help. This is likely to be the mechanism that explains the correlation between increased use of food banks and the roll-out of UC.

14. The other consequence of focusing on the present by seeking alternative financial and other assistance is that they are likely to be diverted away from focusing on the future and, in particular, the Claimant Commitment. Talking about what your job search strategy should be when your priority is to sort out how to feed your family is unlikely to lead to optimal outcomes. So, it is important to sort out benefits and other meetings before the meeting to discuss the Commitment. Also, the delays in focusing of Welfare to Work means that the period of worklessness is unnecessarily prolonged. This leads to lower employment.

15. And as well as organising the intervention regime to achieve a speedy and accurate payment of benefits there is also a specific problem associated with a measure aimed to help with the damaging effect of payment delays – Advance Payments. The introduction of advance payments and other payment work-arounds adds even more administrative stage(s) into the process. And, given the current shape of the intervention regime it is difficult to see how it won’t contaminate the meeting whose sole objective should be to determine the Commitment.

16. The best solution to this would be to essentially to pay advance payments to all. To foreshorten the delays by re-introducing both a process and JCP targets to deliver around 100% of first payments within 2 weeks. If this is not considered possible – even though it was the standard regime until recently – then it is important to isolate the meeting to discuss the Claimant Commitment so that is all that is discussed.


CONTENT OF THE CLAIMANT COMMITMENT: PARABLE OF THE TALENTS:

17. One thing it might be worth considering is renaming the Claimant Commitment as it does not pass the Ronseal test. The meeting will lead to responsibilities and actions not just for the claimant but also for the state. Also, the name focuses solely on the claimant’s obligations and not the purpose of carrying out these requirements. Renaming the Claimant Commitment as something like A Personal Improvement Plan would both promote a more positive message and also emphasise that the objective it to move successfully to a better destination. 

18. The range of destinations reached will be as numerous as the number of claimants. But in order to frame the interview and provide the best help it is necessary to group the destinations. I would suggest the following list for different groups: -

· A good job.
· A better job.
· A successful step into/back into the Welfare to Work system.
· Integrate/re-integrate priority groups into the Welfare to Work system.
· A right to a ‘social MOT’ with no responsibilities.

19.  And as we move down the list the balance of responsibilities in the Personal Improvement Plan/Claimant Commitment shifts from the individual to the state. 

20. Key to this approach is the presumption that, in the vast majority of cases – ‘The Many’ - the individual’s efforts will be successful. That success will be that the individual will find a job that suits their particular circumstances quickly. A Work First approach where most of the actions at the start of the claim will be undertaken by the claimant rather than the state. In addition, there is some discussion of whether a new and separate intervention regime be incorporated into Universal Credit in the absence of a universal national careers service. With the objective of ensuring a smooth, swift transition from education to Further Education/training.

21. For ‘The Few’ where this is not successful the state begins to assume more of the responsibility. Revisiting, reviewing and renewing the Claimant Commitment is discussed in the next section on developments over time. This section considers claimants who are making a successful transition into the world of work from somewhere else – care, education, maternity, hospital, the Armed Forces etc.

22. Also, it considers increasing the role of the active State to offer social MOTs to groups who are dependent on public services and who might wish to reconsider whether the service they currently receive is still appropriate from the state. For example, a widow in social housing whose kids have moved out might want to move closer to them.


A Good Job:

23. All of the evidence suggests it is the behaviour of individuals that is central to getting a job. They are the ones who have to look for work; apply; successfully navigate the recruitment process etc. In that sense, the state - DWP etc – have never got anyone a job. It is down to the individual’s efforts.  

24. In addition, unless you are the Queen, you can’t get a job unless you look for a job. To get a job an individual has to be unemployed – in the world of work and looking for work – rather than ‘inactive’ – outside the world of work and/or not looking for work. This is the primary reason for presuming at the start of the claim that the individual should do most of the work.

25. Where the state does have a crucial role is in helping the claimant to devise the most effective job search strategy – the Claimant Commitment - to channel the claimant’s efforts. To maximise the chances that they will get a job they want as quickly as possible.

26.  In devising the claimant commitment, the three main areas that need to be considered are the job aspiration of the individual; pay levels; and the circumstances of the individual. All three should be considered and recorded. Also, they should be based on the aspirations of the individual not the state.

· Recognising an individual’s aspiration in the benefit system is a long-standing feature of the benefit system. Under previous regimes job search could be restricted to the ‘usual’ occupation for a period. This should be replicated.
· On pay levels information on in-work benefits should be transmitted to the claimant. This would enable them to consider a wider range of jobs as their income, supplemented by in-work benefits would ensure they were better off in work.
· As the range of individuals looking for work is wider than just for people on JSA – including lone parents and those with health conditions – there are likely to constraints not only on what type of jobs but also when they can attend meetings with DWP. So, as well as considering how to search for jobs that suit their aspirations, they also will need to consider jobs that suit their circumstances.

27. The approach of devising a strategy that takes account of individual circumstances was developed, with some success, in extending Welfare to Work to lone parents. Both initially in the New Deal for Lone Parents and then the extension of JSA to lone parents by restricting lone parent benefit to parents with young children.

28. However, the same approach has not been applied to people with health problems where, through policies such as the All Work Test, the link between the extent of health problems and the labour market is jointly determined. This may be one reason why the welfare to work success of lone parents hasn’t been replicated for ESA. Given the wide range of types and patterns of jobs in the UK there is no obvious link between the level of health conditions and an ability to find a job.
29. Even without using extreme examples of Stephen Hawking having a job or the extraordinary achievements of Paralympians there are many examples of people working even though they have substantial health problems. In the past there was a campaign based on the theme ‘See the person, not the disability’ and I would suggest that this approach is replicated in the Claimant Commitment.

30. It would, however, be necessary to break the implicit link and messaging in the rest of the benefit regime. For example, it is obvious that some if not many people in the ESA Support group can and do get work. Yet, because the All Work Test says these people are not Fit for Work the state provides no help to stop them languishing ‘inactive’ on benefits as well as sending a very negative message.

31. What is more, linking health problems inextricably with the labour market adds enormously to administrative problems and delays in the benefit system. In 2014 as IB was being migrated on to ESA there were around ½ million people stuck in the ESA Assessment phase with over ½ million in this phase for over 6 months. This would suggest that the administration of claiming health related Universal Credit – particularly the migration from ESA – and how it fits together with the Claimant Commitment needs careful planning.

32. An alternative approach would be to measure health problems in absolute terms for benefit purposes and consider Welfare to Work separately. Again, this is the approach followed in the Paralympics and was also, long ago, was a feature of the UK system. There were specific benefits associated with being blind and having suffered from Tuberculosis. Establishing a similar but more comprehensive absolute system along the lines of the Paralympic grades would enable a faster resolution of benefit entitlement and also use to Claimant Commitment to maximise the chances of improving their life through work.

A Better Job:

33. The integration of in-work benefits into Universal Credit has also introduced a specific conditionality regime for people who are already working So, in considering the three elements of a Claimant Commitment particular attention will need to be paid to element on individual circumstances. Specifically, devising a timetable of the contacts with DWP as part of the intervention regime so that it fits in with the claimants working patterns.

34. Also, although there is not much information, I suspect that most people subject to in-work conditionality is likely to have moved there from an out of work status. A take up campaign for low-paid workers to come directly on to UC.

35. Finally, in line with the approach of getting people off benefits ASAP, the focus of the Claimant Commitment should be to maximise the chances of job progression (usually achieved by a job move) into a job that floats the out of the benefit system.


A successful step into/back into the Welfare to Work system.

36. Reaching into society to promote take-up of Universal Credit by low-paid workers is the first example of the state taking a pro-active role in pugging the gaps in the universal welfare state and preventing people falling through the gaps into social exclusion. There are two such major systemic gaps in the welfare state. First, there is a gap in the eligibility for people making the transition from education to work and also no bridge between the education system and the welfare to work system. 

37. Secondly, policies over time have led to the removal of the availability of temporary sickness (as opposed to chronic permanent ‘disability’) benefits for people who are workless. The introduction of Statutory Sick Pay in the 1980s shifted the requirement of providing insurance against temporary sickness benefits from the state to the employer. But, when there is no employer – people are workless (in education, already on benefits etc) – there is no such provision of national insurance to provide income support and minimise the time taken to move the claimant on to and off benefits. Into a state where they can live independently.

38. Again, in both of these cases the role of the Claimant Commitment is to look to the future and devise a strategy with the individual to move as quickly as possible to a situation where they can move off benefits and into a situation where they can live independently. But in these two cases the objective of the Claimant Commitment is not Work First, rather it is to ensure a smooth and quick transition from one system to the starting point of the welfare to work system and ensure they do not fall through the gaps into social exclusion. 

39. My proposals for facilitating the transition from education to the start of the welfare to work system are set out in a previous submission to SSAC[endnoteRef:5] which essentially extends the benefit system, through Universal Credit, back to 16 aligning it with the minimum school-leaving age in order to plug the gap in the welfare state. The Claimant Commitment is then central to the process as it introduces a new conditionality regime where the objective is not work but a precursor to work – acquiring the necessary tools to ensure that they can fulfil their aspirations when they do enter the world of work – (non-university) training and learning generally. [5:  YOUNG PEOPLE LIVING INDEPENDENTLY: BENEFIT SUPPORT: CALL FOR EVIDENCE: YES (Youth Employment Service) WE CAN: Submission by Bill Wells. [Summary attached]

] 


40. Essentially the proposals here re-establish a universal national careers service, integrate it into Universal Credit and use the Claimant Commitment to establish the initial plan to acquire the human capital necessary to fulfil their aspirations in the world of work. 

41. But it is not enough to align the education and benefit system in order to achieve this smooth transition. It is also necessary for the state to reach back into the education system to ensure that individuals do not fall through the cracks.

42. Automatic universal careers interviews are needed when an individual leaves education particularly for those who currently are the least likely to get them – the persistent truants who are disillusioned with traditional school-based education and the permanently excluded. Not only are this group the most likely to fall through the cracks into social exclusion they are also the least likely to receive any help to prevent this happening. 

43. On the question of how to address the gap in the welfare state caused by the absence of a temporary sickness benefit for the workless it is probably too big a subject to be addressed here. But if t can be resolved then it may ease the major welfare to work problems associated with ESA and its successor in Universal Credit. Currently, the system is built around providing specific help for people with chronic or permanent health problems and the unaddressed problem of temporary health problems adds complexity and inconsistency to the system. Making the sickness element more of an entry route into the disability route – as it was in the past – might help to mitigate these problems.  

Integrate/re-integrate priority groups into the Welfare to Work system.

44. The previous section touched on the need to reach back into the education system in order to ensure that there is not a group that falls into social exclusion. This approach has more general applicability. It could be applied to other systems than the education system such as people leaving care; ex-offenders leaving prison; the Armed Forces; achieving refugee status etc. Establishing a National Grid of social wiring between Universal Credit and these other systems (in the same way as probation or resettlement officers do) would provide a universal bridge between the systems. 

45. Once contact has been made with the individuals making the transition from another system the Claimant Commitment then becomes a plan with two objectives – to ensure the smooth transition in society and, simultaneously, to ensure a smooth and quick transition into the world of work.

46. In these cases, the responsibilities of the state are greater at the start of the process and their requirements to deal with social re-integration as well as job search requires more skills and contact. Successful interventions in the past have been Early Access to the full range of state help, a dedicated Personal Adviser and more frequent contact. Again, the Claimant Commitment would establish what the initial combination of actions by the claimant and the state should be with the balance tilted more towards actions by the state.  

A right to a ‘social MOT’ with no responsibilities.

47. Some groups do not have the ‘stick’ of a conditionality regime, but this also tends to mean they also don’t receive the ‘carrot’ of welfare to work or other help. The ESA support group and State Pensioners are two examples who might benefit from the establishment of ‘social MOTs’ informing people of the opportunities available and helping them navigate the complexity of public services.
IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T SUCCEED: TRY, TRY AGAIN.

48. Despite inflows to the claimant count (UC (JSA) & JSA (only)) being at historic lows the stock has risen by over ¼ million in the past year and has broken through one million. This is because people are staying on the benefit longer. In fact, as Panel B at the end of this note shows the long-term unemployment shares are at similar levels to the highest recessionary peaks in the whole of the Post-War period. And the long-term unemployment shares of JSA (Only) are at their highest ever levels. This is despite the fact that employment rates are at their highest ever level.

49. There is also evidence from the LFS and elsewhere that the hiring market has seized up. The normal turnover into, through and out of out-of-work benefits and into work seems to have dried up. Either people do not get on to benefit and some of them falls into social exclusion or, after a delay, they then get stuck on benefit.

50. The primary reason for this is that there has been a shift away from the active management of the benefit registers of the JSA/New Deal period which in 2008 delivered outflow rates close the peaks of the immediate Post-War period[endnoteRef:6]. This decay in the intervention regime began with the Flexible New Deal in 2009 with the first movement away from the rigid timetable of contact between the claimant and the state; worsened when the Work Programme was introduced and saw a major deterioration when UC was introduced. [6:  XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

] 


51. The JSA/New Deal process started with what is now described as the Claimant Commitment followed by regular and frequent contacts (fortnightly signing in JSA) to see if the agreed pattern of behaviours had been carried out by both sides.

52. Thereafter, regular but less frequent reviews of the Claimant Commitment were carried out to see whether it needs amending and whether the balance between the actions by the individual and the state needed to be recalibrated.

53. This intervention regime of frequent contact maintained the pressure on the claimant to continue to look for work and with a natural turnover of around 7 million hires a year if you look for work you are very likely to get a job. Without this pressure to carry out the actions agreed by both parties in the Claimant Commitment history proves that people get disheartened and stop looking for work. So, between 1982 and 1986 it was no longer necessary to sign on at Jobcentres 

54. It seems that the introduction of Universal Credit has had a similar effect and for a similar reason. The shift in focus from welfare to work policy to benefit policy echoes the earlier period. All the remedies to solve the emerging problems are associated with improving the benefit payment service – reducing waiting periods, advance payments etc – there has been little discussion about ensuring the administrative rigour of the Welfare to Work system was being maintained.

55. There are two other adverse consequences of not delivering an intervention regime of regular and frequent contact delivered through a one stop shop. Firstly, it takes longer for changes in circumstances to be registered. Also, with different bodies registering similar things (again an echo of the 1980s when Jobcentres measured registrants and Benefit Offices measured claimants) it is possible to get two different versions of a claimant’s life.

56. So, around 1 in 6 people on the UC JSA type conditionality regime (i.e. the unemployed) are measured by HMRC as being in employment. And 1 in 6 is a rough rule of thumb for obvious inconsistencies in the benefit system. For example, around 1 in 6 households on UC are receiving exactly £0.00 each month. And around 1 in 6 of the people on an employment conditionality regime are workless.

57. Secondly, in introducing a new regime, there are signs that the people who entered the benefit under the old system fall through the cracks. Some of them move through into longer durations are not subject to either the old or the new more intensive intervention regime. There are signs in the figures that this happened when the Work Programme was introduced and the extraordinarily high long-term unemployment shares for JSA only suggest that it is happening again as UC has come in.

58. What this implies for the Claimant Commitment is that it should it be carried out as early in the claim as possible (having resolved any benefit issues). Once the intervention regime for each of the conditionality regimes is established for the first time it needs to be carried out rigorously. Also, this intervention regime should include regular reviews of the Claimant Commitment. These may differ for each of the conditionality regimes.

59. In addition, if there is a change of status – if the claimant gets a job or the youngest child of a lone parent reaches a certain age – a new Claimant Commitment needs to be established. 

PANEL A: ADVERSE EFFECT OF DELAYING FIRST BENEFIT PAYMENT:
[image: ]


PANEL B: THE MOVE AWAY FROM THE JSA/NEW DEAL MODEL SINCE OCTOBER 2009 HAS BEEN ACCOMPANIED BY RECESSIONARY LEVELS OF LONG-TERM CLAIMANT UNEMPLOYMENT SHARES.
[image: ]
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WORK FOCUSED INTERVIEW



Introduce at longest durations first;



But introduce sympathetically;



Resolve benefit & other problems before interview;



Minimise number of deferrals & waivers;



Talk about work before barriers to work;



Maximise number of back-to-work plans;



Maximise number going on to a caseload;



Minimise number who drop out of caseload; and



Repeat regularly throughout claim;



Possibly every 6 or 12 months?

‘WHAT WORKS’

APPLIED TO INACTIVE BENEFITS
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