

































































































































































THE SMITH INSTITUTE

Few criticisms of the interview process...

v’ Interviews are described as being generally problem free

v’ Job Centre staff seen as helpful and friendly in most cases

Especially for those with a pre-existing relationship

...but there are clear differences in the
quality and level of information provided

X Aclear lack of consistency in terms of the information being provided to
claimants

X For some, particularly those who would have claimed JSA under legacy
arrangements, the interview focused more on looking for work than it did
on explaining the UC process

X Asense that Job Centre staff are still learning and are not fully informed
about the process

X Ultimately, some left feeling confused and ill informed about what
happens next

“It was good, actually. It was easier
than for JSA...I found it easy.”
(Focus group, male, phase 1)

“I felt that the people at the Job Centre
didn’t really know that much about it,
because it was all new. It doesn’t really
fill you with confidence.”

(Depth, female, phase 2)

“I think because [my partner] was
working, they were more focused on
getting his hours up so he doesn't have
to rely on Universal Credit.”

(Focus group, female, phase 1)
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CASE STUDY: Claimants left feeling confused

Anna* is currently in part-time work, but after
her partner lost his job they made a joint
application for UC. At her appointment, Anna
felt that the Job Centre staff focused too
much on her finding another job rather
than explaining what UC would mean for her.

Following the interview, Anna found herself unprepared for the
shift to monthly payments. Nor was she expecting the delay
before the first UC payment went into her bank account.

She was surprised when she went to the bank the following week
to find her Child Tax Credit had not been paid as previously.

*Not participant’s real name

“They didn’t mention
Child Tax Credits, they
don’t warn you. As soon
as | made my claim, all of
my benefits stopped.”

“Once we know it’s on a
set day and we know how
much we’re getting, we’ll
be fine. The problem is
not knowing how much
we’re getting.”
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Stage 3: The waiting period
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Claimants complain of long waiting periods...
X Claimants typically waiting longer than they anticipated for their first payment

® In phase 1 typical waiting periods of 2 weeks to 6 months

® In phase 2 there appeared to be more consistent waits, usually between 1-2 months

X Lots of uncertainty around when payments will start
®  While some found all the information readily available via their online account, others felt left in the dark
®  Compounded by the difficulty in getting through to the UC helpline

... almost all cite severe financial challenges as
a result

X Lack of money for rent, bills and living expenses whilst waiting for payment
X Causing high levels of stress and anxiety for some without means to manage

X Many claimants are already in difficult circumstances financially and emotionally — waiting
for UC payments only exacerbates this

® E.g. losing a job, managing on low income, health issues

“The problem is the
long waiting before it's
sorted out, it's so
horrible.”
(Depth, female, phase
1)

"It's so scary. Some of
the bills piled up, it
forces vulnerable
people to get into
arrears.”

(Depth, female, phase

1)
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CASE STUDY: The impact of delayed payment

Peter* was expecting his UC payment at the

v . “It was a nightmare.
end of November. When it didn’t come, he 9

The UC people said

phoned UC and was told they had been they were waiting for a
waiting for additional information from the letter from the council
council. After spending one hour a day for and that went on for 10
next 10 days on the phone to UC, Peter was days. | was on the

told the issues had been rectified and that he phone an hour a day!”

would receive payment shortly.

“l knew about the [UC
However, it took a further six weeks for payment to finally go bridging] loan, but |
through. During this waiting period Peter relied on financial didn’t want to take it
support from his sister and also used a credit card — he knew because I don't like
about the UC loan, but wasn't keen on taking it. He describes it owing people money.”

as an incredibly stressful time for him.

*Not participant’s real name
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Stage 4: Receiving first payment
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For some, checking their first payment via their
online account is simple and clear...

v’ Notification of when to expect first payment e.g. text message and reports of UC
checking in to confirm payment received

v" Breakdown of amounts including deductions due to advance loan

V" For these individuals this is preferred to the previous system, as everything is in one
place

... but most find their first payment confusing and it
is often less than expected

X Unclear over how much they should receive and amount is often less than expected
®  Sometimes significantly reduced due to deductions for advance/ arrears

X Confusion about what it is supposed to cover and the time period it is meant to last
®  Especially for those previously in receipt of HB, not used to paying own rent/ council charges
®  Some say amount is sometimes not enough to cover rent

X Mixed reports of whether or not payments were backdated

“It's clear how much you will
be paid, how much is going.
Every time you can check
online your account, how
much you've got rent, how
much is Tax Credit.”

(Focus group, male, phase

2)

“It was considerably less
than what we were
originally told we would be
entitled to.”

(Depth, male, phase 2)
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management
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Mixed views on managing money and rent on UC — for those used

to the previous system it’s challenging

X Don't like the idea of managing a monthly payment themselves

® Find paying their rent themselves complicated - many prefer the old
system of having their rent paid directly to the council and express
frustration that this in no longer on offer (unless you can demonstrate
significant problems in paying your rent)

® Confusion around responsibility for paying service charges

X Hard to manage money across a whole month
® It's tempting to overspend at the start
® Particularly those who are used to weekly benefits/ salaries previously
® Concerned about overspending and being unable to pay rent

“You start to take £10 or £20 off it, don’t
pay the full rent and the council start to
get on you. That’s what | don’t want, |
Just want it to go straight to the council.”
(Focus group, male, phase 1)

“It makes more sense to pay direct...
don’t want arrears, the most important
thing is my roof.”

(Focus group, male, phase 2)
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Others simply don’t have enough money - this is driving financial
difficulties rather than poor money management

v Some see value in the principle in that it encourages responsibility
for budgeting
» Gives a sense of control over finances
» Especially for those who have previously had monthly salaries

v And feel they know how to budget
» Paying rent is a priority as part of a wider budgeting regime
* Typically use standing orders or direct debit to pay rent
» Usually at the start of the month

X However, tenants come into financial difficulties because they have
less money than they were expecting and this is compounded by the
impact of the extended waiting period

» Especially when factoring in deductions for arrears, bridging loan and
paying off various debts acquired during the waiting period

“It brings some seriousness to
somebody’s life. You have to work out
your spending so that you won't
mismanage and be inconsiderate to
yourself.”

(Depth, female, phase 2)

"I have my account set up in that way
[with standing orders]. | don’t touch the
money [for rent] because | know it’s going
out.”

(Focus group, female, phase 1)

“Universal Credit makes you become
responsible. | have to make that payment,
the rent first. I've never done the monthly
payment before but | think it's good.”
(Depth, female, phase 2)
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When it comes to budgeting, rent is the priority for most people

who worry about losing their home

¢ Of all bills, most individuals we spoke to said that paying rent was a
top priority - as they worry they could lose their home

® The council is not seen as a soft touch here — eviction and being chased for
rent are real concerns

® And paying off arrears is a high priority when it comes to paying off debts

® Council tax is also a high priority with some citing worries after a summons
from the council

® Part of a wider budgeting regime
¢ E.g. paying something to all bills to avoid any building up

¢ Although we found evidence that a minority will prioritise other
things

® Paying rent is lower priority for this group as they feel their landlord will not
evict them

“With or without Universal Credit,
the first week of the month | pay my
rent.”

(Depth, male, phase 2)

“l have never missed my rent, |
have never missed my council tax, |
have never missed my bills. I'd
rather go hungry.”

(Depth, male, phase 2)

“I would pay my house rent, but |
would not pay the full amount. |
would pay some other bills too, my
water rate and my council tax.”
(Depth, female, phase 2)
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Claimants use a range of strategies to cope financially, and there is
a strong aversion to debt

+ We shouldn’t assume that residents are fine with getting into debt. Most were extremely resistant to falling into debt
* Many borrow from friends/family to avoid debt — at an emotional and financial cost to them and their wider networks

. . Cutting down on Getting into formal .
Spending savings and informal debt Bridging loan

- For the few who have - Essentials (food, energy) - Formal - credit cards, - Hostility towards
savings or pension pots payday loans, not paying borrowing money from

1 1

1 1

- And ‘luxuries’ ' :
— they tend to use these ' bills | the government and it

| :

1 1

1 1

1

1

1

1

T 1

in the first instance (socialising, presents for ' will be deducted from
:

1

kids) - Orinformal - debt to
; . later UC payments
L e e mmm e e e L e e e o | ___frendsandfamily Lo @NYWAY . oo
"l was saving money to start a business “I hate going in debt; I've never been in “I didn’t know [about the Government loan],
after school, | had no choice but to spend debt in my life. My bills are always paid and | wouldn’t have taken it anyway. |
that money, nothing was coming in.” on time.” would have rather gone to family.”
(Depth, female, phase 2) (Depth, female, phase 1) (Focus group, female, phase 1)
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CASE STUDY: Relying on family for support

Jacqueline® is a former shop assistant who has
been unable to work since January 2017 due to
her disability. She has previously been on I'had to go to my parents.
Income Support but is now on Universal Credit Luckily they were able to

PP - help me with food and bills.
| couldn’t afford them.”

She received a bridging loan of £400 from DWP
to help during the transition period, but found
that it was not enough to pay the bills. To cover
the difference, she went to her parents for help.

“I can’t keep running back to
my parents; they're
parents, and grateful for the help. She pays pensioners. Their money is

them back in regular instalments. But she feels their money’.
guilty about relying on them — and does not want
to have to ask for more support in the future.

Jacqueline is now in £3,000 worth of debt to her

*Not participant’s real name

65



6 Impact of Universal Credit on debt and
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There has been a huge impact of the switch to UC on claimants
falling into financial difficulties - and particularly arrears

* As aresult of: a) delays to UC payment; b) confusion around the first payment

A\

Significant numbers falling into
arrears for the first time

“I've never been in arrears in my life, | now
owe over £1,000 in rent.”
(Focus group, male, phase 2)

A\

... and those already in trouble
falling into worse arrears

“I was in arrears before, but it was not as bad
as itis now.”
(Depth, female, phase 2)
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Those in debt and arrears describe significant impact on their
emotional well-being

» Causes high levels of stress and worry
+ Many talk about dread of receiving letters from the council and concern about how they will cope with cutting back
spending
+ Some receiving multiple letters from different departments chasing payments e.g. Council Tax,
Housing
» Often comes alongside being chased for other debts like utilities and loans

 Already in difficult times
* Due to health problems, unemployment and low income

“ . “Especially when you’re signed off work with s
It was stressful, because you wait for . . , I've had more sleepless
. anxiety and depression, and you've got .
3 or 4 months without rent. They oy . . , nights than you could
. » eviction notices coming in. That wasn't a . .,
[Southwark] are chasing you. ., imagine.
good time.
(Depth, male, phase 2)

(Focus group, male, phase 1) (Depth, female, phase 2)
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Most are taking steps to pay off their arrears through formal or
informal payment plans - with mixed success

* Mixed feedback on whether the back payments are sufficient " had to go to court to try to save my

to cover arrears when UC is eventually paid place. | gave them all the information

I had from Universal Credit, and now

* Some say they are | pay off £20 per month. Peabody are

« Others say they are not enough to cover arrears, especially taking getting the full amount now, and | pay
into account additional debt accrued during waiting period off £20 per month on top of that”.

Depth le, ph 2
* Some say they did not receive a back payment (Depth, male, phase 2)

Many have set up formal or informal payment plans with their

landlord or Housing Officer to pay off arrears 1l got into £2,000 of arrears [during
the waiting period]. Now I'm
scrimping and scraping, trying to get
food on my table for my kid. He’s not
But, some are still in severe financial difficulties as a result working, so that makes it harder”.

of the waiting period and struggling to pay arrears as a result (Depth, female, phase 2)

Some have managed to reduce arrears over time
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CASE STUDY: Coping with rent arrears

Nick* has been out of regular work for two
years, and was claiming JSA before being
referred for UC.

“I nearly lost the roof
over my head, just

, . ] . e because of Universal
He waited five months to receive his first UC Credit.”

payment after his application, during which he
fell into arrears.

A “system error” led to Southwark Council believing he was “I would prefer for my
receiving UC when in fact he wasn't, so it looked like Nick was rent to be paid and
intentionally avoiding rent. The council threatened Nick with receive no money at all,
court proceedings over rent arrears, which led him to take out a it would be less
payday loan. He’s still paying back the payday loan and says he stressful.

has very little money leftover to live on.

*Not participant’s real name
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7 Information and support provision
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Significant demand for support throughout the application but less
about budgeting and more about clarifying what UC means for them

* There is some desire for help managing spending but, the overwhelming demand is for
better information about what UC and the transition period will mean for them:

“[l would like] a letter with a

"They didn’t say how long, or when I'd
breakdown. We know how much

“I'm very prudent with money... ) ,

. ! get my first payment, or how much I'd
| just wanted to know when it e o i . )

; get. It was just ‘deal with it’. | thought, | our rent is, but when you’re on
was going to be sorted out. | , . 3 ,
" need to know, because I've got bills to benefits you don’t pay the full rent,
can manage my own money. B ; e
pay. Just a portion.

{eEnal, el S, [pIese 1) (Depth, female, phase 2) (Focus group, female, phase 2)
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Despite clear avenues for support and information, help provided is
often inconsistent and inadequate

Job Centre staff are
friendly but info
provided is
inconsistent
« Job centre staff are

thought to be still learning
the ropes

* And too much focus on

The UC hotline is
very problematic

* Hard to get through to and
expensive

» Claimants report usually
speaking to a different
person and say people at
the call centre often just

The UC journal chat Limited use of
function is slow to Citizens Advice
respond «  Few aware of this avenue
And for those who aren’t «  Some have a sense that
C(?nfide.n-t online or struggle there is little that they can
with writing and reading it do to help (including those
can be difficult to use who have been to

And it's impersonal — Citizens Advice)

looking for work (as direct them to the journal speaking to a different . But for those who have
opposed to what UC will person every time used this it has been
mean for claimants) helpful
“[Job Centre staff] are pretty “The UC people said they were “Nobody reads your journal “It's good, they helped
much irrelevant now, which waiting for a letter from the council properly. You tell them what’s me. So far it's made a
makes it more stressful for me. and that went on for 10 days. | was going on and 3 days later, difference.”
I can’t get the help | need.” on the phone an hour a day!” nobody’s read it. “ (Focus group, female,
(Depth, male, phase 1) (Focus group, female, phase 2) (Depth, female, phase 2) phase 2)
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Avenues for support are perceived as not joined up and impersonal -
this causes unnecessary stress for claimants

X An expectation that UC, the council, and the Job Centre should be better
informed and communicate with one another

¢  Support from UC feels more inflexible and overly-centralised than for other benefits
X Departments within the council are also not seen to be well linked up

® Claimants expect the council tax service to know when they are waiting for UC and
not send letters chasing payment and vice versa

X Speaking to a different person every time is frustrating

® Those transitioning from the old system are used to having a personal contact (e.g. at
Job Centre)

X The result is a lot of stress for claimants, at an already difficult time

® Being passed from pillar to post is frustrating and letters chasing payments are very
concerning

“I want a person. | know you have to
queue up — there’s nothing wrong with
that. But it was all disjointed; there’s never
a common number or a common person.”
(Focus group, male, phase 2)

“They need to have an understanding that
the UC process takes six weeks, and in
that six weeks the claimant has no
income at all. So there’s no point in
sending them out letters to say they’re in
arrears.”

(Depth, female, phase 2)

“When you’re signed off work with anxiety
and depression, and you've got eviction
notices coming in. That wasn'’t a good
time.”

(Depth, female, phase 2)
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CASE STUDY: Problems with UC hotline and support

Ben* is a single parent with a young daughter.
Being dyslexic and unable to use a computer, he 9, , .
struggled a lot with the UC application process d sometimes stand in
and had several issues with his claim. that phone-box in the
rain. | had to get through
At one point Ben had no phone so would have to to get my money.”
use a public telephone box to contact UC. He
complained heavily about having to spend hours
there waiting to get through with his daughter.

“l was told on the phone,
haven’t you not got an
auntie, uncle or family to
borrow money from? But
I've not got any family
around.”

Already struggling financially, after he got a mobile phone he then
had to spend £20 each month on credit just so he would be able to
contact the UC hotline.

When he did get through to UC advisors he was advised to borrow
money from friends or family, something he was unable to do. He
had already taken out a bridging loan and had to supplement it with
several pay day loans. These debts now total £2,800.
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A burden is being placed on the council to support claimants as a
result — mainly through Housing Officers

+ When other avenues fail, many claimants are turning to existing relationships for support — including Housing Officers
* Also other landlords and Job Centre staff
* Housing Officers are seen as very helpful and supportive by claimants
+  But, this is ultimately putting additional cost and burden on the council

* Housing Officers are spending extensive time giving support
*  General support with the UC application including contacting UC on the claimant’s behalf

* And with arrears e.g. setting up payment plans
» Especially as understanding of arrears is often low so claimants are reliant on others’ knowledge to help them navigate

“My rent officer has been so helpful

“My Housing Officer is sympathetic — she
with regards to how you pay your

says if you can’t pay, let her know. Don't gt ko Ui Ui

just go into arrears. She’s done that a letnielfoie) iy LRt Gl rent... she advised me to set up a
. L helpful, told me not to : . .
few times... | pay in instalments and we oy direct debit or a standing order as
worry about it. S
soon as possible.

have an agreement. (Depth, male, phase 2)

(Focus group, phase 2, female) (Focus group, phase 1, female)
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There is a clear role for better and more joined-up support and
information

Before the transition During the transition In managing arrears
+ An explanation of what « A more informative JC interview at the application *  Support from Housing
UC is, and when to stage Officers
eXpelct It, to prepare - Amore responsive UC helpline and chat function » And better joining up
people between council

* And a named point of contact t
eams

» Clear itemised breakdown of first payment
» Better explanation of what UC means for individuals

* A‘one stop shop’ linking various council
departments and UC
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8 Reflections and implications
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What have we learnt?

» The research has shown that the principle of moving to UC is less of an issue (though it is
problematic for some) than the process itself

* Participants in this research almost universally have experienced financial hardship as a
result of transitioning onto UC; notably as a result of the significant delays to payment

« The impact this has on claimants' ability to pay their rent is significant — with tenants falling
into arrears, or into worse arrears

* It is hard to ascertain the extent to which negative attitudes towards UC will change over
time - with views often coloured by recent difficulties with the transition process

« The findings have significant implications for the council, but also the wellbeing of the
individuals themselves, many of whom have desperate personal stories to tell
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What might this mean for social landlords?

» There is a clear role for better and more joined-up support and information
+ Before the transition, during the waiting period and whilst in arrears

» There is a sense that the organisations involved in delivering UC are not working together
as well as they could

* UC, the council, Job Centres, Citizens Advice

* Housing Officers are providing one of the key support mechanisms for those transitioning
onto UC, and supporting claimants in managing rent arrears. In addition to the cost of the
arrears themselves, this will be causing a significant increase in their workload and wider
strain on council resources

« It will be important to understand how quickly rent arrears are being re-paid, and the
implications for claimants managing debt repayment (especially given the emotional strain
associated with being in debt)
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