
1 
 

Universal Credit - six months in 
 

Report of the Fifth Reading Advice Forum  June 21, 2018 
 
Introduction 
 
1 The Forum brought together representatives from the Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP), Job Centre Plus (JC+), Reading Borough Council (RBC), members of 
the Reading Advice Network (RAN) and non-member organisations, to discuss the 
operation and impact of Universal Credit (UC) in Reading since its rollout began at the 
beginning of 2018.  
 
2 The Forum focused on three questions: 

• What is actually happening now with Universal Credit in Reading? 

• What can we learn from the experience of the last 6 months? 

• How could we work together, in Reading, to improve the way Universal Credit 
operates? 

 
3 The Forum began with a short introduction by Richard Harrison, the Chair of the 
Reading Advice Network, who asked participants to remember that, while Universal Credit 
was a very controversial political initiative, none of those present were responsible either 
for the idea of Universal Credit or its design, but were all trying to make it work, within the 
constraints on them, as best they could. There were then three short presentations, from: 

• Shabana Mahmood, DWP, on ‘Universal Credit rollout’ 

• Andy Donachie and Jamie Webb, RBC on ‘Reading Borough Council’s 
perspective’ 

• Francesca Yates, CommuniCare on ‘The experience of the vulnerable and 
digitally excluded’ 

 
These presentations were followed by an extended plenary discussion. 
 
4 The points made in the presentations and in the plenary discussion have been 
brought together below under the Forum’s three questions. 
 

What is actually happening now with Universal Credit in Reading? 
 
5 For claimants who have the ability to use the on-line application system and can 
manage their account on line - which is a large number of Universal Credit claimants - 
Universal Credit is working well and is better than the system it replaced. Over 80% of 
payments are being made on time, and 80% of RBC’s tenants on Universal Credit are 
managing OK.  
 
6 There are three different groups of claimants, for historical reasons, and their 
access arrangements to the system are slightly different: 

• ‘Legacy claimants’ - who were in receipt of the six related benefits when 
Universal Credit was introduced 

• Live Service claimants’ - who moved onto Universal Credit during the pilot ‘Live 
Service’ programme 
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• New claimants - who have applied since the Full Service Universal Credit was 
introduced  

 
7 Registration of claims is entirely online. Once a new claimant is registered they 
become a ‘client’ and have a first ‘commitment appointment’ with a ‘work coach’ at JC+. 
This is to design their personal work commitment - what they will do in return for receiving 
Universal Credit. Most clients keep the same work coach while they are remain on the 
system, but occasionally practical considerations such as leave or sickness means that the 
coach needs to be changed. 
 
8 All interaction with, or about, a client takes place through the online ‘client journal’ 
and the client’s mobile phone or email. When claimants first apply they choose text or 
email as their preferred form of notification. JC+ will not phone or write to clients, but every 
time JC+ staff put something on a client journal they also send the client a text or email 
alerting them to the new information. Other organisations involved with the client, such as 
RBC or voluntary organisations providing client support, such as CommuniCare, can, with 
the client’s permission and in their presence, also access and put information about the 
client’s situation on the client journal. Work coaches are given time each day to read and 
put messages on their clients’ journals.  
 
9 Clients can get advance payments, which can be up to 100% of their Universal 
Credit entitlement. These have to be repaid over a period which can be up to 12 months, 
and clients have to agree a repayment plan.  
 
10 It is also possible to ask for Housing Benefit to be paid directly to a landlord. Clients, 
or a supporting agency, can put in a request using the client journal, but there need to be 
special circumstances and these need to be explained clearly. The decision rests with the 
case manager. Landlords can also make a request using a UC47 form, but private 
landlords must have the tenant’s consent. Social landlords do not need the tenant’s 
consent. 
 
11 RBC’s Debt Advice Team is providing three types of support to Universal Credit 
claimants: 

• Assisted digital support - helping clients who are able to use a computer but who 
need some guidance and support to apply for Universal Credit and maintain 
their claim once it is registered 

• Personal budgeting support - helping clients budget before they receive their 
first payment, and helping them update their budget whilst receiving Universal 
Credit to maintain vital goods and services 

• Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) to Universal Credit claimants in financial 
hardship who need help with eligible housing costs. Since the Full Service 
began in December 2017 the team has received 81 DHP applications and 
awarded £83,000. By contrast, during the two years of the ‘Live Service’ 
programme, the team received 27 DHP applications and awarded £28,000. 

 
12 Since the beginning of January 2018 CommuniCare has supported 197 clients with 
Universal Credit applications. This has included 102 new applications of which 74 were 
referred to CommuniCare by JC+ and 28 were made by CommuniCare at the JC+ offices, 
where CommuniCare has a presence twice a week. Each claim is taking CommuniCare 
staff over an hour to complete, and this does not include time spent on claim verification. 
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13 Some strong working relationships have been established between DWP, JC+, 
RBC and a number of voluntary organisations such as CommuniCare providing support to 
claimants and clients. Lots of meetings are being held to discuss Universal Credit, 
including ‘complex needs meetings’ for vulnerable clients. 
 
 
14 However, while much is going well with Universal Credit, a series of significant 
problems remain and these are causing a great deal of difficulty and hardship for, in 
particular, vulnerable and digitally excluded clients. The key problems are as follows: 

• Digital exclusion. Claimants cannot access Universal Credit at all unless they 
own, or have ready access to, a mobile phone and a computer, and know how 
to use them 

• Other core requirements. Claimants must have a home address and a bank 
account. 

• Difficulties with online verification of the claimant’s identity 

• Habitual Residency Test (HRT) decisions. Claimants must be able to show that 
they are entitled to live in the UK and have recourse to public funds. HRT 
decisions are made in DWP’s Service Centres but no reasons are given for 
‘failed’ decisions so claimants cannot challenge them. Moreover, some 
decisions are quite irrational - there are instances of one member of a couple 
with exactly the same history in the UK passing the test and the other member 
failing it. 

• Clients who have moved from Housing Benefit to Universal Credit have to 
reapply to RBC for Council Tax support, and this application has to be submitted 
within a month for the restored Council Tax support to be backdated.  Some 
clients do not realise this and by the time they do they are no longer eligible for 
the backdated support. 

• Claims being closed down, or sanctions being imposed, without warning 

• Delays in payment because problems with past benefit claims remain 
unresolved 

• Delays in handling applications for ‘Limited Capability to Work’, or where there is 
a long term health condition requiring a ‘Fit’ note 

• Continuing recruitment of staff to Job Centres and the DWP Service Centres 
means that some new staff do not know the legislation and are giving incorrect 
advice, decisions or explanations for decisions to potential claimants, claimants 
and clients. 

 
15 All these problems pose particular difficulties for clients with literacy issues, a poor 
command of English, physical or mental health problems, or who do not know about, or 
cannot access, the support available. 
 
16 As illustrations of how these problems can cause real hardship for vulnerable 
clients, Francesca Yates from CommuniCare quoted three case studies: 

• Client A has no IT access and speaks limited English. He had previously had his 
rent paid, through Housing Benefit, direct to his landlord. He could not access 
his Universal Credit account to understand his payments, did not realise that the 
payments included a housing element and did not see, or take action on, 
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messages from his work coach and his case manager. As a result he fell into 
rent arrears of over £1000 and faces eviction 

• Client B was homeless, but because his health was declining his sister paid for 
him to stay in B and B accommodation. His Employment Support Allowance  
had been stopped. When he claimed Universal Credit he submitted all the 
relevant facts and evidence to support his claim, but DWP uncovered an Income 
Support claim from 5 years previously that had not been closed and could not 
decide who should close this claim. They took three months to make the first 
Universal Credit payment, but this did not include a housing element. The 
dispute over the housing element remains unresolved and he is again 
threatened with homelessness. 

• Client C was recently released from prison but had no money, no place to live, 
no bank account, no mobile phone and no access to IT. It took three weeks to 
get the documents to open a bank account. He then submitted his Universal 
Credit claim, but the first payment is likely to take another five weeks and will not 
include a housing element because he is homeless. Meanwhile he cannot get 
accommodation because he has no money. 

 
What can we learn from the experience of the last 6 months? 
 
17 There are a number of clear lessons: 

• Close collaboration and frequent meetings between all the organisations and 
agencies involved with claimants and clients is essential if the policy is to work 
well and problems are to be resolved quickly. Complex needs meetings can be 
a useful way for support agencies to connect with DWP and JC+ and raise 
issues. 

• There is a lot that DWP and JC+ can do to help claimants and clients, but at the 
end of the day they are Government Departments. Sometimes claimants and 
clients will find that they can work better with partner organisations - who bring 
valuable perspectives, experience and ideas which make the implementation of 
UC better for everyone involved 

• The online journal is a really important and valuable facility. Everyone involved 
with a claim - claimant, support agencies, RBC staff, case managers, work 
coaches and other DWP/JC staff - can see exactly where a claim stands, and if 
problems arise it enables them to discuss and resolve them quickly. Clients 
don’t always give the right information, and as a result can fall foul of JC+ rules, 
but a support agency can use the journal to explain what’s happening to the 
client. Support agencies need to put everything they do for clients onto their 
journals, and can use the journal request reviews, or mandatory reconsideration 
for sanctions that have been imposed. They can also give additional information 
for consideration that the client may have failed to disclose, or had not realised 
was relevant to their case. 

• Some support agencies don’t have the capacity, nor the funds to work in 
partnership with DWP and JC+ 

• There can be real difficulties over repaying advances. Clients often apply for 
advances and agree repayment plans before they get in contact with a support 
agency. As a result, some clients take the maximum advances and then get into 
hardship when the advances are deducted from their subsequent UC payments 
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How could we work together, in Reading, to improve the way UC 
operates? 
 
17 Seven proposals emerged from the discussions: 

• Make funding provision for partnership working for agencies who support the 
most vulnerable and digitally excluded clients. This funding could be part of 
these clients’ care and support plans 

• Increase knowledge and awareness amongst DWP and JC+ staff about the 
many agencies in Reading who support vulnerable and digitally excluded clients 

• Share information more widely amongst support agencies and DWP 

• Reinforce this by organising regular meetings of DWP and support agency 
teams to discuss issues and share best practice 

• Create one or two dedicated Single Points of Contact (SPOC) at JC+ that ALL 
agencies can contact - preferably a SPOC who works face-to-face with clients, 
has a daily working knowledge of client needs, and is readily available to be 
contacted 

• Make the advice DWP and JC+ staff give and the information that’s given at 
training events more consistently accurate 

• Allow support agencies to scan and email clients’ ‘Fit’ notes, to save clients 
having to take these to the Jobcentre. 

 

Conclusion 
 
18 This is the report of a 2 hour Advice Forum, so it makes no claim to be a 
comprehensive analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of Universal Credit six months 
into its full service rollout in Reading. But we believe that it does provide a valuable 
summary of many key elements of the current situation. 
 
The Reading Advice Network 
July 2018 
 
 


