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Introduction  

 

Calls for changes to Universal Credit continue to be made, highlighting issues with both the 

administration of Universal Credit and the policy design. It’s increasingly clear that Universal Credit 

does not deliver for women and exacerbates many of the issues we know contribute to women’s 

economic inequality and posing a risk to those who may be living with domestic abuse. 

 

Roll-out of full service Universal Credit must be paused so that these issues are addressed. Unless 

action is taken Universal Credit will not only fail to deliver on its stated aims of making work pay, 

but will also undermine commitments from the UK Government to advance equality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key messages  

 

1. Full service Universal Credit (UC) risks leaving many worse off than under the 

current system. It is not delivering for women and risks exacerbating many 

existing causes of women’s economic inequality.  

2. Key issues include payment delays and issues when applying for additional 

elements such as childcare, single monthly payments, a lack of incentive for 

second earners to work, greater incentive for low-hours work, in-work 

conditionality and a one-size-fits-all approach.  

3. Evaluation to date is not sufficient to adequately determine the impact of 

Universal Credit on different groups, particularly women, and in different parts of 

the country where roll-out has been minimal, such as Wales.  

4. Roll-out of full-service UC must be paused to deal with emerging issues as well as 

existing, fundamental flaws to the policy which will have a disproportionate 

impact on women.  
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Recommendations 

 

1. Claiming childcare costs under UC must be simplified and claimants must be made 

aware of their entitlement. Steps could include moving reporting requirements in 

line with those for Tax Free Childcare, developing a centralised system for claims 

and reviewing current evidence requirements.1 

2. Further evaluation must be carried out as a matter of urgency to further investigate 

how UC is impacting on women particularly in Wales. This should include an equality 

impact assessment, which looks at all elements of UC including new in-work 

requirements.  

3. Changes should be considered to the way in which UC is paid to enable payment to 

be made to the main carer rather than the head of a household and more frequent 

payments that once a month, to more closely replicate the wage patterns of many 

UC claimants moving in or out of work.  

4. Changes need to be made to UC to ensure that second earners are also incentivised 

to enter and progress in work. This could be through the introduction of a work 

allowance for second earners or targeted solutions for groups including single 

parents and second earners, such as a lower taper rate.1 

5. JCP Work Coaches should be provided with training to enable them to be more 

sensitive to claimants’ individual needs, including training around the different 

barriers women can face when looking to progress in work. 

6. Evaluation of pilot schemes of in-work conditionality must include consideration of 

the different outcomes for men and women. Data should be disaggregated by sex 

and made publicly available to ensure effective scrutiny.  

7. Action must be taken to evaluate whether services on which successful 

implementation will rely, such as childcare and transport, are adequate and if not 

action taken to ensure improvements are made before full roll-out of the new 

requirements. This is particularly important in a devolved context where the UK 

Government should work closely with devolved institutions that are responsible for 

the delivery of these services. 

8. Roll-out of full service UC should be halted and further pilots should be carried out 

in selected areas with mixed demographics, including those with more complex 

claims such as family claimants, to enable further development of the policy so that 

outcomes for these groups improve. 

9. In addition to further training for JCP Work Coaches there is a need for culture 

change within JCP to ensure that Coaches are empowered to take a more 

individualised approach when supporting UC claimants., building on work already 

underway in Wales 
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Detailed Briefing 

 

Delivery issues  

 

1. Payment delays  

1.1. Research by Citizen’s Advice in 2017 revealed a number of problems with the 

administration of Universal Credit (UC), with many claimants waiting at least 6 weeks for an 

initial payment.1 Following this report and increasing calls for change, the UK Government 

announced that the 7 day wait period would be removed, so that all claimants are entitled 

to UC from the first day they claim. 

1.2. A number of other changes were announced as part of the 2017 Autumn Budget including 

an increase in advance payments along with extended repayment periods and additional 

support for Housing Benefit claimants.  

1.3. While these announcements were cautiously welcomed, significant concerns remain 

around work incentives and the continued issues that hider roll-out of full service UC.  

1.4. Further research from Citizen’s Advice has found that more than a third of people they 

have helped struggled to provide the evidence needed to complete their claim.2 This risks 

delaying payments beyond the standard 5 weeks, which already places a strain on many 

claimant’s finances.3 The National Audit Office report on Universal Credit found that around 

a quarter of all new claims were paid late in 2017.4  

2. Childcare element 

2.1. The childcare element of UC has been shown to be particularly problematic. This is likely to 

be felt more acutely by women claimants, who are more likely to take on primary caring 

responsibilities. Under UC, claimants are entitled to claim back up to 85% of childcare costs. 

However, roll-out to date has highlighted a number of issues caused by how this is 

administered and a lack of awareness of this element.  

2.2. The current process requires parents to pay for childcare initially and then submit a claim 

for reimbursement. A further change from the current system is that parents are no longer 

able to make claims based on an annual average.5 Under UC it is limited to the month of 

the claim and if parents fail to register costs in a month they lose that entitlement.6 

2.3. This approach requires parents to cover initial costs. There have been reports of the 

reimbursement process causing delays in receiving payment, to the point that some are 

considering or actually terminating employment.7  

2.4. While advance payment of childcare is possible under UC, this relies on accurate 

forecasting of working patterns in subsequent months.8 Given the increasing prevalence of 

                                                        
1 Citizen’s Advice Delivering on Universal Credit 2017 
2 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/universal-credit-claims-
falter-due-to-complicated-application-process-and-lack-of-support/  
3 Ibid 
4 National Audit Office Rolling out Universal Credit  June 2018  
5 Resolution Foundation Universal Remedy: Ensuring Universal Credit is fit for purpose 2017 
6 Ibid 
7 Citizen’s Advice Delivering on Universal Credit / DWP Test and Learn Evaluation: Families Findings from qualitative and 
quantitative research with claimants 2017  
8 Resolution Foundation Universal Remedy  

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/universal-credit-claims-falter-due-to-complicated-application-process-and-lack-of-support/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/universal-credit-claims-falter-due-to-complicated-application-process-and-lack-of-support/
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insecure, changeable employment, where individuals might regularly work different hours 

from week to week, this can be a challenge. Furthermore, UC is deliberately designed to 

enable claimants to move into temporary, low hour and flexible work, which might cause 

tension with requirements for childcare elements.  

2.5. It is well documented that childcare continues to be a key barrier to women in work. If 

Universal Credit is to be a success steps must be taken to ensure that support with 

childcare costs is sufficient so that women can successfully move into or progress in work. 

 

3. Evaluations of UC are limited, particularly in Wales, and suggest limited impact on some 

groups 

3.1. A number of evaluations have been carried out on Universal Credit as part of the test and 

learn approach adopted for roll out, the most recent of which suggest that the impact of UC 

on the job seeking behaviour of a number of groups is limited.  

3.2. Research has shown that the impact of UC is limited among people where personal barriers 

are too great and for those who experience administrative issues.9 Furthermore, financial 

components of UC are weaker drivers of behavioural change for families who weighed up 

spending less time with children by working when they thought they could earn a similar 

amount job searching.10 Personal factors such as transport links, whether a job offers 

adequate pay and being within a commutable distance ultimately affected decisions about 

work, particularly for families.11  

3.3. Additional research with family claimants found a number of further challenges. This 

included difficulties completing the required number of hours searching for work, due to a 

lack of local job vacancies, balancing job search with family/ childcare and fitting job search 

around paid work.12 

3.4. These are early evaluations, as full service roll-out is only just beginning to pick up pace. 

However, planned evaluations of live service UC for families and couples without children 

have been delayed and are becoming more difficult to carry out as the availability of 

control groups on legacy benefits is reducing.13 Plans are being made to find alternative 

measures to evaluate full service UC but the DWP accepts these will be less robust that the 

original methodology.14 

                                                        
9 DWP Understanding how UC influences employment behaviour: Findings from qualitative and quantitative 
experimental research with claimants 2017  
10 Ibid 
11 Ibid 
12 DWP Test and Learn Evaluation: Families Findings from qualitative and quantitative research with claimants 2017  
13 National Audit Office Rolling out Universal Credit  June 2018 
14 Ibid 

Recommendation One: 

Claiming childcare costs under UC must be simplified and claimants must be made aware of their 

entitlement. Steps could include moving reporting requirements in line with those for Tax Free 

Childcare, developing a centralised system for claims and reviewing current evidence 

requirements. 
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3.5. Evaluations are also predominantly carried out with claimants in England. There is 

therefore a lack of data to understand how UC is impacting on claimants in Wales, where 

the benefits system interacts with a variety of devolved services which are different to 

those in England.  

3.6.  From the evidence that is available, it appears that UC is not working for those with family 

responsibilities, who are most likely to be women. It is not having the desired impact in 

driving behaviour change and there are additional challenges for women that the policy 

appears to be unresponsive to. Further evaluation is essential if this negative impact is to 

be addressed. 

 

 

Policy Design Issues 

4. Single, monthly payments 

4.1. Providing UC via single, monthly payments to a household has been criticised since UC’s 

inception for a variety of reasons.  

4.2. Many who move onto UC do so from work that is either paid weekly or fortnightly.15 

Monthly payments, direct to claimants, have been linked to rising debt and rent arrears and 

bear little resemblance to the reality of paid work they are either moving in or out of .16 

4.3. There are also serious concerns about the risk this approach raises for those who are living 

with domestic abuse or who may be vulnerable to financial abuse. This issue has been 

criticised most recently in a report from the Work and Pensions Select Committee, which 

concluded that there was a “serious risk of Universal Credit increasing the powers of 

abusers”.17 

4.4. Claimants can request that their UC payment be split between however these are only 

allowable in “very exceptional” circumstances, including disclosure of domestic violence or 

financial abuse. However, this approach poses further risk.  Respondents to a 2014 survey 

stated that the proposed solution of allowing partners to split payments in cases of 

financial abuse was not sufficient and could in fact be dangerous for women who might see 

their abuse worsen should their partner find out.18  

 

                                                        
15 Resolution Foundation Universal Remedy 2017 
16 DWP Test and Learn Evaluation: Families Findings from qualitative and quantitative research with claimants 2017 
17 House of Commons Work and Pension Committee Universal Credit and Domestic Abuse 2018 
18 TUC / Women’s Aid Unequal. Trapped and Controlled: Women’s experience of financial abuse and potential 
implications for Universal Credit 2015  

Recommendation Two: 

Further evaluation must be carried out as a matter of urgency to further investigate how UC is 

impacting on women, particularly in Wales. This should include an equality impact assessment, 

which looks at all elements of UC including new in-work requirements.  
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5. Disincentive for second earners 

5.1. Since UC was first announced the lack of incentive for second earners to enter or progress 

in work has been a concern. As women are more commonly the second earner in a 

household, it’s clear that this would have a greater impact on them.  

5.2. Further cuts to UC over the past few years have only made this issue worse. The lack of any 

work allowance means that second earners are subject to the taper rate from the first 

pound they earn. The Resolution Foundation has estimated that they would keep just 37p 

in the pound of their pay from a part-time role and that for those with childcare costs, 

returning to earning under UC can fall to as little as 6p on the pound if paying for two pre-

school aged children.19 

 

 

6. Greater reward for remaining in low hours work  

6.1. UC, by design, looks to make it easier for individuals to return to work in low hour and 

more flexible jobs. Early evaluations have concluded that for single, unemployed claimants 

UC is making it worthwhile and easier for them to do small amounts of work.20 The financial 

components of UC (i.e. the removal of the need to sign off and on, RTI link and in-work 

payment) lessened financial barriers for part-time and short-term work, which was viewed 

positively by single claimants due to the potential to lead to full-time, permanent work.21 

6.2. With growing issues of under-employment, as well as the well documented impact of part-

time work on women’s lifetime earnings, the tendency for UC to reward low hour, 

temporary employment is concerning.  

6.3. As pointed out by the Resolution Foundation, unemployment is a less pressing issue than 

when UC was first designed.22 Key challenges now, are addressing in-work poverty and a 

                                                        
19 Resolution Foundation Universal Remedy 2017 
20 DWP Estimating the Early Labour Market Impacts of UC Updated Analysis Dec. 2015  
21 DWP Understanding how Universal Credit influences employment behaviour: Findings from qualitative and 
experimental research with claimants Sept. 2017  
22 Resolution Foundation Universal Remedy  

Recommendation Four: 

Changes need to be made to UC to ensure that second earners are also incentivised to enter and 

progress in work. This could be through the introduction of a work allowance for second earners 

or targeted solutions for groups including single parents and second earners, such as a lower 

taper rate. 

 

Recommendation Three: 

Changes should be considered to the way in which UC is paid to enable payment to be made to 

the main carer rather than the head of a household and more frequent payments that once a 

month, to more closely replicate the wage patterns of many UC claimants moving in or out of 

work.  
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lack of progression, particularly for those in low-paid work. Currently, UC seems unlikely to 

have any significant impact on these issues, particularly for women.  

 

7. In-work conditionality  

7.1. One key area where UC differs from the current system, is the inclusion of in-work support 

and associated conditionality. UC claimants who are in work and do not earn the equivalent 

of 35 hours at National Minimum Wage will be expected to demonstrate activity to 

increase their earnings; whether through increasing their hours, changing jobs or taking on 

a second job.  

7.2. It is likely, given women’s dominance in low-paid, part-time employment, that they will be 

affected by this new conditionality more than men. Given the higher number of benefit 

claimants in Wales, the impact could also be more acute here.  

7.3. While supporting women to progress in the workplace is important, action must be mindful 

of the structural issues that can determine job choices, such as access to childcare or 

transport. It’s also important to be mindful that for some women, salary may not be the 

key driver behind a job choice with issues such as availability of flexible working 

opportunities, support after absence and additional benefits such as support with childcare 

costs being seen as key elements of decent work by women.23  

7.4. This is supported by DWP evaluations of UC which state that personal factors have a 

stronger influence of families who are more constrained by working hours and location and 

a perceived lack of acceptable childcare.24  

7.5. In light of weakened work incentives for particular groups, including single parents and 

second earners, and the tendency for UC to incentivise uptake of low hours or temporary 

work, we remain extremely considered that new in-work conditionality requirements will 

merely serve to place additional financial pressure on women and families.  

 

 

                                                        
23 Oxfam Scotland What makes for Decent Work? A study with low paid workers in Scotland 2016 This report asked low 
paid workers in Scotland to rank 26 factors of decent work in order of priority. Factors such as flexible working, support 
after absence, additional benefits and supportive colleagues were ranked much higher by female participants than 
male.  
24 DWP Test and Learn Evaluation: Families Findings from qualitative and quantitative research with claimants 2017 

Recommendation 5: 

JCP Work Coaches should be provided with training to enable them to be more sensitive to 

claimants’ individual needs, including training around the different barriers women can face 

when looking to progress in work. 
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8. One-size-fits all approach  

8.1. UC ultimately seeks to change attitudes and behaviours that will in turn lead to positive 

outcomes such as more earnings progression, working more hours and fewer workless 

households.25  

8.2. Different claimants will be facing different challenges when looking to enter or progress in 

work. Unless UC is designed and delivered in a way that adequately takes account of these 

differences it is unlikely to achieve it’s aim.  

8.3. Evaluations of UC to date are already demonstrating different impacts and challenges with 

different groups.  

8.4. As claimants with more complex claims, often women, are coming onto UC it appears that 

the three distinct components of UC aimed at driving behaviour change – conditionality, 

flexibility and financial – all have limited impact on family claimants.26 This suggests a flaw 

with the design of UC, with an assumption that all groups would respond positively to the 

proposed drivers of behaviour change.  

8.5. Research carried out with family claimants pointed to further issues with a one-size-fits-all 

approach being adopted within JCP. Some claimants felt that claimant commitments were 

set by JCP staff and not as part of a two-way conversation and the main criticism of JCP 

support “was that it was not always thought to reflect or take into account claimants’ 

personal circumstances or aspirations”.27 

 

 

 

                                                        
25 DWP Evaluation Framework July 2016  
26 DWP Understanding how Universal Credit influences employment behaviour: Findings from qualitative and 
experimental research with claimants Sept. 2017 
27 DWP Test and Learn Evaluation: Families Findings from qualitative and quantitative research with claimants 2017 

Recommendation 7: 

Action must be taken to evaluate whether services on which successful implementation will rely, 

such as childcare and transport, are adequate and if not action taken to ensure improvements 

are made before full roll-out of the new requirements. This is particularly important in a 

devolved context where the UK Government should work closely with devolved institutions that 

are responsible for the delivery of these services 

 

 

Recommendation 6: 

Evaluation of pilot schemes of in-work conditionality must include consideration of the different 

outcomes for men and women. Data should be disaggregated by sex and made publicly available 

to ensure effective scrutiny.  
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Conclusion 

 

It’s clear that Universal Credit is not delivering for women and risks exacerbating many existing 

issues that lead to women’s economic inequality by disincentivising second earners, encouraging 

people into low paid, insecure and temporary work and offering little reward for progressing into 

better paid work, despite placing new requirements on claimants to do just that.  

 

A pause in roll-out of full-service UC is now essential to enable the Government to adequately 

address emerging issues with the administration of UC as well as existing issues with the policy 

design. Only by addressing these issues will we be able to deliver a social security system that 

genuinely supports those who can into work and creates an environment in which people can 

progress in well-paid sustainable employment without fear of financial hardship.  

 

For further information please contact: 

Natasha Davies 
Policy and Research Lead  

 
Natasha.davies@chwaraeteg.com  
 

07837 284695  
 

Polly Winn  
Policy and Communications Partner  

 
Polly.Winn@chwaraeteg.com  
 
07825 965580 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 8: 

Roll-out of full service UC should be halted and further pilots should be carried out in selected 

areas with mixed demographics, including those with more complex claims such as family 

claimants, to enable further development of the policy so that outcomes for these groups 

improve.  

 

Recommendation 9: 

In addition to further training for JCP Work Coaches there is a need for culture change within JCP 

to ensure that Coaches are empowered to take a more individualised approach when supporting 

UC claimants.  

 

mailto:Natasha.davies@chwaraeteg.com
mailto:Polly.Winn@chwaraeteg.com

