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THE FINANCIAL WELLBEING OF
DISABLED PEOPLE IN THE UK:

THE BENEFITS
SYSTEM

Quick Read

Benefits are a financial lifeline for disabled people: The disability
employment and pay gaps mean that many disabled people (including
those in low-paid work) must rely on the benefits system for some or all
their income. Nearly all (85%) working age disabled adults in our survey
were receiving at least one type of benefit.

But benefit levels are low and the system is complex and hostile:
Three-quarters (76%) of working-age respondents said that the
government does not provide a good level of support to disabled people.
Almost all (92%) survey respondents who received benefits thought that
applying for benefits was a complicated process and 71% agreed with
the statement “| have been made to feel guilty about applying for
benefits.”

There are serious concerns about the UK government’s proposed
reforms to the disability benefits system: An estimated 1 million
people could lose benefits because of the proposed changes; and the
devolution of work capability assessments to Job Centre staff would
result in the loss of important oversight and claimant protections such as
the right to appeal decisions.

Devolved Governments have already made changes in parts of the
UK. Social Security Scotland takes a human-rights based approach to
delivering the devolved parts of the benefits system in Scotland. In client
surveys conducted by Social Security Scotland, 94% of respondents
agreed they were treated with kindness; and 90% who had applied for a
benefit agreed that the application process was clear. Our own survey
data shows that disabled people in Scotland were less likely to report
excessively long wait times to hear the final outcome of their benefit
application; and less likely to say that applying for benefits was a
complex process.



https://ifs.org.uk/articles/spring-budget-2023-response#:~:text=The%201%20million%20people%20who%20are%20currently%20on%20incapacity
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/asset-storage/production/downloads/SocialSecurityScotland%E2%80%93MeasuringOurCharter%E2%80%932021-22.pdf
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/asset-storage/production/downloads/SocialSecurityScotland%E2%80%93MeasuringOurCharter%E2%80%932021-22.pdf

Benefits are a lifeline for disabled people

The disability employment and pay gaps mean many disabled people (including those in low-paid work) must rely on the
benefits system for some or all of their income.
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and the devolution of work capability assessments to Job Centre staff would result in the
loss of important oversight and claimant protections such as the right to appeal decisions.

Devolved Governments have already made
changes in parts of the UK

Social Security Scotland takes a human-rights based approach to delivering the
devolved parts of the benefits system in Scotland. In client surveys conducted by
Social Security Scotland, 94% of respondents agreed they were treated with kindness;
and 90% who had applied for a benefit agreed that the application process was clear.

Our own survey data shows that disabled people in Scotland
were less likely to report excessive wait times to hear the

outcome of applications, and less likely to say that the
application process was complex.




Introduction

The UK Money and Pensions Service says that "financial wellbeing is
about feeling secure and in control. It's about making the most of your
money from day to day, dealing with the unexpected, and being on
track for a healthy financial future." Financial wellbeing is essential to
delivering the United Nation’s vision of “the equal right of all persons
with disabilities to live in the community, with choices equal to others,
and [...] full inclusion and participation in the community”.

In September 2023, a research team from the University of Bristol and
the Research Institute for Disabled Consumers published a report
looking at the financial wellbeing of disabled people in the UK. The
report is based on discussions with disabled people in the UK about
what ‘financial wellbeing’ means to them and the difficulties they face in
trying to improve their financial wellbeing. We used this information to
help us measure the financial wellbeing of disabled people in a survey.
The 815 disabled people who took part in the survey were members of
a UK-wide research panel of approximately 3,500 people run by the
Research Institute for Disabled Consumers (RiDC), which is broadly
representative of the wider disabled population.

Our research shows that disabled people can face multiple
disadvantages that impact on their individual resilience and financial
wellbeing, including accessing work, benefits and essential services, in
addition to the costs of disability. This can result in a ‘disability trap’ as
shown in Figure 1, which risks negatively affecting disabled people’s
health and further disabling them in other areas of their lives.
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Figure 1 — The ‘disability trap’
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https://moneyandpensionsservice.org.uk/what-is-financial-wellbeing/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-19-living-independently-and-being-included-in-the-community.html

We have produced four short briefings on the policy areas
highlighted in the research. This briefing is on the benefits system,
focusing on working-age disabled people’s views and

experiences. The others look at barriers to employment; the extra
costs of disability; and access to essential services. You can
download the full research report and four briefing papers in PDF format
from our website.

Benefits are a financial lifeline for disabled people

The disability employment and pay gaps mean that many disabled
people (including those in low-paid work) must rely on the benefits
system for some or all their income.

Nearly all (85%) working age disabled adults in our survey were
receiving at least one type of benefit:

e Benefits to cover the extra costs of being disabled — three-
quarters (74%) were receiving Personal Independent Payment
(PIP), while 14% were receiving Disability Living Allowance.

e Benefits for those whose ability to work is affected by their
disability — four-in-ten (42%) were receiving Employment and
Support Allowance (ESA).

e Benefits for carers — one-in-five (22%) lived in households where
someone was receiving Carer’s Allowance (CA).

e Non-disability-specific benefits — a quarter (25%) were receiving
Housing Benefit (HB), while 17% were getting Universal Credit
(UC) and 10% were in receipt of tax credits.

But benefit levels do not cover living costs

Our research took place in late 2022 and early 2023, at a time when
high inflation increased the cost of goods and services for all
households, affecting their affordability. The annual rate of inflation
reached 11.1% in October 2022, a 41-year high, before falling in
subsequent months. It was 6.8% in July 2023.

Our research added to the evidence that benefit levels in the UK are not
adequate to cover people’s living costs, which will severely impact their
financial wellbeing:

e A parliamentary report published in 2023 concluded that “the low
rates of social security are pushing people into poverty and
driving destitution.”



https://www.bristol.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/themes/capability-behaviours-wellbeing/fwb-disabled-people/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/themes/capability-behaviours-wellbeing/fwb-disabled-people/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/themes/capability-behaviours-wellbeing/fwb-disabled-people/
https://www.gov.uk/pip
https://www.gov.uk/dla-disability-living-allowance-benefit
https://www.gov.uk/employment-support-allowance
https://www.gov.uk/employment-support-allowance
https://www.gov.uk/carers-allowance
https://www.gov.uk/housing-benefit
https://www.gov.uk/universal-credit
https://www.gov.uk/working-tax-credit
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9428/CBP-9428.pdf
http://www.appgpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/APPG-on-Poverty-Social-Security-Report.pdf

e OECD figures show that the UK spends 1.3% of GDP? on
incapacity,? which is the same as Greece and much lower than
the average for all OECD countries (2.0% of GDP).

e Government-commissioned research found that people who did
not have income outside of their disability benefit said they were
often unable to meet essential day to day living costs such as
food, rent and heating.

In our survey, three-quarters (76%) of working-age respondents
disagreed with the statement “the government provides a good level of
support to disabled people”. This figure was even higher among
respondents in receipt of UC (81%) and ESA (81%). There were also
clear links between benefit receipt and financial wellbeing: 47% of
survey respondents receiving UC were struggling to pay for food and
other essentials, whereas the proportion for those receiving PIP was
35%.

For disabled people, financial wellbeing means having some stability or
certainty about their income so they can manage their outgoings and
plan ahead. The benefits system does not deliver this. In our survey,
eight-in-ten (82%) of working age respondents agreed that uncertainty
about benefits makes it harder for them to plan their future finances. As
a disabled person receiving UC told us:

“What’s even worse is the lack of control that you have
over your own finances, especially if you’re on
benefits. It feels like these can be taken away at any
time, and you’re also reassessed every two to three
years, based on your eligibility. And with Universal
Credit, you don’t know what you’re going to get the
next month.”

People’s impairments can also change over time in unpredictable ways
often referred to as the dynamic of disability, meaning they have good
and bad periods of health. Our survey shows that disabled people who
have impairments that fluctuate significantly were more likely to be
declined benefits (26% of working age applicants with a fluctuating
condition, compared with 18% of those without).

Finally, the rules of the system mean that the income of partners or
family members in the same household affects the amount of benefits
that someone can receive. This can result in disabled people feeling

1 GDP is the measure of the size of a country's economy over a period of time. When GDP goes
up, the economy is growing.

2 Public spending on incapacity refers to spending due to sickness, disability and occupational
injury. It includes disability cash benefits such as Personal Independence Payment.
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https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/public-spending-on-incapacity.htm#indicator-chart
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1142539/uses-of-health-and-disability-benefits.pdf

financially dependent on others, because they cannot manage
independently on the benefits they receive. In our survey, half (50%) of
respondents living with partners or other family felt that the benefits
system had made them feel more financially dependent on their partner
or other family.

And the system is complex and hostile

Our study shows that many working age disabled people find the
benefits system complex, hostile and intimidating. Almost all (92%) of
the disabled people in our survey who received benefits agreed that
applying for benefits was a complicated process. It is arqued that the
system is in fact designed to create barriers to access, such as complex
assessments or the threat of sanctions for those receiving benefits if
they don’t meet various conditions.

Disabled people told us about three big barriers they face in getting the
benefits they are entitled to:

1. Not knowing what benefits they might be eligible for: Only two-in-
ten (17%) of working age disabled adults who had engaged with
the benefit system agreed that it was easy to know what benefits
they were eligible for.

2. How they are treated by the benefits system: The majority — 71%
- of survey respondents who received benefits agreed with the
statement “I have been made to feel guilty about applying for
benefits.” This may discourage disabled people from applying for
benefits or seeking any kind of help from benefits staff.

3. Benefits staff's lack of understanding about disabilities. Six-in-ten
(58%) of working age disabled adults in the survey who had
engaged with the benefit system disagreed with the statement
‘benefits staff that | dealt with showed good understanding of
how my disability might affect me’. While only two-in-ten agreed
that benefit staff showed a good understanding about their
impairment, this suggests that better is possible.

These barriers aren’t experienced in isolation by disabled people,
meaning that they face hurdles at every stage which may put them off
even applying, with knock-on negative impacts on their health and
wellbeing. It is estimated that the total amount of unclaimed income-
related benefits (such as UC) and social tariffs is £18.7 billion a year.
This figure does not include the value of unclaimed disability benefits
because no data is available on the severity of disabilities that would
lead to benefit eligibility.

As a disabled person who received PIP and UC told us:


https://samf.substack.com/p/ordeals-and-the-empathy-gap?utm_source=twitter&sd=pf
https://policyinpractice.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Missing-out-19-billion-of-support.pdf

“The process is downright degrading from start to end,
you feel like you’re being judged and put in front of a
jury and asked things that are so personal and
intrusive. If you are not well enough to document and
chase everything then | can see why you get refused or
fall through the cracks, | am now really scared as my
memory is getting bad and my husband struggles with
writing complex messages, so | dread to think what is
going to happen as things decline for me.”

Government services, including the benefit system, are now typically
‘digital-by-default’ meaning that citizens have little choice but to do
things online using digital devices. It is not surprising therefore that
disabled people who reported finding it difficult to use the internet
and/or digital devices were more likely to say it was difficult to know
what benefits they were eligible for (83%, compared with 64% of those
who find it ‘very easy’ to use digital devices) and to say that applying for
them was a complicated process (100%, compared with 93% of those
who find digital devices ‘very easy’). Helping disabled people improve
their digital skills and confidence could only ever be one small part of
the much wider effort required to improve their financial wellbeing,
however.

What needs to happen to improve disabled
people’s experiences of the benefits system?

There have been repeated calls on government to increase benefit
levels and reform the benefit system to ensure that it provides an
adequate safety net for people in low-paid work, looking for work, or not
able to work, for example from the All Party Parliamentary Group on
Poverty, the Commission on Social Security, and the UN Global
Compact Network UK.

Their recommendations include increasing benefit levels so at a
minimum they cover essentials like food, utility bills and basic
household goods; improving the way benefits are uprated every year so
they keep pace with the cost of living; and changes to the system so
that people are treated with respect and trust. To date, these
recommendations have not been acted upon.®

In March 2023, the government announced plans in its ‘Health and
Disability White Paper’ to reform the disability benefits system. This

3 In 2023 there is also an ongoing inquiry into UK benefit levels by the House of Commons Work
and Pensions Committee.
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https://www.appgpoverty.org.uk/home-page/appg-publishes-report-on-inadequacy-of-social-security/
https://www.appgpoverty.org.uk/home-page/appg-publishes-report-on-inadequacy-of-social-security/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f0d8503e316c2259bf003b4/t/61f13b1297f87b4150da1696/1643199276377/Commission+on+Social+Security+-+The+Plan+for+a+Decent+Social+Security+System%2C+January+2022.pdf
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/measuring-up/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/measuring-up/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/transforming-support-the-health-and-disability-white-paper
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7286/benefit-levels-in-the-uk/

aims to “help more disabled people and people with health conditions to
start, stay and succeed in work”. Three of the main proposals are to:

¢ Remove Work Capability Assessment so that Personal
Independent Payment (PIP) assessment is the only health and
disability assessment.

e Replace Universal Credit (UC) Limited Capability for Work and
Work Related Activity (LCWRA) financial top-up with a new UC
health element that will be awarded to people who receive
standard UC and any PIP element.

e Introduce a new ‘personalised health conditionality’ approach for
people who receive the UC health-related payment, where the
requirements placed upon claimants will be varied according to
their capacity to work and assessed on a case-by-case basis.

The scrapping of the Work Capability Assessment is unlikely to take
place until 2026/27 and, in the meantime, the government has proposed
reforms to the assessment to be introduced from 2025. The reforms
being consulted on are primarily intended to reflect “the rise of flexible
and home working” and will mean that difficulties with mobility, coping
with social engagement or with continence are less likely to result in
being found to have a limited capability for work. Disability Rights UK
said that these changes “in reality are less to do with helping Disabled
people into work than a cynical attempt to impose conditionality and to
reduce benefit expenditure”.

The wider, longer-term reforms mentioned in the Health and Disability
White Paper have also been met with concerns from Disabled People’s
Organisations, disability charities and others. |t is estimated that the 1
million people who currently receive health-related UC but not disability
benefits could potentially lose £354 per month on average (because the
new UC health element will only be paid to those who also receive PIP).
As a result, more people may apply for PIP, putting greater pressure on
the system.

If the new proposed ‘personalised health conditionality’ approach is
implemented by Job Centre work coaches, it means that staff who may
have limited understanding of people’s health conditions and
impairments will make decisions about the job preparation requirements
they have to fulfil. These decisions are important, because if people falil
to comply with the requirements, they can have their benefits reduced
or stopped. This effectively means that the Work Capability Assessment
is devolved to Job Centre staff with the loss of important oversight and
claimant protections such as the right to appeal decisions.

The situation is somewhat different in Scotland. The government’s
proposals to reform disability benefits do not apply to Scottish disability
benefits, where Adult Disability Payment replaced PIP in 2022 and
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-new-welfare-reforms-to-help-thousands-into-work
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/news/dwp-launches-wca-changes-consultation-aimed-reducing-number-claimants-%E2%80%98limited-capability-work
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/news/health-and-disability-white-paper-support-not-sanctions-needed-says-dr-uk
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/news/health-and-disability-white-paper-support-not-sanctions-needed-says-dr-uk
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/spring-budget-2023-response#:~:text=Those%20plans%20will%20see%20day,a%20squeeze%20on%20other%20areas.
https://z2k.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Z2K-White-Paper-briefing-March-2023.pdf
https://z2k.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Z2K-White-Paper-briefing-March-2023.pdf

Child Disability Payment replaced Disability Living Allowance for
children in 2021. The changes proposed for UC will apply in Scotland,
as these benefits remain the responsibility of the UK Government.

Changes are already happening in parts of the UK

In addition, a new agency - Social Security Scotland - was set up by the
Scottish Government in 2018 to deliver the devolved parts of the
benefits system and was “created with people and not for them”. The
new system “recognises social security is a human right and aims to
treat people with dignity and respect” - which reflects what disabled
people in our study wanted to see across the UK. The agency has
taken various steps to differentiate itself from the UK’s Department for
Work and Pensions (DWP), including sending letters in white envelopes
rather than brown ones in an effort to avoid the anxiety that official
brown letters had been invoking in some clients.

Social Security Scotland’s performance is assessed against the Social
Security Charter, which sets out what people should expect from the
system. In 2021/22, client surveys showed that 94% of respondents
who had been in contact with Social Security Scotland agreed they
were treated with kindness; and 90% who had applied for a benefit
agreed that the application process was clear. This indicates that a
human rights-based approach to social security can deliver what
disabled people in our study felt was needed.

Our analysis of the survey data we collected for this study, which
controls for the socio-demographic profile of respondents in each
country,* indicates that disabled people in Scotland had nearly 70%
lower odds of reporting that they had to wait an ‘excessively long time’
to hear the final outcome of their benefit application and nearly 60%
lower odds of saying that ‘applying for benefits was a complicated
process’.> While these findings should be treated with some caution
given the relatively small sample size of respondents in Scotland in our
survey, it also suggests that a different approach to benefits can result
in an improved experience for disabled people.

4 Binary logistic regression analysis conducted, controlling for age group, gender, whether
survey completed by proxy, whether has a partner, whether has children, housing tenure, ethnic
group and ability to use digital devices. Includes only those with experience of the benefits
system and with data for the control variables (N=524, of whom 45 were in Scotland).

5 Odds ratios for Scotland were less than 1 for six different variables explored (looking at
different aspects of the benefits system), but only achieved significance for the two mentioned.
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https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/about/our-charter
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/our-law-and-policy-work/right-to-social-security/#:~:text=Scotland's%20new%20social%20security%20system,and%20social%20rights%20in%20Scotland.
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/c3aea21e-555f-11ee-8902-8ae15399642c?shareToken=4fb3b48e7a05b3257ca286aff47fe1b7
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/about/our-charter
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/about/our-charter
https://www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/asset-storage/production/downloads/SocialSecurityScotland%E2%80%93MeasuringOurCharter%E2%80%932021-22.pdf

What’s already happening: ‘Claim What’s Yours’
campaign

In April and May 2022, the Welsh Government ran the ‘Claim What's
Yours’ campaign to encourage people to take up benefits they are
entitled to. The campaign delivered messages across TV, radio, social
media and door drops. Over 8,000 people responded to the campaign’s
call to contact Advicelink Cymru and were helped to claim over £2.1m
of additional income. Although the campaign is no longer running on
media platforms, the Welsh Government has put together a toolkit of
resources that organisations can use.

The disability charity Scope has also looked at how different messaging
in media and communications can change people’s attitudes to
disability and published its findings about what does and does not work.
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https://www.exchangewales.org/claim-what-is-yours/#:~:text=The%20campaign%20delivered%20messages%20across,2.1m%20of%20additional%20income.
https://www.exchangewales.org/claim-what-is-yours/#:~:text=The%20campaign%20delivered%20messages%20across,2.1m%20of%20additional%20income.
https://uob.sharepoint.com/teams/grp-PFRC858/Shared%20Documents/Projects/FFT-FWB-disabled-people/Outputs/how%20different%20messaging%20can%20change%20attitudes%20to%20disability.%20We%20look%20at%20what%20does%20and%20does%20not%20work.
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