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MODULE 1 – BACKGROUND TO 

UNIVERSAL CREDIT 

Universal credit is a single, integrated means-tested benefit payable to people of 

working age who are on a low income. It does not depend on NI contributions and is 

not taxable.  

Categories of Legacy  Benefits 

There are currently three main types of benefits: 

Contributory benefits  

Non-contributory benefits  

Means-tested benefits  

What does UC replace? 

Income based job seekers allowance 

Income related employment and support allowance 

Income support 

Housing benefit 

Child tax credit and 

Working tax credit 

 

I.e. all means tested benefits except Council Tax Reduction are included. It was 

initially intended that CTB would be included but it has been replaced by a local 

system that is managed by Local Authorities. 

IMPORTANT NOTE – UNDER THE LEGACY SYSTEM CLIENTS CLAIMED CTR 

WITH THE HB. THIS IS NO LONGER THE CASE WITH UC. 

Also we will still have ‘New style JSA and New style ESA – these are the new 

names for the contributory versions. 
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Who can claim? 

Claims can be made by a single person or a couple but both must meet the 

qualifying conditions. The basic conditions are that the client must be: 

 At least 18 years old – except in certain circumstances 

 Under the qualifying age for Pension Credit  

 In Great Britain and not subject to immigration control 

 Not in education  

 Accept a claimant commitment  

 Not have three or more children born before April 2017 

 

 

Single or couple 

 

Even if you are a couple you will have to claim as a single person if your partner is: 

 Under 18 and does not meet one of the criteria to qualify as a 16/17 year old; 

 In prison; 

 Is not in Great Britain or is temporarily absent for more than six months. 

   

If your partner is ‘subject to immigration control’ you will only be paid as a single 

person. 

 

If you change from being single to couple or vice versa you do not need to 

make a fresh claim (unlike tax credits) – merely report a change in 

circumstances which should help to avoid delays in payment. 

 

 

Age 

Generally you must be at least 18 to claim UC but you will be able to qualify as a 16 

or 17 year old if you: 

 Have limited capability for work or waiting a WCA; 

 Have regular and substantial caring responsibilities for a severely disabled 

person 

 Have responsibility for a child; 

 Are a member of a couple and either of you are responsible for a child or 

qualifying young person; 

 Are pregnant and it is 11 weeks or less before your due date; 

 Have had a baby in the last 15 weeks; 

 Are without parental support  
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The government has announced that the tight restrictions to the housing costs 

amount for renters in the 18-21 age group are to be lifted 

 

Education 

Although generally you must not be receiving full-time education to get UC you can 

still get UC if: 

 You are without parental support and undertaking full-time non-advanced 

education and are under 21; 

 You are entitled to DLA/PIP and have LCW or LCWRA  

 You are responsible for a child or qualifying young person; 

 You are a member of a couple and you are both receiving education and 

either of you are responsible for a child or qualifying young person; 

 You are single and a foster parent; or 

 You are state pension credit age but your partner is not 

 

 

Residence 

The same rules for ‘habitual residence’ and ‘right to reside’ apply to UC. 

 

 

Temporary absence 

You can claim UC during a temporary absence from GB for up to a month or six 

months if you are going abroad for medical treatment. The one month can be 

extended by a further month if it is due to the death of your partner, or of a child or 

qualifying young person that you or your partner are responsible for. 

 

The housing costs element only can be paid for up to six months if you are in prison. 

 

 

There are also financial conditions: 

 The client (and partner in a joint claim) must not have capital of more than 

£16,000 (although if there is capital between £6,000 and £16,000 it will be 

treated as generating a monthly income.) 

 The client’s (and partner’s) earnings are not too high. 

 

KEY CHANGE: Because UC is an in and out of work benefit the 16 hour rule is 

no longer relevant. Hours do not matter so there is no cliff edge for working 

less than 16/30 hours as in WTC. Only earnings are relevant. This is much 

easier for people on Zero hours contracts. 
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Live service v full service 

When Universal Credit was initially rolled out it only took gateway claims ie new 

claims from single job seekers with no health issues, family, property or anything 

else that may complicate the claim.  This was known as ‘Gateway’ or ‘Live service’.  

The IT system that was used was developed by private contractors. Following a 

programme ‘reset’, the DWP decided this was not fit for purpose and built their own 

system to run alongside the live system.   

Each area had a designated date to switch to the DWP system – called ‘digital’ or 

‘full service’. In Cheltenham and Tewkesbury this was Dec 2017 and in Gloucester it 

was Feb 2018. 

All claims made before this date would have been made on the live service and 

claims made since are all on the full service.  

It is important to recognise which system a client used to apply as they will be 

administered in a different way. Claimants who are on live service will run their claim 

in a similar way to JSA ie they will meet their job coach regularly and contact is made 

by phone and by post. 

Claimants on the digital or full service will use the online portal and will rarely see 

their job coach after the claim has been made. 

NB: All claimants on the full service will have to be moved onto the live service 

at some point.  

 

Change of circumstances 

Once you are in a full service/digital area if you experience a change in 

circumstances that would have necessitated a claim for one of the legacy benefits, it 

will instead be a claim for UC – any existing claims for legacy benefits will stop and 

you will become a UC claimant instead. When legacy claimants are officially 

migrated to UC they will be given transitional protection but that does not apply to 

those who apply due to a change of circumstances (although this is being challenged 

in the courts).  
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MODULE 2 – Making and managing a claim 

 

Administration of Universal Credit 
 

UC will be administered by the DWP as opposed to having three agencies involved.  

 

How to make a claim 

 

Claims are principally made online although there is provision to make claims by 

phone. There is no provision to do a paper claim although the regulations refer to 

receiving assistance to do an online claim.  

 

How to make claim in a digital area 

You can view a youtube video of what a UC claim looks like at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fy06rAVZuss 

 

 Claims can only be back dated in very specific circumstances eg, an illness or 

disability which made it difficult to claim, the computer system was inoperative, or 

JSA/ESA claimants who were not sent notification of expiry before the entitlement 

ended. There is no legislation to provide for official error. 

 

Once the online application has been done the claimant has to verify their identity 

and sign a claimant commitment before their claim has been made. Verification can 

be done by scanning documents and uploading them but there have been reports 

that this is not always reliable so best to take the documents in to the Job Centre. 

 

The claimant commitment must be signed within the required time period in order for 

your date of claim to be accepted. Both members of a couple must accept their 

claimant commitment for payment to be made. This is generally a 15 min interview 

with the Job Coach. It can be tailored to the needs of the claimant but MUST be 

signed, even if it seems unreasonable. We can appeal a sanction decision but not 

a claimant commitment. 

 

Joint claims can be linked using a linking code. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fy06rAVZuss
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Providing information and evidence 

 

The claimant must provide information about income and savings and their 

circumstances (including partner and children.)   However, for employed claimants 

there is no need to provide information about earnings as HMRC is providing real-

time information. It is the claimant’s responsibility to notify DWP who their employer 

is and when they start (and finish!) a job. The system can also recognise if there is 

more than one job!  

 

 

How are payments made? 

UC is assessed over a calendar month period starting from the date of entitlement.  

Each assessment period begins on the same day each month except when the 

month does not have that many days (eg 31st). Then it will be the last day of the 

month. 

Payments are made as a single payment paid monthly in arrears into a bank 

account. Couples will need to decide to which account the payment should be made.  

The pay date is within seven days after the end of the assessment period (or as 

soon as reasonably practicable thereafter) and then paid on the same day each 

month and the same amount each month regardless of the number of days in the 

month. These rules are designed to mimic payment of wages. 

 

NB Calculations are based on the date the money is paid into the bank not 

necessarily when it was earned. So when starting a new claim after leaving 

employment, it may be worth waiting until the last salary has been paid into the bank. 

 

 

Alternative payment arrangements (APA’s) and personal budgeting support 

There are two elements to personal budgeting support –  

 
• money advice to help claimants cope with managing their money (this is being 

offered by TBC, GCC and CCP in our areas); and 
• alternative payment arrangements (APAs) for claimants who genuinely cannot 

manage the standard monthly payment and where there is a risk of financial 
harm - this might include rent paid directly to the landlord, a more frequent 
than monthly payment, or a split payment between partners. 

 

APAs can be considered at any point during the UC claim. They can also be 

triggered by information from the landlord or other relevant party. However, they will 

only be considered where there is a risk of financial harm. 

 



8 
 

Decision makers will take the following into account:  

 drug / alcohol and / or other addiction problems e.g. gambling; 

 learning difficulties including problems with literacy/numeracy; 

 severe / multiple debt problems; 

 in temporary and / or supported accommodation; 

 homeless; 

 domestic violence / abuse; 

 mental health condition; 

 currently in rent arrears / threat of eviction / repossession; 

 claimant is young either a 16/17 year old and / or a care leaver 

 families with multiple or complex needs 
 
 
 
Notifying changes of circumstances 
 

Changes in circumstances should be notified by the end of the assessment period in 

which they occur although they can be accepted later in special circumstances. 

 

Changes of circumstances affect the whole month’s award regardless of when the 

change takes effect. In other words they are taken as happening on the first day of 

the assessment period in which they occur. So a child leaving home two days before 

the end of the assessment period will decrease the whole month’s award. 

Conversely a child born just before the end of the assessment period will increase 

the whole month’s award – see graphs below. 
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Your claim stays live on the system for six months after entitlement stops. So if 

entitlement temporarily ceased due to an increase in income you can go back onto 

universal credit with no waiting period and on the same assessment period as 

before. On the live service this should happen automatically. However, on the full 

service, while not necessary to do a full claim it will be necessary to contact the UC 

service to notify of the relevant change of circumstances and, if this is because of a 

job ceasing it should be done within seven days or there will be a reduction in the 

amount of UC payable. 

 

Payments on account 

There is provision for ‘universal credit advances’ at the beginning of the claim and 

also mid-claim where there is a change of circumstances that significantly increases 

the amount of benefit. It can be paid within a few days of the claim being made ie 

after the verification has been done and the claimant commitment has been signed. 

They were initially limited to 50% of the monthly claim to be paid back over 6 months 

but in the Autumn budget this was changed to 100% repayable over a max of 12 

months. The DWP are notifying claimants of this when they make their claim but are 

discouraging them from taking the full amount as they are concerned about financial 

hardship. If claimants choose not to take the full amount initially they can ask for the 

remainder at a later date (within the first assessment period). They can also choose 

over which period to repay. 
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It will also be possible to get an advance of benefit when your claim is already in 

payment – known as a budgeting advance. This is a replacement for the current 

budgeting loan system. You will need to have been in receipt of UC (or IS, JSA, ESA 

or PC) for at least six months unless the advance is for expenses related to obtaining 

or retaining employment.  

 

 

MODULE 3 – CONDITIONALITY  

 

The claimant commitment 

 

You, and your partner if you have one, must agree a claimant commitment in order 

to claim UC. This records your responsibilities and says which conditionality group 

you are in. 

 

What’s in the claimant commitment? 

The claimant commitment sets out what you need to do to be entitled to benefit. If 

you need to be available for work it sets out the number of hours you are expected to 

be available depending, for example, on your caring commitments. Generally this will 

be 35 hours unless you are a carer, responsible for a child under the age of 13, or 

have a long-term physical or mental impairment. 

 

It also sets out what you are expected to do to look for work and the type of work you 

should be looking for. It details changes of circumstances you must report and the 

sanctions that could apply if you do not comply. 

 

The claimant commitment is drawn up at the first interview with JC+ – it is essential 

that you make clear any difficulties you have, and what help you need so that the 

claimant commitment is realistic. 

 

 

The conditionality threshold 

The claimant commitment is defined in terms of gross taxable pay.  

 

The conditionality threshold will be set by looking at how many hours the claimant 

should be expected to work multiplied by the National Minimum Wage for their age. 

This will be generally be 35 but may be less if you have caring responsibilities or a 

health problem or disability. For example, if you are responsible for a child under 13 

it can be compatible with the child’s normal school hours. 
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If you are a member of a couple – a ‘benefit unit’ - the benefit unit conditionality 

threshold will be the sum of both of the individual thresholds applicable to you. 

 

 

The conditionality groups  

There are four different conditionality groups with different levels of work-related 

requirements which can include: 

 Work-focused interview; 

 Work preparation; 

 Work search; and 

 Work availability. 

 

Which work-related requirements are imposed depends on your circumstances 

 

1) No work-related requirements are required for those who: 

 Have limited capability for work-related activity; 

 Have reached the qualifying age for state pension credit; 

 Have regular and substantial caring responsibilities for a severely disabled 

person; 

 ; 

 Are a lone or nominated adopter for one year after adoption; 

 Are pregnant and 11 weeks or less before the due date; 

 Is a recent victim (within the last six months) of domestic violence;  

 Are in education in certain circumstances; 

 Are temporarily absent; 

 Your household income is above the conditionality threshold – see above 

 

 

 

2) Work-focused interview requirement only apply to: 

 

 ; 

 

Work-focused interviews could include discussion about: 

 Your qualifications and training; 

 Any medical condition or disability which may be a barrier to working; 

 How your caring and childcare responsibilities affect you moving into work; 

 Potential work and training opportunities for the future; 

 How UC will make you better off in work; or 

 Accessing help and support to assist you move into work 
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2) Work-focused interview and work preparation apply to: 

 

 Have limited capability for work; 

 . 

 

Work preparation can include: 

 Having a skills assessment; 

 Improving your personal presentation; 

 Doing training; 

 Participating in the work programme; 

 Doing work experience or work placements; 

 Developing your own business plan; or 

 Undertaking a work-focused health-related assessment 

 

3) All work-related requirements apply to all others. This includes those in the 

assessment period for the work capability assessment and those who are 

pending an appeal concerning a WCA decision 

 

 

Looking for work can include: 

 Carrying out work searches; 

 Applying for particular jobs; 

 Maintaining an online profile;  

 Registering with an employment agency; or 

 Seeking references 

 

You may be able to limit the work by the type, hours, wages and location depending 

on your circumstances. Generally you will need to be willing and able to start work 

immediately.  

 

The government has indicated that claimants need to spend as many hours looking 

for work as their claimant commitment says they should be available for work e.g. if 

you are expected to be available for full-time work you will be expected to spend 35 

hours per week looking for work. If you do anything to sabotage your chances of 

getting work, e.g. by being rude at an interview, then that will not count as looking for 

work. 

 

Being available for work generally means taking up work that pays at least the 

minimum wage within 90 minutes travel time of where you live. If you have other 

responsibilities such as childcare, or health problems, you may be able to restrict 

your availability. 
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Work-related requirements can be switched off temporarily in certain circumstances 

such as: 

 Health; 

 Caring responsibilities; 

 Temporary upheaval; or 

 Activities such as attending court or public duties 

 

 

Managing the claimant commitment 

For those in the live service the claimant commitment is managed by meetings at the 
jobcentre with your work coach. However, in the full service the claimant 
commitment is managed mostly online – there is a ‘to do’ list showing what needs to 
be done – every time something is added you will get a notification by your preferred 
method of contact (SMS or email) prompting you to go and look at it. When you have 
completed the action it shows as completed in your ‘journal’. There is a notes box 
where you can put any queries/problems and you can mark it that it gets alerted to 
an adviser eg so you might put why you were unable to complete an action. 
 
Generally there is no post in the digital service – you get an alert when something is 
happened to tell you to look at your account – changes of circumstances are 
reported on line and logged in the journal so you can see that it has been done 
 

 

 

Sanctions 

Sanctions can be applied for failing to meet work-related requirements. This could be 

for leaving a job voluntarily or through misconduct. Sanctions can still be applied if 

the situation arose before your claim for UC, eg if you left a job and then claimed. 

They can also be applied if you reduce your hours voluntarily to come below the 

conditionality threshold. Sanctions should not apply if you had good reason for acting 

as you did. 

 

Generally sanctions are applied from the date the sanctionable action or lack of 

action took place, e.g. the date you failed to attend an interview, or refused a job.  If 

the failure occurs before a claim to UC the duration of the sanction is reduced by the 

number of days between the failure and the date of claim. Where the work was due 

to last for a limited period the sanction is limited to the number of days between the 

failure and the end of that period. Also sanctions erode while a claimant is off benefit 

and are terminated if you are in paid work above your conditionality threshold for at 

least 26 weeks. 

 

The amount of the sanction is the amount of the standard allowance, so elements for 

housing, children etc are not affected. For a couple it will be half the standard 

allowance. If you are in the work-focused interview group it will be 40% of the 

standard allowance only. 
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Sanctions for 16 and 17 year olds will be 40% of the standard allowance. 

 

Hardship payments 

These can be made if claimants can demonstrate that they are or will be in hardship. 

However, these will not be payable immediately unless you are classed as 

vulnerable. In order to get a hardship payment you will need to give details of your 

financial circumstances and continue to meet your work-related requirements. 

 

Hardship payments are given as loans and have to be repaid once you are no longer 

liable to a sanction. However, they will cease to be repayable once you have been in 

work earning above your conditionality threshold for at least 26 weeks.  

 

To qualify you will need to show that you: 

  cannot meet your immediate and most basic and essential needs  

  have made every effort to access alternative sources of support; 

  have made every effort to stop any expenditure which does to relate to your 

immediate and most basic and essential needs ie accommodation, heating, 

food and hygiene. 
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A hardship payment will be equivalent to 60% of the sanctioned amount paid at a 

daily rate generally to cover the number of days up to when the next UC payment is 

due. 

 

Other Important changes 

In the budget in July 2015 a number of future changes were announced including –  

- A limit of 2 children per claim and to remove the higher amount paid for the first 

child – it has now been announced that people trying to claim UC with more 

than two children will be referred to tax credits until November 2018; 

- Removal of the limited capability for work element; 

- All work-related requirements to apply to parents or carers of a child where the 

youngest child is aged three or more; and 

- From April 2018 mortgage interest will be given as a loan 
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Summary of key changes  

The 16 hour rule Because UC is an in work and out of work 
benefit the 16 hour rule is no longer 
relevant. Hours are unimportant – it is how 
much you are earning that affects UC. 
 

Extra amounts for illness or 
disability in maximum 
award 

There is no link between DLA/PIP and UC. 
You only get extra premiums or allowances 
if you have limited capability for work or 
limited capability for work-related activity 
 

Extra amount for carers The carer’s addition does not link to carer’s 
allowance – it can be paid if you satisfy the 
conditions for carer’s allowance excluding 
the earnings limit. 
 

Help with mortgage interest You cannot get any help with mortgage 
interest as soon as you start paid work. 
 

Help with childcare You can get help with childcare as soon as 
you start work. Under UC it is 85% up to a 
max of £646.35 for one child and £1108.04 
for 2 or more children. 
 

Work allowances 
(previously earnings 
disregards) 
 

There are minimum and maximum work 
allowances. The minimum applies if you 
pay rent. The maximum applies if you are 
an owner occupier or have no housing 
costs. 
 

Self-employed Self-employed will have to provide monthly 
cash in/cash out information. A ‘minimum 
income floor’ is applied after the first year. 
 

Dual housing costs ( where 
tenancies overlap) 

This is not paid under UC rules unless 
waiting for adaptions for disability or in 
situations of domestic violence. 

Housing costs contributions Non-dependent deductions are simplified 
and do not vary with income. Set amount 
of £70.06pm. Does not always apply. 
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