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Pathways to Work: Reforming Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working Green Paper
Response from Contact to consultation questions 11 and 12.
This response is based on the specialist knowledge of Contact’s family finance team who provide a call back service to families who need the most complex benefit advice.  Last year, the team helped increase household income on average by £5,538 a year per eligible family.  
As members of the Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC) we will support their response to other consultation questions, and are concerned about planned changes to Personal Independent Payment.
Question 11. Should we delay access to the health element of Universal Credit within the reformed system until someone is aged 22?
Proposal: The green paper is proposing to stop the health element (currently called the limited capability for work and work-related activity - LCWRA) to young adults on Universal Credit aged 16 - 21. 
The health element is there to replace income lost through incapacity to work because of sickness or disability. If this proposal goes ahead young disabled adults on Universal Credit will only get the standard allowance until they turn 22. However, the extremely high threshold for new severe conditions criteria[footnoteRef:1] for those who will never be able to engage with the work or training offers very little protections for young disabled adults[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  see appendix 8. wca-handbook.docx]  [2:  Announced that severe conditions criteria will apply to under 22s:  Welfare reform: Speech to the IPPR by Work and Pensions Secretary - GOV.UK] 

No. 
Summary of Contact’s position:
· This proposal means a huge drop in income of almost £100 per week for nearly 110,000[footnoteRef:3] disabled young people aged 16 – 21, once they claim Universal Credit in their own right and stop being treated as a dependent child for benefit purposes(examples of income losses included in the briefing).   [3:  DWP, Stat-Xplore, UC Work Capability Assessments, December 2024  ] 

· It would have a devastating financial impact not only on young disabled people who are not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) but also on many disabled young people under 22s who are in education or low paid employment. 
· This proposal pushes disabled young people and their families further into poverty and further away from any employment prospects. 
· It is not a policy that should be implemented and is not a proposal that Contact could support in any way. 
The consultation is unclear if the proposal will apply to new claimants only or also applied to those already receiving this payment.
More detail: 
The Get Britain Working White Paper - GOV.UK, which works in conjunction with the Pathways to Work green paper, aims “to break down barriers to opportunity for all young people … Too many young people are at risk of being left behind.”  Its plan for young people is “delivering a Youth Guarantee so that all 18 to 21-year-olds in England have access to education, training or help to find a job or an apprenticeship.”
Whilst these aims will increase the levels of support available for young people, they don’t fully take into account the complex barriers faced by disabled young people and their families. The two strategies together will leave significant numbers of young people with neither suitable support nor an appropriate level of income. Young people whose needs are too high to allow them to access either training or employment but who may be capable of carrying out some tasks, will be left with a greatly reduced Universal Credit figure that does not meet their needs. 
Young people receiving Universal Credit while in education or to supplement part-time or low paid employment would also face a huge cut in financial support. 17 year old Nancy is undergoing treatment for cancer and at the moment is too unwell to continue with her college place. She is currently out of education altogether. As a consequence she now gets Universal Credit as a young adult in her own right and has established that she has a limited capability for work. 
Nancy is an only child and previously her parents had received Universal Credit child elements for her as a dependent totalling £192.66 per week and Child Benefit of £26.05 per week – a total of £218.71 per week. Under the existing rules – and with a health element in place – she is entitled to £170.83 in Universal Credit as a young disabled adult. However under the proposed policy of restricting the health element to those aged 22 and above she would only receive £73.15 per week. 


Whilst the Get Britain Working white paper aims to provide a guaranteed place in education and training for all 16 and 17 year olds, there will always be some young people for whom this isn’t possible, particularly with the lack of funding and support for SEN. Provision needs to be made for families in this situation and retaining entitlement to the health element in UC for young people is an effective way of achieving this.  
The Green Paper acknowledges that the government needs to “consider what special provisions need to be put in place for those young people where engagement with the guarantee is not a realistic prospect”. As yet, it hasn’t been made clear what form these ‘special provisions’ will take or which young people will be eligible, albeit there has been some suggestion that it will be linked to ‘severe conditions criteria’. However, the extremely high threshold for severe conditions criteria[footnoteRef:4] for those who will never be able to engage with the work, training or education via the Youth Guarantee offers very little protections for young disabled adults. [4:  see appendix 8. wca-handbook.docx] 

Ultimately Contact does not accept that there is any justification for slashing financial support for any young disabled person aged under 22, regardless of the extent that they can or cannot engage with the Youth Guarantee.  
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation  UK Poverty 2025: The essential guide to understanding poverty in the UK | Joseph Rowntree Foundation have confirmed that family carers are significantly more likely to be living in poverty - 28% compared to 20% for those without caring responsibilities. 
In Nancy’s case above, her parents will see a massive drop in household income with support for their daughter dropping from £218 to £73 when she transitions from being treated as a child to a young adult under the Universal Credit system. Faced with a reduction in income of this magnitude, it appears inevitable that the family would struggle badly to afford the extra costs of her disability, including incontinence pads, extra heating and higher energy costs.

21 year old Sheila lives in a 1 bed council flat with regular visits from a support worker. She has Autism, mild Learning Difficulties and Anxiety. She is doing some voluntary work and is hoping to do some paid work in the future but needs a high level of support and it is taking time to achieve this. She doesn’t have any family support. 
She currently gets PIP at the standard rates and claims Universal Credit of £354.82 pw including the under 25 single person amount, the LCWRA or Health element (as it is accepted that she cannot cope with any changes to her routine) and the Housing Element of £184, leaving her with £170.82 pw for her bills, travel, food, clothing and other expenses. 
If, as proposed she is no longer entitled to the Health Element within her Universal Credit she will receive £257.15 pw Universal Credit, of which £184 must be spent on rent, leaving her with the basic amount of £73.15 pw to pay all her bills, travel, food, clothing and other expenses.

Whilst someone in Sheila’s situation may be able to have some engagement with the jobcentre, she requires highly specialised assistance, which is best provided by a familiar support worker. A UC payment of this amount would not be enough to pay essential bills and have enough left to buy food. Sheila would be at serious risk of getting into debt and her mental health would be at significant risk if her routine is changed, her anxiety increases and she cannot afford to eat properly. She would be unable to afford the costs of travel to her voluntary placement and this would move her further away from the likelihood of paid employment, as confirmed by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in their report Inadequate Universal Credit and barriers to work | Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
The Green Paper attempts to justify restricting access to the health element as a necessary measure to reduce the number of young people who are NEET. Contact does not accept this argument. Restricting access to the health element will have no impact on the 73% of 16-24 year olds who are NEET for reasons other than illness or disability. Instead, it will impact exclusively on one group of NEET young people – those who face the greatest barriers to education and employment as a result of their severe disabilities. 
Restricting access to the health element could push young disabled people further away from work, employment and training. Cutting financial support to young disabled people could make it harder for them to continue in education, work or training, particularly if they incur significant additional costs in taking part in these activities. But even worse, this proposal will also have a devastating financial impact on young disabled adults who are not NEET but who have managed to engage in education, employment or training despite their disabilities but who will also be left much worse off under this policy.  
Impact on young people in non-advanced education 
The proposed policy will not just impact on young disabled people who are NEET but also on many young disabled people who are in education. It is very common for young disabled people to remain in non-advanced education for much longer than their non-disabled peers. 
Where a young disabled person remains in full-time non advanced education beyond the September after their 19th birthday, their parents can no longer claim benefits for them as a dependent child. Students in non-advanced education usually cannot access maintenance grants or loans while those aged 19 or above are also ineligible for the 16-19 bursary or an educational maintenance allowance. For this group Universal Credit is likely to be the only source of financial support they have other than their PIP, unless they are fortunate enough to receive a discretionary bursary. As a result restricting access to the health element is only likely to impoverish this highly vulnerable group of young disabled people. 
Families with a young disabled son or daughter often already face a drop in income when that young person transitions from being treated as a dependent child to a young disabled adult. This will happen when that young person reaches the Sept after their 19th birthday - or earlier if they leave non-advanced education. 
A parent on Universal Credit whose child receives the enhanced rate of PIP daily living component will usually be receiving Universal Credit child dependant payments of £182 per week as well as Child Benefit of at least £17.25 per week (these figures would be higher if they were the only dependent child). This is a total of £199.25 for that young person. 
Under the current system these child payments made to the parent automatically stop on the 31 August after that young person’s 19th birthday. This remains the case even if that child will be staying in full-time non-advanced education. At this point a family will usually seek to help their child claim Universal Credit in their own right as a young adult instead. Despite barriers to students claiming Universal Credit, it is often possible for those in non-advanced education who have passed the August after their 19th birthday to successfully claim Universal Credit as an adult. Under the current rules a young person aged 19-21 in non-advanced education who has established LCWRA would normally receive Universal Credit of around £170 per week. 
So under the current system, low-income families with a disabled 19 year old already have to contend with a drop of income of at least £29.25 per week when their child stops being treated as a dependant and starts claiming Universal Credit in their own right. However, under the government’s proposal, young disabled people under 22 would only receive £73 rather than £170 per week, meaning a much greater drop in household income. 
This would have a devastating impact on the families involved. At the point their child reached the September after their 19th birthday they would face a precipitous drop in their financial support. Families will see the amount of Universal Credit paid for their disabled young person drop from £199.25 per week for them as a dependent child to only £73 per week for them as a young disabled adult. The young person’s needs would not have changed, nor would there be any reduction in the disability related costs faced by that family – however solely as a result of their child reaching the September after their 19th birthday they would face a crippling drop in financial support of more than £125 per week. This proposed change would have a devastating financial effect on some of the most vulnerable families in the country, throwing families that are already in poverty into the most severe financial hardship.    
19 year old Shazia has a bi-polar disorder. She attends an NVQ level 3 college course but is repeating a year due to the disruption her condition caused to her studies. She lives with her Dad Ibrahim, who is a single parent and full time carer to both her and her younger sibling. Shazia gets PIP and Ibrahim claims Carers Allowance, Child Benefit and Universal Credit. Ibrahim’s Universal Credit includes child elements for Shazia amounting to £182 per week.   
Once Shazia reaches the 31st August after her 19th birthday, Ibrahim cannot claim for her as a child anymore even though she will be staying in her college placement for at least another year. He loses £182 pw from his Universal Credit and will lose a further £17.25 in Child Benefit – a total of £199.25 pw.             
At this point Shazia needs to make her own claim for Universal Credit. She has already established that she has a limited capability for work via a previous ‘credits only’ claim for new style ESA. 
Under current UC rules, Shazia would receive Universal Credit in her own right of £170.83 pw. However, if the health element was removed for under 22s as proposed, she would only receive £73.15 pw. The proposed policy of limiting the health element to those aged 22 or above, would mean a drop of almost £100 pw in the financial support available for young disabled people.  

Students in advanced education 
The proposed policy will also have an impact on some disabled students aged under 22 in advanced education.  While many disabled students in advanced education are ineligible for Universal Credit some do qualify. This is particularly likely where a student has established a limited capability for work and work related activity before they started their course and they live away from home. Students in that scenario often qualify for some Universal Credit due to their term-time housing costs. This group would also see a cut of more than £97 per week in the help available via Universal Credit. For many disabled students living away from home in advanced education this may mean that continuing in education would become unsustainable.  
Wider concerns about Universal Credit claimants receiving education and other proposed welfare reforms
Apart from the proposal to restrict Universal Credit health payments to the over 22s, more information is also needed about how plans to scrap the work capability assessment will impact on the rules which currently allow some disabled students to qualify for Universal Credit despite receiving education. 

Under regulation 14(1)(b) of the Universal Credit regulations a disabled student is currently able to claim Universal Credit despite receiving education if they receive a qualifying disability benefit and have also established a limited capability for work before they started receiving education. If the work capability assessment is scrapped, students will no longer be able to establish a limited capability for work. Given this fact, there is a pressing need for clarification regarding how regulation 14(1)(b) will be amended to ensure that disabled students receiving education are not locked out of entitlement to Universal Credit once the work capability assessment is scrapped.

Under 22s in employment 
Some young disabled people who have been able to move into work despite their disabilities will also be negatively impacted by this policy. Many disabled people in low paid or part-time work rely on Universal Credit to top up their earnings. Under this proposal a disabled worker who is aged under 22 could receive up to £97 per week less Universal Credit as a result of no access to a health element. 
However, the losses they face could be even higher as a result of this proposal. In order to qualify for a work allowance (i.e. an earnings disregard) a Universal Credit claimant must either be responsible for children or have established a limited capability for work. With the work capability assessment being scrapped and no access to a replacement health element, we are deeply concerned that disabled under 22s who are in employment will not only lose access to the health element but also be denied any work allowance.  

Previous cuts to disability support under Universal Credit
Disabled young people already live in some of the poorest households in the UK. Their families face impossible financial choices every day – whether they can afford to attend their child’s hospital appointment or whether they need to turn off the freezer to save electricity for their child’s oxygen concentrator. In the last 12 months, nearly two third (62%) of parent carers have given up paid work or reduced hours, on average losing £21,174 from their family income.
This proposal comes at a time when disabled young people and their families have already faced major reductions in their entitlement to essential benefits. Indeed, this has been an emerging theme in recent years. The replacement of tax credits with Universal Credit saw a significant cut of more than 50% in the lower disabled child addition paid to all but the most severely disabled children – that’s a loss of £2,290 per year per child. For children with the most severe disabilities who are looked after in residential care, there are no Universal Credit child payments at all, even though their families are still meeting many disability costs – these families face a £950 loss per month. Alongside this, other measures such as the two-child limit mean that families often cannot claim help with basic living costs for younger disabled children. Disabled children are more likely to live in larger families so the two-child limit is particularly harmful to disabled households. Contact supports many families who have more than one child with a disability or health condition and any further cuts in financial support would push many into the deepest level of poverty.  
In conclusion
In Contact’s view restricting entitlement to the health element is a measure that is simply designed to reduce spending and is unlikely to have any positive impact in moving more disabled young people into work. For this one group of young disabled adults it also abandons the long-established principle that means tested benefit entitlement should reflect the additional costs that severely disabled people incur. 
However, we also fear that the proposal will be counter-productive. Action for Children have already confirmed the barriers to work that families face in their report -  Child poverty and barriers to work | Action For Children and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has found that “Disabled people face a higher risk of poverty. This is driven partly by the additional costs associated with disability and ill-health, and partly by the barriers to work that disabled people face.” The combination of barriers faced by families with a disabled child or young person that already leave them extremely vulnerable will be exacerbated by losing access to the health element; young people themselves will be pushed further away from employment as will their parent carers. 


Q 12. Do you think 18 is the right age for young people to start claiming the adult disability benefit, Personal Independence Payment? If not, what age do you think it should be?
Contact’s preference would be for young people in receipt of Disability Living Allowance (DLA) to have the choice of deciding whether to claim Personal Independence Payment (PIP) at age 16 or to postpone a claim for up to 2 years. This is a model that currently applies to the disability benefits system in Scotland, and which appears to work well. 
In our view there is no optimum age whereby a transfer from DLA to PIP would be easiest for young people and their families. Every disabled child’s situation is unique and as such they and their families should have some flexibility and choice in deciding what date works best for them - taking into account the capacity of the individual young person and other transitions in the education and social care systems that families may be facing. 
For example, at age 18 some young disabled adults may be moving from child to adult social care provision, others may be in the midst of applying for university courses and associated student funding. Young people in these situations may well prefer to claim Personal Independence Payment at an earlier point. 
The Resolution Foundation estimates that as many as 13% of rising 16s on DLA fail to make any claim for PIP. This suggests that some young people and their families found it too challenging to transition to an adult disability benefit at 16. For this reason, we are in favour of young disabled people who are already receiving DLA having the option of postponing a claim for personal independence payment until they are 18. In cases where DLA has been awarded under the special rules for the terminally ill, we would also like to see young people have the option of continuing to receive DLA beyond the age of 18 if they so choose.
However other young disabled people may be able and willing to claim at 16. Some young people and their families will be keen to make a claim at 16, particularly given that most young disabled people qualify for higher rates of benefit under PIP than under DLA. Of those rising 16 DLA claimants who transitioned to PIP between 2019 and 2024, 63% had a higher award under PIP. It is also worth noting that 56% of rising 16-year-olds were awarded both components of PIP at the enhanced rate. In comparison only 8% had qualified for both components of DLA at the highest rate.  
Moving the age at which PIP is claimed to 18 in all cases, could deny some families the opportunity to increase the financial support that their son or daughter receives. For example, families who have a young person on lower rate DLA mobility who are unable to access the Motability scheme may well be keen to claim PIP as early as possible given the greater chances of qualifying for enhanced mobility component under PIP. 
It’s true that the age at which children are required to remain in either full time education, training, or working or volunteering while in part-time education or training has risen to 18. However, the reality is more complex than this. Not all disabled 16 or 17 year olds actually remain in education or training. Some are too ill to attend their course and abandon it early. In other cases, a young disabled 16- or 17-year-old will be out of education because it has not been possible for the local education authority to secure appropriate specialist education provision.  In our view this reality supports the option of allowing existing DLA claimants flexibility around the exact timing of a move from DLA to PIP between the ages of 16 and 18. 
In relation to new claims by 16-year-olds who are not already on DLA we would support keeping the age at which Personal Independence Payment is claimed at 16. This will avoid a situation where a 16- or 17-year-old who is claiming a disability benefit for the first time has to go through an assessment for disability living allowance, quickly followed by a PIP assessment within a year or two.  
For more information about this response please email una.summerson@contact.org.uk
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