
 

 

Briefing Paper: Universal Credit – Proposal to Remove the Health Element for Disabled 

Young People aged 16–21 

The Issue 

As part of its Pathways to Work” Green Paper the government is consulting on a proposal to 

scrap the health element of Universal Credit (UC) for claimants aged under 22.  

Contact is very worried by this proposal. It is likely to cause huge financial hardship to many 

young disabled adults and their carers.  It will see a cut in income of around £100 per week 

in the UC payments currently available to disabled young people.  

Although partly justified as a measure to combat the high numbers of young adults who are 

not in employment, education or training (NEET), this policy solely targets those under 22s 

with severe disabilities and has no impact on most NEET young people. Furthermore, it will 

impact on all disabled under 22s indiscriminately – not only cutting financial support to 

disabled young people who are NEET but also to disabled under 22s who are in education, 

training or in low paid employment.  

What is the health element of Universal Credit?  

The health element of UC is an additional payment that can be added into a disabled 

claimant’s UC award. Not all disabled adults qualify for this payment. To get this additional 

amount you must go through a Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) assessment 

known as the work capability assessment and show that you not only have a limited 

capability for work but that you also have a limited capability for work related activity such 

as training. As such it is only paid to more severely disabled claimants.  

The health element is perhaps better known as the limited capability for work and work-

related activity (LCWRA) element. Around 66,000 severely disabled 18-21 year olds are 

currently receiving this health element as part of a UC claim.  1 

How much is the UC health element? 

The health element is currently £423.27pcm. But under plans set out in the Universal Credit 

Bill 2025, from April 2026 new claimants will receive a reduced amount of £217.26pcm, 

unless they are protected under severe conditions criteria. However, for one group of 

claimants alone – the under 22s - the government is now considering going further and 

scrapping the health element altogether.  

 

 

 
1 Para 259 of the Pathways to Work Green Paper 



How does financial support for a young disabled person drop when they transition from 

being treated as a child to a young adult? 

Under the existing benefit rules many families with a severely disabled young person face a 

significant drop in income when their child transitions from being treated as a dependent 

child to being treated as a young disabled adult. This can happen at any point between the 

child’s 16th birthday and their reaching the 31st of August after their 19th birthday. The exact 

timing of this transition can vary depending on factors such as their educational status.  

While a young person remains treated as a dependent child under the benefits system, their 

parents can claim child elements for them as part of a family claim for Universal Credit. They 

get a basic child element but also a disabled child addition – the amount of which can vary 

depending on the rate of Personal Independence Payment (PIP) or it’s Scottish equivalent 

Adult Disability Payment (ADP) that child gets. If a child qualifies for the enhanced rate of 

PIP/ADP daily living component their parents will receive up to £834.87pcm in UC child 

elements and up to £112.88 in Child Benefit. A total maximum amount of £947.75.    

However, when a young person stops being treated as a child their parents no longer receive 

UC child elements or Child Benefit for them. The maximum amount of UC that the young 

person can be paid is currently (assuming they are single and remain living at home) 

£740.25pcm.   

This means that even under the current system many families will see the financial support 

received in respect of a young disabled person drop by £207.50 pcm. This mismatch in the 

financial support paid in respect of disabled children and in respect of young adults already 

causes hardship to many families with a young person in transition.  

Parents in this position are often angry and frustrated that they face a drop of this level. 

They will often point out that nothing has usually changed other than their child’s age or 

educational placement. They still face the same disability related costs and the same high 

level of care needs, but overnight the payments made in respect of their child can drop by 

just over £200 pm. But under the government’s proposals, the financial hardship faced by 

families will become much more severe.  

How much worse off will disabled young people and their families be under the 

government’s proposals?  

Under the government’s plans, families will see even bigger cuts in financial support for their 

disabled young person.    

Plans in the Universal Credit Bill 

Under provisions in the Universal Credit bill which will come into effect in early 2026, the 

health element will be paid at a lower rate of £217.26pcm for most new claimants. This 

payment will also be frozen for a further four years, meaning an additional cut in real terms. 

The higher rate of £423.27pcm will still be paid to existing claimants and as well as to new 

claimants who meet certain severe conditions criteria. This cut will apply to all new 

claimants regardless of their age.  

 



Proposals for under 22s in the Green Paper 

However, the government is currently considering going further and scrapping payment of 

the health element altogether for UC claimants who are aged under 22.  

The Green Paper consultation period has now closed. Many families with disabled children 

will be anxiously awaiting the government’s response. If it opts to scrap the health element 

for under 22s, then the drop in income experienced by low-income families going through 

transition to adulthood will be huge. For many households the amount paid in respect of 

their disabled child, will drop by £630pcm when they transition to claiming UC as an adult. A 

drop of this magnitude would have a devastating impact not only on disabled young people 

but also on their parent carers, who will often be left to deal with the consequences of such 

a huge drop in financial support. 

 

Table 1 – Changes in monthly amount of UC/Child Benefit paid in respect of a young 

disabled person following transition. Young person entitled to enhanced rate of daily living 

component.  

 

 
 
 

Maximum 
amount of UC 
child elements 
and CB payable 
to parent for 
disabled child  
 

Maximum monthly 
UC payable to 
young person as a 
disabled adult after 
transition 

Reduction in 
amount of 
monthly benefit 
paid to disabled 
young person’s 
household  

 
Current situation 
 

 
£947.75  

 
£740.25 

 
£207.50 

 
Cuts in health 
element planned for 
April 2026 
 

 
£947.75 

 
£534.24 

 
£413.51 

 
If health element is 
scrapped for under 
22’s  
 

 
£947.75 

 
£316.98 

 
£630.77 

 

For some families the loss of income following transition could be even higher as the result of 

child maintenance payments also ending and the potential for lower help with council tax as 

a result of their child being treated as an additional non-dependant adult in the property.   

 



Are all families with a disabled young person in transition at risk of losing £630pcm?  

No, not all families will see a drop of this magnitude. The exact amount lost will depend on 

several factors including family income, whether there are other dependent children in the 

household and the rate of PIP daily living component that the child gets.  

Those families facing the greatest drops in income upon transition are those whose child is 

the most severely disabled i.e. where the young person is on the daily living component of 

DLA/PIP/ADP at the highest rate and those with a severe visual impairment. Because these 

children qualify for a higher disabled child element whilst they remain part of their parents 

claim, the drop in household income is consequently much higher once they start to claim 

UC as an adult.  

If the health element for under 22s is scrapped, all low-income households will see a drop in 

financial support at the point their child transitions to an adult claim. Currently some 

families – those whose child’s PIP award doesn’t include the enhanced rate for daily living - 

can see an increase in income rather than a drop.  

Table 1 above sets out the maximum losses for lower income families with a child who is on 

PIP enhanced daily living component or who has a severe visual impairment. Table 2 below 

sets out the drops in income faced by families whose disabled child gets PIP/ADP at some 

other rate.  

Table 2 – Changes in monthly amount of UC/Child Benefit paid in respect of a young 

disabled person following their transition to getting UC as a young adult. Young person’s 

PIP/ADP does not include enhanced rate of daily living component. 

 

 
 
 

Maximum 
amount of 
UC child 
elements and 
CB payable to 
parent for 
disabled child  
 

Maximum 
monthly UC 
payable to young 
person as a 
disabled adult 
after transition  

Reduction in amount 
of monthly benefit 
paid to disabled 
young person’s 
household  

 
Current situation 
 

 
£610.43 

 
£740.25 

 
Gain of £129.82 

 
Cuts in health element 
planned for April 2026 

 
£610.43 

 
£534.24 

 
£76.19 

 
If health element is 
scrapped for under 22’s  

 
£610.43 

 
£316.98 

 
£293.35 

 



For some families the loss of income faced following transition could be even higher as the 

result of child maintenance payments also ending and the possibility of lower help with 

council tax as a result of their child being treated as an additional adult in the property.  

Will any disabled under 22s be exempt from this cut?  

At this point we simply don’t know whether some severely disabled young people will be 

protected or what criteria will be applied to any exemptions. Paragraph 259 of the Green 

Paper simply says the government “will consider what special provisions need to be put in 

place for those young people where engagement with the [youth] guarantee is not a realistic 

prospect.” However no further information has been provided about what form these 

special provisions might take.  

Will this proposal only apply to new claimants or also to existing UC claimants who are 

under 22?   

It’s true that changes of this type are often only applied to new claimants. However, the 

government has not made clear whether it’s proposals would extend to scrapping the health 

element for existing UC claimants aged under 22.  

What is the government’s justification for this proposal? 

In the Green Paper the government has attempted to justify this policy on two grounds:  

• That it will help tackle the spiralling numbers of young people who are NEET; and  

• That it is necessary to remove potential disincentives to work 

However, it is unlikely that this policy would lead to major progress in either aim. Instead, it 

will impoverish disabled young people and the carers who they live with.  

Why scrapping the UC health elements for under 22s is unlikely to reduce the numbers of 

NEET young people 

It’s true that there’s wide-spread concern about the high numbers of young people who are 

currently NEET. Currently there are almost 1 million 16–24-year-olds who are categorised as 

NEET.2 However, the proposal to scrap the UC health element will have no impact on the 

vast majority of NEET young people. Instead, this proposal would only impact on a very 

small number of NEET young people – those who are within this group and who receive a 

health element. However, the financial consequences for this specific group who have been 

targeted are likely to be devastating.  

We know that around 66,000 18–21-year-olds currently receive a health element as part of a 

UC award.  Even if we were to assume that all of these young UC claimants were NEET it 

would mean that the policy would have no impact on 93.3% of NEET youngsters. The 

financial hardship resulting from this policy being felt exclusively by the 6.7% young people 

within that group who were severely disabled.  

 
2 Para 248 of Pathways to Work Green Paper – As of Dec 24 an estimated 987,000 16-24 year olds are 
NEET.  



However, the reality is that a significant percentage of the 66,000 young Universal Credit 

claimants receiving a health element will not actually be NEET at all. The government simply 

appears to have assumed that all of these 66,000 young UC claimants are NEET.  In reality, a 

significant proportion of this group are likely to be young disabled people who are in 

education, with some others working with UC topping up their low earnings.  

Many disabled young people remain in full time non advanced education for a longer time 

than their disabled peers. For some their special educational needs may mean that 

educational progress is much slower, for others their education may have been disrupted by 

bouts of illness.  

Payments of UC to a parent must stop on the 31st of August after their child’s 19th birthday. 

This applies even though the child remains in full time non advanced education. Faced with 

this reality, many disabled 19-, 20- and 21-year-olds will be getting Universal Credit as a 

young adult while completing their education. Contact’s Helpline speaks to large numbers of 

families in this position. We believe that a significant number of the 66,000 18–21-year-olds 

currently on UC with a health element, are not actually NEET at all, but young people who 

are still in education.  

We are also concerned that some of young disabled people described as NEET may actually 

be engaged in regular, organised activities under social care provision such as day care 

provision. These young people nominally treated as NEET would include some of the most 

profoundly disabled young people.  

Given this, the proposal to scrap the UC health element for under 22s will slash financial 

support for all claimants in this age group, regardless of whether they are NEET or they are 

already participating in education, training, social care provision or employment.    

Why scrapping the health element for under 22s won’t remove disincentives to work.  

The government appears to believe that scrapping the UC health element will remove a 

disincentive to severely disabled young people otherwise taking steps to move into 

employment. Contact does not accept that rationale. All of the young people affected by this 

proposal will have under gone a detailed work capability assessment and will have 

established that they have a limited capability for work but also work-related activity. They 

are the most severely disabled group of young people and are a distinct group from those 

who have been assessed as having limited capability for work only and capable of taking 

part in work related activities.  Health payments for this latter group of less severely disabled 

people were already scrapped in 2017.  

This proposal is likely to mean that many young people with needs that are too high to allow 

them to realistically access either training or employment, will be left with a greatly reduced 

Universal Credit figure that does not meet their needs. Alongside this young people who are 

receiving Universal Credit while in education or to supplement part-time or low paid 

employment, would also face this huge cut in financial support. 

In Contact’s view restricting access to the health element will be counter-productive, and 

risks pushing young disabled people further away from work, employment and training. 

Cutting financial support to young disabled people could make it harder for many of them to 



continue in education, work or training, particularly if they incur significant additional costs 

in taking part in these activities.  

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.  

Questions for Ministers 

1. What assessment has been made of the poverty impact of removing the UC health 

element for 16–21s? 

2. How will Government ensure disabled young people in non-advanced or life skills ed-

ucation are not wrongly counted as NEET and left unsupported? 

3. Has the DWP carried out detailed research into the profile of disabled young NEETs, 

and if not, will it commit to do so before taking this policy forward? 

4. What “special provisions” will replace this support, and how will eligibility be de-

fined? 

 

About Contact  

Contact is a national change-making charity for the UK’s 2 million disabled children and their 

families. Families face a relentless struggle to secure support – costing them income, 

wellbeing, and relationships. Parent carers lose £21,174 annually on average, with 62% 

reducing or giving up work entirely.  

Contact exists to make the system simpler, kinder, and fairer – providing life-changing advice 

and using those real-life insights to drive systemic change. Last year our advice increased 

household incomes by £5,538 per family. 

For more information or to arrange a meeting please email una.summerson@contact.org.uk 
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