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Introduction

As the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) continues to roll-out the managed
migration process, we've come to a stage where some of our more vulnerable legacy
benefit recipients, such as those receiving ESA, are beginning to receive their notices.
Although initially the rollout to ESA recipients was set to begin in 2028, this has been
brought forward to Autumn of 2024, causing increasing concern for us surrounding the
potential implications of digital exclusion.

As will be discussed in more depth below, the digital literacy abilities required to make
and, more specifically, maintain a benefits claim differ vastly when comparing legacy
benefits and Universal Credit (UC). And, as more individuals are required to claim UC,
we believe we will see increasing instances of claimants struggling to manage their
claims.

While we will discuss below how other organisations such as local authorities can
implement actions to offset the impact of the digital exclusion and benefits access, the
reality is that the true burden of change falls on the DWP. The issue of digital exclusion
when it comes to UC does not only impact migrating claimants, but all claimants,
however they come to claim UC and at whatever point in the claim they're in. As such,
reform to the administration of UC so that it is easier and more accessible to make and
manage a UC claim offline is imperative.

What is managed migration and who is being impacted?

Managed migration is the process through which the government is transferring legacy
benefit recipients towards receiving UC instead. The process was rolled out full-scale in
April of 2023 and is set to be finished by around 2028/29, impacting around 1.54 million
households in total.' This means that by 2028/29 the legacy benefits - JSA, ESA, Income
Support (IS), Housing Benefit (HB), Child Tax Credits (CTC) and Working Tax Credits
(WTC) - will be obsolete. These legacy benefits work in combination to provide the same
comprehensive benefit coverage that UC now offers as an individual benefit. For
example, an individual who previously received both ESA and HB will have the same
benefit elements - i.e. a disability and housing element - covered under UC.

1 House of Commons Library - ‘Managed Migration: Completing Universal Credit Rollout’ -
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9984/
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Managed migration has been rolled out in stages, starting with tax credit recipients only
initially and then widening to include JSA, IS and HB recipients. The rollout out of
managed migration to ESA recipients was set, after some delays, to begin in 2028/29,
however this has recently changed with ESA recipients beginning to receive their
managed migration notices in Autumn of 2024. As will be discussed in more depth
below, while digital exclusion can impact all managed migration participants, those in
receipt of ESA are likely to be more vulnerable in this regard. Digital Communities Wales
highlights that people with a disability or long term health condition as well as those
who are socially isolated are more likely to be digitally excluded.? Since ESA eligibility
requires an illness or disability, and those who are disabled are more likely to be socially
isolated,® ESA recipients are more likely to struggle with the new digital requirements
they will face with UC.

This expedited rollout to ESA recipients will likely cause us to see an increase in clients
requiring support surrounding managed migration, since a large portion - 62% of clients
seen by Citizens Advice Swansea Neath Port Talbot - note either having a long term
health condition or being disabled. As noted above, however, while we anticipate ESA
claimants being more vulnerable to digital exclusion, they will not be the only migrating
group impacted by the issue and we would like to see a better UC service provided by
the DWP for all impacted clients.

In Swansea and Neath Port Talbot, an estimated 34,021 claimants are in receipt of
either ESA, JSA, IS or HB.* A further 14,400 households locally are estimated to be in
receipt of CTC or WTC.> These individuals and households will all be impacted by the
migration process within the next 5 years, meaning at least 5% of Swansea and Neath
Port Talbot's population will have to migrate.® This is not an insignificant number of
people, and action should be taken to ensure that digital exclusion does not pose a

2 Digital Communities Wales - ‘Digital inclusion in Wales’ -
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/digital-inclusion-in-wales-2/

% National Library of Medicine (August 2020) - ‘Loneliness, social support, social isolation and
wellbeing among working age adults with and without disability: Cross-sectional study’ (Section: Main
findings of this study) -
https://pmc.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/articles/PMC7403030/#:~:text=Compared%20t0%20the%20general%20
population,and%20are%20more%20socially%?20isolated.

4 Stat X-plore data for relevant legacy benefits (JSA, ESA, IS, HB) in SNPT from February 2024 -
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/isf/dataCatalogueExplorer.xhtml

> HMRC Personal Tax Credit Statistics - Child and Working Tax Credits statistics: Finalised Annual
Awards — 2022 to 2023 (ODS)
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/child-and-working-tax-credits-statistics-finalised-annual-
awards-2022-t0-2023

¢ Based on Swansea and Neath Port Talbot population estimates in October 2024.

N.B. This calculation is based on the number of claimants receiving ESA, JSA, IS and WTC alone as
they are usually non-overlapping benefits. The true percentage is likely much higher.
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barrier to individuals accessing their benefit entitlement during or following the
migration process.

How does managed migration work?

Legacy benefit recipients will receive a letter in the post, also known as a ‘migration
notice’, notifying them that their legacy benefits will be terminated on their ‘deadline
day’ and they must make a claim for UC instead. To ensure there is no gap in income
during the transition period, claimants will need to ensure they make their UC claim by
their ‘deadline day'.

If a recipient makes a UC application no later than a month after their ‘deadline day’
they'll be eligible for transitional protections designed to ensure that benefit recipients
aren't immediately worse off upon transitioning.” These transitional protections include
the ‘transitional element’ which acts as a top up to ensure their UC award matches their
legacy award.

As more managed migration notices are sent out we're seeing an increase in demand
for advice on the issue with managed migration inquiries increasing by 306% between
2023 and 2024 so far. It's clear that claimants are either unprepared for or unsure of the
migration process and the implications of moving to UC. This isn't wholly surprising, as
the benefits system is notoriously confusing and convoluted for the public. This is
reflected by the fact that in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot benefits issues are
consistently the most advised upon issue, making up 49% of all issues clients sought
advice on in 2023.2 However, the transition to UC from legacy benefits presents its own
digital exclusion issue that may act as a barrier to individuals accessing their full benefit
entitlements.

It should be noted once more, however, that while this piece focuses on the issue in the
context of managed migration, many of the below issues are applicable to all UC
claimants, however they arrive at making a claim and at whichever stage of a claim
they've reached.

" N.B. The actual day by which individuals must claim UC to secure ‘transitional protection’ is the day
that would be the last day of the first assessment period if the UC claim was submitted on the
‘deadline day'. This is roughly a month after deadline day and is also known as the ‘final deadline’ for
migration notice recipients.

8 Citizens Advice Swansea Neath Port Talbot - Annual Report 2024 (pp 5-7) -
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/annual-report-2024-final-signed-1.pdf



https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/annual-report-2024-final-signed-1.pdf

Digital literacy requirements: Legacy Benefits vs. UC

One of the key differences between the administration of legacy benefits as opposed to
UC is the contact time and methods between the benefit recipient and the government
bodies regulating the benefit. For legacy benefits, clients usually renew their benefits

annually through the completion of a form sent to them in the post. Their income is
then verified (where the benefit is means tested / income is relevant) by HMRC and their
benefit award for the next year is confirmed. In contrast, UC awards vary based on a
monthly ‘assessment period’ and communication between the claimant and the DWP is
based almost exclusively online, through a ‘UC journal’. This transition to largely online
contact can be difficult for any claimant, but particularly for claimants who may be
older, or have been out of work for several years, or even decades, on legacy benefits
such as ESA.

Despite an ability to make a UC application via the Universal Credit Helpline or Help to
Claim line,° the reality is that managing a UC claim requires a degree of digital literacy
and independence that many people lack - from making a claim through to its monthly
maintenance.

Making and managing a claim

As is noted above, it is possible to make a UC application without having to do so online
through the dedicated phone lines. However, research undertaken by the Child Poverty
Action Group (CPAG) suggests that when migrating claimants seek to make a UC claim
by telephone rather than online, they are being dissuaded from doing so by “DWP staff
and outsourced telephony agents.”°

Even if claimants are able to make their initial claim via telephone, there remains the
maintenance of the ongoing claim which, once more, is set up to be done almost
exclusively online. In fact, even after starting your claim by phone it's necessary to log in
to your online ‘UC journal’ to be able to agree to your claimant commitment and move
forward with the claim. Then, the month to month management of a claim is designed
to be done through the online journal. This management may be more minimal if a
claimant is considered to have limited capacity for work and work related activities
(LCWRA)" where the journal will serve as a portal to check payments that claimants are

% The Universal Credit Helpline is run by the DWP whereas Help to Claim is a service provided by
Citizens Advice

10 CPAG - Beneath the Trends - May 2024 - (pp. 8-9) - https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
05/CPAG_managed migration_briefing 5.pdf

11 Claimants may be placed into one of three categories in terms of work readiness. They may be
considered ready to work already, to have limited capacity for work (LCW) or to have limited capacity
for work related activity (LCWRA). The amount of time and what type of effort a claimant is expected
to put into finding work reduces as you move through the categories.
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due or report a change of circumstances. However, if the claimant is considered fit to
work digital literacy demands increase as the journal becomes the platform to
communicate with your work coach and record your job search progress.

The current administration of UC as a benefit therefore arguably requires a level of
digital literacy not required for legacy benefits that claimants are pressured to utilise.
While it's true that a digital system has benefits such as personalised and faster services
for claimants and reduced costs for the government, this does not mean it should be
the sole option to the detriment and exclusion of a not insignificant subset of claimants.

Digital exclusion in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot

Many will think of digital exclusion as a lack of access to technology, for example in
households that cannot afford to purchase a computer, however this is only one way in
which digital exclusion may be present. Digital exclusion is multifaceted and happens
because of a lack of availability and affordability, insufficient skills, and /or barriers to
meaningful access and participation.'? This means that even though people may be able
to access technology, they may still be digitally excluded. For example, owning a
smartphone does not automatically mean an individual can use it to access the internet.
Other factors, such as knowledge, confidence and skill can impact an individual's ability
to access the internet and be ‘digitally included’ just as much as physical access to
technology.

While it's difficult to establish specific statistics for digital exclusion or literacy in
Swansea and Neath Port Talbot, Digital Communities Wales note that 7% of adults in
Wales are not online.”™ Although people from all backgrounds can be digitally excluded,
Digital Communities Wales highlights that certain groups, such as people with
disabilities or long-term health conditions, lower income individuals or homes, people in
rural areas and socially isolated people, are more likely to be digitally excluded.

There are ways in which claimants could request additional support where they may
feel unable to manage an online claim however each of these adjustments come with
their own issues and barriers. Perhaps the most impactful form of support available to a
claimant is through a family member, friend, support worker or other support provider
in their life who can help the client in accessing their online journal consistently. This of

12 Charity Digital - ‘Six steps to confronting digital exclusion’ (Section: Understand who is impacted by
digital exclusion) - https://charitydigital.org.uk/topics/six-steps-to-confronting-digital-exclusion-
11449#:~:text=Digital%20exclusion%20happens%20because%200f,and%20any%20socio%2Decono
mic%20background.

13 Digital Communities Wales - ‘Digital inclusion in Wales’ -
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/digital-inclusion-in-wales-2/
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course is dependent on the client possessing the necessary relationships, and that the
individuals who support them are comfortable online themselves. Claimants looking to
allow a family or friend to manage their claim on their behalf will also need to navigate
UC's explicit consent model which is generally confusing and lacks guidance, posing a
further potential barrier to this form of support.™ This also relies on the digitally
excluded claimant to find a solution for the online system, rather than the DWP making
reasonable adjustments for those with low digital literacy.

Similarly a claimant who struggles with digital literacy may attend a local jobcentre or
community hub in order to get support in accessing their online journal. For claimants
who are capable of accessing an online service but digitally excluded due to another
factor, such as not being able to access technology in the home, local libraries and
community centres may provide a space in which they can access their journal
themselves. However options such as these are often unavailable to individuals who
have physical or mental health issues or for those living in more rural areas - both of
which are relatively common in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot.

62% of clients seen by Citizens Advice Swansea Neath Port Talbot in 2023 noted either
having a long term health condition or being disabled. More broadly, 22.4% of Swansea
residents’ and 24.6% of Neath Port Talbot residents are reported as being disabled,
both of which are higher than the national statistic of 21.1%.'® In addition to this, Neath
Port Talbot in particular is known for its rural valleys, with areas such as Blaengwynfi,
Gwaen Cae Gurwen and Cymmer representing very remote and disconnected areas.
Further, Cymmer 2 Lower Layer Super Output Area (LSOA) was the only area identified
as being in deep-rooted deprivation that was not a built up area in the Welsh Index of
Multiple Deprivation 2019." This shows quite clearly that alternatives that require
claimants to seek support outside of the home to manage their ongoing claim are not
necessarily compatible with the demographics and population make-up of Swansea and
Neath Port Talbot. On top of this, claimants having to relying on community resources

1 For more information on this see Money and Mental Health - ‘Set up to fail: Making it easier to get
help with Universal Credit’ (pp.21-24) https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/MMH-Set-up-To-Fail-Report-WEB.pdf

15 swansea Council - ‘2021 Census: population characteristics’ (Section: Health, disability and unpaid
care) https://www.swansea.gov.uk/article/22503/2021-Census-population-characteristics

16 Welsh Government - ‘Health, disability and provision of unpaid care in Wales (Census 2021)
(Section: Disabled people in Wales) https://www.gov.wales/health-disability-and-provision-unpaid-
care-wales-census-2021-
html#:~:text=The%20local%20authorities%20with%20the%20highest%20proportions%200f%20disabl

ed%20people,(24.2%25%2C%2014%2C000).

17 Welsh Government - ‘Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) 2019 Results report’ (p. 28) -
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-06/welsh-index-multiple-
deprivation-2019-results-report.pdf
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such as hubs and jobcentres to manage their claims is an additional strain on already
scarce resources.

Finally, these options often mean there may be delays in a claimant accessing their
journal and as a result a delay in a claimant actioning a request from the DWP. These
delays can lead to real and significant financial disruption for claimants, whether this is
through delayed payments or sanctions imposed by the DWP for inaction. For these
reasons, it should be argued that support and adaptations made for claimants who are
digitally excluded should come from the DWP themselves.

What support / reasonable adjustments does the DWP offer?

The DWP provides greater support and adjustments for making a UC claim than they do
for managing / maintaining a claim. The DWP funds the Help to Claim service operated
by Citizens Advice which provides benefits checks and eligibility checks as well as
support through the initial claim process via telephone. The Help to Claim advisers are
also trained to give tailored advice aimed at ensuring that benefit income is maximised
for migrating claimants ahead of the move so that claimants are in receipt of their full
entitlement.

Regarding managed migration specifically the DWP has created an ‘enhanced support
journey’ which essentially serves to ensure that vulnerable claimants are given greater
opportunity to ensure a UC claim is made before the termination of their legacy
benefits. This journey is available to all ESA and IS claimants and consists of additional
calls, potential home visits and deadline extensions where necessary. Although this is
undoubtedly a positive implementation which will help ensure UC claims are made, it is
not without its criticisms '8

Most importantly for the issue of digital inclusion it's problematic that the enhanced
support journey is only available to a fairly narrow cohort of claimants since anyone can
be digitally excluded. Although, as was previously noted, people with disabilities or long-
term health conditions are more likely to be digitally excluded, it doesn't mean other
legacy benefit recipients should not also be able to access this support. Secondly, the
enhanced support journey only supports claimants with an initial claim - not its
continued maintenance. This is an issue for obvious reasons, as discussed in the earlier
section.

18 See greater detail on those criticisms in CPAG - ‘Beneath the trends: A detailed look at the issues
facing claimants going through managed migration’ (May 2024) (pp. 5-7) -
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-05/CPAG _managed migration briefing_5.pdf
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The DWP offers some reasonable adjustments for those claimants who are unable to
manage an online claim although it is unclear what support is offered altogether and
how readily available this support is. It is suggested that the DWP may offer contact
through SMS messaging, telephone calls or house visits for those who are unable to
access their journal online. However, information on support or adaptations available
from the DWP is not available from the UK Government website or other DWP
resources. If a claimant feels they need this additional support they must contact the
DWP to find out their options.This may be reasonable for individuals who have sought
advice on the issue elsewhere or have a support system who has signposted the
claimant to this service, however for the average claimant or migrator, this creates an
unnecessary barrier.

While the migration notice letter includes a phone number for the migration notice
helpline for ‘if you need help claiming online’, it's unclear how much support outside of
aiding claimants through the initial claim is available. And, if CPAG’s earlier mentioned
findings remain true, it's not unreasonable to suggest that even when claimants seek
this additional support, they are being pressured into making and maintaining online
claims regardless by DWP call handlers.

So what can be done / what can we do?
Addressing digital exclusion within the benefits system and administration of UC

requires both short term and long-term action to ensure the public all have equal
access to their full benefit entitlement and the wider welfare benefits system.

There already exists a litany of digital literacy courses, support and resources available
online however the majority of these resources cannot offer the necessary support for
claimants who have found themselves suddenly facing the migration process. Courses
aimed at improving an individual's digital literacy skills require time and effort, though
most are free. Importantly, in the context of managed migration, these courses would
require legacy benefit recipients to undertake the courses in anticipation of increased
digital requirements, which in itself requires claimants to investigate the migration and
later UC administration process to realise these new requirements. While increased
digital literacy through this method is overall a great thing to promote to everyone, the
reality is that it is a poor solution to the issue at hand. They could, however, be utilised
by bodies such as local councils in their attempts at addressing the issue, as will be
discussed below.

While there are some available resources aimed at providing real time digital support,
which is arguably a necessary short term solution to those facing the migration process,



these are not without their issues. If they are in person, this results in the same issues
identified above with accessing support outside of the home, excluding some claimants
and causing potential delays. Services that are able to provide support over the
telephone may be more accessible, however, they often require a level of confidence
online already without the availability of in person demonstrations, which some
claimants may not possess. In addition to this, these resources must be known to
claimants in order that they access them, which they are often not - creating a further
barrier.

This often results in claimants seeking support from organisations that they already
know and trust, like us at Citizens Advice Swansea Neath Port Talbot. As an organisation
well-known for welfare benefit advice we are often claimants' first point of contact when
they receive their managed migration notice and are unsure about the process or
expected outcomes. As previously noted, we've recently seen a 306% increase in
demand for advice on the issue from 2023 to 2024 so far. While we aim to support all
clients with all sorts of issues, the reality is that charities such as ourselves don't have
the resources to allot appointments to provide ongoing digital support in the same way
a family, friend or support worker might.

What should be done and by who?
The DWP
Like many other organisations such as Money and Mental Health and CPAG we would
recommend several changes to DWP policies and practices to lessen the impact of
digital exclusion during the migration process.” These include measures such as:

e Allowing claims to be made more easily via the phone and ensuring that this

service is well signposted and easily accessible
e Allowing claimants to agree to their claimant commitment over the phone
e Creating easier and more common adjustments and alternatives for those who
are unable to manage an online claim
e Having a minimum of one guaranteed extension to their ‘deadline day’ for each
claimant upon request
o Currently the decision to grant extensions are discretionary

19 Money and Mental Health - ‘Universal Credit: Why managed migration is failing people with mental
health problems’ (May 2024) - https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/universal-credit-why-managed-
migration-is-failing-people-with-mental-health-problems/

CPAG - ‘Beneath the trends: A detailed look at the issues facing claimants going through managed
migration’ (May 2024) (p. 12) - https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-

05/CPAG_managed migration briefing 5.pdf
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e Stopping or slowing the rollout of managed migration until the above changes
have been implemented to limit the number of digitally excluded claimants that
are impacted

e Extending the enhanced protection journey to all migrating claimants, not just
those in receipt of ESA and IS

These changes would improve the administration of UC as a whole, not just for
migrating claimants, and would ensure that making and managing a claim is more
accessible for all. We would strongly urge that the DWP evaluates the impact that digital
exclusion has on the public's ability to access their benefit entitlement and implements
the necessary changes to combat this.

Local authorities and social housing providers
There are also actions that can be taken by local authorities and social housing
providers which could help to limit the number of claimants impacted by this issue.

Both local authorities and social housing providers will have data on households that
receive Housing Benefit as well as some related benefits already in their system, and
are able to more easily access data on other tax credit or legacy benefit recipients
through data sharing practices. This means they are in an ideal position to identify and
contact welfare benefit recipients pre migration notice to prepare them for the
transition. This could be beneficial in a number of ways, not limited to issues specifically
surrounding digital literacy. For example, preparatory work could include:
e Maximising legacy benefit entitlement pre transition to give clients the best start
to UC possible
e Identifying digital exclusion or particular needs and signposting to courses and
other resources ahead of the migration process
e Discussions surrounding budgeting in light of a changing payment frequency for
many migrating claimants?°

Local Councils could also support vulnerable claimants by introducing clear benefits’
safeguarding processes. This would allow local councils to help ensure that claimants
who are entitled to additional support from the benefits system actually access that
support. A good example of such a procedure can be found through Greenwich
Council's benefit safeguarding alert.?’ By completing their alert form, the local authority
will share information surrounding a claimant’s health conditions with the relevant

20 ibid
21 Royal Borough of Greenwich - ‘Benefits Safeguarding’ -
https://www.royalgreenwich.gov.uk/info/200246/benefits _advice/2216/benefits safequarding
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benefit authorities so the necessary adjustments can be put in place and allow
claimants to name a third party who will be notified of any issues with their claim. They
also work closely with a local jobcentre to ensure that the benefit safeguarding alert is
taken into consideration with an individual's claimant commitment, for example making
every effort to contact the claimant or their named third party in the event of a missed
appointment.

Offering a service such as this and implementing policies and procedures so local
authority workers are quick to identify and signpost qualifying claimants may potentially
remove a barrier to vulnerable claimants getting the additional support they need.

More broadly, greater funding could be given to trusted organisations who are already
seeing greater demand for advice surrounding managed migration so that they may
have the necessary resources to support claimants. This, however, is not a definite
solution as funding is not the only factor which may impact an organisation’s capacity to
support claimants, and other considerations such as staff numbers or availability may
also pose a barrier.

Conclusion

While there are steps that can be taken by many organisations in order to minimise the
impact of digital exclusion within the managed migration process, the reality is that
systemic reform is required from the DWP, since digital exclusion has the potential to
impact all claimants. We would urge the DWP to consider such reform promptly, and to
halt the roll-out of managed migration in the meantime, so as to minimise the impact
on some of the most vulnerable, and most likely to be digitally excluded migrators.

We would also urge local councils to consider our recommendations above, and
support vulnerable clients through the migration process by minimising the impact of
digital exclusion through preparatory interventions. In the meantime, Citizens Advice
Swansea Neath Port Talbot, along with other similar organisations, will continue to
support the up to 48,000% migrating claimants in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot to the
best of our ability.

22 Stat X-plore data for relevant legacy benefits (JSA, ESA, IS, HB) in SNPT from February 2024 -
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/dataCataloqueExplorer.xhtml

HMRC Personal Tax Credit Statistics - Child and Working Tax Credits statistics: Finalised Annual
Awards — 2022 to 2023 (ODS)
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/child-and-working-tax-credits-statistics-finalised-annual-
awards-2022-t0-2023
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