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Universal Credit: Frequently Asked Questions 
October 2012 
 
 

Introduction  
 
Universal Credit (UC) is the Government’s new, simplified working age welfare 
system, rolling several benefits and tax credits into one single household payment. 
This document is intended to answer some of the more frequently asked questions 
about UC. It is not intended to cover every detail of how UC will work. 
 
1. When will Universal Credit come in? 
April 2013 UC pathfinders begin in the North West (Tameside, Oldham, Wigan 

and Warrington). 
 
Oct 2013 UC introduced for some new claimants. This is likely to only be in 

some areas and with the most straightforward claims such as JSA 
claimants who are single and do not require assistance with their 
housing costs. 

 
April 2014 Existing claimants begin transferring to UC. No new tax credit claims. 
 
Oct 2017 All claimants will be on UC 
 
UC will run alongside the current benefit system up until October 2017. This means 
some people will receive UC, whilst others will continue to receive their current 
benefits. 
 
2. What will Universal Credit replace/incorporate? 
UC will be made up of a basic amount called the standard allowance, along with 
additional elements for housing, disability, caring and children. It will incorporate the 
following means tested benefits:  
 

• Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance 

• Income-related Employment and Support Allowance  

• Income Support 

• Child Tax Credits 

• Working Tax Credits 

• Housing Benefit  
 
Budgeting loans will also be paid through UC and will be known as Budgeting 
Advances. In-work credit, Return-to-work credit and Job grant will be abolished. 
 
Other benefits will remain, including contribution based Jobseeker’s Allowance; 
contributory Employment and Support Allowance; Disability Living Allowance (or 
Personal Independence Payments), Child Benefit; and Carer’s Allowance. So, even 
after October 2017, some claimants will claim one of these benefits alongside UC. 
 
3. Is Council Tax Benefit included in Universal Credit? 
No. Council Tax Benefit will sit outside UC. It will be calculated and administered by 
local authorities. The overall amount LAs receive will be cut by 10% from April 2013, 
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with only payments for pensioners definitely being protected. The Scottish 
Government and Scottish local authorities will bring forward funding to make up this 
10% cut for at least 2013/14.  
 
4. Will the Social Fund continue under Universal Credit? 
Elements of the Social Fund will be reformed, replaced and, in some instances, 
devolved.  
 
From April 2013 Community Care Grants and Crisis Loans will all be abolished. They 
will be replaced by a new system, administered by local authorities in England and 
the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales.  
 
There will also be a national scheme of Short Term Advances for payments when 
there is a delay in receiving benefit. This will be administered centrally by DWP. 
 
Budgeting loans will continue, will eventually be paid through UC and will be known 
as Budgeting Advances. 
 
5. How will the benefit cap work under Universal Credit? Will there be any 
exemptions? 
A cap on total benefits will be introduced for all new and existing claimants from April 
2013.  The cap will be based on “average (median) net earnings” which will initially 
be £500 per week for couples and households with children and £350 per week for 
single people. There are going to be some exemptions, including households where 
someone is in work, with monthly earnings equivalent to 16 hours a week at the 
National Minimum Wage and those claiming either: 
 

• Disability Living Allowance (DLA) or, from April 2013, Personal Independence 
Payments (PIP);  

• Attendance Allowance;  

• the support component of Employment ad Support Allowance (ESA);  

• Industrial Injuries Benefits (and equivalent war disablement pensions and 
payments under the Armed Forces Compensation Scheme); or 

• War Widows and War Widowers pension. 
 
Where a person is not receiving Disability Living Allowance, Attendance Allowance or 
a War Disablement Pension because they are in hospital or a care home, the 
exceptions will continue to apply. 
 
There is also a ‘grace period’ on the cap. Claimants who have been in work for 12 
months or more when they claim UC will not be subject to the cap for a period of nine 
months. 
 
 

Making a claim and receiving Universal Credit 
 
6. What will happen to existing claimants? 
Existing claimants will begin transferring over to UC in April 2014. They should not 
lose out at the point at which they switch over to UC as there will be ‘transitional 
protections’ in the form of extra payments to ensure the UC award is not less than a 
claimant would otherwise have received. 
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7. How will new claimants make a claim? 
UC will be administered centrally by DWP and not through a local office. Claims will 
have to be made on the internet, with claimants each having their own online account 
where they can report changes in circumstances. Claimants that don’t have access 
to the internet could be helped over the phone or, in some cases, face-to-face. DWP 
is currently running pilot projects to identify which groups might need face-to-face 
support. 
 
8. How will Universal Credit be paid? 
In general, UC will be paid in one monthly instalment, in arrears and into a bank 
account. Where a household is making a claim, one member of the household will 
usually receive the whole UC payment, though there are likely to be exceptions. 
 
As people transfer onto UC, there will be the facility for advance payments so that 
claimants don’t see any gap in their payments. There will also be some provision for 
more frequent payments for those who might struggle to manage their finances on a 
monthly basis.  
 
DWP is currently exploring access to financial products for those on low incomes and 
is working with providers of financial services to help people budget effectively.  
 
There will also be some provision for direct payments in exceptional circumstances. 
See Q.22 for more information. 
 
9. What if you don’t have a bank account? 
Those claimants without a mainstream bank account or Post Office card account will 
be able to use the new ‘Simple Payment’ system which is already in use for 
pensioners. This involves taking a plastic card to a local PayPoint - typically found in 
local convenience shops and garages – where claimants will be able to access their 
money. 
 
10. Will you be able to claim in advance? 
Advance claims will no longer be possible under UC, with the exception of those who 
are leaving prison. The current provision for hostel residents moving on into new 
accommodation will not continue. 
 
11. Can new claims be backdated? 
Backdating of UC payments will only be allowed up to a maximum of a month and 
only in limited circumstances such as ill health, disability or if the system has failed 
meaning the claimant is out of pocket.  
 
12. How long will claimants have to wait between making a claim and receiving 
Universal Credit? 
New claimants should receive their first payment around five weeks after the date on 
which they make a claim. This is made up of an assessment period of one calendar 
month plus a further seven days to process the claim. 
 
13. What happens if there is a change in circumstances? 
UC will be paid monthly and in arrears. If there is a change in circumstance the 
payment will reflect that change for the entire month. So, for example: 
 

• You receive your UC payment at the end of each month and are unemployed.  
On 18 August you start working 16 hours per week.  When you receive your 
UC payment on 31 August it has been reduced for the whole month of the 
claim because of your increased income.  So the same reduction in your UC 
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payment has taken place as though you had been working from 1 August, not 
just from 18 August. 

 

• Then, on 23 October, the hours you are working are reduced to just 10 hours 
per week.  When you receive your UC payment at the end of the month your 
payment has been increased for the whole month of the claim because of 
your reduced income.  So the same increase in your UC payment has 
happened as though you had been working 10 hours per week from 1 
October, not just 23 October. 

 
14. Will you be able to receive Universal Credit if you, or a member of your 
household, is temporarily absent from your home?  
Yes, though not for as long as under the old system.  The full amount of UC will be 
protected if a member of the household can be absent for: 
 

• Up to one month if they go abroad for any reason 

• Up to six months if they go abroad for medical treatment 
 
If a member of the household is imprisoned or taken into care, only their housing 
costs element will be protected, again for six months. 
 
 

Conditionality and sanctions 
 
15. Will conditionality and sanctions change when Universal Credit is 
introduced? 
Yes. There will be more conditionality and much tougher sanctions under UC.  
 
In order to receive UC, claimants must sign a ‘Claimant Commitment’. This will set 
out what the claimant will be expected to do as a condition for receiving UC. This will 
include work-focused requirements where appropriate. 

 
Failure to comply with a ‘Claimant Commitment’ could result in a reduction in the 
amount of UC the claimant receives. The sanction amount will be up to 100 per cent 
of the ‘standard allowance’. Claimants will not be able to receive more than one 
sanction within a two week period. 
 
For example, UC claimants on the equivalent of JSA, will face the following 
sanctions: 
 

Offence Sanction 

Refusing a job offer 100 per cent reduction in standard 
allowance of UC for three months 

Refusing second job offer 
within a year of the first 
offence 

100 per cent reduction in standard 
allowance of UC for six months  

Refusing third job offer 
within a year of the 
second offence 

100 per cent reduction in standard 
allowance of UC for three years 
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Unlike at present, sanctions will not run concurrently. This means that if a claimant 
receives the first two sanctions in the table above within say three weeks, they will 
effectively be sanctioned for nine months.  
 
16. Will claimants who are in work still be subject to conditionality and 
sanctions? 
Yes. UC claimants earning under the ‘conditionality earnings threshold’ (usually the 
equivalent of 35 hours at National Minimum Wage – currently £210 per week for a 
single person or £420 per week for a couple) will continue to be subject to 
conditionality requirements and any resulting sanctions once they enter work. 
 
Sanctions received before moving into work will continue whilst the claimant is 
working. However, sanctions will be cancelled if the claimant works for six 
consecutive months or more above the conditionality earnings threshold. 
 
 

Work 
 
17. When a claimant enters work, will Universal Credit be withdrawn in the 
same way benefits are now? 
No. The government has said that transition into work will be easier for claimants 
under UC. This is because of changes to both the earnings disregard (the amount 
you can earn before benefit is withdrawn) and the taper (the rate at which benefits 
are withdrawn when you move into work):  
 

• The earnings disregard is provisionally £700 a year for single people 
(currently the standard disregard for single people is £5 a week).  

 

• The taper for UC will be 65 per cent (compared to up to 96 per cent currently) 
meaning claimants will effectively be able to keep 35p in every £1 they earn 
above the disregard. 

 
Earnings disregards for larger households will be more complicated, as there will be 
minimum and maximum levels, however, this should all be calculated automatically 
by DWP’s new IT system. 

 
18. Will there still be run-ons for people moving into work, as there is now with 
Housing Benefit? 
No. All run-ons or extended payments after moving into work will be going with the 
introduction of UC. The government believes run-ons will no longer be necessary 
because of the changes to the taper and earnings disregard (see Q.16) and because 
calculations will be made automatically and in real time. 
 
 

Housing 
 
19. How will housing costs be calculated under Universal Credit? 
UC will consist of several elements. One of these is the housing element. 
 
In the private rented sector the housing element will be similar to Local Housing 
Allowance (LHA) – based on the number of rooms that a household is deemed to 
need minus deductions for non-dependents.  
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As with LHA, the housing element of UC will not necessarily meet the full cost of your 
rent.  The housing element will be capped, as LHA is now, with a £250 per week cap 
for a one bedroom property ranging up to a cap of £400 per week for a four bedroom 
property (NB: these figures are an absolute maximum, in most areas the LHA rate 
will be much lower). The maximum number of bedrooms covered by LHA is four. The 
Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR) will continue for single people aged under 35. 
Find out more about this in our SAR guidance: 
www.privaterentedsector.org.uk/sar.asp.   
 
The way LHA is calculated changed in April 2012. Rather than being calculated every 
month, based on local rents, LHA is now recalculated on an annual basis and is 
linked to inflation (the Consumer Prices Index). This is likely to continue for the 
housing element of UC. 
 
In the social rented sector the housing element will be similar to Housing Benefit (HB) 
– based on the eligible rent, minus any deductions for under-occupation (the 
bedroom tax) and/or non-dependents. 
 
20. Will deductions for non-dependents still be made in the same way? 
No. Under UC, deductions for non-dependants will now be at a flat rate of about £15 
per week per non-dependent for households with one or more non-dependent aged 
over 21 years old. It will be known as the Housing Cost Contribution (HCC). 
 
There will be some exemptions. The HCC will not apply when the claimant(s) is: 

• blind or registered as blind; 
 
Or when the claimant(s) is in receipt of: 

• the care component of disability living allowance at the middle or highest rate 

• attendance allowance 

• the daily living component of a personal independence payment (PIP) 
 
If the claimants are a couple both members must meet the criteria above to qualify 
for an exemption. 
 
The HCC will also not apply for those non-dependants who are: 

• under 21 years old 

• a prisoner 

• a lone parent with a child under five years old 
 
Or for those non-dependents who are in receipt of: 

• pension credit 

• the care component of disability living allowance at the middle or highest rate 

• attendance allowance 

• the daily living component of a personal independence payment (PIP) 

• carer’s allowance 
 
If the non dependent is part of a couple both members must meet the criteria above 
to qualify for an exemption. 
 
HCC will be deducted for each non-dependant in the household until the housing 
element of the claimant’s UC award is reduced to zero. HCC can only be deducted 
from the housing element of UC. 
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21. Will it be possible to keep rent from lodgers? 
Yes. Under UC, tenants will be able to keep full rental income from lodgers without it 
affecting their claim. Lodgers, boarders and sub-tenants will not be counted as 
occupying a room in the calculation of the housing costs element of UC.  That means 
they will not be allocated a bedroom in determining:  
 

• the level of the LHA in the private sector or; 

• whether an under-occupation deduction is applied in social sector.  
 
All income received from lodgers will be fully disregarded and so will not impact on 
the amount of UC the claimant is awarded. 
 
22. Will direct payments to landlords be possible? 
Yes but only in some exceptional circumstances which have yet to be outlined. The 
majority of UC claimants will receive the housing element of UC directly to them and 
will have to make their own rent payments. However, ‘vulnerable’ claimants or those 
who have a certain amount of rent arrears (probably about 2 months) will still be able 
to have their rent paid direct to their landlord.  
 
There is still only very limited information on this and DWP is currently carrying out 
demonstration projects to test how it might work in the social rented sector. 
 
23. How will exempt accommodation, such as hostels and refuges, be treated 
under Universal Credit?  
Help towards housing costs for those living in supported accommodation will be 
provided outside UC. Initially this means the system of HB is likely to remain as it 
currently operates. 
 
In future, it has been suggested that the housing element will be managed by local 
authorities, possibly through discretionary housing payments, with payments going 
direct to landlords.  We do not yet have details on how it will work in practice but will 
update this guidance as soon as further details are announced. 
 
24. Will housing costs be protected for those who are recently bereaved? 
Yes but with some changes. Under UC, claimants will continue to receive their full 
entitlement for 13 weeks. There will be no similar provision from people who were not 
previously claiming UC. 
 
This provision is not as generous as currently, where HB is protected for 52 weeks 
for existing claimants and people who were not previously claiming HB have their 
rent paid in full for 52 weeks.  
 
24. Will there still be protections of housing costs for those who could 
previously pay their rent? 
No. Currently, claimants who had been able to meet their rent without claiming HB for 
52 weeks are entitled to a 13 week period during which time their rent is met in full, 
regardless of LHA levels and restrictions. This typically affects those who have been 
made redundant. There is no such provision under UC. Claimants will therefore only 
receive what they are entitled to within the limits of the UC housing component.  
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About Crisis 
Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. We are dedicated to ending 
homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change. Our 
innovative education, employment, housing and well-being services address 
individual needs and help people to transform their lives. 
 
As well as delivering services, we are determined campaigners, working to prevent 
people from becoming homeless and advocating solutions informed by research and 
our direct experience. Crisis has ambitious plans for the future and we are committed 
to help more people in more places across the UK. We know we won’t end 
homelessness overnight or on our own but we take a lead, collaborate with others 
and, together, make change happen. 
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For further information, please contact: 
Tom Say 
Policy and Events Coordinator 
Crisis 
66 Commercial Street 
London E1 6LT 
Tel: 020 7426 3833 
thomas.say@crisis.org.uk 


