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Summary

- By the end of 2024, the remaining 2.6 million 
households currently receiving ?legacy? 
benefits are expected to have moved onto 
Universal Credit (UC). While some will do so 
through a change in circumstances, for 
instance getting a new job, many will move 
through a process called ?managed migration?. 
If claimants going through managed migration 
don?t take all the actions required of them, 
they will ultimately stop receiving their benefit 
payment. 

- More than 850,000 people in those 
households are known to have a mental health 
problem. Many thousands more are struggling 
with their mental health but potentially 
undiagnosed - all of whom will be required to 
move to UC under managed migration. 
Common symptoms of such conditions, such 
as reduced concentration and increased 
impulsivity, will present significant barriers for 
those trying to take the steps required as part 
of managed migration ? raising the risk that 
vulnerable people will face serious financial 
and psychological harm. 

- The experiences of people with mental health 
problems who are already in receipt of UC 
confirms these barriers are real. A survey we 
conducted found that, among respondents 
who had already made the move, four in five 
felt their mental health problems had 
negatively impacted their ability to apply for 

UC, and two-thirds found it difficult to 
complete at least one task involved in making 
a claim. 

- Nearly all respondents who are still receiving 
legacy benefits said they are worried about 
migrating to UC, with particular concerns 
about reduced entitlements and difficulties 
coping with the five-week wait. More than eight 
out of ten reported they?ll need support to 
move to UC, yet a little over two in ten have 
someone to do so, and only two in ten know 
where to access support. 

- There is a real risk that tens of thousands of 
people with mental health problems will find 
themselves cut off from their benefits at a time 
when living costs are spiralling and the UK 
looks set to enter a recession.

- As a priority, to prevent the sudden and 
avoidable loss of claimants' incomes, the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
should publicly guarantee that it will not stop 
the benefits of anyone who is migrating, until 
they?ve made a successful claim.

- To maximise the number of people who 
successfully migrate, the DWP should 
communicate with claimants in advance of 
migration notices to provide reassurance and 
alleviate fears, and ensure notices are 
designed and delivered in a way that makes it 
more likely that recipients are able to engage 
and respond.

A fit-for-purpose managed migration process: safeguarding claimants
 with mental health problems in the move to Universal Credit
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Int roduct ion 

Universal Credit (UC) is now the main social 
security payment in the UK, having replaced 
several previous benefits. While the roll-out of the 
policy has been slow, 5.9 million people in a range 
of circumstances now receive UC1, with a further 
2.6 million households still to move from older 
?legacy? benefits by the end of 2024.2 

Not all of those remaining 2.6 million households 
will transition to UC in the same way, however. 
Some will move through ?natural? migration, where 
a change in the claimants circumstances - for 
instance, getting a new job - necessitates a move 
to UC. Others will move voluntarily, choosing to 
make the switch. Those taking the third route -  
?managed? migration - are the focus of this note. 
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) will 
write to these claimants and require them to make 
a UC claim.3 But with 867,000 of those yet to move 

identified as being in receipt of Employment and 
Support Allowance (ESA) for a primary condition of 
a mental health problem,4 and many thousands 
more with a secondary mental health condition or 
undiagnosed5 - managed migration has to be 
designed with the needs of this group in mind. 

Failure to do so could lead to dire consequences. 
Where claimants are unable to respond to 
managed migration notices within specified time 
frames, their benefits will cease. Beginning a UC 
claim means a claimant?s entitlement to legacy 
benefits stop. Even when claimants experience 
difficulties completing their claim, they risk being 
left without an income at a time of high and rising 
prices. Here, we explore what the DWP needs to do 
to prevent that, protecting the living standards of 
vulnerable claimants while helping the process to 
run more smoothly.

Figure 1: Illustration of the managed migration process 

Source: Money and Mental Health illustration of the managed migration process based on The Universal Credit Managed Migration 

Regulations.9
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Managed migrat ion: requirements of claimants

Managed migration to UC requires substantial 
effort from claimants, the majority of whom will not 
have been expected to be so actively involved in 
managing their legacy benefit claim. As Figure 1 
illustrates, once claimants receive a migration 
notice letter they?ll have three months to make a 
successful claim online.6 7  Reminders will be sent 
two weeks after this first notification, as well as one 
week before the deadline.8 As well as the overall 
three-month deadline, claimants have to complete 
all of the required steps - including proving their 
identity and providing evidence - within 28 days of 
beginning their claim.  

Immediately upon beginning a claim, claimants' 
entitlements to legacy benefits cease. This means 
that when a claimant begins but does not complete 
the claim within the 28-day period, their income 

stops until they successfully navigate the process.

To understand the challenges claimants might face 
when required to go through this process, we 
surveyed 248 members of the Money and Mental 
Health Research Community, a group of thousands 
of people with lived experience of mental health 
problems.10 The survey explored the experiences 
of two groups of people: 100 respondents who?ve 
already moved to UC from legacy benefits, either 
by natural or voluntary migration; and 148 
respondents on legacy benefits who are likely to be 
subject to managed migration.11 Our research has 
identified three key difficulties facing claimants 
subject to managed migration and their ability to 
successfully make a claim for UC: reduced 
capability when it comes to complete tasks; fears 
about the process and its consequences; and 
limited awareness of or ability to get support.12

Task Challenges for people with mental 
health problems

In the words of experts by experience 
in receipt  of UC

Open postal 
m igrat ion not ice 

Difficulties with communication and 
anxiety can mean people struggle to 
open their post

?I put it off for a long time because I 
didn't understand the process.?

Respond to 
reminders

Depleted energy levels and 
motivation can make it tricky to start 
a claim, create an account and 
complete forms

?I lost a few months of UC because my 
mental health was so bad I was in bed 
most of the time. I couldn't cook, eat, or 
look after myself. The bills mounted up, I 
had zero income, and this made my 
depression worse.?

Act  on migrat ion 
not ices

Reduced concentration can make it 
difficult to stay focused on long 
forms and provide the correct 
information

?I got overwhelmed while doing the 
application as there's so much detail they 
want from you.?

Navigate online 
claim forms

Difficulties with clarity of thought can 
make navigating the online form and 
responding to messages problematic

?It was so very stressful. My anxiety levels 
were incredibly high. It got to the point 
where I couldn't look at the [UC] journal 
as there was an incessant stream of 
messages that made little to no sense or 
were not applicable to me. I had to beg 
them to stop.?

Table 1: Common symptoms of mental health problems and their impact on tasks required to 
make a successful UC claim
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Reduced financial and administ rat ive capability

Common symptoms of many mental health 
problems, such as difficulty thinking clearly and 
depleted energy levels, can make the UC claim 
process harder to navigate. Almost four in five 
(79%) respondents who had already moved to UC 
agreed that their mental health problems had 
negatively impacted their ability to apply for UC.13 
Table 1 details the tasks involved in making a 
successful UC claim and how the cognitive and 
psychological effects of mental health problems 
can make this harder or, at times, impossible.  

Of respondents who had already moved to UC 
under natural or voluntary migration, two-thirds 
(66%) found at least one task involved in making a 
claim difficult.14 While this group ultimately 

managed to navigate the process successfully, for 
many it was an arduous task that exacerbated 
their mental health problems and threatened 
their income.

?My very first time applying for UC?  I was in the 
middle of a mental health crisis. Applying for UC 
didn't seem important as I couldn't see a future.? 
Expert by experience - UC claimant

The task that respondents who had already 
moved to UC found hardest was providing 
medical evidence, with seven out of ten (71%) 
reporting that this was difficult. Over half of 
respondents (53%) found completing the online 
application form hard, and over four in ten (44%) 
found using the digital online system tricky.15

Provide evidence to 
support  your claim 

Challenges with self-esteem and confidence 
can make it difficult to advocate for yourself 
and gather supporting medical evidence

?Chas[ing] up doctors for 
medical proof etc. was so 
horrendous. I can't emphasise 
enough how stressful the whole 
process was. It made me feel 
even more useless than I was 
already feeling.?

Understand your 
claimant  
commitment  

Difficulties processing information can make 
it harder to understand what is being asked 
of you and what you?re required to do 

?I found filling the forms, the 
commitments, proving yourself, 
etc. extremely difficult.?

Figure 2: How easy or difficult did you find the following parts of making your UC claim?

Source: Money and Mental Health survey. Base for this question: 100 people who had already moved to UC either through natural 

or voluntary migration.  
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Given these common difficulties, there is a very real 
risk that the tasks involved in making a UC claim will 
prove too difficult for many subject to managed 
migration, and they?ll fall through the cracks. Unable 
to respond to migration notices or reach out to 
signposted support services - a topic explored 
further below - they risk their benefit incomes being 
cut off simply because they?re too unwell to comply 
with the managed migration process.  

Pain points in the UC system dr ive fears among 
legacy claimants 

Beyond the difficulties completing specific tasks 
involved in applying for UC, levels of anxiety about 
moving to UC were across the board extremely 
high, with 97% of respondents on legacy benefits 
agreeing that they were worried about migrating.16

?I'm not the world's quickest person at responding, 
so I'm scared I will run over time limits, and I will get 
sanctioned before I've even made a claim.? Expert 
by experience - Legacy benefit claimant 

We have identified three ?pain points? in the UC 
system which are driving fears around migrating. 
The DWP has offered partial solutions to these 
challenges. Yet, some of the measures are 
insufficient, and others fail to reach the claimants 
needing them. 

1. Fears about  reduced ent it lements under UC

Nearly all (95%) legacy respondents were worried 
about receiving a lower entitlement under UC. 

?I'm terrified of having to move over, and I'm not 
sure why. Maybe it 's the horror stories I've heard 
and the suicides that have happened after being 
left for weeks without no money, so no heat or food 
etc.? Expert by experience - Legacy benefit claimant

To address this risk, the DWP introduced 
transitional protections. These protections ensure 
that claimants subject to managed migration will 
see no difference in their entitlement at the point 
they are moved to UC. The DWP estimates that, of 
the 900,000 people expected to have a lower 
entitlement under UC, 600,000 will receive 
transitional protection.17 18 Yet the DWP is not 
effectively communicating messages about 
entitlement protections, thereby missing 
opportunities to dispel fears and provide 
reassurance. 

2. Diff icult ies wait ing f ive weeks for a f irst  UC 
payment

Nine out of ten legacy respondents (91%) were 
worried about having to wait a month for the first 
payment.

To address this, the DWP introduced two key 
policies. Advance payments to support people who 
have insufficient funds to live on during the 
five-week wait, and a two week run-on payment 
for some legacy benefit claimants.19 Around 60% 
of UC claimants apply for advances to tide them 
over the initial wait for their first payment.20 
Notwithstanding the wider debate around the 
suitability of advance payments as a solution to the 
five-week wait,21 the fact remains that people are 
not always aware of these options ahead of 
migration notices, and this can drive panic and fear. 

?I was unaware that I was able to apply for an 
advanced payment. I literally did not eat for nine 
days.? Expert by experience - UC claimant  

3. Challenges managing money across a 
four-week per iod 

Just under three-quarters of legacy respondents 
(73%) were worried about the change from 
fortnightly payments under their current 
arrangement to monthly payments under UC, and 
their ability to manage this.22There are significant 
concerns around vulnerable claimants? ability to 
budget on a monthly basis, and how this poses an 
increased risk of claimants being left without any 
funds at all.23

To address this, the DWP introduced alternative 
payment arrangements (APAs). Two types of APAs - 
the option to have more frequent payments and/or 
have housing costs paid directly to landlords - are 
particularly relevant for people with mental health 
problems.24 Yet, despite the evident need and 
demand for these alternative processes,25 26 they 
are not well utilised. Only 2% of claimants have 
taken up the offer of more frequent payments,27 
and only 20% of claimants with housing costs have 
their rent paid directly to landlords.28 The guidance 
identifies mental health problems as a 
circumstance which might mean an APA is 
required, yet very few people access them, and 
when APAs are used, they?re typically offered too 
late, after financial harm has occurred.
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?Currently, my housing benefit is paid directly to the 
council, but I've been told the money will come to 
me, and I have to pay it to the council. I'm worried 
that if I'm manic, I'll see that money in my bank and 
go out and blow it. I need not to have access to it.? 
Expert by experience - Legacy benefit claimant

Awareness and take-up of support  to make a 
claim 

Against the backdrop of pain points in the system, 
over half (53%) of people who had already moved 
to UC found completing the online application form 
difficult.29 Yet six out of ten (60%) respondents did 
not receive any help to make a claim.30 Of those 
who did have support, three in ten (30%) received 
help from a professional involved in their care. This 
paints a picture of people struggling with the 
transition to UC and the systems they?re required 
to navigate, yet the support services available to 
help people move to UC that are not fully utilised.

As Figure 3 demonstrates, of respondents still to 
migrate to UC, more than eight in ten (85%) agreed 
they will need someone to support them to move 
to UC.31 Yet, less than a quarter (23%) have 
someone to support them, and only one-fifth (20%) 
know where to go for support.32

The DWP have confirmed that claimants will be 

signposted to relevant support services in 
migration notices. This approach is insufficient for 
many people with mental health problems, 
particularly those who are acutely unwell or in 
crisis. Difficulties with motivation, memory or 
self-advocacy can mean that people struggle to 
reach out to sources of support even when 
provided with information and contact details. 
Some people are simply too unwell or 
overwhelmed with the number of tasks required of 
them and struggle to take any action. Others may 
reach out to support services they?ve been 
signposted to, but difficulties managing stressful 
situations can mean long hold times on the phone, 
or difficult online processes prove to be too much.

The government-funded ?Help to Claim service? 
delivered by Citizens Advice is intended to provide 
assistance to support people to make an initial UC 
claim. The overwhelming need for this service is 
apparent, with 100,000 people receiving assistance 
to make a claim in the first six months of the 
programme in 2019.33  Yet recent contractual 
changes introduced in April 2022 mean the Help to 
claim service is no longer provided face-to-face and 
only available through telephone and digital 
channels.34 This narrowing of delivery channels 
risks some of those with the most complex needs, 
including mental health problems, falling through 

Figure 3: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your support 
needs in moving to UC?

Source: Money and Mental Health survey. Base for this question: 133-138 people on legacy benefits and likely to be subject to 

managed migration. 
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the gaps. 

Recommendat ions: m it igat ing the harm of 
managed migrat ion 

The cognitive and psychological effects of mental 
health problems, together with the design of UC, 
mean the managed migration process as it is 
currently configured is ill-suited to the needs of 
people with mental health problems. UC policy 
decisions and design elements risk vulnerable 
claimants facing very real and imminent harm. 
Below, we present a suite of preventative measures 
to make it easier for people with mental health 
problems to move to UC. These recommendations 
remove potential roadblocks to the completion of 
managed migration to UC, by maximising claimants? 
ability to respond to migration notices while also 
ensuring the incomes of vulnerable claimants are 
safeguarded. 

  

The priority recommendation to safeguard 

To com m unicat e w it h claim ant s 
preem pt ively in advance of  m igrat ion 
not ices t o address known fears, t he DWP 
should:

- Provide advanced not if icat ions of the 
f ive-week wait  for payment  to those 
claimants who will not automatically 
receive the two week run on payment. 
Information should include a simple 
outline of the option of an advance 
payment and what this means for 
claimants. 

- Make people aware of t ransit ional 
protect ions under managed 
migrat ion, by providing advance 
reassurance that the move will not result 
in lost income and notifying, in advance, 
those claimants who will be eligible for a 
two week run on payment, effectively 
reducing the five week wait.

- Proact ively offer budget ing support  
to all claimants subject  to managed 
migrat ion to assist them with moving to 
monthly payments.

- Act ively promote housing cost  and 
frequency of payment  APAs to 
vulnerable claimants, including those 
in receipt of ESA, PIP and who previously 
had housing costs paid directly to 
landlords.

To opt im ise claim ant s' abil i t y t o respond 
t o m igrat ion not ices, t he DWP should: 

- Rout inely record claimants' 
communicat ion preferences and, in 
addition to formal written notices and 

As a pr ior ity, to prevent  the sudden and 
avoidable loss of claimants' incomes, the 
DWP should:

- Provide a guarantee that  they will not  
stop anyone?s legacy benefits unt il 
they have successfully made a claim 
to UC. In line with the campaign by 
Mind,35 this would safeguard all 
claimants, including those who have 
mental health problems but may not 
have a diagnosis or be unaware they?re 
experiencing a mental health problem.

- The above option is optimal to protect 
vulnerable claimants. However, we are 
aware the DWP is committed to 
completing migration and sees this 
safeguard as a potential deterrent to 
claimants responding to migration 
notices and moving over to UC. 
Therefore, as a less preferable option, 
the DWP should, at the very least, 
provide a guarantee it  will not  stop 
the benefits of anyone the 
department  knows is vulnerable as 
part  of the migrat ion process. This 
would include but is not limited to all 
those in receipt of ESA, Personal 
Independence Payment (PIP), as well as 
any other claimants the DWP are aware 
of who are vulnerable. This would 

mitigate some risk of harm and safeguard 
some of the most vulnerable claimants. 

The priority recommendation to safeguard 
claimants must be accompanied by immediate 
practical changes: implementing measures to 
communicate with claimants preemptively to 
address fears and provide reassurance; and 
delivering migration notices in a way that optimises 
claimants' ability to respond to them. This will have 
the benefit for DWP of minimising the number of 
?vulnerable? claimants who would end up needing 
the safety net outlined above.
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Finally, we have identified the following two stretch 
recommendations which would evidence the DWP?s 
commitment to safeguarding vulnerable claimants. 

reminders, communicate with claimants 
via their preferred channel. 

- Ensure the tone of communicat ions 
is reassur ing, reminding people of the 
options available to them around 
transitional protections, two week run 
on payments, advance payments, 
budgeting support and help with 
making a claim. Information should be 
provided in simple and accessible 
language, acknowledging the anxieties 
this may provoke and providing a point 
of contact for support.

- Reinstate face-to-face delivery of the 
Help to Claim service. In light of the 
complexity of the needs of vulnerable 
claimants going through managed 
migration, the DWP should reinstate 
funding for the face-to-face delivery of 
the Help to Claim service in the new 
contracts due to take effect from April 
2023. 

The DWP should: 

- Withdraw the request  to lif t  the 10,000 
cap on managed migrat ion. The DWP 
recently requested to pass legislation to 
lift the existing 10,000 cap on the number 
of people who can be migrated to UC 
without returning to parliament for 
permission to roll out nationally. 36 The 
DWP reports that a return to parliament 
is no longer required with the new 
iterative approach to managed migration. 
This change in approach is also driven by 
a desire for expediency with rolling out 
UC. The DWP?s request to bypass robust 
parliamentary scrutiny serves to 
exacerbate stakeholders' existing fears 
and perpetuate the fear and anxiety that 
we have identified is a significant barrier 
to many on legacy benefits moving over 
to UC. While stakeholders in the welfare 
benefits sector are mindful of the 

Department's intention to complete 
managed migration by the end of 2024, this 
must categorically not be at the expense of 
vulnerable claimants. 

- Commit  to t ransparency with 
stakeholders on the iterat ions of 
managed migrat ion.  While the DWP is 
confident the test-and-learn approach to 
managed migration is sufficient to 
safeguard vulnerable claimants, to date, it 
has not provided sufficient evidence to 
reassure stakeholders of this. Those 
working in the welfare benefit sector have 
grave concerns that vulnerable claimants 
are being placed at risk - and that difficulties 
responding to migration notices will lead to 
people?s incomes being cut off, with 
potentially devastating consequences.37 As 
the first migration deadline approaches, the 
DWP should commit to transparency 
around the precise steps they are taking to 
engage and protect vulnerable claimants.
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