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Introduction
In 2013 over 700 residents in Lewisham were
at risk of losing £3.5million due to the Benefit
Cap.
Together with Policy in Practice Lewisham
Council significantly mitigated against the
impact of the Benefit Cap.
This eBook details 6 of the key lessons learnt.
The impact of the Benefit Cap was
expected to be felt by around 40,000
families who would see their incomes fall, as
well as by the local authorities that have a
statutory duty to house them.
An estimate by Birmingham City Council
puts the cost of a homelessness application
to a local authority at £8,000 per year 1.
Lewisham Council realised the potential
costs of not taking action.
The council knew that a missing link in the
way they worked with residents affected by
welfare changes was a simple tool that
explained how each person would be
individually affected by the changes.

In July 2015, Chancellor George Osborne
announced further welfare changes in the
Summer Budget in order to save £12 billion
from the system, all targeted at working age
households.
This included a reduction of the benefit
cap, reductions to the work allowance of
Universal Credit and changes to benefits for
young people.
In addition, further measures aimed at
reducing the welfare bill were announced
in the 25th November Autumn Statement.
This eBook was updated in January 2016
following the Autumn Statement and
Spending Review 2015.
In December 2015 LB Hounslow
commissioned Policy in Practice to carry out
a Welfare Reform Impact Analysis on the
cumulative impact of welfare reform in the
borough.
This eBook now also contains extracts of this
analysis, showing how the reduced Benefit
Cap will affect Hounslow residents. In
addition, some of the recommendations
given to Hounslow to mitigate against those
impacts are shared.

Based on the average costs of a homelessness
application in Birmingham
1
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Executive Summary
Lewisham’s Approach

The Impact
Before the approach:


Benefit Cap and its effect


As part of their status as a Universal Credit
Pilot, Lewisham Council worked with DWP to



be in work once the Benefit Cap and
UC were introduced

household benefit cap due in the summer,

After the approach:


households affected, but also by the local

Benefit Cap


Credit




Step 1: Initial contact



Step 2: Engagement



Step 3: Ongoing support

89% said they clearly understood the
results of the personal financial

In order to meet this challenge Lewisham
developed a 3 step process with residents:

79% said they knew all or most of what
they needed to know about Universal

authority who also has a statutory duty to
house families that are evicted.

85% reported knowing all or most of
what they needed to know about the

Lewisham recognised that the impact of
the Benefit Cap will not only be felt by the

80% said they knew nothing or just a little
about how much better off they would

residents to manage the impacts of the

transition to Universal Credit in 2013.

92% said they knew nothing or very little
about Universal Credit

pioneer a new approach for supporting

and to support residents preparing for the

88% knew nothing or very little about the

calculation


85% said they were more likely to look
for work after their appointment

The outcomes saved those households no
longer affected by the cap a great deal of

Holistic support

hardship.

The 3 step process drew on holistic support
linked to four key areas:

These households experienced the financial
and social benefits of work, and the local

1.

budgeting monthly payments

authority saved many times the cost of the

2.

sustaining tenancies

intervention through lower support costs for

3.

transacting online

homelessness and temporary

4.

accessing employment

accommodation.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Hounslow’s Insights

income of over £30 per week). In 2016 there

LB Hounslow commissioned a Welfare

impact. Families with children, households in

Reform Impact Assessment from Policy in

the private rented sector, and people in

Practice to understand the impact of

work are most likely to have a ‘high’ impact

welfare reform on their households. Reforms

due to welfare reform.

will be 2,846 households with a ‘high’

already in place and some yet to be
implemented were included.

The impact of individual welfare reforms

The detailed household level analysis that

The impact of the reduced Benefit Cap on

underpins this report can help the council to

households in Hounslow is shown below:

target its support resources more effectively.
Benefit cap

Benefit cap

(£26k)

(£23k)

231

1,161

£60.85

£68.97

Household type

Lone

Lone

most affected

parent

parent

Tenure most

Private Rent Council

The cohort for the analysis is all households
in Hounslow receiving either Housing Benefit

Number of

or council tax support. There are 24,814

Households

households in the cohort, approximately

Affected

26% of Hounslow’s population. 70% of the

Average weekly

cohort are of working age and subject to

income

welfare reforms.

reduction

The cumulative impact of welfare reform
Low-income working-age households in

affected

tenant

Hounslow saw their incomes fall by an
average of £13.27 per week due to deficit-

Recommendations

reducing welfare reforms (underoccupation
charge, benefit cap, LHA cap, cuts to

Policy in Practice recommends that this

council tax support).

information and the accompanying
dataset is used by Hounslow to target

Further reforms announced in the Summer

support to households who are hardest hit

Budget mean that average income loss will

by welfare reform.

rise to £17.05 per week. The new reforms will
also increase the number of households in
Hounslow that will have a ‘high’ financial
impact due to welfare reform (a fall in

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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the Benefit Cap Calculator built by Policy in

The Lewisham
Approach

Practice, and funding for the customer
insight, training and evaluation stages of the
project.

As part of their status as a Universal Credit

Initially, an estimated 724 households were

Pilot, Lewisham Council worked with DWP to

affected by the Benefit Cap in Lewisham.

pioneer a new approach to mitigate the
impacts of the household benefit cap due

A household could be at risk of losing just a

in the summer.

few pounds a week to over £20,000 per
year.

The project was delivered by a dedicated
team of officers from the council’s benefit

Collectively, households in Lewisham were

and housing teams and staff from the Job

at risk of losing £3.5 million, or £4,800 per

Centre Plus.

household on average.

The approximate cost of the one-year
project was £128,000 which covered front
line staff, technical developments such as

Above: Numbers of households that were part of the Benefit Cap mitigation project in Lewisham

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Lewisham recognised that a similar cost was

3.

likely to fall on the local authority through

Online access: IT capability and internet
connectivity

Adult Services, Children’s Services,
Homelessness and Section 21 eviction
notices unless they intervened early to help

4.

Employment: Employability skills, finding
work and overcoming barriers

families avoid the cap.
A sample of 524 households was selected to
Data from Birmingham Council suggests a

take part in the process, with 200

single homelessness application can cost a

households serving as a control group in

council £8,000 per year.

order to evaluate the project’s success.

Holistic Approach
to Support Offered

Three Steps to
Identifying Support
Needed

Before the project started most of the
support available to residents affected by
the welfare changes was specifically
focused on one or two elements of
transitional support.
This took the form of support with rent
through their housing provider or
discretionary housing payments (DHPs), or

The process developed to support those
affected by the Benefit Cap consisted of
three consecutive steps.
Step 1: Initial contact
Step 2: Engagement
Step 3: Ongoing support

support with finding work through Job
Centre, for example.
Lewisham wanted to develop an holistic
approach that would bring together various
strands of support linked to four key areas:
1.

Financial Capability: Budgeting skills and
banking access

2.

Housing: Prioritising rent and sustaining
tenancies

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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with a hand-written note and envelope

Step 1: Initial
Contact
a. Mailshots
Two different styles of letter were sent out to
all 524 households in the trial group.
Learning from the Behavioural Insights
Team, Lewisham developed different
communications (letters, SMS) using ‘nudge’
techniques.
The first letter was written in the existing style
and tone of voice

which helped to personalise the first
contact. This version generated the highest
response rates.
Key lesson #1:
The style of letters is important; friendly
personalised letters had better response
rates.
Key lesson #2:
Letters should be sent in small batches at
least initially as a big batch of letters
generates more contact than staff can
handle.

The second was a friendly worded letter

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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b. Telephone calls

by the Benefit Cap because of exemptions
such as entitlement to DLA or a change of
circumstances.

The letter was followed by a telephone call
that included 14 questions, designed to
elicit problems around:


Key lesson #3:

financial capability (budgeting and

Local Authorities should identify households

managing monthly payments)

that are exempt before making contact.
This avoids undue stress for households



housing costs (sustaining tenancies in

wrongly identified as affected by the cap

the social and private rented sector)

and also saves staff resources by avoiding
unnecessary phone calls.



online capability (transacting with
government services online)

Policy in Practice’s Welfare Reform Impact
Analysis can identify individual households



employment (accessing employment

affected.

and work-focused training).
The initial response from households varied.

Key lesson #4:

However the following feedback captures
the majority of responses from residents:

The timing of calls is important. Avoid times
that are generally busy for families (e.g. the



Felt very worried



Felt it was unfair



Many were unaware of the Benefit Cap



Confused over entitlement and what

school run).

was happening


Wanted to know how much they could
lose



Wanted to know about exemptions



Wanted to know the next steps they
could take

Lewisham found that around 20% of
households contacted were not impacted

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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the best option for them was to find work.

Step 2:
Engagement

A minority of those impacted were reluctant

After initial phone interviews were

Advisors found that one effective response

conducted households identified as

to help change their mindset was to talk

vulnerable were invited to a face-to-face

about the benefits of work - not just the

interview in the office, an essential part of

financial benefits, but the social benefits

the process.

too.

Motivation to attend

The needs of people

interview

affected by the cap

Those who attended the face-to-face

Overall, residents had a broad range of

interview said that they came because:

requirements and advisors were surprised by

to change.

the high level of need and vulnerability


They were told to attend



They thought they may be penalised for

among those affected by the Benefit Cap.

non-attendance

Most people affected by the Benefit Cap



They wanted face-to-face support

had been out of the labour market for a



They wanted to know how the changes

number of years.

would affect them personally
Some of their barriers to work were:
Many residents initially felt that they would
not be affected by the cap, either because



they thought people in social housing would
not be affected or they thought that the

find work


council would re-house them or get them a
job.

They did not know where and how to
Lack of qualifications / employability
skills / work experience



Finding appropriate and affordable
childcare

Much of the time in the interview was spent



explaining that this was not the case, that
the cap was going to affect them, and that

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

Language - often interpreters were
required at interviews



Health / depression / high level of need
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One of the important missing links in many
local authority processes is a tool which can
visually explain the financial impacts at an

Step 1: Input personal
circumstances

individual level.
In partnership with Lewisham, Policy in
Practice built a Benefit Cap Calculator that
clearly explained what benefits residents
were entitled to before the cap, the
financial impact of the cap on them
personally, and the benefits of work.
It helped advisors engage the resident in a
job search and budgeting focussed
conversation.

The Benefit Cap
Calculator
Policy in Practice built a Benefit Cap
Calculator to explain the effect of the
Benefit Cap on residents personally and to

Step 2: Input (potential) work
details

help elicit behaviour change.
It is fast and easy tool for advisors, requiring
only 3 steps:


Step 1: Input personal circumstances



Step 2: Input (potential) work details



Step 3: Reveal Benefit Cap / Better off in
work calculation

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Step 3: Reveal Benefit Cap / Better off in work calculation

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Features and benefits of
the Benefit Cap

Key lesson #5:

Calculator

Policy in Practice's Benefit Cap Calculator is a
powerful tool that helps to explain the



Inputting the resident’s name helps to
engage them in the process and gives

household’s current entitlement, the impact
of the benefit cap, and the benefits of work.

more weight to the calculation


The software automatically identifies
those who are exempt from the Benefit
Cap. ‘Tooltips’ help guide advisors to

Request guest access to Policy in
Practice’s Benefit Cap Calculator here

the questions they need to ask and
explain the reasons for an exemption.


Childcare costs and free school meals
are included to give a true better off in
work calculation, given that childcare is
a major barrier to work for many



Visuals explain how a person would be
financially impacted by the benefit cap
and demonstrates the benefits of work



Calculates for both benefit systems –
both the current system and UC



Clients said that they clearly understood
their entitlement, and how the changes
would affect them personally. Seeing
their circumstances visually made them
think more, and helped them to see that
they would be better off in work.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Policy in Practice’s Universal Benefit Calculator

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

PAGE
14 1

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES CAN RESPOND TO THE BENEFIT CAP

Step 3: Ongoing
Support

Key lesson #6:
Consider if it would be better to handover

In follow-up interviews, many of those

to external support agencies or whether a

affected did want further support.

case management approach would lead
to better outcomes.

Lewisham intended to refer / signpost
people to alternative service providers who

Transitional support planning with hand-offs

would be able to provide effective support

to key agencies will be sufficient support for

to help people overcome specific barriers.

some customers.

The success of interventions often

However, others may require more ongoing

depended on both the handover process

support in the form of a case management

and who they were passed on to.

approach to help them transition.

The relationship and sense of ‘ownership’ of
the advisor and the service user were key to

Policy in Practice is now working with further

successful interventions.

local authorities helping them to identify
households impacted by the lower benefit

Having trialled a sign-posting / referral

cap.

approach, in the second phase of the Pilot,
Lewisham want to try a case management

We use our software engine to help explain

approach in which their advisors would

the impact to affected residents in a fast,

work with customers on an ongoing basis.

engaging way that encourages them to
take action.

The purpose of this was to identify in more
detail the step-by-step actions individuals
need to take.
Lewisham rolled out learning from phase
one of their UC pilot into the existing
Housing Benefit and Housing Services so
that ongoing support could be provided to
customers affected by the benefit cap.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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6 key lessons learnt
1.

The style of letters is important; friendly

6.

The local authority benefit cap team

personalised letters had better response

may in some cases be better placed to

rates.

provide ongoing support, rather than
handing over to external agencies.

2.

Letters should initially be sent in small
batches. Larger batches generate more
contact than staff can handle.

3.

Local authorities should identify
households that are exempt before
making contact. This saves households
incorrectly identified as affected by the
cap from undue stress and also saves
staff resources by avoiding unnecessary
phone calls. Policy in Practice’s Welfare
Reform Impact Analysis can identify
individual households affected.

4.

The timing of phone calls is important to
ensure times that are generally busy for
families are avoided.

5.

The Policy in Practice Benefit Cap
Calculator is a powerful tool that helps
to explain the household’s current
entitlement, the impact of the benefit
cap, and the benefits of work.
Importantly, it is fast and visual, which
means that the advisor can spend more
time with an engaged claimant on the
next steps.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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The Impact
Resident contact for the new approach

After the face-to-face interview:


started in January 2013.

85% of people reported knowing all
or most of what they needed to
know about the Benefit Cap

Post-appointment evaluation surveys



showed that Lewisham’s approach, using

most of what they needed to know

Policy in Practice’s Benefit Cap Calculator,
had a positive impact and was 3 times as

79% of people said they knew all or
about Universal Credit



effective as the control group.

89% of people said they clearly
understood the results of the
personal financial calculation

Lewisham’s residents affected by the
Benefit Cap are now more knowledgeable
about welfare reform and how it will affect



85% of people said they were more
likely to look for work following their
appointment

them personally, are more likely to look for
work, and are more likely to take up work.

The outcomes will have saved those
households no longer affected by the cap

Before the face-to-face

a great deal of hardship.

interview:
These households will experience the


88% of people said that they knew
nothing or very little about the
Benefit Cap and how it would affect
them personally



92% of people said that they knew

financial and social benefits of work, and
the local authority will have saved many
times the cost of the intervention through
lower support costs for homelessness and
temporary accommodation.

nothing or very little about Universal
Credit


80% of people said that before their
appointment they knew nothing or
just a little about how much better
off they would be in work once the
Benefit Cap and UC were
introduced

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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HLBC use its own data in an intelligent way,

Understanding the
Impact of Welfare
Reforms on
households in
Hounslow
Welfare reform presents a complex picture

by identifying those residents most likely to
be impacted by recent and upcoming
changes to the welfare system.

Project aims
The project sets out to:


for both Hounslow London Borough Council
(HLBC) and its residents.

Understand the impact of recent
reforms to the welfare system



Project the impact of reforms
announced in the 2015 Summer Budget

A range of reforms were introduced in the

and Autumn Statement

last parliament to lower welfare spending,



Assess the impact of Universal Credit

most notably the under-occupation charge



Understand the cumulative impact that

(also known as the ‘bedroom tax’ or the

these reforms will have across the city

‘removal of the spare room subsidy’) and
the benefit cap.
A number of further measures aiming to
save £12bn from the welfare budget were
announced in the Summer Budget in July
2015.
At the same time, Universal Credit is being

How the insights will be used
Hounslow London Borough Council will be
able to use the insights in a proactive way
to:


who need it most, and where possible

introduced in order to simplify the benefit

take preventative action to stop

system and improve work incentives. In

households from being affected by

Hounslow, Universal Credit was introduced
in April 2015 for new single JSA claimants.

welfare changes


Universal Credit and other welfare reforms.
The overall objective of this project is to help

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

help the council to understand the
impact of welfare reform on their

Hounslow London Borough Council (HLBC)
would like to be proactive in its response to

better target support to the residents

personal finances


use council resources in a cost-effective
way
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Rich data set

defined as those in receipt of Housing
Benefit. The CTRS dataset holds information

To help HLBC achieve these objectives an
accompanying household-level data set

similar to that in the SHBE on all households
in receipt of council tax support.

was also provided.
Hounslow signed a secure data sharing
The dataset includes flags and filters that
show who is impacted by each welfare
reforms, and by how much.
It also shows the cumulative impact of
welfare reform, and identifies barriers to
employment.
By enabling the council to identify at a
household level which residents are most
likely to be impacted by welfare reform,
and by how much, the council can direct
better targeted and more effective support

agreement with Policy in Practice in order
to share data, with personally identifiable
information redacted.
Policy in Practice converted the data into a
format consistent with the Universal Benefit
Calculator engine, and then ran the data
through the engine on a secure server.
This software models the current and future
benefit system, and is available as an online
tool to help train advisors, and illustrate the
impacts to individual households.

to those who need it most.
The results were analysed to measure the

Methodology
This analysis was based on Hounslow’s Single
Housing Benefit Extract (SHBE) and Council
Tax Reduction Scheme (CTRS) as at
October 2015.
SHBE is a dataset that local authorities use
to report information on Housing Benefit
claims on a monthly basis to the DWP. It has
individual-level data, and is a rich resource

individual and aggregate impact of welfare
reform.
There were 24,814 households in the cohort,
approximately 26% of the population of
Hounslow. 70% of the cohort are of working
age and subject to welfare reforms.
The data on Housing Benefit and Council
Tax Reduction claims is run through the
Policy in Practice Universal Benefit
Calculator.

for analysing the impact of welfare reform
at both an individual and an aggregate
level. It represents low-income households,

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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The Benefit Cap at £26,000:
UK, nationwide level
Number of households affected nationwide:
less than 1,000: Wales, East, E Mids, Yorkshire
1,000 - 3,000: SW, W Mids, NE, Scotland
3,000 - 6,000: SE, NW
6,000 -12,000: none
more than 12,000: London

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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The Benefit Cap at £20,000 UK nationwide,
£23,000 London
Number of households affected nationwide:
less than 1,000: none
1,000 - 3,000: none
3,000 - 6,000: Wales
6,000 - 12,000: SW, E Mids, NE, Scotland
more than 12,000: London, SE, East, W Mids, NW, Yorkshire

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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The Benefit Cap at £23,000:
Hounslow, borough level
Number of households affected in the borough:
0 - 15: One ward
16 - 35: Two wards
36 - 45: Four wards
46 - 55: Seven wards
56+: Four wards

The Benefit Cap at £23,000:
Hounslow, local authority level

Number of households affected within each
neighbourhood (LSOA) within a ward:
0: One LSOA
1 - 5: One LSOA
6 - 9: Three LSOA
9 - 12: Two LSOA

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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The Benefit Cap at £23,000:
Hounslow, street level

Individual households affected by welfare reforms can be identified within a ward, at street level.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk
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Reducing the
benefit cap to
£23,000

tax credits and Housing Benefit, assuming
that tax credits are dependent on
households’ current income.
Given tax credits are calculated based on
the previous years’ income and we are

In 2016, the benefit cap which limits the

calculating tax credits for 2016, this is a

total benefits a household can receive will

reasonable assumption.

be lowered to £23,000 per year (£442 per
week) for couples and households with

Policy in Practice’s analysis founds that the

children, and £15,410 per year (£296 per

average Housing Benefit reduction will rise

week) for single people with no children.

from £60.85 per week under the current
benefit cap to £68.97 per week under the

DWP’s impact assessment on the benefit

lower benefit cap, though the largest

cap suggests that there will be a phased

caseload increase is in households affected

rollout of the lower benefit cap beginning in

by a small amount, as shown in Figure 8.

April 2016, to be completed by the end of
the year.

The 231 households that are already
capped will see their incomes fall by

Who will be
capped, and by
how much?
Policy in Practice’s analysis estimates that
1,161 households will be affected by a lower
benefit cap.
This is five times the number of households
that are currently capped in Hounslow.
The method employed to identify
households affected by the cap relies on
the Universal Benefit Calculator to calculate

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

substantially more, with an average Housing
Benefit reduction of £110.47per week.
19% of households identified as being
capped (187) are in receipt of ESA, and are
therefore impacted by the assumption
made to assign them to work capability
group. They could be exempt from the
benefit cap if they are actually in the ESA
Support Group.
14% of the households identified as being
capped appear to be in work. If these holds
were to increase their hours worked they
could qualify for an exemption from the
cap.
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What is the profile
of households that
will be capped?
The lower benefit cap will change the types
of families that are affected:


Smaller families will be affected. The
average number of children in
households affected will fall to 2.7,
compared to an average of 3.4
children currently. The number of
children affected by the reduced
benefit cap will rise from 768 to
3,136, a four-fold increase.

www.policyinpractice.co.uk



Currently almost exclusively
households with children are
capped, whereas under a lower
benefit cap single people without
children will also be affected.



The proportion of affected
households living in the private
rented sector will fall from 78% to
65%. A greater proportion of
households living in the social rented
sector will be affected, rising from
11% to 19% and the proportion of
affected council tenants will rise
from 11% to 16%.

See Figure 9.
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be affected by the benefit cap in 2016, we

Recommendations
The report and accompanying dataset
should be used by Hounslow to target
support to households who are hardest hit
by welfare reform.

recommend targeting front-line support to
these households.
Frontline support programmes should make
households aware of the changes and work
proactively to help them avoid being
capped.

The following actions around the Benefit
Cap were recommended:
Qualify future benefit cap cases, then target
front-line support. The benefit cap will have
a significant impact across Hounslow. We
identified households that will be affected
and will experience a fall in income.
With a qualified list of households that will

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

PAGE
26 1

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES CAN RESPOND TO THE BENEFIT CAP

About Policy in Practice
Our mission is to reduce poverty. We do this by simplifying delivery of
the welfare system. We believe that change happens on the frontline.
Deven Ghelani was a member of the team at Centre for Social Justice who developed
Universal Credit and, when
the policy was adopted by
government, he left to set
up Policy in Practice. He was
keen to ensure that the
policy intent was actually
put into practice.
Policy in Practice has
facilitated conversations
between leading local
authorities and the Prime
Minister's office to ensure
frontline feedback about
welfare reform policy has
been heard.
We also help local organisations to understand the aggregate and cumulative impact of
welfare reform changes on their customers so that they can accurately target support
programmes.
And finally, to close the loop, the software that Policy in Practice has developed simplifies the
conversations that frontline advisors can have with customers by clearly showing what
benefits they can get under the current system and when they move to Universal Credit,
comparing the two side-by-side using data visualisation.
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THE WELFARE SYSTEM AND EMPLOYMENT

How we can help you
Smart analysis
We use your SHBE data and our software to create rich insights showing how individual
households in your area are affected by cumulative and aggregate welfare reforms.
This allows you to:


inform tough decisions



allocate scarce support budgets



explain the real picture to Cabinet Members



plan now to mitigate against negative impacts on individual households

Powerful software
Our Universal Benefit Calculator is fast, accurate and simple to use. It compares the current system and
Universal Credit side-by-side. Advisors don’t have to be policy experts to explain the welfare system and
what the changes will mean.
This allows you to:


simplify frontline conversations



explain complex changes using visuals and colour



support all advisors using information they can trust

Contact us
Call

+44 (0) 330 088 9242

Email

hello@policyinpractice.co.uk

Visit

www.policyinpractice.co.uk

Tweet @policy_practice
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