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Foreword

Understanding the number of people in need, the level of unclaimed benefits, and who is missing
out is a fundamental step towards effective advocacy and support for the most vulnerable
members of our society. This research aims to provide insights into the national and regional
dynamics of need, supporting organisations nationwide to improve lives, mirroring our mission.

Last year, Policy in Practice revealed that the value of unclaimed income related benefits and
social tariffs stood at £19 billion annually. A year on, reflecting the developments of the last 12
months, the number now stands at £23 billion a year.

What is evident from the research is that both the number of people in need and the severity of
their needs are increasing, while opportunities to transition them out of such circumstances are
reducing.

Various factors underscore this trend:

e Household debt is rising by £8.8 billion a year
e More than one in five households have less than £100 left at the end of each month

e There is limited availability of housing with an estimated shortfall of 1.5 million homes

This has placed significant burdens on local authorities, housing organisations, and various other
organisations in the welfare support sector, leaving them grappling with escalating demands
against constrained resources.

This is clearly evidenced by:

e Financial constraints on local authorities where one in five local authorities are at risk of
Section 114 notices

e Escalating costs associated with rising homelessness, and temporary accommodation costs,
seeing a 62% increase since 2020

e Rising inequality in health and educational outcomes for children in the most deprived areas,
as social care costs continue to rise

The challenge is multifaceted, consisting of immediate crisis relief and, more crucially, the
daunting task of addressing systemic issues to prevent the continual cycles of distress.

Amidst these challenges, innovative organisations are creating cost efficient strategies to support
financially vulnerable households emerge as beacons of hope. By focusing on prevention and
early intervention we can unlock pathways to long term prosperity and break the shackles of
generational hardship.

The first step is identifying those in need and removing barriers to their ability to access the
support they deserve.
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Ensuring households access the £23 billion of unclaimed benefits and support is one of the most
cost effective actions individuals and organisations can take. This helps households to manage
their finances proactively, effectively, and independently.

That's why numerous councils prioritise prevention and early support for their most vulnerable
residents.

Maximising income through the take up of benefits remains essential to supporting households
during the cost of living crisis and beyond, tackling poverty and its causes and helping to prevent
further financial crises.

Our findings show that as a society, we can’t afford not to consider these measures to prevent
further costs to our health, education and social care services. It is estimated that, by improving
pension credit take up alone, the cost of social care will decrease by £4 billion a year.

This is something that cannot be ignored.

This report serves as a critical tool in this endeavour, shedding light on the magnitude of the need,
identifying barriers, and proposing pragmatic solutions. It is our collective responsibility to ensure
that people in need are identified and empowered to access support.

Thank you to all those who have contributed to this research. We hope that the insights in this

report will serve as a catalyst for meaningful change, driving us closer to a society where every
person has the opportunity to thrive.

Jade Alsop

Managing Director of Policy in Practice
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Executive summary

Policy in Practice estimates that the total amount of unclaimed income related benefits and social
tariffs across Great Britain is now £22.7 billion a year. This represents a 21% increase on earlier
estimates, driven by uprating, the rollout of Universal Credit, and improved estimates which
typically show take up is lower than previously assumed.

With the links between poverty, health, and public services being well established, maximising
income through the take up of benefits is essential to help both people on low incomes and public
services to cope in the face of rising living costs and increasing demand. Understanding levels of
unclaimed benefits is also crucial to addressing unmet needs and structural gaps in the welfare
system.

As more than 400,000 working age households migrate to Universal Credit in 2024, and as we
approach a general election where an incoming government will face limited budgets and rising
demand for public services, this report examines what we know about unclaimed benefits, and

how we can maximise income locally, regionally, and nationally.

To estimate the levels of unclaimed support, we have used official figures provided by the
government where available. Where data is not available we have adopted a range of
methodologies and used latest available information to provide a robust estimate of unclaimed
benefits. The overall figure of unclaimed support excludes disability benefits and discretionary
support, both of which require a further assessment. Including these elements pushes the true
level of unclaimed support to over £30 billion.

Our mission is to maximise the incomes of low income households, making
access to the welfare system simpler, fairer, and more efficient. We support
local, regional, and national government to address unclaimed benefits
through the smart use of benefit data.

Since we launched our Missing Out analysis in 2023, 270,000 households are better off by £260 million
ayearas adirectresult of our work with partners using the LIFT platform. For many, this means the
difference between struggling to get by or not. Our work is also helping our local authority clients to
reduce arrears by around £12 million each year.

Organisations that use our Better Off Calculator have helped over half a million people to claim nearly
half a billion pounds a year. Every day around 10,000 people use the Better Off Calculator through our
clients orvia GOV.UK to check their eligibility for benefits. Many get direct access to support schemes
with a single click through our Apply Once capabilities.

Meanwhile, we continue to call for greater transparency over claimed and unclaimed support levels
across the spectrum of benefits available for working age and pension age households. We also urge
the government and its partners to improve the flow of data across the welfare system to further unlock
the potential of administrative data and proactively deliver a more efficient, streamlined social security
system.
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Table 1: Unclaimed benefits and supportin 2024

Missing Out 2024: Unclaimed benefits and support in 2024 / 25

DWP / HMRC benefits £ million Missed claims Average / Claim
Universal Credit £8,306 1,439,019 £5,772
Pension Credit £2,162 807,704 £2,677
Carer's Allowance £2,254 529,306 £4,259
Child Benefit £1,652 838,291 £1,970

Locally administered benefits

Council Tax Support £3,411 2,254,099 £1,513
Housing Benefit for Pensioners £1,274 293,646 £4,338
Free School Meals £231 471,069 £490
Healthy Start £132 181,255 £726

Social tariffs and energy support

Water £974 6,088,693 £160
Broadband £1,680 8,401,802 £200
Warm Homes Discount £384 181,255 £726
TV Licences £249 1,470,966 £170
Total £22,709 8,401,802 £2,703
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Why are benefits going unclaimed?

In the first of our Missing Out reports we identified £18.7 billion in unclaimed means tested
benefits. Since then we have continued to work with government, housing providers, and utility
companies to proactively address unmet needs.! In spite of this success, we find £4 billion in
additional unclaimed benefits in 2024, bringing the total of unclaimed support to £23 billion a year.

Chart 1: £23 bilion unclaimed value by benefit, April 2024

@ Value 2023 @ Extra value 2024

Universal Credit

Pension Credit

Carer’s Allowance

Child Benefit

Council tax support

Housing Benefit (pensioners)

Free School Meals

Healthy Start

Water Social Tariff

Broadband
- Warm Homes Discount

. Free TV Licenses

£2 billion £4 billion £6 billion £8 billion £10 billion

Much of the £4 billion increase can be attributed to inflation linked uprating of benefits for working
and pension age claimants and the unfreezing of Local Housing Allowance rates to the 30th
percentile of local rents, the first such increase since 2020.

The rollout of Universal Credit also has an impact. This is because we have excluded legacy
benefits from our estimates as they can no longer be claimed, so as more people become eligible
for Universal Credit, the number of people missing out increases too. The DWP’s own estimates
show a fall in take up of Universal Credit as people are migrated across from legacy benefits. We
have also seen lower take up estimates published by the DWP for Pension Credit and Housing
Benefit for pensioners this year.

Whilst it is disappointing to see more support going unclaimed we welcome the DWP’s greater
transparency on take up rates and look forward to seeing official estimates for the take up of
Universal Credit next year.
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We have improved our estimates for locally administered benefits by breaking down figures for
working age and pension age households for council tax support, and taken into account family
composition for Healthy Start and Free School Meals.

For social tariffs and help with utilities, the changes relate primarily to our revised estimates for
other means tested support as this is typically the core qualifying criteria, and some refinements
to our approach. Social tariff take up rates remain the lowest of all of the benefits included in our
analysis, with no official updates to estimates from the regulators.

We know the administrative burden of applying for multiple low value benefits while negotiating
the applications for core social security can be a challenge for customers, and we are working
actively with the sector to improve data sharing.

There are some improvements: Healthy Start shows that it is possible to narrow the unclaimed
benefit gap. Concerted efforts through local agencies to increase Healthy Start take up have paid
off, improving mental, physical, and financial health for young families. This shows that action to
improve take up rates can make a real difference to people’s lives.

Living with financial stress is impacting our communities, and tackling the gap will improve
outcomes for people across the UK by improving education and health outcomes for children,
widening social participation, and reducing the burden on the national health and social care
system.

Since the launch of Missing Out 2023 one of the most common responses to unclaimed benefit
figures is to ask if we as a country can afford the additional spending needed to close the gap. We
argue that support from the social security system is a right, and low income households cannot
afford to miss out on the support they are eligible for. We argue that the system is failing to
provide support to people entitled to it.

We cannot afford to not close the unclaimed support gap.
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Awareness Complexity Stigma

Many claiman imp are Having to apply for half a dozen Negative perceptions around claiming
that certain benefi r different benefits, navigating complex benefits discourage eligible people
criteria, and proving eligibility are all from engaging with the benefit system
barriers to claiming

Case study “Unfortunately people have to be unrealistically proactive to understand
how the systems connect and what they're eligible for. More often than not

this is left to our most vulnerable people or those who care for them,
leaving them without the resources they need.

“As more people are left caring for their loved ones they not only have to
adjust to the emotional burden but must also very quickly learn how to
navigate an extremely disparate network of organisations there to

Felix ‘support’ them.
Carer for his father who “Ihope no one else experiences the anger and frustration my family has
has Alzheimer's disease over the years. We really need to see signs of improvement.”
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Recommendations

Three actions for policymakers

1. Reduce complexity: Address the system as a whole

Universal Credit was brought in to simplify the social security system, but more needs to be
done to ensure the safety net is not left with holes in it, and to make the benefit system easier
to navigate.

Technology is outpacing policy, creating a stagnant infrastructure. Better use of data can bring
benefits to claimants and efficiencies to taxpayers alike. This can include greater sharing of
data across government, enabling data to be used to link entitlements and passport claims,
joining up application routes, and allowing claimants to give their consent for data to flow
between organisations. The system is not yet greater than the sum of its parts, but it can be.

2. Raise awareness: Change the messaging around benefits

The DWP has a responsibility to ensure that the right people are paid the right benefits at the
right time. While there needs to be a focus on ensuring that fraudulent payments are not
made, this shouldn’t be at the expense of support going unclaimed or underclaimed.

Targets should be set by DWP to maximise take up of support through Job Centres and local
authorities. Simple actions such as encouraging people to claim and ensuring that benefit
entitlement checks are performed at contact could make a big difference.

The DWP should also encourage people to use one of the benefit calculators on GOV.UK and
allow data on a successful assessment to be shared to enable access to other support.

The same is true of the regulators that oversee social tariffs and related support for
consumers: they should ensure that utility companies meet targets for take up and highlight
best practice, including enabling access to wider unclaimed benefits as well as sector specific
support, recognising that someone struggling to pay their water bill is likely to struggle to pay
their energy or council tax bill and vice versa.

3. Be proactive: Share data across the social security system

We already see the benefits of sharing information systematically. For example, real time
information on earnings is passed from HMRC to DWP to support the assessment of Universal
Credit without placing the onus on the applicant to update their income every month.

But more data can be shared between organisations, and more can be done to act upon the
information. For benefits such as social tariffs or Free School Meals, unlocking the proactive
power of data to consolidate applications can be transformative, easing the burden for
applicants whilst streamlining administration.

One simple move to ensure data is shared proactively with local government would be for the
Universal Credit application form to set the default to people 'opting in' to express interest in
claiming council tax support. This would increase the flow of data to local authorities and
reduce complexity for claimants and administrators. Regulators could work harder to ensure
data is shared across utility companies, and bring social tariffs together into a national
programme of support.
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Two actions for local authorities and other organisations

1. Proactively identify and contact residents in need using data analytics. Engage with them
about the support they are missing out on. Data driven insights from the Low Income Family
Tracker analytics platform are being used by some leading councils to design and launch
benefit take up campaigns. Its use is expanding to private sector and third sector organisations
to help people in debt, and to support financially vulnerable customers.

2. Check eligibility for all support on behalf of your customers. Many people don't know they
are eligible for benefits, and customers who turn to regulated sectors for help paying their bills
should be able to access wider unclaimed support. A growing number of councils and utility
companies use the ‘Apply Once’ feature of the Better Off Calculator to allow customers to
consent to share their data across sectors to create a passport to apply for and access other
support.

One action for families

1. Check to see if you, or any of your friends or family are missing out. You can find your share
of the £23 billion of unclaimed benefits using a free benefits calculator as shown on GOV.UK.
Policy in Practice’s free calculator is available at betteroffcalculator.co.uk

“LIFT means we can make a bigimpact using limited resources for maximum gain. Increasing income into
ahouseholdis also a good start to talking about how we can help reduce their council tax arrears. If we
don’tact on the data we have, | think we’re failing our residents.”

Paul Furness @EAST RIDING

OF YORKSMIRE COUNCIL

East Riding of Yorkshire Council
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About Policy in Practice

Policy in Practice is a social policy software and analytics company that helps hundreds of
thousands of people each year to access nationally administered benefits, local support including
Council Tax Support, a range of discretionary support schemes, support offered by the Scottish,
Welsh, and Northern Ireland devolved administrations, and a wide range of social tariffs offered
by companies in regulated industries.

We believe it should be easy for people to access support.

We built the award winning Better Off platform to close the unclaimed support gap we identified.
It makes it easy for organisations to build the income of their customers and reduce their costs.
Each tool is powerful alone and they're even better together.

Better Off Calculator

A smart, easy calculator to help you maximise your customers’ income, increase engagement and
save time and resources

ﬂ:‘g Low Income Family Tracker

Intelligent data analytics software to help you maximise your resident's income and reduce your
costs

G Multi Agency Safeguarding Tracker

Simply clever software to help safeguarding professionals securely share headline data and make
more informed safeguarding decisions

KX Policy analysis

Essential expert social policy analysis to help you make better evidenced decisions

Contactus

Contact us to learn more about how we help people on lower incomes to access unclaimed
support.

8 hello@policyinpractice.co.uk

@ policyinpractice.co.uk

Qy 03300889242

For media enquiries visit

@ policyinpractice.co.uk/media
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Housing benefit pensioners

Missing out 2024: £23 billionis unclaimed

Understanding levels of unclaimed benefits is crucial to addressing both unmet need and structural
gaps in the welfare system. As more than 400,000 working age households migrate to Universal
Credit in 2024, and as we approach a general election where an incoming government will face
limited budgets and rising demand for public services, this report examines what we know about
unclaimed benefits, and how we can maximise income locally, regionally, and nationally.

To estimate the levels of unclaimed support, we used official figures provided by the government
where available. Where data is not available we have adopted a range of methodologies and used
the latest available information to provide a robust estimate of unclaimed benefits. The overall
figure of unclaimed support excludes disability and health related benefits and discretionary
support, both of which require a further assessment. Including these elements pushes the true
level of unclaimed support to over £30 billion.

Estimating the impact of unclaimed support for individuals is complex as multiple benefits overlap
and some are mutually exclusive.

Poverty is not spread evenly. Locally and regionally, the impacts are felt acutely by communities
living on low incomes. Table 1 provides the breakdown of estimated unclaimed benefits across
England, Scotland, and Wales, with the average for those missing out estimated to be over £2,700
per year.

£23 billion unclaimed value by benefit value, April 2024

Broadband

7.4% Universal Credit

36.6%

Free School Meals
1%

DWP / HMRC benefits
Universal Credit

® Pension Credit

® Carer's Allowance

@ Child Benefit

5.6%

Locally administered benefits
® Council tax support
@ Housing Benefit (Pensioners)
® Free School Meals
® Healthy Start
Council tax support

15% Social tariffs and energy support

® water
@ Broadband

Warm Homes Discount

Free TV licenses

Child Benefit Pension Credit
7.3% Carer's Allowance 9.5%

9.9%
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We know the total amount of unclaimed support is likely to be considerably higher than £23
billion, as our estimates exclude both discretionary support schemes and disability benefits.

Localised discretionary welfare support in the form of Discretionary Housing Payments are worth a
minimum of £100 million in 2024/25 and the Household Support Fund will deliver another £500
million between April and September 2024.2 With more than 350 local authorities providing at
least as many discretionary schemes, the patchwork of localised provision and sparse award data
at a national level provides too much variation to examine, but is currently worth at least £1.2
billion per year.

We also exclude estimates for the value of unclaimed disability and ill health benefits. Health
related financial support is assessed on a case by case basis and in 2023 we estimated £5.2 billion
of Attendance Allowance was unclaimed by 1.1 million potentially eligible older people, while a
smaller amount of Personal Independence Payment is likely going unclaimed by people of working
age. We will continue to explore ill health benefits in 2024.

Together these estimates mean the total amount going unclaimed is likely to exceed £30 billion.

“Our Tenancy Sustainability Team consists of myself and two advisors. We are embedded into other
frontline services and all potential customers are referred to us at the pre allocation stage to get them
tenancy ready.

“In the financial year 2023/24 we supported 2,460 customers to get £4.2 millioninincreased income
and grants.”

Beverley Hiden C o m U N I T Y

Community Housing HOUSING

government-contribution-for-english-and-welsh-local-authorities-for-financial-years-ending-march-2024-and-march#annex-a-100-

million-discretionary-housing-payment-government-contribution-local-authority-allocations-for-financial-year-ending-2024

policyinpractice.co.uk 14


























































































