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Policy in Practice estimates that the total amount of unclaimed income-related benefits and 

social tariffs is now £18.7 billion a year. Maximising income through the take up of benefits is 

essential to support households during the cost of living crisis and prevent further financial 

crises. Designing an effective safety net that supports struggling families demands an 

accurate understanding of the level of unclaimed benefits and who is not claiming.

A new robust estimate of unclaimed support

The lack of official and up to date data means that estimates tend to rely on experimental 

methodologies and figures that are sometimes years old.The methodology employed for 

estimates provided in this paper is calculated from claim and award data where feasible.

q We estimate that £7.5 billion of Universal Credit goes unclaimed by 1.2 million eligible 

households. Caseload take up varies between 70% and 90% for national means tested 

benefitsg

q Take up is lower for locally administered benefits. Council Tax Support is the most 

underclaimed, with 2.7 million people missing out on £2.8 billion of supportg

q Social tariffs are also significantly underclaimed. Broadband social tariffs have the lowest 

take up, with 97% of eligible households missing out on the tariffs. People on means 

tested benefits should check for eligibility with their utility providers.

Why are benefits underclaimed?

Benefits go unclaimed due to administrative complexity, a lack of awareness, stigma, and 

the increasingly fragmented nature of support.

Å Administrative complexity: The sheer complexity of multiple application mechanisms, 

administering organisations, eligibility criteria and conditionality creates a barrier for 

many people who are trying to navigate the system and access supportg

Å A lack of awareness: Many claimants are simply unaware that they can claim support 

given their circumstances or incomeg

Å Stigma: Negative perceptions around claiming benefits may discourage eligible people 

from engaging in the benefit systemg

Å Increasing fragmentation of support: Inadequacy of means tested benefits is driving a 

growing plethora of discretionary and other support schemes. This creates postcode 

lotteries for available support and unequal conditions to access it.

Executive summary
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Recommendations for policymakers

L1 Address the insufficiency of core social security benefits: Inadequate benefit levels 

contribute to an ever-increasing web of support, used to fill the gaps in the mainstream 

system. Making sure benefits cover the essential needs of a household is crucial&

�1 Reduce complexity and increase awareness of local and national benefits: The DWP 

should be made responsible for increasing take-up of support. Data sharing can 

streamline access to support and raise awareness of benefits at all points of contact with 

the household&

E1 Change the messaging around benefits: Government messaging is critical to ensuring 

that all those that are eligible access support. We urge the government to adopt a 

supportive approach towards claimants by lessening conditionality.

Recommendations for practitioners

People need to be protected from the rising cost of living. People can check their eligibility 

for benefits using one of the benefit entitlement checkers on GOV.UK. Companies should 

also check for eligibility on behalf of their customers.


Local authorities can use the Low Income Family Tracker analytics platform to launch benefit 

take up campaigns. Data analytics can be used to proactively identify residents in need and 

contact them about the benefits they are missing out on.
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Background and context
Rising living costs and historically low benefit levels mean that many families on low and 

middle incomes now struggle to meet their basic outgoings.


New research finds that £18.7 billion of benefits intended to help these families remains 

unclaimed. Maximising household income through the take up of benefits is essential to 

support families and reduce harm from homelessness, debt or other crises.


Accurately understanding the level of unclaimed benefits and who is missing out is vital for 

designing policy and proactive interventions that can support struggling households.


Estimates of unclaimed benefits have previously relied on extrapolation from historic figures 

and are often based on take up of legacy benefits that are currently being replaced by 

Universal Credit.


In this research, Policy in Practice sets out a methodology that takes an evidence-based and 

data-led approach to understanding the amount of unclaimed benefits and other support.


This research takes account of the ongoing roll out of Universal Credit. This is important as 

the Universal Credit roll out has had an impact on take up of other benefits such as Council 

Tax Support and those previously ‘passported’ based on access to legacy benefits. It also 

accounts for a number of new schemes administered at a local level and a range of new 

social tariffs in the utility sector.


It is hoped that this work gives a more accurate understanding of unclaimed levels of 

benefits in the UK and can inform policy change to give families better access to support.
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A new estimate of unclaimed support

Calculating benefit take up rates is notoriously difficult. The lack of official and recent data 

means that estimates tend to rely on experimental methodologies and figures that are 

sometimes years old. Existing estimates are typically created using previously published 

figures which are adjusted based on inflation and any new information on take up.


The methodology uses claim and award data where feasible. The calculations break benefits 

down into constituent parts to provide more detailed take up estimates. The full 

methodology is provided in the Technical Appendix.


Whilst we believe that our approach gives the most detailed estimate of unclaimed support 

available we welcome feedback on how we could refine this further.

Unclaimed benefits by number of households not claiming and 
annual value

Benefit

DWP/HMRC benefits

Universal Credit

Carers Allowance

Pension Credit

Child Benefit

Housing Benefit (pension age)

Locally administered benefits

Council Tax Support

Free School Meals

Healthy Start

Social tariffs and energy support

Water social tariffs

Broadband social tariffs

Warm Home Discount

Unclaimed energy vouchers

Free TV licence

Total
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There is a detailed breakdown of this table, with additional detail on take up rates and 

sources, in the Technical Appendix.


The total amount of unclaimed support is likely to be considerably higher than the amount 

shown in the table because it excludes a number of other discretionary support schemes 

and disability benefits.


For example, Discretionary Housing Payments and the Household Support Fund are worth 

£1.1 billion, while energy efficiency support is worth £1.5 billion a year. Many people are 

unaware that such support is available, yet it cannot technically be classed as unclaimed 

because it is awarded on a discretionary basis.


Our calculation of the total amount of unclaimed benefits does not include estimates for the 

value of unclaimed disability benefits as we believe it is not possible to devise a method to 

obtain a defensible estimate. This is because no data is available on the severity of 

disabilities that would lead to benefit eligibility.


By way of example, if only 10% of Personal Independence Payment and Attendance 

Allowance was unclaimed this would total £3.5 billion a year.

£19bn estimated unclaimed value by benefit, April 2023

Estimated unclaimed

40.4%

15.3%

10.6%

9.4%

6%

£314 m
Warm home discount

£511 m
Others

£768 m
Broadband social tariffs

£900 m
Water social tariffs

£929 m
housing benefit (pension age)

£1.13 bn
child benefit

£1.75 bn
pension credit

£7.57 bn
Universal credit

£2.87 bn
Council Tax Support

£2.00 bn
Carers allowance

Department for Work and Pensions / HM Revenue and Customs 
benefits

National benefits administered by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and HM 

Revenue and Customs (HMRC) make up the lion’s share of unclaimed support.


The DWP has an ongoing, high profile take up campaign for Pension Credit and has 

 figures for Pension Credit and pension age Housing Benefit. A similar level 

of effort to increase take up of Universal Credit would help to boost awareness for nearly 1.3 

million working-age households who are eligible and not claiming.


There is a striking difference in caseload take up rates between national means tested 

benefits (70 to 80%) and more widely accessible support like Child Benefit (91%).

published take up

https://www.policyinpractice.co.uk/
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Locally administered benefits

Take up is even lower for locally administered benefits than national benefits. Although fewer 

households are eligible for Council Tax Support nationally than Universal Credit, the number 

of households not claiming is higher because the take up rate is only 62%. The take up rate 

for Healthy Start is similar at 63%.


Discretionary support schemes such as Local Welfare Assistance, Discretionary Housing 

Payments, the Household Support Fund, Section 13a Council Tax support and the Hardship 

Fund, while not technically unclaimed, are not widely known. This leads to fewer applications 

and potential misallocation as money doesn't reach those who most need it.


The Household Support Fund is worth £1 billion a year, whilst councils are given a total of 

£100 million per year in funding for Discretionary Housing Payments.

Social tariffs and energy support

Social tariffs and support for energy costs are widely underclaimed yet they are increasingly 

important because of rising bills and .


Energy bills are falling from their post pandemic peak but are still 50% higher than they were 

in 2021. Further uncertainty is expected as the government’s Energy Price Guarantee comes 

to an end in July 2023.


Water companies  to support necessary 

investment in infrastructure, and funding for social tariffs will also increase. Broadband tariffs 

are relatively new and are among the most heavily underclaimed, with 19 out of 20 eligible 

households missing out. Many social tariffs involve some form of passporting via the receipt 

of means tested benefits so the issue of non take up of benefits is often compounded.

the inadequacy of mainstream benefits

expect to see water bills increase substantially
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Administrative complexity 

The social security system in the UK is made up of a complicated web of interacting 

benefits. The sheer complexity of multiple application mechanisms, administering 

organisations, eligibility criteria and conditionality creates a barrier for many people who are 

trying to navigate the system and access support.


Universal Credit seeks to reduce this complexity by rolling the main means tested benefits 

together into a single application and payment. However a number of support schemes sit 

outside of Universal Credit and require a separate application and assessment. Households 

need support to navigate the system, as evidenced by the work that councils and third 

sector organisations do to drive benefit take up.


The difficulty in accessing support has been made worse by the gradual removal of 

embedded council support due to the ending of working age Housing Benefit, as well as 

recent reductions in funding for advice that is essential to help households claim support.

“ A client was referred to us for some benefits advice. Our Help to Claim team 

quickly realised that this person was very vulnerable as he was losing his 

sight and wasn’t able to use a computer anymore. He had no food nor utilities 

and only 60p in his pocket. We needed to get some money to him urgently.


A claim was made that day for Universal Credit. We arranged for a food 

parcel to be delivered, provided a fuel voucher and applied for PIP. We 

continued to help until all his benefits were in payment. The gentleman saw 

his income increase by £930. He told us how much he appreciated our help 

by saying he was ‘overwhelmed with the help he had received’.

Julie Murphy, Technical and Quality Welfare, Research and Campaigns Lead, 

Citizens Advice Wirral

Dealing with this complexity ratchets up pressure on people in poverty, exacerbating the 

stress that goes hand-in-hand with not having enough money. In a , Kayley 

Hignell, Director of Policy at Citizens Advice, highlighted how navigating the benefit system 

frequently overloads claimants’ cognitive bandwidth, and that this can prevent them from 

finding work or accessing the right support. Claimants must become experts in the system’s 

intricacies and know which hoops to jump through, all whilst dealing with financial pressure.


Whilst some aspects of the claim application are unavoidably complicated due to the nature 

of specific situations and the requirement to means test access, the system as a whole 

needs to avoid adding unnecessary pressure wherever possible.

recent paper
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Why are benefits underclaimed?
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