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Universal Credit - The Basics 
 
With Universal Credit being rolled out, here in an introduction to the new means tested benefit.  
 
 
1. What is Universal Credit (UC)?   
 
Well, it’s a new, means tested benefit that will, over the next few years, replace these means tested 
benefits; 

 income based jobseekers allowance 

 income support 

 income related employment and support allowance 

 housing benefit 

 working tax credit and 

 child tax credit 
 
These 6 benefits are known as ‘legacy benefits’. 
 
2. Is Universal Credit available now? 
 
Well, a limited version of UC has been trialled across the country over the last 4 years. But the people 
who could get UC were mainly single jobseekers who were claiming a means tested benefit for the 
first time. 
 
The ‘full service’ of UC is now being introduced gradually across the country. It came to some 
Jobcentres in the Birmingham area in November. The other Jobcentres in Birmingham are due to get 
the ‘full service’ in December.  
 
Some people may be better off under UC. Many will be worse off financially. Many will struggle to 
budget because of the way UC is paid. Seek advice if you have any concerns. 
 
If you do live in a ‘full service’ area and want to make a new claim for a means tested benefit, you will 
probably have to claim UC. 
 
Information about who can claim and in which areas can be found on the government’s website at:  
www.gov.uk/universal-credit/eligibility  
 
Those who receive one or more of the ‘legacy’ benefits will be transferred onto universal credit over 
the next few years. This process is not due to start until 2019. But it important to note that some 
people currently getting legacy benefits may have little choice but to go on to UC before that process 
begins. This may happen where a particular change in circumstances leads to a claim for UC. This 
will effectively bring to an end any legacy benefits. This process is known as ‘Natural Migration’. 
Some may be considerably worse off as a result. The law is complex so try to get advice and further 
information at an early stage. 
 
3. How will Universal Credit be paid? 
 
Well, in most cases, it’ll be paid monthly, in arrears, and into a single bank account. 
 
Also, help towards rent will be paid to YOU, the tenant, and NOT directly to your landlord. 
 
4. What if I can’t manage with the single monthly payment? 
 
In exceptional circumstances, Universal Credit can be paid in different ways; 

 the rent element could be paid direct to the landlord 
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 the payment could be paid more frequently 

 the payment could be split between a couple 
 
These are called ’ALTERNATIVE PAYMENT ARRANGEMENTS’ but they are discretionary and the 
DWP bases its decision on various risk factors. It must be shown that you can’t manage the monthly 
payment arrangements and that there is a risk of financial harm to you or your family. 
 
 
5. How do I find out more about universal credit? 
 
Lots more information about Universal Credit, and the changes it will bring, is available on the 
government’s website at: www.gov.uk/universal-credit. 
 
We also have some useful resources on our website at www.birminghamsettlement.org.uk, look for 
the Birmingham Training Unit section. There are also details of our training programme for advisers, 
which includes courses on Universal Credit. You can also check out our True and False Universal 
Credit Quiz at http://bit.ly/BSUCTFQ which explores the ins and outs of Universal Credit. 
 
6. Are there any problems with the Universal Credit system? 
 
You may be aware that UC is very much in the news and many people are critical of the new benefit. 
These are some of the main problems: 

 UC is paid monthly in arrears but isn’t actually paid for up to a further week. It is also not 
usually payable for the first 7 days in any event. All this means that someone losing their job 
and claiming means tested benefits for the first time will usually have to wait for over 6 weeks 
without any money. The government would say that claimants can ask for up to half their UC 
to be paid as a short term advance. This is intended to help people adjust to how UC is paid. 
These short term advances, however, are then normally repaid out of the claimant’s UC over 
the next 6 months. 

 

 Help with the costs of renting accommodation is normally included in the payment of 
UC to the claimant. This means that claimants are responsible for paying their rent to the 
landlord rather than having the rent paid directly to the landlord as is often the case under the 
current Housing Benefit system. There is already evidence to show that the amount of rent 
arrears owed to landlords by those on UC is much higher than for those on Housing Benefit. 

 

 Claims for UC have to be made online. Once a claim is up and running, the claimant has to 
maintain an on-line account. This will include a journal of job seeking activity and is the main 
contact with the work coach. This new way of working may cause a lot of problems for those 
who are not able to get access to a computer or need help with the technology. If you don’t 
have access to a computer or need help on the computer, you can always pop along to our IT 
Club in Aston (Wednesdays at 1pm) or use our Cyber Suite which is available throughout the 
week outside of activity times. Find out more at: http://bit.ly/BSELHP.  

 

 Couples have their UC paid into a single account. This may cause problems in cases of 
domestic abuse. Previously, for example, a couple with children renting property would 
typically have JSA paid to one of the couple, child tax and child benefit paid to the other with 
Housing Benefit often paid direct to the landlord. This would at least spread a couple’s income 
rather than going into one account as under UC. 

 
Alternative Payment Arrangements may help claimants in some of these situations.  
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