Inclusion London’s evidence to the 2018 Work and Pensions Committee’s inquiry into benefit sanctions  
Inclusion London 

Inclusion London is a London-wide user-led organisation which promotes equality for London’s Deaf and Disabled people and provides capacity-building support for over 70 Deaf and Disabled People’s Organisations (DDPOs) in London and through these organisations our reach extends to over 70,000 Disabled Londoners.   

We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to the Work and Pensions Commons Select Committee’s inquiry on benefit sanctions      

Sanctions statistics re Deaf and Disabled people 
· Deaf and Disabled people 'on JSA were 26–53 per cent more likely to be sanctioned than non-disabled claimants between 2010 and 2014.'

· 31,300 Deaf or Disabled people received an Employment Support Allowance sanction from Feb 2017 to Jan 2018.
  
Summary

Inclusion London is opposed to the sanctioning of benefits which evidence demonstrates has zero or negative impacts on employment outcomes for Disabled people while actively causing serious harm on a significant scale.

1. To what extent is the current sanctions regime achieving its policy objectives?

As an organisation representing the voices of Deaf and Disabled people and user led organisations supporting Deaf and Disabled Londoners, our experiences suggest that far from achieving the objective of incentivising more people into employment, the current sanctions regime achieves the opposite, moving individuals further from the labour market while actively causing harm.

“All that we ask is that we can be left alone, not pushed onto schemes that will not help, and actually have adverse effects. That we can just take care of each other, without threats of losing our home. This system is not only unhelpful, it is actively destructive. He has been told, that if he fails to comply with the requirements this time, he will be sanctioned for 3 years... I do not want him to attend any of the interviews, for fear that this will demoralise him, and put back the months of work I have done, encouraging him to have confidence in himself again. But I do worry for those young people who do not have family… Instead of imparting strength and support to those who need it, we demoralise them, and label them as malfunctioning burdens… The 'help' we have experienced is certainly counterproductive to getting people into employment. What my son needs, is respect, confidence, encouragement. That may help him to find work.”

Email sent to Inclusion London from mother of an autistic son who had been sanctioned

Evidence from other sources indicates the same. A report from the National Audit Office found that Work Programme providers who use sanctions more heavily are also linked with worse employment outcomes while their preliminary research found that in the case of Deaf and Disabled people receiving Employment and Support Allowance “sanctions may have discouraged some claimants from working.”
 Research by Ben Baumberg-Geiger involving focus groups and interviews with welfare to work providers found that the “over-whelming majority of key actors” consider conditionality to be counter-productive.
 He also found that the current sanctioning regime does not match public opinion: “a majority do not support the severity of the conditionality that has been implemented to date.”

We consider sanctions to be counter-productive for a number of reasons:

· Undermining the relationship with the work coach. Deaf and Disabled people are at particular risk of low self-esteem due to internalisation of prejudice and disability oppression which is then magnified for Deaf and Disabled people who are unemployed due to the stigma of worklessness and claiming benefits. A key role for a work coach ought therefore to be to support jobseekers to increase their confidence and focus on their capabilities. Building a supportive relationship in this way is not possible within a framework of conditionality where the emphasis is instead on compliance and punishment. The dynamic between work coach and claimant becomes defined by a power relationship that actively and further disempowers the disabled person. Humiliation and infantilisation are not conducive for positive outcomes.  
“You know just really horrible things, they treat you like children. They treat you like, you feel like you’re in infant school, like you’ve been called up in front of the school nurse or head mistress.”

“I went the wrong day, I don’t know how, I had the date written down and I went the day after. I had a young girl who was really rude to me. She said you know I can suspend you cause you came the wrong day. They’re really horrible. I said look I’m sorry I made a mistake. But to be spoken to when you’re in your mid-60’s, nearly 64 by a young girl like I was a naughty little schoolgirl is really hard to take. Cause you have to keep your mouth closed. You can’t say excuse me don’t speak to me like that”.

Interviews conducted for research into the impacts of conditionality on Deaf and Disabled people carried out by the University of Essex in partnership with Inclusion London

· Inclusion London is receiving increasing contact from individuals (including support staff in disability organisations, Deaf and Disabled people and their friends and family) concerned about “bullying” by work coaches. One woman in North London was desperate to find support for two separate neighbours, both men with a long history of serious and enduring mental health problems, who had become too frightened to attend their JobCentre appointments alone.

“I went to XXXX Job Centre yesterday representing a neighbour who had failed to keep up his fortnightly signing on and job search due to his increasing tension and stress in how he was being dealt with by 'Work Coaches' at the above, this claimant suffers from anxiety and depression and is on long term medication. My neighbour is too scared to face the staff at the Job Centre and I would believe he is a genuine case, as yesterday in trying to get him back in 'the system' I was subjected to an unacceptable level of aggressive and dismissive behaviour. I was in shock at the hindering and nasty attitude shown to me, [as a person] not even in receipt of benefits… Most if possible suffering Mental Health issues would be strongly advised to take another trust worthy person with them. I believe it does make a considerable difference and dilutes the 'one to one 'dynamic and at least provides a witness to the content of the interview.”

Email sent to Inclusion London

· Extreme poverty is a barrier to looking for work. If you have literally no income your entire attention has to then become focused on finding ways to meet your basic needs, for example using a foodbank, trying to sort out your housing benefit with your local council, trying to sleep for longer so you don’t feel the cold and hunger so badly, looking up friends who may give you a hand-out (who you can’t telephone because you have no credit) as well as appealing the sanction. For Deaf and Disabled people all these activities are much more difficult due to day to day disabling barriers and the experience of living with an impairment.
· Negative impacts on health. Conditionality, whether the experience of being sanctioned or the fear of it, can lead to a worsening of existing health conditions, both physical and mental, and/or directly cause the development of mental health problems. This can be as a result of attempting to comply with conditions that are inappropriate for a person’s health, through the trauma of being sanctioned unfairly and/or having no income to meet your own basic needs or through taking up work that is inappropriate in a desperate search for income. 

“So finally when new year had ended and I had to go back and sign with that same woman who had sanctioned me.  She said that being sanctioned had shown her that I didn’t have a work ethic.  Now I’d been working pretty much solidly since I was 16 and it was only out of redundancy that I was out of work.  And even after redundancy I was working for agencies and it was only in the last couple of months it had really dried up… The problem I had with that was the woman who sanctioned me was in the same place and it made me extremely nervous. I now have a problem going into the JC because I literally start shaking because of the damage that the benefit sanction did to me. ..So that for me was a raw issue, so going into there was extremely stressful.  I’m struggling to say it even. So yeah that was part, the sanction from job seekers was one of the reasons that triggered the mental health and problems I’m having now… it was awful and I ended up trying to commit suicide… to me that was the last straw and I went home and I just emptied the drawer of tablets or whatever and I ended up in A&E for a couple of days after they’d pumped my stomach out. It was lucky I was found by my neighbour. So yeah that was when I tried to commit suicide… I became so anxious at the time that I just didn’t want to leave the flat at all. It was becoming really problematic and my mental health had caved in and I was just depressed”.

“But the thing is emotionally inside it sort of drains me. I feel like someone’s put a knife through my stomach. I feel emotionally depressed and not happy. …Very horrible experience, I would never want anybody to go there”.

“I don’t know what you call it when your mental health disappears overnight”

“just the thought of being sanctioned is a worry in itself… How am I going to pay for this and that…Sorry I’m getting agitated about it now… am I going to have enough money to put on my heating, I’ve got arthritis… If they don’t see that you’re doing enough on job searches and that, they can sanction you when they feel like it. There’s no ifs or buts, its black and white, this way or that’s it. There’s no leniency with anybody. So if they decide this universal match thing, that I ain’t done enough, that’s it, I’m getting sanctioned and there’s nothing nobody, I can’t say I was in hospital, I was under anaesthetic, they don’t care about that.”  

“During that period before, because the benefits were the sole source of income, she would do anything to maintain that income flow, even climbing stairs at Kentish Town when you’re in pain or your breathing is bad”

Interviews conducted for research into the impacts of conditionality on disabled people carried out by the University of Essex in partnership with Inclusion London.

“My son is a good man, he wants to work, he feels guilty that he cannot find a job, and though it pains me to speak of it, he tried to commit suicide, after the blow of being sanctioned a second time. I thank all our lucky stars, that we found him in time, and he is still with us. …, I have had to persuade him to sign on again [due to HB]. He was not happy to do this, and I was not happy to ask him to, as I know that the interviews are humiliating and abusive, and do nothing at all to help him to get into work. And I was worried that the pressure of it may cause him to give up hope on life again…”

“I was forced even with my disabled condition to look for a job as it was no way we could have survived , £25,00 per week was not even enough to pay for heating for the house in farming field of harsh and cold winter, I was accepted and start working as vacuum cleaner call out engineer( I had to lie about my condition), which I end up collapsing after few days of work in doctor surgery , and finally my GP had to write to DWP and explain the situation as my partner committed suicide and I became very ill. Unfortunately it was too late by the time DWP accepted the appeal, my lady had total mental breakdown and she left me and I end up with psychological breakdown (suicidal behaviour) and became very sick…”

“We find ourselves with no income, housing benefit suspended? How do we access his medication as we are no longer on ESA how do we pay for trips to doctors, specialists, hospital appointments, physio if we have no income?”
Emails sent to Inclusion London
· Lack of adequate training for work coaches. Many work coaches feel unequipped to deal with Deaf and Disabled claimants and understand the way their impairments impact on their day to day life and what reasonable adjustments are required. Around half of claimants in the ESA WRAG have impairments that are associated with difficulties in communicating and/or communicating about the disabling barriers they face (“cognitive impairments or mental disorders”). Earlier this year Inclusion London advised the DWP on a set of products for frontline staff to quickly and simply improve understanding of learning difficulties/disabilities, neurodiversity and mental distress. This piece of work was described to us as a “sticking plaster” until proper training can be rolled out to staff. We welcomed that improvements were at least being attempted and the majority of our suggestions for improving the draft documents were accepted. However, we were extremely concerned by the quality of the initial drafts before our rewrites which we believe had the potential to increase rather than minimise stigma and mistreatment by frontline staff. This was not the fault of the individual staff members involved in their development but represents a worrying lack of understanding within the DWP concerning impairments that hundreds of thousands of claimants required to present regularly at JobCentres live with. The feedback we receive from Deaf and Disabled people and their supporters leads us to have serious concerns about the risk that these claimants are being exposed to through lack of understanding and inappropriate interventions by untrained staff with the power to stop vital income at any time. 

“With one of the people I support, he suffers from an extremely high level of anxiety,(abandoned signing-on altogether for three months, with serious financial consequences, rarely goes outside his home and has virtually no contact with people. He never goes beyond the immediate vicinity. He also suffers with anorexia, he was told by the Work Coach to eat more and that food shopping would motivate him back into society! On attending a interview at XXX JC to discuss his return to work there appeared to be no notes on his conditions or medication… With both having the same Work Coach they were pushed more than once to explain why their conditions, severe anxiety, depression have, one having drug and alcohol addiction not improved.”
“My partner is autistic and has a lot of anxiety. He won’t sign on again after feeling bullied by a previous work coach who made lots of personal comments about his appearance and his hair. When he is unwell he self neglects and needs a lot of support with personal care which he only gets from me when I am well enough. Her comments really triggered him and lowered his confidence even further, so they had the complete opposite effect to what was presumably intended unless she was just on a power trip and actually didn’t care whether he found work or had a complete breakdown.”

Emails sent to Inclusion London

It is not just the fact of being sanctioned that has a negative impact, it is also extremely important to understand the impact of being sanctioned for reasons that are beyond the individual claimant’s control or make no rational sense. The experience of living at the mercy of system that is unfair and inconsistent can have a destabilising effect on claimants’ mental health that moves them further from employment:

· Unfair sanctions. Often we hear of disabled people being referred for sanctions for reasons linked to their impairments (for example missing appointments when they were in hospital, not completing forms that they cannot read) or due to issues beyond their control such as appointment letters arriving late or following instructions by one work coach that another then decides is not compliant. Claimants are left constantly fearful that they could be sanctioned for reasons entirely beyond their control or due to an error by the Job Centre for which they are then punished. Living under this level of anxiety and insecurity is extremely destabilising. The large numbers of sanctions that re reversed or over-turned at appeal indicate that many sanctions are being applied unfairly. Even where they are reversed, the claimant is nevertheless adversely affected by the experience.

“Anne* said she’d been sanctioned in March for missing a job club appointment. She said she’d been in hospital the night before the appointment with an asthma attack. She called the jobcentre to let advisers know she wouldn’t be in, but that she “still got bloody sanctioned for it.” Anne said: “I come out of hospital the following day. I rung her [a jobcentre adviser]. She said, “Oh it’s all right. I’ll let her know.” It wasn’t all right. “
* not her real name
“I was sanctioned (weekly pay out dropped only to £25.00 per week) for not attending job related interview, the letter was supposed to be send to me in Mid-February , the day we had flooding as a result of river break its banks and for few days surrounding roads were closed due to flooding.”
Emails sent to Inclusion London

· Charade of job search activity. Much of the jobsearch activity that claimants are mandated to perform is inappropriate or about filling time without having a chance of leading to employment. As Ben Baumberg-Geiger’s research shows, an essential component of conditionality programmes that succeed in improving employment outcomes is access to intensive tailored support involving trained rehabilitation professionals. By contrast, spending hours every week engaged in tasks that seem pointless has a demoralising impact on claimants in the UK. This is especially the case where claimants are being told to remove from their CVs qualifications they spent years achieving under threat of sanction.
 “none of these mandatory jobsearch activities go ANYWHERE... Every meeting, course, or web session is a slap in the face because of that.”

“She was offering me training but I’ve done a degree, you know I don’t need numeracy and literacy and things like that.  What she was offering I thought was inappropriate because it was at such a basic level.  CV writing, how many courses CV writing courses are you meant to go on”.  

“Basically the advisor is pushing me on courses and trying to get into work which I’m not really comfortable with… They told me how to do role play exercise and how to sit up and answer questions at interviews, look for work job searches. But I’ve done all of this.” 

“I don’t have any problem getting job, it’s just that I can’t work because of my health... So the one they are sending me to they were even too low to my grade, to my standard… The trainer says I’m more advanced than what they are teaching so they don’t want me in the class… what I want Job Centre can’t provide it.” 

“So when the Job Centre says to you, you should remove your degree from your CV because they don’t want you to be over qualified when you apply for the jobs they give… The impact on your feeling of self-worth… They told me to remove it and if I didn’t I would be punished and would be sanctioned…Now I can see the sense of having different CVs but removing my degree, that was a painful thing.  It’s just, when you’ve put all that effort, all that time into things. I think if you decide to do it yourself then that’s fine, it’s when you’re told to do it… This is the way that the Job Centre chip away at your confidence and all those sorts of things.

Interviews conducted for research into the impacts of conditionality on Disabled people carried out by the University of Essex in partnership with Inclusion London

“All they have offered him in terms of help to get back to work, was a loan, which of course would be insanity for him to take out, as he has no employment. The only other 'help' they give, is to insist that he spends 34 hours a week applying for jobs that he will not get, which is terribly demoralising for him. There are thousands of applicants for even the most menial jobs in this area, and he is not going to be at the top of the list, with no employment experience and no qualifications…”

Email sent to Inclusion London

An additional impact of the sanctions regime that needs to be considered is its role in reducing community cohesion. While a section of the population that is disadvantaged and disabled continues to be punished for reasons beyond their control on the scale that is occurring under conditionality, those with personal experience of the impacts will continue to feel alienated from those who implement and support these policies of harm. Emails received at Inclusion London reflect utter disbelief that this is able to happen.

“the hardship and destruction of love and friendship by DWP is something that need to be spread worldwide, this is against any normal human behaviour.”  

“Enough – this is surely a breach of basic human rights of those that are ill, vulnerable and at risk?”

Emails sent to Inclusion London

2. Is the current evidence base adequate and if not, what further information, data and research are required?

There is sufficient evidence to raise such serious questions about the current regime that it should be stopped urgently. There is a lack of credible evidence base to show it is meeting its policy objectives, while the limited but robust existing evidence focusing on Deaf and Disabled people suggests, as the academic Ben Baumberg-Geiger writes, “that sanctioning may have zero or even negative impacts on job-related outcomes”.
 Alongside this we have mounting evidence of the harm that sanctions are causing to benefit claimants and negative impacts on our wider communities as a result. Besides tragic examples of individuals ending or attempting to end their lives or dying as a direct result of sanctions, statistics show for example the link between increased use of sanctions and higher foodbank use
. One in five cases peer reviewed by the DWP following deaths linked to benefit cuts involved sanctions
. 

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) found in 2017 that there were ‘significant gaps in the Department's understanding of sanctions’ and urged it ‘to make and report progress in improving data systems, including on linking earnings outcomes to sanctions data’. Meg Hillier MP, Chair of the PAC said “It is an article of faith for the Department for Work & Pensions that sanctions encourage people into work.  The reality is far more complex and the potential consequences severe……Suspending people’s benefit payments can lead them into debt, rent arrears and homelessness, which can undermine their efforts to find work.”

In response to any criticisms of its welfare reform policies, the government constantly refers to an additional 600,000 disabled people in employment. We would welcome more information on how this figure has been arrived at including a breakdown of types and security of employment and earnings levels as well as information about the previous status of these individuals such as whether they were claiming disability benefits and if so which and any interaction with employment support providers and the conditionality regime that led directly to gaining employment. 

In its November 2016 report, the National Audit Office recommended that the government use its own data to evaluate the impact of sanctions in the UK. The report states “The Department has limited evidence on how people respond to the possibility of receiving a sanction, or how large this deterrent effect is in practice” and “To show that its use of sanctions represents value for money the Department needs to build a strong evidence base about the effects of sanctions and the trade-offs involved”. As the NAO pointed out, the DWP has administrative data on individual benefit histories, sanctions and employment, and data on local sanction rates and performance which could be used. To date this recommendation has not been met. 

Since 2010, over 110,000 ESA sanctions and 900,000 JSA sanctions of disabled people have been applied with a further 140,000 ESA and 160,000 JSA sanctions of disabled people applied but later cancelled.
 It is entirely unacceptable that a policy measure of this scale should be implemented and continued with no evidence base to support it.

3. What improvements to sanctions policy could be made to achieve its objectives better?

We call for an end to conditionality and sanctioning, to be replaced with tailored voluntary employment support.
4. Could a challenge period and/or a system of warnings for a first sanctionable offence be beneficial? If so, how should they be implemented?

If the conditionality regime continues then a challenge period would enable claimants to appeal before they suffer the removal of their income. However, it must be noted that even when sanction decisions are over-turned there is still an adverse mental impact on the claimant. In terms of a system of warnings, any measures that delay or prevent the removal of essential income from poor and Deaf and Disabled people is welcome. However, attempting to further bureaucratise something as Kafka-esque as the current experience of conditionality will not alleviate the wider damaging experience of powerlessness and insecurity to which claimants are currently subject.

5. Are levels of discretion afforded to jobcentre staff appropriate?

Levels of discretion result in significant levels of inconsistency. Deaf and Disabled claimants with work coaches with good understanding can benefit but those with poorly trained work coaches suffer.

6. Are adequate protections in place for vulnerable claimants?

In our experience these are not in place. However, the bigger question is why spend public finance and resources on implementing protections for measures that are counter-productive while actively causing harm to Deaf and Disabled people.

7. What effects does sanctions policy have on other aspects of the benefits system and public services more widely? Are consequential policy changes required?

The link between ESA/JSA and HB remains problematic and we would ask that HB should not be automatically stopped when a person’s ESA or JSA is sanctioned. The onus on the claimant to make contact with their local authority adds to the risk to which the individual is exposed given the particular communication difficulties and other barriers that Deaf and Disabled claimants face alongside the increasing difficulty in making contact with local authorities. We are aware of Deaf and Disabled people living with family members who would stop claiming ESA/JSA due to the serious adverse impact of conditionality on their health and well-being if it was not for the knock on impact on HB which would make themselves and their family homeless. 

The sanctions regime also causes strain in other areas that are already under-funded such as the health system, voluntary and charity sectors. 

8. To what extent have the recommendations of the Oakley review of Jobseekers’ Allowance sanctions improved the sanctions regime? Are there recommendations that have not been implemented that should be?

The Oakley review takes an operational approach that is miles away from the lived experience of claimants and works form the assumption that sanctions are given fairly and non-discriminatorily. As a result, it was too limited in being able to affect the level of change needed. 

___________________________________________

For more information, contact:

Inclusion London, 336 Brixton Road, London, SW9 7AA

policy@inclusionlondon.org.uk
Telephone: 020 7237 3181
www.inclusionlondon.org.uk
Registered Charity number: 1157376
Company registration number: 6729420
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