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[bookmark: _GoBack]The purpose of this essay is to critically analyse how a hot topic, in this case Personal Independent Payment (PIP) assessment has been covered by the media in the last six months. In so doing, perspectives will be given from numerous media sources, that is, The Independent, The Guardian, ITV news and BBC news to demonstrate how the current PIP assessment criteria has impacted on thousands of disabled people with an emphasis on mental health and wellbeing.  PIP was introduced by the Welfare Reform Act 2012 to replace Disability Living Allowance (DLA) effecting all new claims from 8 April 2013 (UK Government, 2012). However, further changes were made to PIP regulations in March 2017 which have been criticised as unlawful because they discriminate against people with disabilities, namely mental health which will be the main focus of this essay.
PIP is a state benefit to help support people with the extra costs caused by long term ill-health or disability. The UK Government (2018) states that PIP is divided into two elements, that is daily living and mobility. Each section has a standard and enhanced rate and individuals may be awarded points in each section depending on how their condition impacts on daily living, the outcome of this will determine how much financial assistance an individual will receive (if any).
The Royal College of Psychiatrists (2009, pp.1- 8) argue that ‘mental ill health is both a cause and consequence of exclusion’ and that individuals with mental health conditions ‘are among the most marginalised and stigmatised groups in our society.’ Poverty and chronic illness impact even more heavily on mental health, therefore mental health services may need to pay more attention to the circumstances that impact on social exclusion including financial, employment, labelling/stigmatising (Pescosolido et al, 2011) and other social barriers to independent living, thereby challenging inequality and othering. For an in-depth guide to support people with mental health conditions, Stickley and Wright (2013) provide an understanding of the theories that shape and define mental health policy and practice.
The current criteria for PIP assessment entails ten activities for daily living and two for mobility, however, the questions focus mainly on an individual’s physical capabilities to carry out daily activities rather than considering the impacts of mental ill–health and how numerous mental health conditions could impact on a person’s overall wellbeing. For example, question 1., preparing food and question 2., eating and drinking, asks claimants if they can prepare and cook a simple meal (sandwich) unaided and can take nutrition (eat) unaided. (Benefits and Work, no date). However, just because a person is physically able to prepare food and eat unaided that does not mean they will prepare food and eat, in fact food may be a causal factor of mental ill health in the first place. For example, depression and anxiety have both been linked to eating disorders (Crow, Agras and Halami, 2002) which are complex and are often undisclosed by individuals, highlighting the complex nature of mental health conditions. Nevertheless, the current debate is regarding mobility and entitlement relating to mental health, that is, planning a journey, following a route and moving around. In regards to following the route of an unfamiliar journey, the current criteria focus is on the ability to navigate rather than coping with obstacles of whatever sort may be encountered on the route which is denying the challenges faced by those with mental health conditions (Ministry of Justice, 2016).
In 2014, as Home Secretary, Theresa May and Mark Sedwill, the Permanent Secretary signed the Time to Change pledge which aimed to end discrimination against those with mental health conditions (UK Government, 2014). Protection from discrimination due to a disability is supported by the Equality Act 2010 (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2018) which aims to protect all individuals that fall into any of the nine protected characteristics, including disability due to mental health conditions.
However, the current PIP assessment criteria has been heavily scrutinised by advocates for disability (Newton, 2018) and mental health, who argue that it is discriminating and unlawful for people who have wide-ranging mental health conditions. For example, the two mobility questions focus on a person’s ability to move around and plan a journey rather than how travelling may impact on the psychological distress a person may endure. According to the American Psychological Association (2018) and McEwen (2004) those who suffer from extreme amounts of psychological stress could experience significant negative health outcomes which may impact on all major bodily systems, including the cardiovascular system, the endocrine system, the nervous system and the immune system.  Butler (2018) argued that ministers planned to stop people with mental health conditions due to psychological distress from qualifying for the enhanced payment of the mobility component of PIP, which led to the current legal challenges being made. Furthermore, Butler (2018) also argued that the regulations which the government introduced in relation to PIP last year were immoral and it was wrong to ignore the views of the courts on this matter. Kennedy (2018) further proposed that the high court found the regulations to be in breach of the Human Rights Act 1998 obligations and confirmed the Secretary of State did not have the authority to implement the regulations.
Hoddinnott (2017) shares the story of Shannon O’Neal, who tells The Independent how her complex mental health conditions impact on her life. Shannon frequently disassociates which leads to disorientation and confusion and often gets lost miles from home. Shannon has been supported by Disability Living Allowance (DLA) for many years until the new PIP was introduced which meant she had to be reassessed under the new policy guidelines (DWP, 2017). This resulted in an award being made for the daily living component for PIP, but not for the mobility component. Shannon’s major concern is that policies are being drawn up which insinuate that mental health difficulties are not as severe as physical disabilities, which she describes as a hierarchy of disabilities that is currently having devastating effects on so many people in the UK. Deal (2010) argues that the notion of hierarchy surrounding disability extends to disabled people themselves for a multiplicity of complex reasons, including the distribution of funding and resources. 
Media coverage appears to agree that PIP has been unlawful to those with mental health conditions, as Bullman (2017) and Asthana (2018) claim that ‘… government regulations to personal independence payment breach human rights and cannot not be objectively justified' and that ‘high court ruling says policy was discriminatory against people with mental health issues.’ Moreover, the BBC (2018) maintains that due to the court ruling claiming that the current changes to PIP were discriminating to people with mental health conditions a total of 1.6 million claims were to be reviewed. It is estimated that around 222,000 people will receive more money which may cost up to £3.7bn by 2023. 
However, mental health is just one area of disability which has suffered under the current PIP assessment criteria.  Miller (2017) for ITV News reports the effects that PIP assessment has had on individuals with Multiple Sclerosis (MS). Jenny Robertson, a mother with two small children who suffers with MS shared her experience, stating that the whole assessment process was, ‘traumatic and degrading.’ Jenny went on to describe the difficulty she faced just trying to prepare a simple meal, despite her explanation of how difficult this task was the assessor ticked the box stating she could prepare a simple sandwich.  Jenny’s initial application was rejected but when she appealed she was eventually awarded an indefinite entitlement to PIP. 
The MS society made a Freedom of Information request to the DWP which revealed 31 per cent of new claims from individuals with MS between 2013 and 2017 were disallowed. This was due to the way in which PIP is worked out, looking at how conditions such as MS affect individuals over the majority of days in a year rather than assessing the effects of the disability in a single day. Furthermore 65 per cent of individuals with MS who originally had their claims rejected were later awarded PIP on appeal.
The current PIP assessment criteria appear to have a strong focus on the medical model of disability rather than the social model, thus neglecting a multiplicity of complexities which affect many people who live with mental ill-health.  Furthermore, Spandler, Anderson and Sapey (2015, p.78) argue that not only is psychological distress profoundly disabling for individuals with complex mental health conditions, but the way in which many service providers respond to supporting individuals in these matters can be insensitive and oppressive to the point of ‘spirit breaking.’ This could be reflected in the current debate of the PIP assessment criteria and its failure to recognise mental disabilities with as much diligence as physical disabilities, but also in the way the current PIP assessment is carried out in general.
According to Kennedy (2018) in January 2018 the Government made an announcement accepting that the changes they made to the PIP criteria relating to mobility for people experiencing psychological distress in March 2017 was unlawful and that the changes could potentially affect individuals with a wide range of mental health conditions. Furthermore, the DWP responded to the court ruling assuring claimants that they plan to take on an additional 300 staff to review existing claims and to process back payments and implement changes to the current PIP criteria by early spring/summer 2018.
At the time of writing, 28th April 2018, the UK has woken up to the news that the Secretary of State has been forced to resign after being accused of making up immigration policy ‘on the hoof’ (Stewart, 2018).  As a result, it seems likely that, at the very least, the implementation of changes to PIP will now be delayed causing further suffering to countless thousands of disabled people.
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