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Universal credit in the current ethical and political landscape

This essay aims to gain critical understanding of the effects Universal Credit on the health and well-being of individuals within areas where the roll out has occurred. A focus will be made on three areas of concern surrounding Universal Credit (UC) including, implementation, benefit reductions and possible generated inequality. An analysis will be made on the associated protective legislation designed to support and protect individuals from injustice and inequality. Also analysed will be the effectiveness of this legislation in providing protection from the effects of benefit reductions, implementation and potential for generated social inequality through UC rollout. To gain a comprehensive understanding of the complexities surrounding UC, this essay aims to engage with the current political climate, with an examination of the two main political parties within the UK and their overarching ideologies within a post-truth world. However, due to personal political standing acknowledgements have been made for the possibility of a left leaning standpoint at which the essay is produced, and particular consideration has been given to include right leaning perspectives while critiquing the literature that supports political positioning. Furthermore, forming a greater understanding surrounding the reasons for the implementation of UC and the associated experiences of individuals receiving support through the new conservative government system. To understand the current political climate an examination of the meaning and effects of post-truth politics is needed to establish a knowledge base that considers the overarching environment in which society is governed.
Post truth indicates a landscape that is devoid of honesty and evidence-based thinking and is based more on political and personal gain at any cost (Fuller, 2017). The name alone suggests that the political sphere is above or past the truth. The English Oxford Living Dictionaries (2016) defines post truth as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion that appeals to emotion and personal belief”. This suggests that post-truth politics can pick and choose what is focused on and addressed in policy and legislation to fit the need of the party and the fears of the public. This allows the government to identify with voters on issues of concern to gain greater popularity. However, the degree to which this happens may differ from party to party based on their political positioning and objectives. Current examples of post-truth politics have been the Brexit campaign, the Trump administration (Anderson-Nathe and Gharabaghi, 2017), fake news within social media and the roll out of Universal Credit (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). When considering post-truth politics, it is beneficial to understand it from both right-wing conservative perspectives and left-wing labour perspectives as they represent the majority of public votes. 
[bookmark: _Hlk536278422]Arguments can be made for the evaluation of right leaning politics as being nationalist, capitalist and conservatist, depicting a political position that focuses on political and financial gains with rigidity that creates a resistance to change (Streek, 2017). The focus of right leaning politics is primarily concerned with targets, mandates and popularity as the driving force for operations, with an emboldened rhetoric of isolation and protectionism (Norman and Ganesh, 2014). However, arguments can be made for the evaluation of left-leaning politics as being socialist, liberalist, cosmopolitan and communitarian, depicting a political position that focuses on identity, equality, rights and voice that aims to ensure a fair society for all (Beech, Hickson and Plant, 2004). The focus of left leaning politics is mainly concerned with the lived experience and humanising British politics (Day, 1993). However, it could be suggested that this may present as a lack of focus on issues such as the economy and foreign relations, generating a possible societal response that indicates a lack of confidence in the holistic abilities of the party (Intelligence Digest, 1985). It could be argued that left-wing politics lean towards a more evidence-based approach, which may suggest greater rigidity, to gain understanding of issues that need to be addressed in efforts to reduce societal inequality. It may also be argued that right-wing politics have a greater reliance on post-truth tactics to achieve its political objectives for popularity, fear mongering and misinformation, in a more prescribed approach that meets the conservative agenda (Kakutani, 2018).  Under the current Conservative government leadership there is less focus on culture, identity and voice, ignoring these complex social issues and focusing on the ambitions of the party (Denham, O’Hara and Hickson, 2008), highlighting the normalisation of exploitation, injustice, and inequality (Giroux, 2015). Furthermore, restricting discussion on societal issues reinforcing a hierarchal structure that discriminates against those in society in greatest need of political interventions through system of justification and social dominance orientation (Haidt, 2007).  To gain understanding of the effects the current political landscape has on the health and well- being of vulnerable individuals within society, a focus will be made on Universal Credit and the impact it has on individuals, with the aim of examining ‘protective legislation’ to determine its effectiveness and to make possible recommendations for change. As mentioned previously, the areas of concern surrounding UC include benefit reductions, implementation and generated social inequality. One definition of Universal Credit states that:
Universal Credit is a payment for people over 18 but under State Pension age who are on a low income or out of work. It includes support for the cost of housing, children and childcare, and financial support for people with disabilities, carers and people too ill to work.                                                                     
(Nidirect Government Services, 2018)
Universal Credit has generated widespread discussion, one of the main areas of concern within the governing legislation supporting its implementation include suggestions that it may violate the European Convention on Human Rights (2000) and the possible effects this may have on the health and well-being of some of the most vulnerable individuals within society. According to Nidirect Government Services (2018) the aim of the new benefit is to ensure those who are working are better off than those on benefits and prepares individuals for the management of their own finances in a manner that is akin to those in employment. Furthermore, allowing those receiving Universal Credit to work as many hours as they wish without it affecting their benefit. However, according to Savage (2018) an impact analysis was conducted by the ‘Policy in Practice Consultancy’ indicating that 40% of households receiving Universal Credit are at a financial loss of £52 per week. These households contain people with disabilities, single parents and those with mental health conditions, and it could be argued that Universal Credit is targeting those with a low socio-economic status within our society, and making their situation worse, rather than providing the proposed improvements. It could also be argued that this conservative government initiative generates further disparity between both the rich and the poor and the advantaged and disadvantaged (Larkin, 2018). Those who are disabled or unable to gain employment due to adverse socio-economic factors, will be at a further disadvantage as they will be unable to ‘top up’ their benefits and increase their household income if they are unable to work do to the effects of their disability (House of Commons, 2018). Considering this, individuals may be at a further disadvantage to those who are able to gain employment. It is not only the Universal Credit (UC) payment reduction that has the potential to reduce equality, but also, the implementation process that has caused concern for those transitioning from the previous system to the Universal Credit system (Mind.org, 2018; Sharp et al., 2019).
Areas of UC need further development to ensure those in work are better off than those who are unemployed, according to Tuc.org (2015), and that focus is needed to ensure this reaches fruition by increasing work allowances for those in employment. Currently those who are in employment have their UC reduced depending on their individual circumstances to ensure that ‘work pays’ (Entitled To, 2019; Secretary of State, 2010). Moreover, second earners within a household will experience a reduction in their UC payment and in real terms this only equates to a slight increase in available finance compared to if they were unemployed. This emphasises a lack of robust planning by the Conservative party to ensure their objectives for UC are achieved. Suggestions for improvement suggested by Tuc.org (2015) include introducing a Second Earners Disregard and raising work allowances by 30%, this has the potential to address the barriers that prevent households from achieving a wage that is higher than those who are unemployed.  The Conservative manifesto highlights its standpoint surrounding the implementation of UC.  
The Conservative Party Manifesto (2017) states that employment is at a record high, with an overarching theme that aims to ensure increased employment to reduce poverty and make work pay. It could be suggested that this focus excludes an inclusive approach which has the potential to leave some of the most vulnerable people in society, that are unable to gain employment, experiencing increased victimisation (Briskin, 1990). Vulnerability generated by circumstances beyond individual control and being burdened with a condition that means they will not be able to work themselves out of poverty (Maclinnes et al, 2014), as May suggests in the manifesto, may also contribute to issues regarding well-being and esteem to actively participate in work focused programmes proposed by the conservative government. This also has the potential to create further social division, and systematic stigmatisation. The Conservative and Unionist Party manifesto 2017 argues that unemployment is at a record low and efforts will be aimed at attaining full employment, with the new welfare system (UC) continuing to run due to an overarching belief that the best way to eradicate poverty is by working. This highlights a fundamental lack of understanding surrounding the many barriers to employment facing individuals due to the imposed systems such as zero-hour contracts and low paid workforces that are not earning a ‘living wage’ (Cain, 2016; Elliott, 2018). Furthermore, due to the increase in student debt accrued during an academic course many people are deterred from gaining the skills and knowledge needed to attain careers, that pay enough to support themselves and their families (Andrew, 2010). Moreover, Austerity measures set out by the Conservative government place further injustice and inequality on the most vulnerable and poorest families in the UK, displaying a further lack of understanding by the current government on the holistic effects their policies have on an already fractured society (O’Hara, 2014). Another key element of the Conservative manifesto (2017) that falls short of what is needed for societal improvements for equality are the limited attempts to address barriers to work. Incentives for employers have been proposed to persuade companies to employ workers who have previously been refused employment. It could be argued that strategies to tackle the root causes of unemployment may have a more successful outcome if societal structures and inequalities were addressed rather than implementing tokenistic totalitarian tactics (United Nations Research Institute for Social Development, 2010). Future employment may have the potential to become more attainable if societal structures and inequalities were addressed (United Nations Research Institute for Social Development, 2010). Paying or ‘bribing’ employers simply places a plaster over the problem rather than healing the root causes. The manifesto (2017) highlighted individuals who may appear problematic to employers as being care leavers, disabled people, someone with a chronic mental health illness, (ex)offenders and long-term unemployed. This language has the potential to further stigmatise vulnerable groups (Ślebioda and Mickiewicz, 2013) and is a clear example of the conservative ideology surrounding vulnerable groups within society. Labelling and stigmatisation appear prominent, and this attempt at appearing to be a government who understands and supports vulnerable people falls short of what is needed and has the potential to widen the societal divide (Slebioda and Mickiewicz, 2013), rather than addressing the systematic failures within the criminal justice, social care, mental health care, disability support and benefits systems. The Conservative party appear to be attempting to find the easiest root to address unemployment by offering employers incentives, however, for whole systems improvement, failures need addressing through holistic governmental support and funding to ensure improvements are facilitated, as a consequence successful long-term employment can be improved upon.  By addressing societal issues within consumerist, capitalist conservatism, societal factors that influence the economy cannot be effectively addressed and conservative objectives have a greater chance of failure. The Guardian (2017) proposes that Thresa May has sought her opportunity to foist her mainstream Conservatism within the 2017 Manifesto. The issues identified suggest a system that has been rushed through to implement the roll out without a comprehensive understanding of the potential complex issues that could arise. Individuals have experienced adverse hardships rather than the improvement, to already difficult circumstances, that was promised by the conservative government. However, the implementation of any new reform is likely to have teething problems and face initial difficulties, but allowances and safeguards need to have been implemented to minimise the effect this has on vulnerable individuals.
Labour’s 2018 social security manifesto states that the Conservative government have caused a hike in poverty due to efforts to ‘balance the books’ by placing the burden on some of the poorest in society having a detrimental effect on health and well-being (Herd and Moynihan, 2019; Joint Public Issues Team, 2018). Labour have claimed that the conservatives have reduced social security over the past seven years and applying disciplinary sanctions that had led many families to become reliant on food banks to survive (The Trussell Trust, 2017). Proposals within the 2018 Labour manifesto include acting promptly to remove the ‘punitive sanctions regime’, the bedroom tax, and cuts to bereavement support payments, that bring a welfare system that is in line with welfare-to-work schemes introduced by New Labour in the 1990s (Cebulla, 2005; Greenwood, 2018). This suggests that the Labour party may have a greater focus and understanding of some of the root causes of financial inequality, with an effort to address some of the most potentially damaging conservative social security strategies (Sheldon et al., 2009; OECD, 2018). Within the manifesto labour also state that they believe the conservative governments’ welfare reform generated work allowance cuts and limits to tax credit and UC for the first two children within families is a violation of low-income households (Kennedy et al., 2017) that potentially cause more child poverty in the United Kingdom.  Labour have addressed this by stating: “We will commit to tackle child poverty with a new child poverty strategy” (Labour manifesto, 2018. p. 1). However, Labour is supportive of a welfare reform such as UC but redesigned to eradicate the six weeks waiting times for payment and the Rape clause “the Tories have completely failed on their promise of making work pay and on tackling the barriers to work faced by people with disabilities” (Labour manifesto, 2018. p. 1). Labour’s social model for addressing issues faced by vulnerable individuals in society appear to do more to eradicate barriers that restrict freedom of choice and opportunity for disabled and disadvantaged individuals (O’Connor et al., 1999).
The 2009 labour government signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) suggesting a greater focus on supporting vulnerable individuals, however, since the implementation into United Kingdom (UK) law all consecutive governments need to govern and legislate within the guidelines of the convention. To which degree the conservative considers the UNCRPD when developing its latest manifesto is difficult to gauge. As hypothesised above, the current conservative governments tokenistic reputation suggests that there is less focus on ensuring policies are effectively implemented into to public service practices. However, it could be hypothesised that the Labour Party’s awareness and consideration of equality and societies suggests a greater consideration for the UNCRPD (Harpur, 2012; MacKay, 2007). Promises in the 2018 Labour manifesto include a new social security bill, an increase in Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and “repeal cuts in the UC limited capacity for work element” (Labour manifesto, 2018, p.1), as well as increases to careers allowance, removal of work capability assessments and Personal Independence Payments (PIP) assessments, to be replaced by a holistic, personalised process. This aims to move away from a demonising system to an enabling and supportive social security system. Labours Manifesto focuses on the need to implement and enhance the 2010 Equality Act more effectively to remove systematic discrimination, linking to the European Union Charter of Fundamental Rights (2000) article 21.  
The article Universal Credit Sufferer (2018) details findings from an investigator who told individuals in poverty that they were on their own when it comes to UC. He said, “the use of an advance to offset the waiting period needs to change” and that “the 30% level it is recouped at is just unacceptable”. The Conservative government have attempted to address the issues with payment waiting times reaching six weeks for some by paying an advance. This advance payment is being questioned due to the amount given to claimants being at a level that does not meet basic needs, with many families having to use food banks (Timmins, 2017; Scott, 2017). Also criticized within the article were the use of sanctions issued by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP), the investigator claimed that they do not work. The investigator also displayed concerns for women, stating that UC is damaging to women as it may prevent them from feeling able to leave abusive relationships, and ‘blasted’ the government for stating that women should ‘get out and get counselling. This further displays the lack of comprehensive understanding of the Istanbul Convention (2011) and the complexities that face vulnerable individuals by the conservative government. Bowcott (2018) describes a case of two severely disabled men who have been discriminated against by the Department of Work and Pension’s (DWP) rollout of UC. The discrimination has been generated by both men experiencing a benefits reduction of £178 a month, which has left them unable to meet their basic needs. High court judge Mr. Justice Lewis stated in Bowcott’s article (2018) that:
“there appears to have been no consideration of the disability or justification for requiring [the men] to assume the entirety of the difference between income-related benefits under the former system and universal credit when their housing circumstances change, and it is an appropriate moment to transfer them to universal credit. The implementing arrangements do not at present give rise to unlawful discrimination” (Bowcott, 2018, p1).

To gain understanding of the rights of these two men it is pertinent to examine protocol 12, Article 1, General Prohibition of Discrimination of the European Convention on Human Rights (2000) which states that: 
“(1) The enjoyment of any right set forth by law shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, associated with a national minority, property, birth or other status. (2) no one shall be discriminated against by any public authority on any grounds such as those mentioned in paragraph 1.” 
(European Convention on Human Rights, 2000)
The statement made by Mr. Justice Lewis refers to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) 2000, arguably the rights highlighted were not protected in the case of the two men. Previously the men had been in receipt of the Enhanced Disability Payment and Severe Disability Premium to meet additional needs as the men both lived alone. Due to a reduction in the amount of benefits they receive some of the daily living support was unable to be paid for, having an impact on the men’s level of independence. Within the article, solicitor Tessa Gregoray states “the government needs to halt the rollout not completely overhaul the system to meet people’s needs, not condemn them to destitution. If this doesn’t happen, further legal challenges will inevitably follow” (Bowcott, 2018 p.1) This evidences a strong case for a stop on the roll out of UC until issues such as above are not repeated, and to prevent any further breaches of human rights and direct discrimination against claimants that the system is designed to support. Another highly controversial issue surrounding UC are the efforts to ease implementation of UC with advanced payments. There have been several reporting’s of system failures and difficulties when accessing these payments (Scott, 2017) via the DWP phone system. An employee of the DWP has spoken out to Sky News (2008), stating that Universal Credit agents are encouraged to get claimants off the phone. Within the interview the employee of the DWP explained that changes within the call center were not made to support, but rather to “get claimants off the phone” with resources such as “the deflection script” which is provided to each call handler detailing what to do based on the nature of the call. Many of these deflections to claimants meant that they were asked to go online and complete complicated forms or told to ask their case worker at the job center to complete, even though the call handler would be able to assist. All efforts were made to get claimants off the phone and to use the problematic online system to reduce the cost of implementing UC. This account displays occurrences where vulnerable individuals are systematically caused unnecessary distress due to the lack of support from the DWP, with the potential of having a detrimental effect on individuals well-being. Along with the application barriers and issues surrounding safeguarding vulnerable individual's well-being, many claimants, who complete the application, are then left to rely on advance payments, the system also requires online application, generating further barriers and concerns surrounding equality. If those who are unable to apply online (for example, due to lack of basic computer skill and access to the internet) the application process can be challenging (Glick, 2018; Citizens Advice, 2018), compared to an individual who has ease of access to the online process and experiences little anxiety and well-being concerns. This is one example of the lack of consideration for the Equality Act (2010) when developing this element of the UC process. When considering the generated inequality and discrimination generated by UC, questions arise surrounding the reasons for a change in the benefits system without a rigid process in place. One possible answer provided by Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn during Prime Ministers Questions on 2 November 2016, suggests that the intentions of UC were initially good, with the aim to ensure work pays, but Theresa May has forced the roll out of UC by “inciting cuts to benefits through the back door” (Prime Ministers Questions, 2 November 2016). In another Prime Ministers Questions Jeremy Corbyn has asked Theresa May to “wake up to the reality and holt this process… I urge the prime minister show some leadership, pause Universal Credit, stop driving up poverty, debt and homelessness, because that’s what it does” (Imajsaclaimant, 2017) In response Theresa May states that:
“it is possible for those who are in need to get advance payments, the number of those getting advance payments has increased from 35% to 50%, the majority just over 50%, so we are seeing the system being improved and performance improving, but let’s just think about the Labor Party’s record on this whole issue of welfare. Under the Labor party 1.4 million people spent most of the last decade trapped on out of work benefits, under the Labour party the number of households where no member had ever worked nearly doubled. The welfare bill went up by 60% in real terms, which cost every household an extra £3,000 a year. That’s not the way to run a system, that’s the way to have a system that is failing ordinary working people”.  (Imajsaclaimant, 2017) 

Imajsaclaimant (2017) released a recording of Jeremy Corbyn asking Theresa May to halt the roll out of universal credit on Prime Ministers Questions, In Theresa May’s statement she appears to use deflection tactics to avoid the failures in implementing UC and fails to address the inequality and risk to health generated by a system that is taking money away from vulnerable individuals. When considering the argument presented by May she fails to mention the findings for her own DWP impact statement, that is guided by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) (2018), Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (2005) and Equality Act (2010), that states
“On this purely static analysis people are slightly less likely to be moved out of poverty, this reflects the fact that disabled people on Universal Credit are more likely to be out of work and so are less likely to see change in their entitlement.”
                                                                             (Department for Work and Pensions, 2011)
As highlighted within this essay areas such as implementation, generated social inequality and benefits reductions are problematic areas surrounding Universal Credit that need to be modified if the system is going to be a fairer system devoid of discrimination. Implementation of UC could be modified to ensure that those who have been moved from the previous benefits system to UC receive the same amount of benefits, so no financial support is lost in transition. Another area in need of modification is a re-designing of the application process for both the Universal Payments and the application of advanced payments. Advance payments are designed to support individuals who have been left without financial support due to the timescale from application to payment. This would ensure that claimants are not left to rely on food banks and handouts to survive. A suggestion would be to holt the roll out of UC and for the current conservative government to generate a robust revised plan for implementation that considers the experiences of individuals who have already faced failings within the system and issues surrounding the application process and ‘sanctions regime’. This proposes to ensure the UC system is implemented with minimal disruption to areas such as housing and rent payments, that have the potential to create the risk of homelessness, missed payments due to sanctions leaving families in food poverty, and the implication for reduced well-being and mental health due to the limitations imposed by reducing benefits, due to long waiting periods without the financial support claimants rely on to survive. The generated social inequality through UC systematically discriminates against those who are unable to work due to disability. A modification that potentially creates more parity between those who are able to work and those who are not, would be to provide additional financial support for disabled people to ensure they are not at a disadvantage from not being able to ‘top up’ their benefits. This additional financial support could be a standard amount for all disabled people, that provided an amount similar to those who are in work, before they start having their UC reduced due to the amount they are earning. This additional payment would not be subject to a medical assessment, that has the potential to affect the well-being of the disabled claimant, with acknowledgements to the unavoidable barriers to employment and reduce the discrimination and financial inequality experienced. A further modification that has the potential to improve the UC system would be to remove the rigid sanctions regime. By humanising the sanctions procedures and re-training staff to use their discretion when applying sanctions. For example: if an individual is late to a meeting at the Job Centre due to circumstances beyond their control, allowances could be made to ensure the individual is supported to rectify any issues and barriers, rather than punishing the individual regardless of the individual's reasons for missing or arriving late to a meeting.  
Legislation could be created to support an individual who is attempting to apply for financial assistance, however legislation such as the Equality Act (2010) Disability Discrimination Act (2005) European Convention on Human Rights (2000), if applied to the current UC system, would allow for a fairer system to emerge. Furthermore, current legislation is not being implemented effectively into the UC system and the protection the legislation is designed to give is not afforded to claimants, and breaches of human rights and equality have a greater chance of emergence. Improvements to the UC legislation needs to consider the importance of applying protective legislation and policy into practice to ensure the UC system meets the rights and needs of the individual first, with the Party’s agenda being secondary to the responsibility for the health and well-being of UK society. Through thorough examination this assignment has established that it is not the legislation that is the problem, it’s the implementation into practice that has generated inequality and breached areas of protective legislation. However, within a post-truth world the normalisation of practices that discriminate against the most vulnerable within society are not challenged, rather accepted and received without societal understanding of the power of the powerless and the value of revolt? For change to occur individuals need to feel that they can make a difference, and that their voice is heard, rather than succumbing to ‘project fear’ generated by right wing politics as a means to quieten society on their experiences of daily injustice.
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