
Providing a strong foundation for life. 

Universal Credit:
the impact on
our customers



At Karbon Homes, we build, manage and look after 
affordable homes for people across the North. And then we 
go further, we give them the strong foundations they need 
to crack on with life.

Since our formation in 2017, we’ve focused on delivering our 
three strategic aims - to provide as many good quality homes 
as we can, to deliver excellent service to our customers, and 
to shape strong, sustainable places for our communities. 

Our footprint covers the North East of England and Yorkshire, 
with almost 30,000 homes across diverse communities, all 
facing different opportunities and challenges.

We always make the effort to understand our customers.  
We believe that everyone deserves respect and everyone’s 
voices should be heard. 

Some customers just need an affordable home, or a way 
onto the property ladder. Others might need more - financial 
advice, community services, sheltered accommodation or 
even training that can lead to a new job. Whatever people 
need to feel more secure, confident and happy with where 
they’re at, we work our heart out to provide it.

We believe that by combining a sound business head with 
a strong social heart and staying true to our values, we can 
build strong foundations for even more people.
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Who we are



At Karbon Homes, our customers are varied. 
Young and old, male and female, from different 
backgrounds and cultures, they live in cities and 
towns, suburbs and rural villages – across the 
North East and Yorkshire.

While many are in employment, there are 
a large number of our customers who rely,  
wholly or partly, on benefits for their income. 
After Universal Credit (UC) was introduced 
in 2013 to replace a range of legacy benefits, 
we saw a growing number of our customers 
starting to claim it.

We noticed that the move to UC was having  
a significant impact on their ability to pay rent. 
Arrears among UC claimants were rising fast 
and were much higher than for our other 
customers.

We wanted to know the story behind this.
Why were they struggling to pay their rent? 
What difficulties did moving onto UC cause? 
What impact did this have on their lives? And 
how could we support them?

To better understand why UC was having such 
an impact on our customers, in 2019 we carried 
out research among customers with experience 
of claiming UC. We were shocked by the 
findings.

More than 60% were worse off financially after 
moving on to UC and were finding it harder to 
keep up with household bills. Just over 40% 
had gone further into debt. And most worrying 
of all, more than half demonstrated one of 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s indicators 
of destitution with many of those having had 
fewer than two meals a day for two days or 
more in the past month.

A benefit that is designed to simplify the 
welfare system and make it easier for people 
to move into work was pushing our customers 
further into debt and poverty. 

And so it continues. Every month as more of 
our customers move on to UC, more of them 
find themselves in debt and making difficult 
decisions – such as having to choose whether 
to heat their homes or feed their families. And 
we see our rent arrears continue to grow.

This situation was further exacerbated by the 
coronavirus crisis, which led to a 10% jump 
in the number of customers claiming UC 
within the first two weeks of lockdown being 
announced. And very quickly, their arrears  
built up.

In this report, we are calling on the 
Government to make some important changes 
to the Universal Credit process to ensure that 
our customers do not have to face the financial 
difficulties it causes for so many. 

Jo Ray
Executive Director, Customer Services
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Foreword



Karbon commissioned research firm IFF-Voluntas to help us 
understand our customers’ experiences of Universal Credit. 
In 2019 they conducted 628 telephone interviews and online 
surveys with customers that had experienced, or would be likely 
to experience, UC.

During the interviews, we discovered the unintended 
consequences of UC and the harsh realities facing many 
customers. As well as improving our understanding of the impact 
of UC, it also helped us to identify more than 100 customers to 
whom we could provide direct, immediate support, at a very 
vulnerable time.

The research identified different stages that customers go 
through when claiming and receiving UC. At each stage, they 
experience different feelings and financial difficulties, and have 
different support needs.
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The reality of claiming UC
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1. 
Before Universal Credit 
Before claiming UC or moving over to UC from 
legacy benefits, our customers were already 
experiencing financial difficulties.

51% said they found keeping up with 
household bills either ‘very’ or ‘fairly difficult’. 

The prospect of a five-week wait for their first 
payment was quite daunting.

     “I don’t know how I will cope, I don’t have 
much family support to help, I will end up  
in loads of rent arrears.”

2.
Getting prepared for Universal Credit
The majority of customers knew little about 
UC before they claimed it and many didn’t 
think switching from a legacy benefit to UC 
would have much effect on them. This often 
prevented them actively searching for more 
information about UC and what it would 
mean for them.

56% rated their knowledge of UC as ‘poor’ 
or ‘very poor’.

Information that customers did have about UC 
came from a wide range of sources, not all of 
them reliable:
•  37% got their information from the media or 

the news
• 19% got it from their friends
•  17% got information from the Job Centre
• 10% had not previously heard of UC.  

     “It would have helped if someone had  
sat and explained how everything  
worked. I think there are a lot of people  
in the same boat.”

3.
Applying
The process of applying for UC was a mixed 
experience for our customers. For around half 
of them, the process was straightforward but 
for a significant proportion, it was much harder, 
and they would have liked more support to 
help them through it. 

37% found it difficult either due to finding 
the wording of questions confusing or having 
limited IT skills.

     “I haven’t been brought up with  
computers, I am not computer literate  
so I had to get my son to help me.”

42% would have liked additional support when 
applying including:
• information about the process
•  help to complete the form or with confusing 

questions
• face-to-face support to go through the form
•  support to get online and complete the form 

online.

     “I would’ve liked someone to tell me  
how everything worked and where I was 
going wrong. I had to go to the job centre 
to finish it. I struggled with all of it.”



4.
Waiting and first payment 
The average wait for their first payment was 
5-6 weeks. Most of our customers found this 
difficult and struggled financially during this 
time, often receiving little support with some 
turning to unsuitable sources of credit.

Around 88% had to make alternative financial 
arrangements during the waiting period.
And 61% said waiting was a negative 
experience, not knowing when the payment 
would be made or how much it would be.

Only a quarter of customers felt fully aware of 
what would happen after they applied.
The support customers were offered during 
this time varied:
•  39% were offered personal budgeting advice
•  30% were told they could have rent paid 

directly to their landlord
•  15% were told they could have split or more 

frequent payments
•  Only 8% were given all three of these  

offers of support
• 36% were given none of the three.

While waiting for their first payment, the 
majority of customers had to make alternative 
financial arrangements:
•  63% had an advanced payment from the 

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP)
• 60% borrowed money from friends or family
• 35% deferred rent payments
•  33% deferred payments on other bills/credit 

facilities.
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Keith’s story
During his work coach interview, Keith didn’t 
receive any budgeting advice or support. His 
first payment took more than seven weeks 
to arrive. During that time he had both an 
advanced payment from the DWP and had 
to borrow money from friends and family. He 
said: “I didn’t have a clue about any of it. It got 
me in arrears. I was told it would only take a 
few weeks, but it took double.”

The impact
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5.
The impact
Most customers were financially worse off  
after going on to UC – even if they had 
increased their working hours. UC pushed 
many customers further into debt:

•  62% said they were both worse off financially 
and finding it harder to keep up with 
household bills since applying for UC

•  41% said the amount of money they owed 
had increased since receiving UC

•  Only 5% were better off financially and found 
it easier to keep up with household bills. 

53% of customers said that, after moving on  
to UC, at least one of the five Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation indicators of destitution applied  
to their household in the last month:
•  40% were having less than two meals a day 

for two or more days
•  22% were going without appropriate 

footwear or clothes.

This is 14% higher than the reported level 
among customers on comparable legacy 
benefits. 

     “To be honest I struggled to get food 
shopping in. I couldn’t afford it for my 
children. I am trying to keep on top of  
the bills, and I can’t. I am trying my best”.

Our policy asks

Although we understand the main drive behind UC - to simplify benefits into one single 
payment - we believe there are fundamental flaws with the implementation of UC. We are 
calling on the Government to:

1.  End the five-week wait for the first payment. We believe this is a fundamental flaw in 
the process, leading to claimants building up significant rent arrears which can take up to 
three years for them to clear, as well as other debts.

2.  Enable claimants to choose to have their housing element to be paid directly to their 
landlord from the beginning of a claim. We believe that customers should have the 
choice over who the housing element of UC is paid to. Some customers, who prefer to 
manage their own budget and finances, will want to have it paid directly to them while 
others, who struggle to budget, may prefer the housing element to go straight to their 
landlord to avoid accumulating rent arrears.  

3.   Increase funding for support and advice for UC claimants to help them through the 
process. This could include: 
•  more information at the beginning of the process to help them understand  
what UC is and how the claim process will work

 •  help to get online and to make a claim 
 •  more frequent updates about the progress of their application.



To find out more about our campaign for 
reform of the Universal Credit process, please 
contact Lucy Dixon, Public Affairs Manager,
at lucy.dixon@karbonhomes.co.uk

www.karbonhomes.co.uk

Follow us on:
Twitter @karbonhomes
LinkedIn
Facebook


