
Changes to the disability benefits system need to prioritise evidence
over short term cost savings
Cutting benefits doesn’t necessarily reduce costs or move people closer to the labour market, writes
Katie Pybus

Katie Pybus lecturer in mental health

The debate over rising numbers of people claiming
disability benefits in theUnitedKingdom,particularly
relating to mental health, has become increasingly
highly charged over recent months, especially in the
context of anunderperformingUKeconomy.1 TheUK
is an outlier among the G7 countries in terms of
economic inactivity.2 These countries also saw a
post-pandemic rise in disability benefit claims, but,
unlike theUK, they arenowseeing a return tonormal.
Why is the UK different?

Could it be a problem of overdiagnosis, as the health
secretary, Wes Streeting, controversially stated
recently?3 Or is it related to the medicalisation of
everyday worries, as previous prime minister Rishi
Sunak speculated?4 Or is it a sickness problem that
can only be resolved once NHS waiting lists reduce
and people have improved access to support?5

Opinions remain divided. It’s not straightforward,
however, to get through a benefits assessment and
be awardedpayments on thebasis of amental health
problem because of the way the system assesses
eligibility.6 Research undertaken by myself and
colleagues showed that people with a psychiatric
condition transitioning from existing disability
benefits to Personal Independence Payments (PIP)
were 2.4 times more likely to be turned down for PIP
compared with people with musculoskeletal
conditions, neurological conditions, or diabetes.7 So
the suggestion thatmental healthproblemsare easier
to claim benefits for, or even to “fake,” is not borne
out by the evidence.

This didnot stoppoliticians fromusingmental health
as a focal point when arguing that there was a
“moral” case for cutting benefits.8 The recently
announced welfare reforms were designed by the
government to tackle the “unsustainable” health and
disability benefits spending bill.8 The changes will
predominantly affect people receiving Universal
Credit and PIP.

For health professionalswonderinghow the changes
might affect their patients, the news that benefits
reassessments will be removed for claimants with
some lifelong health conditions may be positive.
Fewer reassessments for lifelong conditions should
reduce the stress on some claimants and their
families, while decreasing the burden on healthcare
services to provide regular medical evidence to the
Department for Work and Pensions for a health
condition that is unlikely to improve. Similarly, a
government commitment to bespoke packages of
employment support could make a real difference.
Although further detail is needed, we know that

approaches such as Individual Placement and
Support that offer tailored and personalised support
can be beneficial, especially when employment
specialists become part of clinical teams.9 This is, of
course, provided that the person is able to work.

Other measures, however, have already resulted in
concerns from support organisations.10 Removing
the Work Capability Assessment and relying on PIP
eligibility to determine who is able to access health
related out-of-work benefits risks excluding people
with health conditions that are expected to last less
than 12 months but which affect their ability to work
from much-needed additional financial support.
Preventing people from accessing benefits because
of age or on the basis that they don’t meet the level
of severity for one particular criterion is likely to
cause further distress and hardship for people living
with health conditions and disabilities.

The problem with using cost-saving as a primary
driver for policy change is that it fails to reflect reality.
The previous government tried to introduce PIP with
the aim of achieving 20% savings but did not tie this
to the level of actual need in the population.11 The
result is that the savings were not met,11 and the
benefits bill has now increased. When an attempt
was made by the previous government to restrict the
mobility component of PIP for people with mental
healthproblems, itwas thrownout by theHighCourt
as “blatantly discriminatory” after a legal challenge.12

Plenty of evidence shows that simply reducing
benefits in this way doesn’t necessarily reduce costs
or move people closer to the labour market.13 Cutting
support for all young people regardless of individual
circumstances andmakingPIPmoredifficult to claim
is unlikely to solve the problem because it’s simply
an arbitrary shifting of the goalposts without a full
understanding of the reasons behind these trends.
We need more time to explore what is happening
here, instead of making assumptions about the
reasons people are economically inactive.

One of the potential outcomes of these policies is to
drive more sick and disabled people into poverty,
which has well documented links with mental health
problems.14 Concernshave alreadybeenhighlighted
by NHS healthcare providers of the increased mental
health demand on services resulting from the rising
cost of living and reforms to social security
payments.15 16 These changes could further increase
demand on health and social care services.17

Not all of these government proposals are open to
consultation as the green paper passes through
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parliament.18 But aspects of the way health and disabilities are
assessed to determine eligibility for financial support, alongside
the proposals affecting young people, are not yet fixed. Medical
professionals could provide valuable input and make a real
difference by contributing to these consultations. We can learn a
lot too from alternative approaches to assessing benefits eligibility
used in other countries, such as Scotland.19 These arguably make
for a more compassionate system and should form part of these
discussions.

Ifwe trulywant to build better populationmental health in the long
term, then we must ensure that people are properly supported
during times of hardship and have the space to recover without
worrying about paying their bills. That is the path to truly
sustainable change.
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