Macmillan Cancer Support Briefing
Welfare Reform and Work Bill – Clauses 13 and 14
Briefing for:

MPs

Contact:

Grace Brownfield – Public Affairs Officer,
gbrownfield@macmillan.org.uk, 0207 091 2072

Overview
The Conservative manifesto contained an ambition to halve the Disability Employment
Gap. However, Macmillan does not believe the proposed changes to the Work Related
Activity Group (WRAG) element of Employment Support Allowance (ESA) and the limited capability
for work element of Universal Credit will help to achieve this ambition. Instead, it is likely to have a
significant detrimental impact on people affected by cancer and other long-term conditions. This is
because:







People receiving ESA WRAG and the limited capability for work element of Universal Credit
have been independently, medically assessed as being too ill to work. DWP research shows
people in this group already think they would be better off financially if they worked, but that
doing so would not be beneficial for their health. This means that the barriers to entering
employment are more likely to be health-related than due to a lack of financial incentive to
seek employment.
Instead, reducing the money individuals on ESA WRAG and the limited capability for work
element of Universal Credit receive will make it harder for them to cope with the financial
impact of their condition, and to afford what they need to support their recovery.
This will also place additional pressure on people when they should be focusing on their
health and recovery.
In doing so, the change could actually move people further from the labour market, because
of the detrimental impact on their health.
The Government must also gather more evidence about whether the change could force
people to return to work or seek employment before they are mentally and physically fit
enough. This is likely to have a negative impact on people’s health and could therefore mean
any return to work is compromised and unsustainable, leading to people requiring welfare
support for longer.

The Government must urgently reconsider the proposed changes to ESA WRAG and remove
Clauses 13 and 14 from the Welfare Reform and Work Bill.
It is essential that any change to legislation which will have significant consequences for
people with long-term conditions and disabilities is given due consideration. Report Stage
offers a vital opportunity to examine Clauses 13 and 14 further and we would be grateful if
you could raise any of the points in this briefing during the debate.
This short briefing provides a summary of Macmillan’s main concerns. Please contact Grace
Brownfield to receive data on the number of people claiming ESA in your constituency and a
full briefing: gbrownfield@macmillan.org or 020 7091 2072.
1. Who receives ESA?
ESA is designed to support people who have been medically assessed as having limited capability
for work. There are two elements to ESA – the Support Group and the Work Related Activity Group
(WRAG). Claimants in the Support Group are identified as having the most severe functional
impairment or risk to their health and their condition means they have limited capability both for work
and for work-related activity. Claimants in the WRAG are identified as having limited capability for
work, but are able to take part in some work-related activity. This is defined as activity that makes it
more likely to get a job or remain in work, but there is no requirement to apply for jobs, as is the
case for Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) claimants.

Many people with cancer undergoing most types of chemotherapy and radiotherapy are placed in
the ESA Support Group, However, following treatment, thousands of people affected by cancer who
are experiencing long-term side effects as a result of their cancer, or with other co-morbidities, are
placed in the WRAG. As of February 2015 (most recent statistics), there were 483,930 people in
total receiving ESA WRAG.1 We also have constituency level data on claimant numbers – please
contact us for more information.
2. Effect of the changes on supporting people back to work
The distinction between being able to work and being unwell
Macmillan is concerned that the Government’s proposals fail to recognise the clear distinction
between those on JSA (who are available, seeking and able to engage in work) and those on ESA
WRAG (who have been medically assessed as being too ill to work).
The Government have previously stated that removing the additional element paid to people on
ESA WRAG will provide an incentive for them to return to work. However, people on WRAG already
identify that they would be better off financially if they were able to work but health reasons prevent
them from doing so. This is supported by the Department for Work and Pension’s own research,
which found that 68% of WRAG respondents agreed that having a job would make them better
off financially, but only 25% agreed that having a job would be beneficial for their health.2
This suggests that the barriers to entering employment are more likely to be health-related than due
to a lack of financial incentive to seek employment. Macmillan does not believe that the proposal will
help to achieve the Government’s ambition of closing the disability employment gap, but will instead
make it harder for people to cope with the financial impact of their condition and have a significant
detrimental impact on their health and wellbeing.
Financial impact
People with cancer, and other long-term conditions, are already struggling to cope with the financial
impact of their condition. This has a detrimental impact on their health and wellbeing, with 41% of
people with cancer saying they felt more stressed as a result of the financial impact that
accompanied their cancer.3 We are concerned that reducing the amount of money those in the
WRAG or on the limited capability for work element of Universal Credit receive will result in more
people facing these difficulties.
Unintended consequences of Clauses 13 and 14
There is therefore significant concern that the change, rather than supporting people to move closer
to work, could move people further away from the labour market, because of the detrimental impact
on people’s health. Before making the change, the Government must demonstrate what evidence
they have to show this will not be the case, as we remained significantly concerned about the
potential impact this will have on people in the WRAG.
Whilst we acknowledge the Government’s commitment to provide extra investment in employment
support for those on ESA, it is crucial that this is provided in addition to, rather than instead of, the
additional money currently paid to those in the WRAG.
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Unsustainable returns to work
The Government must also gather more evidence about whether the change could force people to
return to work or seek employment before they are mentally and physically fit enough.
This could have a detrimental effect on an individual’s health and wellbeing, compromising their
ability to return to sustainable work. This may mean people require longer term welfare support.
The case study below, from an individual supported by a Macmillan Benefits Advice Service
demonstrates this.
Case study
Having worked for 40 years, David had to stop work when he was diagnosed with cancer. He
underwent successful surgery followed by chemoradiation therapy. Unfortunately it left him with
severe fatigue, as he was unable to eat food for many months. He also had physical disabilities as a
result of the treatment. After his sick pay ran out, his company said they could not afford to pay him
any additional pay. He therefore claimed ESA and, following medical assessment, was placed in the
WRAG. He found himself struggling with the additional costs of a special diet and travel, especially to
attend the work-related activity he was required to undertake. He became reliant on credit cards to
make ends meet. After being placed in the WRAG he felt pressured to return to work due to his
finances. However his health quickly deteriorated and it was no longer safe for him to be at work. He
was forced to stop due to the impact on his physical and mental health and returned to claiming ESA.
Due to this deterioration in his health, caused by his premature return to work, he was placed into the
Support Group. He is now being treated for depression and his employment contract has been
terminated.
3. How MPs can help
Speak at Report Stage
Given the significant changes proposed in Clauses 13 and 14 of the Welfare Reform and Work Bill,
it is essential that due consideration is given to the impact the changes will have on claimants of
ESA WRAG and the Government’s ambition to close the disability employment gap. Report Stage
offers a vital opportunity to examine Clauses 13 and 14 further and we would be grateful if you
could raise any of the points in this briefing.
Suggested Questions
 What evidence does the Government have that reducing the amount of money paid to
people in the WRAG or on the limited capability for work element of Universal Credit will help
them to return to sustainable work?


Has the Government undertaken any research to understand whether the proposed
reduction in support for ESA WRAG claimants could force people to return to work before
they are mentally and physically ready? Have any estimates been made of the potential
knock-on costs and implications for both the health and the benefits systems if people who
have been medically assessed as being too ill to work end up returning to work too soon and
their health deteriorates as a result?

Contact us for constituency data and further briefing material
We are able to provide data on the number of people claiming ESA WRAG in your constituency –
please contact us for this or for any further briefing material.
Write to the Minister for Employment regarding the proposed changes in Clauses 13 and 14
As ever, we are happy to provide suggested wording for this.

For further information, constituency data or briefing material, please contact Grace
Brownfield; gbrownfield@macmillan.org.uk 020 7091 2072

