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About Sense
Sense is a national disability charity supporting disabled people with complex needs, including people who are deafblind. 
There are 1.6 million disabled people with complex needs in the UK, and they tend to have two or more conditions. Their needs may be from birth, or following illness or injury, or they may develop with age. It often means they may experience unique barriers and need significant support in their daily lives to communicate, develop new skills and live more independently.
We offer disabled people with complex needs a range of support services including specialist social care, specialist colleges and support to help disabled people find work. We believe that every disabled person with complex needs should have the opportunity to connect with others and be included in the world. We use our knowledge and expertise to deliver personalised, creative and flexible support at every stage of life.
Evidence on the impact of the UK Government’s welfare reforms
Impact on young people, new claimants of disability benefits, and disabled people with high support needs
Sense is deeply concerned about the Government’s plan to cut the rate of support offered to people receiving the ‘Health Element’ of Universal Credit. Currently, the Health Element entitles claimants to around £423 a month in Universal Credit, or around £100 a week. This is on top of the Standard Allowance of Universal Credit of £400 a month (for single people over the age of 25). 
Under the Universal Credit Act existing claimants would not see their support cut, but the Health Element would be halved for new claimants – a reduction of over £200 a month, or £47 a week. While the Government will also increase the Standard Allowance by £60 a month by 2029/30, this will not make up for the cut in the Health Element for new claimants. 
This Health Element goes towards those assessed as having ‘Limited Capability for Work and Work-Related Activity’ after a ‘Work Capability Assessment’. This means that their barriers to employment are so high they are exempt from the requirement to either look for employment or prepare to do so in the future (e.g. such as attending courses on interview technique or CV writing). While people in this group can look for work or prepare for future employment if they feel able to, this is entirely optional. This contrasts with those classed ‘Fit for Work’ after an assessment, who would be penalised if they did not actively look for a job.
The Government’s cut to the Health Element of Universal Credit will therefore have the greatest impact on disabled people with the highest support needs. While the Government has announced that those who are ‘unlikely to ever be able to work’ will continue to receive the same amount in support, their own impact assessment also estimates that only around 8% of people receiving the Health Element will benefit from this. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Universal Credit Bill: Universal Credit Rebalancing Impact Assessment’ (2025), Department for Work and Pensions, https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0267/IA0707.pdf] 

We are concerned about the impact of this cut to Universal Credit on new claimants, particularly as the benefits disabled people receive are already not enough to meet their needs. Sense research has found that almost half (49%) of disabled people with complex needs receiving the Health Element regularly go without the support and equipment they need as disabled people because they cannot afford it. A similar percentage (44%) said that they are in debt because their benefit payments were not enough to cover the cost their essentials.
If existing claimants are struggling to get by, cutting the Health Element for new claimants will clearly lead to more disabled people with complex needs being pushed into financial insecurity. 
To assess the potential impacts of a cut for new claimants, Sense carried out polling of disabled people with complex needs who already receive the Health Element of Universal Credit. We found that a quarter would be pushed into debt by a cut of £47 a week, while one in five said it would force them to go without the support they need as disabled people. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

If the support currently offered is barely enough to keep disabled people out of debt, then almost halving the Health Element could have dire consequences for new claimants. 
Impact on young people
The Pathways to Work Green Paper proposed removing eligibility for the Health Element from disabled people under the age of 22. This is currently subject to consultation, and this proposal does not form part of the Universal Credit Bill.  
We support steps to make sure that more young disabled people can access training. Sense’s polling found that 41% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits would like to take part in training, but cannot find courses that meet their needs.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid.] 

But removing the Health Element from young disabled people would do nothing to help them access training, nor would it address the range of barriers to work they face. Instead, it only make it harder for them to get by. 
The financial impact of cutting support for young disabled people
There were 66,000 18–21-year-olds receiving the Health Element in 2024.[footnoteRef:5] With the Health Element currently standing at £423 a month, the proposal would likely mean tens of thousands of young disabled people and their families losing out on a significant amount of support. We have already been contacted by parents of disabled teenagers who are worried about how they will cope financially if this proposal is introduced.  [5:  Pathways to Work: Reforming Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working Green Paper’, Department for Work and Pensions (2025), https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper] 

The Government has justified the proposal by saying that ‘the savings generated would be reinvested into work support and training opportunities for this age group’.[footnoteRef:6] Yet some of those affected would likely be receiving further training at specialist education providers like Sense College, meaning that the proposal would be counterproductive, penalising young disabled people who are already in education and training.  [6:  ‘Pathways to Work: Reforming Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working Green Paper’, Department for Work and Pensions (2025), https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper] 

Consultation with disabled people and their representative organisations
Lack of consultation with disabled people
As the Committee note in their letter, the Government has not consulted on the policy measures that would have the most significant impact on disabled people. As a disability charity, this has made it harder for us to advocate on behalf of the disabled people we represent. 
While we submitted a response outlining our objections to benefit cuts to the Government’s ‘Pathways to Work’ Green Paper, the legislation introducing the changes to Universal Credit and Personal Independence Payments had already begun its passage through Parliament before the consultation period had closed. 
The concessions made by the Government in response to opposition to the proposals in Parliament meant that some of the consultation questions had been made redundant even before the end of the consultation period. This includes, for example, the section on supporting people who have lost access to Personal Independence Payment following the initial proposals to reform the eligibility criteria – proposals the Government had committed to delaying within days of the consultation period closing. While we believe it was right to delay this proposal, the impact of this U-turn on the consultation process highlights the drawbacks of the Government’s decision to press ahead with some proposals in White Paper at the same time it was consulting on others. This haphazard approach to consultation has limited the ability of disabled people to meaningfully shape proposals that affect their lives. 
As the Government looks to introduce further welfare reform, it is vital that future proposals are fully co-produced with disabled people, including disabled people with complex needs. 
Failure to communicate the reforms 
While proposals for welfare reform will always cause anxiety among disabled people, the haphazard way in which the reforms were announced exacerbated the fear experienced by disabled people. 
The publication of the Pathways to Work Green Paper on 18 March 2025 followed months of media speculation about the reforms. Much of this was based on anonymous briefing from ‘Government sources’ about the plans under consideration, with reports suggesting reforms including:
1. Freezing Personal Independence Payment, so that it did not rise in line with inflation.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  ‘UK ministers to drop plan to freeze key disability benefit’ (16 March 2025), Financial Times,  https://www.ft.com/content/988d7b23-e53f-45c7-a001-1a0702521928 ] 

1. [bookmark: _Hlk205467507]Denying Personal Independence Payment to many people with mental health conditions.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  ‘1mn fewer people to secure health benefits under UK welfare reform’ (17 March 2025), Financial Times,
 https://www.ft.com/content/bf28336c-eb08-4aef-b424-ba7e3f1c0ec6] 

1. Changes to the descriptors used to assess someone’s eligibility for Personal Independence Payment. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  ‘Labour ‘to slash disability benefits for 1 million people’ as part of huge welfare cuts’ (15 March 2025), The Independent,  https://www.independent.co.uk/politics/disability-benefits-pip-labour-cuts-b2715544.html ] 

1. Pressing ahead with the previous Government’s proposals to reform the Work Capability Assessment [footnoteRef:10] (as set out in the ‘Transforming Support: The Health and Disability White Paper’). [footnoteRef:11] [10:  ‘Labour doubles down on slashing billions from DWP's disability benefits bill’ (16 January 2025), The Big Issue, 
 https://www.bigissue.com/news/social-justice/dwp-disability-benefits-bill-high-court-ruling/ ]  [11:  Transforming Support: The Health and Disability White Paper’, Department for Work and Pensions (2023),  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/transforming-support-the-health-and-disability-white-paper] 

In the event, the Government did not proceed with any of these proposals reportedly being considered. Yet reports such as of these, many of them vague or contradictory, added to the worry and confusion felt by many disabled people. 
We can only speculate as to why there was such extensive briefing of the plans. Some Labour MPs themselves have suggested that some of the proposals had not truly been under consideration, but were rather briefed to the media “to make it look like they’ve made concessions and the actual cuts aren’t as bad”.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  ‘1mn fewer people to secure health benefits under UK welfare reform’ (17 March 2025), Financial Times,
 https://www.ft.com/content/bf28336c-eb08-4aef-b424-ba7e3f1c0ec6] 

Even if the leaking of the plans was not a deliberate strategy by the Government but rather done on the initiative of individual officials and ministers offering a ‘running commentary’ on the decision-making process, it still demonstrates a disregard for the impact of this speculation on the disabled people whose lives would be most affected by the reforms. The impact of this uncertainty is clear – our polling found that 39% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits were worried about the reforms because they did not know how they would affect them.
When the Government eventually made an official announcement about the reforms, many disabled people found it difficult to access clear and accessible information about the reforms. Sense’s polling found that 34% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits had not received information about the reforms in a format they could understand. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

The Government’s failure to communicate its welfare reforms to disabled people was particularly clear in the fact that the Government only published accessible versions of the proposals on 7 April – over two weeks after the Green Paper’s release. [footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Together with the months of Government leaks about the reforms, the combined has been to cause confusion around the reform. Though not the fault of the current administration, this has been worsened by the previous Government’s haphazard approach to welfare. 
The previous Government’s reforms
In 2023, the Government announced in its ‘Transforming Support: The Health and Disability White Paper’[footnoteRef:15] that the Work Capability Assessment would be scrapped. The following year, however, it used the ‘Modernising Support for Independent Living Green Paper’ to set out a tightening of the Assessment in the meantime. [footnoteRef:16] [15:  Transforming Support: The Health and Disability White Paper’, Department for Work and Pensions (2023),  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/transforming-support-the-health-and-disability-white-paper]  [16:  ‘Modernising Support for Independent Living: The Health and Disability Green Paper’, Department for Work and Pensions (2024). https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/modernising-support-for-independent-living-the-health-and-disability-green-paper/modernising-support-for-independent-living-the-health-and-disability-green-paper ] 

As a result of this approach, the Government consulted on a range of proposals that were never implemented, including:
1. Replacing cash Personal Independence Payments with vouchers;
1. Changing some of the criteria used in the Work Capability Assessment; and
1. Changes to eligibility criteria for Personal Independence Payment. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid. ] 

When we spoke to disabled people with complex needs about their understanding of the Labour Government’s reforms, we found that some disabled people mistakenly thought the current Government was proceeding with some of the above proposals, such as the proposal to replace cash Personal Independence Payments with vouchers. This is understandable, given that there have been four Green Papers or White Papers on disability employment and welfare reform over the past three years. 
Unsurprisingly, this confusion has exacerbated disabled people’s anxiety about the reforms, with our polling showing that almost 2 in 5 (39%) disabled people with complex needs on benefits are worried because they don’t know how they will be affected by the changes. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

If the Government proposes further reforms of the welfare system, it should make sure that it communicates any proposed changes clearly and accessibly with disabled people, taking steps to dispel any potential misinformation and confusion about the reforms being introduced.  
Portrayal by politicians of disabled people as ‘making profit of social benefits, making false statements to get social and disability benefits or being a burden to society.’
During the debate on welfare reform, both the Labour Government and the Conservative Party have used language that has stigmatised disabled people who claim benefits. Sense polling has found that 37% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits felt less valued by society as a result of the debate. [footnoteRef:19] [19:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Rhetoric used by the Labour Government
Throughout the debate, the Government have portrayed the growth in the cost of disability benefits as ‘unfair to taxpayers’, implying that disabled people are a burden to society. 
Announcing the reforms, the Work and Pensions Secretary, Liz Kendall, for example, said: ‘Millions of people who could work trapped on benefits… denied the income, hope, dignity and self-respect that we know good work brings. And taxpayers paying millions more on the costs of failure, with spending on working age sickness and disability benefits up £20 billion since the pandemic’. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  ‘Secretary of State for Work and Pensions speech to the House of Commons on Pathways to Work reform’ (18 March 2025), UK Government, https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/secretary-of-state-for-work-and-pensions-speech-to-the-house-of-commons-on-welfare-reform] 

While this speech seemed to the blame on the system rather than the individual benefit claimant, it still portrays disabled people who claim benefits as a burden on taxpayers. This is despite the fact that disabled people are taxpayers themselves, with Sense polling finding that 35% of disabled people with complex needs on Personal Independence Payments have a job. [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

This characterisation of the reforms as being driven by the need to get disabled people into work is typical of the way senior Government figures have justified the reforms. While we agree with the Government that disabled people need more support to enter work, the bulk of the initial proposals for reforms focused on to Personal Independence Payment, which is not an out-of-work benefit. 
In emphasising disability employment, the Government have given the impression that disabled people are claiming Personal Independence Payment as an alternative to work. In fact, Personal Independence Payment is meant to pay for the extra costs of being disabled and so is available to disabled people in work. This risks leading the public to mistakenly believe that disabled people who in work and on Personal Independence Payment are acting fraudulently, and/or claiming support they do not need.  
Politicians have also emphasised the need to get disabled people into work to the point where they have downplayed the significant barriers to employment many disabled people face. The Chief Secretary to the Treasury, Darren Jones, for example, was forced to apologise after comparing disability benefits to pocket money, saying that if a child would get a Saturday job if their pocket money were cut.[footnoteRef:22] This comparison implied that disabled people were refusing to work because they could claim benefits instead.  [22:  ‘Minister sorry for pocket money example on benefits’ (27 March 2025), BBC News,   https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/crkngrv14myo] 

Politicians have also implied that, for many, claiming benefits is a choice. The Prime Minister has talked about claiming benefits being a ‘lifestyle choice’ for some, saying that the state would not tolerate ‘voluntary worklessness’.[footnoteRef:23] While announcing the reforms, the Work and Pensions Secretary similarly said that the measures would ‘[tackle] the perverse incentives that drive people into welfare dependency’, implying that some disabled people are choosing to claim benefits rather than look for work.    [23:  ‘Claiming benefits is a ‘lifestyle choice’ for some, says Starmer’ (15 February 2025), https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2025/02/15/starmer-claiming-benefits-is-a-lifestyle-choice-for-some/] 

Rhetoric used by the Opposition 
The language used by the Conservative opposition has also stigmatised disabled people. 
In a recent speech, the Leader of the Opposition, Kemi Badenoch, claimed that ‘We are becoming a welfare state, with an economy attached. 28 million people in Britain are now working to pay the wages and benefits of 28 million others.’ [footnoteRef:24] Conservative frontbenchers have also used this statistic in Parliament. But while this statistic creates the impression that half of the working age population are on unemployment benefits, this figure seems in fact to include public sector workers and pensioners.  [24:  Speech at the Centre for Social Justice (10 July 2025), https://www.kemibadenoch.org.uk/news/kemis-speech-welfare-spending] 

By implying that half of the country does not work out of choice, the Leader of the Opposition gave the impression that many disabled people are a burden on society, receiving support that they do not deserve. 
The Leader of the Opposition also claimed that too many people describe themselves as disabled: “I know some may disagree with me, but I do not believe that one in four of us can be considered disabled without the term losing all meaning…We also clearly cannot afford to support one in four people who now classify themselves as disabled.”[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Speech at the Centre for Social Justice (10 July 2025), https://www.kemibadenoch.org.uk/news/kemis-speech-welfare-spending] 

This creates the impression that everyone describing themselves as disabled claims financial support, implying that that is their motive for doing calling themselves disabled. Yet, out of the 10 million disabled people in England and Wales, only 4 million working-age adults receive any disability benefits. [footnoteRef:26] [footnoteRef:27] [26:  ‘The role of changing health in rising health-related benefit claims’, Institute for Fiscal Studies (2025) https://ifs.org.uk/publications/role-changing-health-rising-health-related-benefit-claims#:~:text=Since%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic,2019%20(1%20in%2013).]  [27:  Disability, England and Wales: Census 2021, Office for National Statistics (2023), https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/disabilityenglandandwales/census2021] 

To back up her argument that many disabled people on benefits did not deserve them, the Leader of the Opposition gave several examples of seemingly trivial conditions that she claims people receive benefits for. Criticising the Motability scheme, which entitles people who receive an enhanced rate of PIP to specially adapted vehicles, she said that ‘food intolerances are a medical fact but they are not something we should be handing out new cars for. This is not a joke, this actually happens.’ [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Speech at the Centre for Social Justice (10 July 2025), https://www.kemibadenoch.org.uk/news/kemis-speech-welfare-spending] 

The research she is referring to found that, in April 2025, 20 people received cars for food intolerances, out of almost 600,000 people who receive a car through Motability. [footnoteRef:29] By focusing on this minority, the Leader of the Opposition implied that the welfare system is characterised by disabled people receiving support that they do not need. This clearly stigmatises disabled people, implying that they are a burden to society and eager to use the fact they are disabled for financial benefit.  [29:  ‘Motability Scandal Deepens as £600 Million Worth of Free Cars Go to People With ‘Stress’, ‘Generalised Anxiety’ and ‘Tennis Elbow’(2 July 2025), Guido Fawkes, https://order-order.com/2025/07/02/exc-motability-scandal-deepens-as-600-million-worth-of-free-cars-go-to-people-with-stress-generalised-anxiety-and-tennis-elbow/] 

The use of language like this has real-world consequences, with police in the UK recently receiving reports of a website that had been set up to allow the public to share reports of ‘annoying neighbours’ with Motability cars – something with clear potential to develop into hate crimes. [footnoteRef:30] [30:  Universal Credit Bill’ (22 July 2025), UK Parliament . https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2025-07-22/debates/5DC9899B-20A1-435A-A365-5AEA2B10E54B/UniversalCreditBill] 

Impact of this rhetoric on disabled people
Unsurprisingly, the debate around welfare reform has also impacted the mental health and wellbeing of disabled people with complex needs on benefits, with 39% feeling demonised by the rhetoric around disability benefit reforms. [footnoteRef:31] The same percentage said that the announcement of welfare reforms had harmed their mental health.  [31:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

The rhetoric around the reforms, together with the proposals themselves, has added to the longstanding perception that the Government is out of touch with them. Sense polling found that only 21% of disabled people with complex needs felt that the Government understood the barriers to work faced by disabled people. As someone supported at a Sense service told us: 
“I feel like Keir Starmer or even the last government we had, none of them really take into account how it will impact disabled people… not just people with a learning disability, but people with mental health problems, vulnerable people”.
Conclusion
Based on the points outlined above, we agree with the Committee’s assessment that the welfare reform ‘will deepen the signs of regression that the Committee indicated in its 2024 Report on the follow-up to the inquiry’. We welcome the Committee’s efforts to hold the UK Government to account, and we would be happy to act as expert witnesses as you examine the impact of the proposed reforms on disabled people in the UK. 

For more information, or to follow up any of the points raised in this briefing, please contact the Sense Parliamentary Team: parliamentary@sense.org.uk 
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