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The Citizens Advice Service in Copeland 

Citizens Advice Copeland is an independent, not-for-profit charity, supported by a range of different 
organisations, volunteers and paid staff. The Citizens Advice service provides free, confidential, 
impartial and independent advice and information for people in Copeland on their rights and 
responsibilities. The organisation aims to provide the advice people need for the problems they face 
and improve policies and practices that affect people’s lives. The organisation has offices in 
Whitehaven and Millom as well as delivering advice at outreach locations in Distington, Cleator 
Moor and Egremont. 

Our service can be accessed Monday to Friday via drop in advice sessions, specialist appointments 
and telephone advice. Our website has links to our advice pages which can be accessed 24/7 and 
which offer advice on a range of issues including debt, welfare benefits, consumer, family, 
relationship, employment, immigration and housing problems. 

Our service is delivered by a small team of paid staff and a dedicated team of volunteers who take 
on roles including advisers, administrators and receptionists, campaigners, telephone advisers and 
trustees. As an independent charity we rely on grants such as the one provided by Cumbria County 
Council to provide or service throughout the borough. 

The Money Advice Service provided by Citizens Advice Copeland 

Our specialist money advice team is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority 
and two of our workers are registered Debt Relief Order intermediaries with the Insolvency Service. 
We tailor our service to meet the needs of the individual and offer a range of options from self help 
guides, face to face specialist appointments, telephone advice and budgeting support. The holistic 
service we provide ensures that all issues are discussed, and our workers will deal with, or make in 
house referrals to deal with benefit, housing, energy and employment issues as well as any other 
problems which impact on a person’s life. 

Our team of advisers will help people to:

Manage personal debt, from small one-off debts to large and complex debts, including help with 
insolvency options 

Increase & maximise income from benefit entitlement

Understand and manage credit and offer a range of budgeting support including setting affordable 
and sustainable budgets, options for saving, tips for how to save money and assistance to switch 
energy suppliers and apply for any eligible grants. 

We receive referrals from several organisations for our specialist support including Copeland 
Borough Council, Age UK West Cumbria, Mind, Phoenix Enterprise Centre, Cumbria County Council 
HAWKs, Health Professionals, Howgill Family Centre, Macmillan, Sellafield Aftercare vetting team, 
MP, Copeland Community Mental Health Team, Adult Social Care and Children’s Services. 
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Dealing with Universal Credit in Copeland 

Universal Credit is an issue which is continuing to impact on the lives of our clients and residents of 
Copeland.  

Over the last few months we have seen a rise in people coming to us for assistance with, this will be 
in part due to the funding received from Citizens Advice and the DWP to provide our Help to Claim 
service.  This service is delivered face to face, over the telephone and via web chat and is delivered 
by a specialist worker who is primarily based in our Whitehaven office. 

Our service in Copeland provides support to clients to:

 Assess eligibility/entitlement for Universal credit
 Appealing decisions
 Support to use assistive technology
 Understanding payments
 Understanding their responsibilities
 Accessing the internet to make a claim

 

Breakdown of Universal Credit issues seen 
by ward November 2018- June 2019
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The Help to Claim service has already provided us with a huge amount of information and evidence 
which we are using to work with the DWP. One of the activities we will be working on in Copeland 
over the next few weeks is a piece of work looking at Conditionality in Universal Credit. 

UC Conditionality: An introduction to our research about Conditionality in UC

The majority of Universal Credit (UC) claimants will need to accept a ‘claimant commitment’ as a 
condition of their entitlement to the benefit. 

The claimant commitment sets out a claimant’s responsibilities, including the actions they must 
carry out to find work or even increase the amount of work they are doing, in order to receive their 
UC payment.  The actions assigned to the client are determined, in the main, by the Conditionality 
Group that they are assigned to.

Clients are assigned to a conditionality group initially based on the information provided in the 
claim.  This can be changed by the work coach at the first meeting, or the commitments reduced by 
the Work Coach applying easements.

The information provided as part of the claim and at the initial meeting is critical to getting the right 
conditionality group and achievable commitments.  

Failure to carry out the actions required in the commitment may lead to the claimant receiving a 
reduced UC award, known as a sanction, unless they can give an acceptable justification explaining 
why they have not complied with the requirements expected of them.

Citizens Advice has seen a consistent volume of clients experiencing problems with their claimant 
commitment over the past 2 years. Over the last year, our network has helped nearly 5,000 clients 
who are experiencing difficulty with conditionality and the claimant commitment within Universal 
Credit.

How does this affect our clients?   

 An inappropriate commitment that hasn’t been appropriately tailored to meet the claimant’s 
personal circumstances can have many effects on the client and their families.  Being in the wrong 
conditionality group can be very stressful and lead ultimately to financial vulnerability.   In particular, 
our advisers report, that a significant proportion of the people affected by inappropriate 
commitments have learning disabilities and/or mental health conditions.

We remain concerned that people in vulnerable situations sometimes feel they have no choice but 
to sign up to commitments that don’t appropriately reflect their personal barriers to work, and may 
place them at unnecessary risk of sanctions as a result.

What is our conditionality in UC research project about?  

Ensuring a client is in the right conditionality group and has an appropriate claimant commitment 
can be a challenge for both clients and advisers, so we felt the issue as a whole was worth 
investigating in the context of Help to Claim and the support we can provide with putting together 
an appropriate commitment.
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The research looks to gather evidence that would help both national and local Citizens Advice 
understand how conditionality in Universal Credit is currently being applied, negotiated and how the 
process could be improved.

What we aim to do as part of conditionality in UC? 

The research will start in July 2019 and we aim to collect evidence until the end of September 2019. 
We will produce a report based on our findings from the below methods:

● desk research on conditionality

● reviewing existing Issue Codes 

● Evidence Forms using Tableau (Casebook reports). 

● Interviews with at least 5 advisers from each Jobcentre district (via phone) looking at the 
way their views on conditionality within UC. 

● A follow-up client survey looking at their understanding of conditionality and its impact on 
their claim. 

An overview of our Money Advice data November 2018 – June 2019

During this period we have seen 275 clients and dealt with 394 debts. The total amount of debt dealt 
with was £567,952.72. This was made up of £97,005.79 for priority debt and £470,946.93 of non –
priority debt. With the total amount of debt owed and the number of clients seen, this gives an 
average debt per client of £2,065.28

 We saw a total of 143 males (52%) and 65% of the total clients who presented declared a 
disability. 

 48% of the clients were unemployed, 15% in part time work, 14% working full time with 23% 
clients retired. 

 Nearly 51% of the clients were saw were single, 17% were single parents, 15% were couples 
and nearly 17% were families with children

 Of the clients we saw, 53% of clients were living in social housing, 25% were in private 
housing and 21% were owner occupiers. 


