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The Federation is carrying out a live evaluation of Universal Credit. The Federation 
meets monthly with the DWP and all of the members who have stock in the original 
four North West Live Running Sites. It also meets with housing associations in the 
other English Live Running Sites, both within and outside the North West. This report 
is the formal output from those meetings. It also draws on detailed interviews with a 
number of associations in the North West and Hammersmith.

Preparing for Universal Credit

For housing associations and their tenants, 
preparations for the introduction of Universal Credit 
must be seen within the wider context of welfare 
reform. Housing associations recognise that these 
preparations are vital given the changes that 
Universal Credit brings and have done a great deal 
of proactive and reactive work to prepare for the 
introduction of Universal Credit, in terms of preparing 
their tenants, staff and organisation. 

Activities include:

Preparing tenants
•  Communication, including roadshows, printed 

communications, and the use of digital channels
• Research
• Financial and digital inclusion
• Training

Preparing housing association staff
• Training
• Role and team changes

Preparing the organisation 
• Holistic organisational approaches
• “Watch and learn” approaches
• Use of housing management software
• Mobile IT equipment
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One of the biggest challenges for housing 
associations has been the lack of information about 
which tenants are claiming Universal Credit. Some 
housing associations do a lot of work with potential 
tenants before sign up, which can have positive 
outcomes in developing a good relationship with 
the tenant in the future. Once a tenant has told the 
housing association they are claiming Universal 
Credit, processes can be put in place to maintain 
the dialogue with tenants and help them manage 
their claim effectively. Housing associations may use 
general contact with tenants to find out if they are 
claiming Universal Credit. A number of associations 
made reference to “triggers” that they use to find out 
that a tenant is on Universal Credit.

Finding out a tenant is on  
Universal Credit
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Based on the evidence gathered for this report, we’ve 
identified some things that housing associations 
should do and some questions to consider as part of 
your preparations for Universal Credit. This list is by 
no means exhaustive and each housing association’s 
needs will be different, but this should provide a good 
reference for areas to consider.

Finding out a tenant is claiming Universal Credit
•  Currently, housing associations will only find out 

that a tenant is claiming Universal Credit if the 
tenant tells them. 

•  Associations have identified triggers to look out for 
which might mean a tenant has made a Universal 
Credit claim. These include, asking for a rent 
statement or tenancy agreement, the cessation of a 
housing benefit claim, finding out a tenant has lost 
their job, chasing rent arrears. Use these contact 
points to ask tenants whether they have claimed 
Universal Credit.

 
•  Associations should also consider asking new 

tenants if they are claiming Universal Credit,  
even if they are not operating in a roll out area.  
Once someone claims Universal Credit, they will 
continue to claim it, even if they move to another 
area of the country. 

What do you need to know about your tenants?
•  Do you know who might need support to pay  

their rent?

•  Do you know who is or isn’t in employment and 
details of current benefits claimed? (Future 
migration could be based on migrating claims to 
different benefits)

•  Do you know tenants’ National Insurance numbers? 
(these are currently being used as payment 
reference numbers, although this may not continue 
to be the case)

•  Does your housing management system allow you  
to record and retrieve the information you need?

Who needs training?
•  Universal Credit will impact staff across your 

organisation. Think about general training for all 
staff and more specialised training for those more 
directly impacted by Universal Credit. Ensuring 
that all staff members understand Universal Credit 
and its implications will help to ensure that tenants 
receive consistent messages about Universal Credit.

•  Do you have the right skills within your organisation? 
Do you need to develop skills in financial inclusion, 
debt management, digital inclusion?

 
Do you need to review existing staff structures?
•  Universal Credit is proving to be resource intensive. 

Some associations are taking on additional staff, 
whereas others are reworking teams without 
increasing staff numbers. 

•  How do teams work together? Can everyone who 
needs to access and share information on individual 
tenants? Do your systems allow this?

Make sure your messages are consistent, this will help 
to reinforce information and avoid confusion. Consider 
whether you are giving out the same information as 
other agencies (e.g. JCP, local authority).

Think about how to segment your tenants in line with 
how Universal Credit will roll out to different groups. 
This will help you target your communications on 
those most likely to be affected at the right time. 
Timing is important. Tenants are more likely to 
respond to messages if Universal Credit is directly 
affecting them. 

Aside from the detail of Universal Credit, other 
messages to communicate are
•  Encourage tenants to tell you if they claim  

Universal Credit

•  The importance of prioritising rent

Top tips

Knowing your tenants

Working with staff

Communications
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How easy is it for tenants to make rent payments? 
• Do you offer a 24hr payment line? 

•  Do you have the technology to allow you to take 
payments in people’s homes?

•  As Universal Credit payments could fall on any date 
within a month, do you need to increase the number 
of dates you can collect direct debit payments?

How will tenants and systems cope with monthly 
payments within a weekly rent regime?3   
•  For weekly tenancies, each month has either four or 

five rent debit periods. How will systems deal with 
consistent under-payments and then over-payments 
based on weekly cycles?  

•  Do you want to consider moving to monthly 
tenancies?  

Do you need to adapt your IT or finance systems? 
•  The pattern of payments received will change 

under Universal Credit as individual payments will 
be made on any day of the month. Associations 
are finding they need to be able to review arrears 
balances daily rather than weekly, and to be able to 
record when payments are expected, so that they 
can chase if they are not made.

Do you need to review your arrears procedure? 
•  Associations are finding that early contact is crucial 

and are starting their arrears procedures much 
earlier than previously.

•  Some teams have been remodelled so that specific 
staff members concentrate on low level arrears, 
freeing up others to spend more time on more 
complex arrears cases. 

•  Evening and weekend working is proving successful 
in engaging with some tenants who have otherwise 
been difficult to reach. 

Do you have good open relationships with  
your tenants?
•  Will they tell you when they make a Universal  

Credit claim?

•  Will they notify you of any changes in their 
circumstances?

Do you have good relationships with the DWP and 
Jobcentres in your area?
•  If you don’t already have a relationship, arrange a 

meeting with your local Jobcentre managers and 
see how you can work more closely together.

•  Take every opportunity to meet with DWP staff 
in your area to build a relationship and provide 
constructive feedback to them.

Do you have good relationships with other partners 
in your area?
•  Could you work more closely with the Citizens’ 

Advice Bureau and other support providers to 
provide services relevant for your tenants and avoid 
duplicating services?

•  What services could banks, credit unions and 
digital providers in your area offer to your tenants 
that would make the transition to Universal Credit 
easier?

Keep up to date and share learning
•  Subscribe to the Federation’s Welfare Reform 

update for the latest policy updates on Universal 
Credit.

•  Join the Federation’s Welfare Reform group on 
LinkedIn to share learning with colleagues across 
the sector.

•  Look out for details of Federation meetings and 
webinars about Universal Credit to stay informed.

3  For housing associations with rent-free periods, the housing 
element of Universal Credit will be calculated by multiplying 
the weekly rent by the number of debits in the year and dividing 
the result by 12 to arrive at a monthly figure. The effect of the 
rent-free periods will therefore be to decrease the amount paid 
to the tenant each month throughout the year.

Rent collection Building relationships
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