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Introduction 
 
Over the past six years successive governments have implemented a raft of 
reforms to the system of welfare benefits in the UK. One of these, Universal 
Credit, was the cornerstone of the coalition government’s approach to work 
incentives. It’s roll out remains a commitment of the current Conservative 
administration. 
 
Universal Credit (UC) is especially significant for Curo and it’s residents. For 
working age households, it will combine 6 different benefits into one, and one of 
those benefits is Housing Benefit. So, housing costs 
• will no longer be paid separately 
• will be paid as part of a single Universal Credit payment 
• will be paid to the tenant, and not direct to Curo, as currently happens. 

 
We know that about one in three Curo tenants will be affected by this change. 
We also know that it is one of Curo’s top risks as an organisation. And we know 
that Bath has been one of the areas to have an early (albeit tentative) launch of 
UC so that Curo has had to think about what it will mean sooner than some 
others. 
 
The Scrutiny Panel has considered what these changes will mean and thinks that 
it is appropriate that we should look at what Curo is doing to prepare; to prepare 
both itself and it’s residents for the introduction of Universal Credit. 
 
 
Reasons for the review 
 
Universal Credit will represent a huge change for a third of Curo’s tenants. It will 
change the way those tenants receive benefit to help with housing costs, and for 
the majority it will change the way that they pay rent to Curo. More 
fundamentally, it will mean that tenants think differently about rent, because 
they are paying it themselves. 
 
It will also be a huge change for Curo. Again, there will be practical changes; 
more tenants paying their own rent, more transactions to manage, greater risk 
of tenants falling behind with the rent. But also some fundamental, cultural, 
changes for Curo too; the majority of Curo’s income will no longer come directly 
from local authorities, but from customers themselves. 
 
That will change the relationship that Curo has with many of it’s tenants – who 
will become true customers, paying themselves, directly, for the services that 
Curo provides.  
 
We wanted to understand just what the impact will be, and how Curo is planning 
for it. We wanted to understand what arrangements Curo is putting into place to 
make sure that it continues to collect it’s rental income effectively and that 
tenants can afford to pay the rent. And we wanted to understand what practical 
steps are being taken to manage the transition from Housing Benefit to 
Universal Credit for up to 4000 tenants over the coming 2-3 years. 
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Scope of the review and exclusions  
 
The Scrutiny will look at how Curo has responded to the introduction of Universal 
Credit in Bath. We will review the impact that it has had on the small number of 
residents who are already on UC and what changes Curo has made to support 
those residents. 
 
The Panel will investigate likely impacts on other groups of residents as they are 
moved onto UC by the government, and determine what plans Curo has to 
support affected residents during the transition phase and beyond. 
 
The Panel will investigate what plans Curo has to protect its own business as 
more residents are moved to UC. A particular concern is the prospect of rent 
arrears – what can Curo do to protect its business and what impact would a 
build up of rent arrears have on residents? 
 
The Panel will take UC, and any regulation from DWP and other government 
bodies at face value and the Panel will make no comment about UC as a 
government policy. We are clear that we are scrutinising the impact on Curo and 
its residents, and not the policy itself. 
 
 
Information gathering and evidence 
 
We read, discussed and assessed the following: 
 
• Information and guidance about UC. We looked at written and on-line 

information produced by the DWP and by housing and welfare organisations 
 
• Curo advice about UC. We read the information that Curo is providing to 

customers on it’s website, telephone messages and other formats. 
 
• Curo’s Policies. The Income Recovery Policy was our principal point of 

reference. 
 
• Curo’s Procedures. We considered the processes for managing arrears, for 

rent payment and for the start of new tenancies. 
 
• Curo’s impact assessments. We read Curo’s impact analysis for welfare 

reform generally and UC in particular. We also looked at the action plan that 
has been developed as a result. 

 
• Passport to Housing. This is a new initiative, and along with other ways of 

assessing financial capability we looked at how this would be used. 
 
• Credit Union products, including an new account developed specifically for UC 
 
We spoke to and gathered information from 
• The Head of Customer Accounts 
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• The Head of Policy & Research 
• The rent optimisation project manager 
• A small number of customers already affected by UC (?) 
• The DWP and Curo websites 
 
In terms of existing policy and procedure we realised that the main focus we 
needed to have was on the extent to which income recovery supports self 
payment. At it’s core, what UC does is to make every tenant a ‘self payer’ (to 
use the Curo expression) and nothing more.  
 
 
Nature of the review 
 
One thing that we were acutely conscious of as the review developed was how 
different this was to any of our previous investigations. 
 
Universal Credit is very new; for the most part it’s not yet happened and 
therefore very little is actually in place and working. That has meant that we 
were limited in what we have been able to review and consider. 
 
At the same time the DWP is still designing and changing UC – the strategy – 
and especially the processes – are still emerging, and there were several 
changes even during the time we were carrying out the review. 
 
As a consequence, Curo is still in the ‘planning’ stage, itself assessing what is 
happening and developing its own approach as the national policy emerges.  
 
What all this meant was that we could not – as we usually do – look at an 
existing process, talking to people who have first hand experience of delivering 
and receiving the service.  
 
Instead, we were considering a planning process. A lot of what we considered 
was about change, the assessment of potential impact, and proposals to mitigate 
the impact. It became clear in our minds that we were not in a position to 
challenge the fundamental assessment that Curo is making, and would certainly 
not want to put forward alternative proposals. At this stage we felt that we 
should be more of a ‘sounding board’ to complement the work that is going on at 
Curo. 
 
We still think a review of UC is important, for the reasons we have explained 
above However, the consequence of the above is that both our methodology, 
above, and the proposals that we make below, are different from those of 
previous investigations. 
 
 
Findings 
 
The objective of Universal Credit 
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The core objectives of Universal Credit are that work always pays, and that the 
benefit system mirrors being in work. The DWP information we studied highlights 
what this means in practice: 
• a single monthly benefit payment, 
• paid in arrears, 
• to a single household member, 
• including any support for housing costs, 
• leaving the household to budget throughout the month, and 
• to pay their rent to the landlord. 
 
This will be a step change for a large proportion of those who will be affected. 
We know from our own experience that many tenants prefer the current 
arrangement of direct housing benefit payments, and that many are not even 
aware how much their rent is. 
 
Our concerns are 
• that tenants understand what’s required, and 
• the temptation to spend that single payment on something other than rent. 
 
So we feel that a priority for the short term is for Curo to ensure that tenants 
know and understand what is happening, and when. Curo has already provided 
some advice, albeit without a great deal of detail. As a result, most tenants 
understand that something is going to change but are not sure when or how it 
will affect them.  
 
Curo also needs to be clear, consistent and comprehensive in the advice that it 
gives about UC. There are a number of matters that are specific to UC, including 
• the application process, 
• the way in which payments are calculated, 
• the payment cycles and delays in the first payment 
which can make a difference to individual tenants and claims, and on which Curo 
should be able to advise. There are several important ways in which UC differs 
from current systems and both customers and Curo staff need to be aware of 
those. We have a particular concern around the payment of UC to a single 
household members and the consequences in the context of relationship 
breakdown or domestic abuse. 
 
Finally, Universal Credit along with other benefit reforms changes the focus of 
the system to one which is about temporary support into and during work. It is 
clear that finding and sustaining work will be the way in which customers are 
going to be able to pay their rent in the future. 
 
We didn’t look in detail at Curo’s Employment and Training programme, but we 
are aware that this is a recent priority for Curo and we recognise and support it’s 
importance in the context of benefit reforms. 
 
In summary, Universal Credit represents a change in purpose, and a huge 
change in practice, for the benefit system. We are confident that Curo 
understands this, and is taking steps internally to react. We recognise that there 
remains uncertainty over when and how the majority of customers will be 
affected, but Curo must be prepared to provide the appropriate advice and 
support when this happens. 
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Curo’s impact assessment and project plan 
 
We were provided with, and able to discuss, two key documents: Curo’s 
assessment of the impact of the welfare reforms, and UC in particular, and the 
project plan for the UC phase of the rent optimisation project. 
 
Curo has recognised the potential impact of Universal Credit on it’s income: we 
noted that the provision for bad debt has been substantially increased. Whilst 
clearly an appropriate mitigation, we don’t feel able to comment on whether the 
extent of increase is prudent or inadequate. 
 
We looked at the new “Passport to Housing” proposal, and we understand that 
this is indicative of Curo’s desire to ensure that customers are realistic about 
what they can afford and about minimising risks to Curo in a new world where 
there is no longer always the safety net of “direct housing benefit” to fall back 
on. 
 
The impact on customers is also recognised in the documents; this is referred to 
in the section above. 
 
One important factor for both Curo and for customers is the potential for 
vulnerable customers to slip through any support nets that are in place. We 
understand that there are ‘alternative payment arrangements’ available for the 
payment of housing costs under UC and it will be helpful if these are initiated as 
quickly as possible where appropriate. Even where they are not appropriate it 
will be important that Curo understands where some other form of support may 
be needed. This is acknowledged by the project plan but we are concerned that 
work on this should be underway well in advance, given the potential numbers 
moving onto UC over the next 2-3 years. 
 
With this one proviso, we felt that the plans that Curo has I place identify and 
manage all the key risks that we would have expected to see. 
 
 
Income recovery policy and procedures 
 
The longer term imperative – but something that Curo can look at now – is to 
ensure that it’s processes for self payment are as robust as possible. As we have 
commented above, the greatest impact of UC is that most tenants will pay their 
own rent, and the bulk of Curo’s rental income will come from tenants 
themselves, not a local authority.  A clear and robust approach to income 
recovery is what will help tenants to manage the transition and to get into the 
right habits when it comes to paying the rent.  
 
We refer below to some of the broader principles of good income management, 
all of which are crucial. Additionally, they all need to be in place and understood 
by the time tenants begin to move in large numbers to UC.  
 
We looked at policy and procedures for income recovery and were able to 
discuss these is some detail with the Head of Service. The approach, we think 
rightly so, is to focus those processes now and to make sure that they are ‘fit for 
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purpose’ for self payment, and assume that most customers will pay their own 
rent. 
 
For us, the key aspects of this are the following. 
 
Curo is clearly adopting a more rigorous approach to arrears – with earlier 
intervention and less tolerance of arrears. This seems to us to be the right 
approach. As a Panel we know that Curo will only be able to afford to provide 
services, and to do many of the things we recommend in other reports, if 
tenants pay their rent.  
 
We think that customers need to be very clear about Curo’s approach; what to 
do if they have any difficulties, and what the consequences of persistent arrears 
will be. 
 
We were not clear how “early” that intervention really is; we would like to be 
confident that it means contact being made within days of a routine payment 
being missed. We recognise that this is not only a change for Curo, but a 
challenge when balanced against those existing cases with higher levels of 
arrear. 
 
However, there are practical ways of enabling that to happen more effectively: 
for example, making better use of electronic contact through SMS, e mail and so 
on. Providing on line access for customers to view their own accounts is 
something we feel essential, and are surprised that Curo does not provide. 
 
One of the benefits of early intervention is the ability to put in place any support 
or alternative arrangements before arrears become unmanageable. Curo’s staff 
need to be clear where that support is available, whether it’s provided internally 
or externally. It must be available consistently throughout Curo’s geography and 
not focussed only on Bath and Bristol. And it must provide relevant support – 
the Credit Union UC account is an example, although we understand that there is 
not yet any take up of this. 
 
Finally, we noted that there are already a number of Curo customers on UC. We 
were not clear what arrangements were in place to ensure that those customers 
were made aware of any changes to the arrangements for the payment of their 
housing costs as the changes to UC continue to be made. 
 
In conclusion, Curo has revised it’s policies and procedures recently and we felt 
that marked the change of emphasis to a process that tenants who pay their 
own rent. We are in a transitional stage – and a long one at that – so the change 
will take time. We think that the right foundations have been laid but that there 
is much to be done to deliver the policy. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
As we have noted above, we do not intend to make fundamental 
recommendations of approach; this has been a different sort of investigation for 
us and generally we felt reassured that Curo has identified the key issues for 
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itself as an organisation and for it’s customers. We found nothing we would 
consider a major omission, and we are reluctant to suggest that Curo plan 
something very different. 
 
We would however make a number of recommendations where we feel Curo 
could enhance its approach; these are as follows: 
 
• Curo should be prepared, as soon as it is clear when and how existing 

housing benefit claims will move to UC, with clear guidance for all affected 
tenants (and reassurance for those not affected) about the practical impacts 
of those changes. Curo should seek to understand the circumstances of 
individual tenants. This will enable that approach to be tailored, so that it is 
appropriate to the individual and best uses Curo’s resources.  

• That advice should include guidance about how UC is paid to claimants, and 
any specific consequences. We are thinking especially of the timing of the 
first payment and of the payment to a single household member. 

• We are supportive of the focus on work and training at Curo – we feel that 
will be increasingly relevant and would like to see that focus on those 
customers who’ll be most directly affected by the benefit reforms. 

• We suggest that Curo should be able to evidence that it understands which 
customers are most vulnerable to the impacts of the changes – those who’ll 
be least able to cope, those already coping with debt. 

• We feel that there is a big gap in Curo’s preparedness for ‘self payment’ as 
the default for most customers in relation to on line access to rent account 
information. 

• Curo should be able to demonstrate it’s ‘early intervention’; what targets 
does it have for contacting customers within a given timescale of an account 
being in arrears, or better still of a change to payment patterns. 

• Customers – especially those moving from Housing Benefit to UC – need to 
understand Curo’s approach to rent payment and to be clear what the 
implications of that are.  

• The Panel continue to be involved in the development of Curo’s response to 
UC and it’s impact on customers, throughout its implementation. 
 

 
Other findings 
 
We recognise that Universal Credit will bring substantial changes for Curo and its 
customers. It’s right that the Scrutiny Panel should be interested in this. 
 
However, we don’t feel that we are able to complete a complete review until UC 
is fully in place. 
 
We hope that our review to date analyses, supports and contributes to Curo’s 
planning process, and makes some suggestions for it’s focus. We would 
anticipate that the action plan that emerges for this report will align with Curo’s 
own project plan. 
 
We would like to revisit the subject again at a later date. Indeed, we would see 
this investigation as being only the first part of the job. We would anticipate that 
we will continue with further stages of the review 
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• when significant numbers of existing tenants claiming Housing Benefit begin 
their migration to Universal Credit, and 

• when UC is firmly established – and our review will focus on Curo’s then 
income recovery processes. 

 
 


