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Summary

The complexity of the benefit system is a key factor affecting the performance of the
Department for Work and Pensions (the Department).' Much complexity is intentional
and some is also inevitable, and allows the Department to tailor the regulations to the
varied needs and characteristics of the population, administer it cost-effectively and protect
public funds against abuse.

The system has grown over many decades. There are few forces working against additional
complexity, and the well-established processes of consultation and scrutiny of legislation
do not act as a brake. Between 2000 and 2004, there were 364 statutory instruments,
although not all of them of course added to complexity. Since 1990-91, the Child Poverty
Action Group’s guide to welfare benefits has nearly quadrupled in size.

The consequences of complexity include high levels of error by staff and customers. It also
helps create a climate in which fraud against the benefit system can more easily take place
and go undetected. Fraud in key benefits has reduced since 1997-98, but levels of error
have increased recently, in part because of the organisational change within the
Department. In 2004-05 fraud and error still stood at £2.6 billion. Complexity is also a
factor deterring the take-up of benefits by groups such as pensioners, and in contributing
to decision-making errors, which result in 250,000 appeals a year. The Pensions
Commission has identified that complexity in the pension system — state and private
combined — is an important factor in discouraging millions of people from considering
their future pensions arrangements. Complexity also affects the ability of staff to
administer benefits efficiently, and the ability of many customers to understand easily what
is expected of them.

The Department recognises that complexity is a problem and has taken opportunities to
reduce it, for instance in the design of Pension Credit, in systematically removing
anomalies from Housing Benefit, simplifying claim processes for several benefits, better
sharing of information with local authorities, and using technology to protect customers
from complexity. However, these are rather piecemeal developments and it is difficult to
tell whether the system as a whole has become more or less complex as there is currently no
objective way of measuring it.

Some of the steps taken to simplify processes for customers are a way of managing
complexity, rather than eliminating it. Managing complexity requires well-trained staff
supported by accessible guidance and assistance and efficient information technology
systems. There is evidence that some staff are reluctant to offer information as they fear
misleading customers. Yet the number of people who seek help in dealing with their
benefit claims each year — 1.3 million go to Citizens Advice alone — shows the scale of
assistance needed. The Department should also improve its written communications with
customers, which appear to have improved little in six years.

The Department has made a number of commitments for further action and intends to

1 C&AG's Report, Dealing with the complexity of the benefits system (HC 592, Session 2005-06)




give greater priority to tackling complexity. It will report to Parliament annually on actions
taken and is setting up a small Benefit Simplification Unit to act as a further internal
counterweight to increasing complexity. The Unit will, amongst other things, look to
develop a way of measuring complexity.




Conclusions and recommendations

Some complexity in the benefits system results from seeking to meet the needs of people in
a wide range of circumstances, in line with the Department’s policy objectives. There is,
however, a balance to be struck in making the system detailed enough to meet the varied
needs, while keeping it straightforward enough to be run efficiently. This equilibrium has
not yet been reached and we recommend a number of further actions to reverse the drift
towards greater complexity.

Reducing complexity

1.

The Department intends to explore the scope for further benefit simplification,
but not as a top-level objective. The Department needs to make its intentions
clearer, and its 2006 Annual Report would be an opportunity to start to do this, for
example, by specifying what actions it will take to chip away at difficult regulations,
harmonise administrative rules and manage complexity through better use of IT.
Progress in achieving simplification should be considered regularly by the
Department's senior management board and also reviewed independently by the
Audit Committee as part of its consideration of the department’s accounts.

Actions being taken to tackle complexity point the way forward, but they are
piecemeal and do not amount to a strategy. The Department should have a strategy
for simplification which covers the system as a whole. It should be supported by
specific targets for removing particularly problematic regulations which lead to
confusion amongst citizens and staff.

A simplification team is a step in the right direction and could act as a
counterweight to growing complexity if it has sufficient influence. The unit
should help develop the simplification strategy, and be able to challenge policy
proposals constructively on grounds of complexity. The involvement of a
departmental board member as team champion is valuable, but should not lead to
simplification being seen as the responsibility of that person alone, rather than the

whole board. An annual summary of the unit’s activities and accomplishments
should be published.

Managing complexity

4.

The Department cannot manage the complexity of the system without having
skilled staff. Even if 6.5 days of training per person per year was adequate in the past,
it will not be in future, especially if staff need to know about linkages between
benefits and take on more demanding work. The reduction in the size of its
workforce by 30,000 by 2008 is an opportunity to increase the amount of training per
head in order to enhance productivity and improve standards of customer service.

Some customers do not get enough help to deal with the benefits system,
especially where they need to know about more than one benefit. Staft should be
helped to give complete and accurate factual information. Our recent report on the
Social Fund said staff should routinely draw attention to benefits where claimants are



not aware of them,” especially where there are linkages between benefits, so that
those entitled to one ought to be eligible for another. The Department should
consider introducing a statutory duty to advise claimants. The Department’s
‘mystery shopping’ programmes should test staff knowledge of linkages between
benefits, which should also be an important feature of staff training.

Insufficient work has been done to improve the standard of the Department’s
written communication with customers. Despite past promises on improving
written communication following our report on Improving Service Quality: Action in
Response to the Inherited SERPS Problem, unintelligible letters are still produced.’
The Department should set a timetable to eliminate all written communications
which do not meet Plain English standards.

Assessing complexity

7.

The Department is committed to reporting annually on progress in tackling
complexity, but there are no ways of measuring it objectively. The new
simplification unit should develop an agreed set of measures of progress for
publication in its 2007 Annual Report. The measure of complexity needs to be easy
to understand, and might take account of the length of regulations, and the extent to
which a regulation is connected to others. Measures could also focus on the effects of
complexity, for instance on error, benefit take-up, and accessibility of information.

Currently, the scrutiny of new legislation does little to prevent increasing
complexity, or to assess the wider consequences of new pieces of legislation on the
system as a whole. The Department should provide more information to Parliament
on the impact of legislative proposals, covering costs, benefits and effects on the
system as a whole. Such assessments should include the likely costs for customers,
employers, local authorities and the voluntary sector, and the results should be
published, following the example of Regulatory Impact Assessments.

12th Report from the Committee of Public Accounts, Helping those in financial hardship: the running of the Social
Fund (HC 601, Session 2005-06)

36" Report from the Committee of Public Accounts, Improving service quality: Action in response to the Inherited
SERPS problem (HC 616, Session 2002-03)



1 Complexity in the benefits system

1. The current benefits system is the result of years of legislative change. Primary legislation
and supporting regulations are inherently detailed, for example, to meet the needs of
people in varying circumstances and to create incentives in line with government policy.
Benefits are also highly interconnected; for example, there are 30 linkages between 22
working age benefits. Many customers have straightforward dealings with the system, but
it can be problematic for others (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Factors affecting customers’ experiences of complexity

Low risk of complexity High risk of
Impacting on complexity

I

Additional relevant
factors

Source: National Audit Office

2. The system has also become increasingly complex and unwieldy over time as it is refined to take
account of many complicated social circumstances and the implications of other legislation.
It is hard to quantify how much the system has grown but the authoritative Child Poverty
Action Group guide to welfare benefits, which is widely used by welfare rights advisers, has
grown from 432 pages in 1990-91 to 1,546 pages in 2004-05." Legislators, policy-makers
and the officials who draft legislation all bear some responsibility for the growth of
complexity.” The Comptroller and Auditor General's Report identified five factors which
cause the system to be complex (Figure 2).°

3. This Committee, along with the Work and Pensions Select Committee and successive
governments have recognised the need for the system to be simplified for a long time. As
far back as 1984, the Comptroller and Auditor General commented on the complexity of

4  Qq 3, 28-29, 53, 76; C&AG's Report, Figure 1, paras 1.11, 3 and Figure 3

5 Qq 6, 102; Child Poverty Action Group, Welfare Benefits Handbook (1990) and Welfare Benefits and Tax Credits
Handbook (2004)

6  C&AG's Report, paras 2.2-2.33 and Figure 4



Housing Benefit. In the last five years, at least seven Reports by the Committee have
highlighted its concerns. Government statements have identified complexity as a factor
increasing its vulnerability to mistakes, leading to delays, making administration difficult
and deterring claims for some benefits.’

Figure 2: Summary of different types of interaction in the benefits system

Type of interaction Examples

Design changes - substantial developments in e Introduction of Jobseeker’s Allowance in

the benefits system which may occur to meet 1996

changing socio-economic circumstances or to e Introduction of Pension Credit in 2003

pursue particular policy objectives. e The piloting of Local Housing Allowances as a
simplification of Housing Benefit.

Patchwork changes — more minor changes e Separate Housing Benefit rules for under-25s

occur when there is a need for regulations to be e New regulations for Disability Living

adapted to changing circumstances or priorities. Allowance to deal with complexity arising

from judicial decisions.

Horizontal links or interfaces — exist between o Different paydays for different benefits

benefits and/or between different agencies e Changes of circumstances needing to be
administering benefits or other forms of support reported at different times for benefits and
such as tax credits. tax credits, reflecting the different periods

for which payment is assessed
e Housing Benefit and tax credits treating
income and capital differently

Vertical interfaces — exist between different e Day-to-day benefit administration governed
layers of the Department and its agencies. by voluminous guidance interpreting

Vertical interfaces can involve creating greater legislation and regulations e.g. 48 chapters in
detail to tailor general rules to the more specific the Decision-Makers' Guide

needs of lower levels in the organisation. e Housing Benefit administered to widely

varying standards by local authorities with
decisions reflecting local circumstances

Delivery interactions — exist between the e Many customers consider claim forms hard to
Department and the individual customer, and complete

include filling out forms, reporting requirements, | ¢ Customers may be unclear what changes of
interviews, and the transfer of money. The circumstances they need to report and to
Department has the responsibility for delivery. whom

Source: National Audit Office

4. There is widespread recognition that complexity is a problem, but simplification is not
an easy option. Radical reform is costly, time-consuming and potentially controversial.
Simplification involves trade-offs with affordability, fairness and the desire to target
benefits at those who need them most.® Traditionally, governments have sought to avoid
creating ‘losers’ which is likely with any significant reform.

5. Nevertheless, the Department recognises that it needs to give greater attention to
tackling complexity. The new Secretary of State has told the Work and Pensions Select
Committee that he thought the Department should be more ambitious on simplification.
The new Permanent Secretary also assured us it was one of his top priorities, if not
necessarily the highest.” Even if simplification cannot be the top priority, it must not be
treated as a residual matter to be dealt with after other concerns have been addressed. The
Department’s 2005 Five Year Strategy'’ refers to “actively considering the possibilities for

7  C&AG's Report, paras 1.12-1.15 and Figure 7, Appendix 3

8  ibid, para 4.2, Qq 22, 26, 103-104

9 Qg5 18-20

10 Department for Work and Pensions, Opportunity and security throughout life (Cm 6447), January 2005



future benefit simplification” but complexity does not appear as a core concern in this
document. Nor is it explicit in the PSA targets, although reducing complexity should assist
in reaching the target to reduce fraud and error.'' The examples of action taken given in
the Comptroller and Auditor General’s report are rather piecemeal and relate only to some
parts of the Department. There is currently no clear strategy for taking systematic
simplifying action across the range of benefits.'*

6. To be able to develop a strategy the Department needs to have a clearer idea of the scale
of the problem it faces. The benefits system appears to be getting more complex but there is
currently no way of measuring the degree of complexity. Some of the factors influenced by
complexity, such as customer satisfaction, error rates, benefit take-up and accessibility of
customer services, can be measured and could form part of a composite indicator. Other
elements to take into account might be the length of secondary legislation, and the number
of linkages with existing regulations."®

11 C&AG's Report, para 4.2; Qq 37-44
12 C&AG's Report, para4.11; Q 112
13 Qq3, 15, 53-57, 93, 110-111
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2 Tackling the consequences of complexity

7. The complexity of the benefits system has a range of consequences for the Department
and its customers (Figure 3). Complexity is a factor contributing to the high rates of errors
in benefits, as well as a creating a climate in which fraud may occur more easily. Together,
these are estimated at £2.6 billion in 2004-05.'* A mistake of some kind is made in 20% of
benefit decisions, often because of the complex processes involved. Mistakes generate
appeals, 230,000 of which were received by the Appeals Service in 2003, and 45% of which
were successful.'

Figure 3: The consequences of complexity

Incorrect and inconsistent decisions

Error

Fraud

Lower uptake

Appeals

Inconsistency in decision making

Administrative burden

Heavy requirements on staff

Heavy requirements on administrative systems

Possible poor performance

Service levels

Inadequate communication

Delays in processing and payment

Difficulty in claiming and maintaining benefit

Government policy objectives

Negative impact on work incentives, pension savings behaviour, and child support

8. The Department recognises that it needs to focus more on error rates, which have grown
during a period of organisational churn.'® The main areas where staff make mistakes are
closely related to the main causes of complexity, including misunderstanding of
fundamental entitlement, incorrect award of premiums and problems with the interfaces
between benefits, as well as arithmetical and transcription errors. The Department has

14 Department for Work and Pensions Resource Account 2004-05, January 2006
15 C&AG's Report, paras 3.3-3.4, 3.16-3.17; Q 8
16 C&AG's Report, paras 3.7-3.9; Qq 95, 99



1

directed increased training effort to offices known to have high error rates, and is
introducing standard models for benefit processing. It now believes it needs to find new
ways of motivating staff to reduce error rates to help towards removing the qualification of
its accounts, which has now occurred for the last 16 years. It has still to implement a
strategy with long and short term measures to go beyond the steps already taken.'’

9. Complexity is a factor leading to errors by customers. Some may be confused about what
information to declare and what changes of circumstances to report. This is an issue even if
the initial claim process has been made easier. The Department has made some changes,
for instance requiring pensioners to report changes of circumstances less often and
abolishing the need to make a new claim for Housing Benefit annually. But improving
forms and alerting people to requirements has not worked, and the Department has
commissil(;ned research into the particular difficulties people have in understanding what is
required.

10. The link between complexity and fraud is less clear cut but it seems likely that
complexity creates an environment in which it is easier for customers not to provide
information, or to delay providing it, and makes it more difficult to verify the information
submitted. The Department has managed to reduce fraud in Income Support, Jobseeker's
Allowance and Pension Credit from 5.9% of benefit expenditure in 1997-98 to 2.6% in
2003-04 according to its own estimates.

11. Complexity also contributes to low take-up of benefits such as Pension Credit or
Housing Benefit among pensioners. It makes it difficult for some customers to understand
their entitlements and for staff to provide clear and accurate information to them. The
Department has been making efforts to improve take-up, in part by reducing the
complexity of the claim process for pensioner benefits, and by offering Pension Credit
claimants the opportunity to complete Council Tax Benefit claim forms over the
telephone.” The Pensions Commission's work shows that the complexity of the state
pension system and its interaction with private pension regulations have played a part in
deterring saving for retirement.”’

12. The replacement of paper-based processes for many benefits with arrangements for
forms to be completed by telephone has the potential to make claiming benefits easier for
some customers. Telephone claim processes are now available for retirement pension,
Pension Credit and the benefits administered by Jobcentre Plus, including Housing
Benefit, where they will collect the information and forward it to the local authority. The
Department has also shortened the claim form and reduced information requirements for
many benefits; harmonised rules, for instance between Jobseekers Allowance, Income
Support, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit; and improved data sharing.”'

17 C&AG's Report, para 3.5; Qq 35, 101, 113-114
18 C&AG's Report, para 3.6; Qq 31-32, 70
19 Qq 33-34, 45; C&AG's Report, para 3.10

20 Qq 46-51, 62-63; 2" Report of the Pension Commission, A new pension settlement for the Twenty-first Century,
2005

21 C&AG's Report, Annex 1; Qq 3, 60, 80-81, 98
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13. However, there is still some way to go in making claiming benefits simple. Disability
Living Allowance, one of the most complex benefits, still requires completion of a long
application form.”> Many people have had difficulties getting through to contact centres.
People who cannot easily claim by telephone need other routes to be available, and the
paper forms for some benefits are still lengthy. Although Jobcentre Plus customers have
access to financial assessors, and The Pension Service local service should be available to
people who are unable or unwilling to use the phone, in County Durham at least this
service is not widely known either to pensioners or to the local Citizens Advice service.”

14. The Department faces a major challenge to deliver a high standard of service at the
same time as reducing its staff by 30,000. Furthermore, the organisational changes mean
staff are moving around and between agencies and the Department acknowledged that
organisation churn was having an effect on the quality of service. It also has to deal with
high levels of staff sickness absence.** Delivering these changes without reducing customer
service can only be achieved by developing more efficient processes, supported by better
use of information technology. But the Department has had well-publicised difficulties
introducing new systems to support new processes, including problems with the child
support system and the Customer Management System within Jobcentre Plus.”

15. Providing better information to customers also requires well trained staff with easy
access to necessary information. The Department gives an average of 6.5 days of staff
training a year. The Department has made the huge volumes of guidance required on
benefits more accessible to staff by providing it electronically and putting in place a
telephone support line.** But although two thirds of staff feel confident that they have the
training and knowledge they need, one third do not. Some are reluctant to give advice for
fear of misleading customers, yet the 1.3 million benefit-related cases a year dealt with by
Citizen’s Advice alone show the scale of the need for assistance.”’

16. The Department also needs to communicate clearly with the public in its letters, forms
and leaflets. It has made improvements to forms and leaflets, some of which have a Plain
English campaign Crystalmark. However, the Comptroller and Auditor General’s Report
included examples of letters which were incomprehensible to the Department's
management, let alone the recipient. There appears to have been limited progress since
promises were made to this Committee in 2003 and since Ministers expressed concerns
about the standards of letters in 1999.%*

22 Qq 82-83

23 Qq 69, 71-72, 79-80, 97

24 Qq8-9, 108-109

25 Q 11; C&AG's Report, para 4.17
26 Qq 10, 35, 65-68

27 Qq58-59, 78, 94

28 Qq 12-13, 15-17, 73-75, 36th Report from the Committee of Public Accounts, Improving service quality: Action in
response to the Inherited SERPS problem (HC 616, Session 2002-03)



13

3 Responsibility for tackling complexity

17. The apparent tendency for the complexity of the system to increase means it is crucial
that there are factors working in the other direction. Internally, small teams within the
Department have been working on the simplification of areas of the system, for instance in
the Housing Benefit and Pension Credit areas. Externally, the independent Social Security
Advisory Committee considers and reports on proposals for regulations, and gives advice
to the Secretary of State on social security issues. It also scrutinises some of the
Department's information products. The Committee’s 2004 Annual Report highlighted the
effects of complexity, for instance in making the system opaque to many customers.”’

18. The Department has, however, recognised that it needs to provide more of a
counterweight to increasing complexity and announced it would set up a small benefit
simplification unit, covering all the benefits. It would report to the Director General of
Work, Welfare and Equality, and have a direct reporting line to a Minister. The team will
take into account the experiences of staff in the front line, but it is not clear how effective
the unit will be given the pressures pushing against simplification unless it has the ability to
constructively challenge policy proposals from across the Department on grounds of
complexity.”’

19. The Department has agreed to comment in its Annual Report on action to reduce
complexity, and the National Audit Office will include reference to complexity in its report
on the Department's resource accounts, which will be produced as long as the
Department's accounts are qualified. The Department will report on the extent of
complexity in quantified terms if suitable measures can be devised. We would also like to
see the Department's audit committees examine the issue regularly.’'

20. Much complexity arises during the legislative process. Ambiguous phrasing in
legislation has led to complexity through a substantial overlay of case law interpretation,
especially in Disability Living Allowance (where some flexibility is needed to describe the
applicant's condition), and there are highly complex regulations to cater for specific groups
such as share fishermen, retained fire fighters and in relation to mortgage support.’> The
mechanisms for consultation on legislation and for Parliamentary scrutiny are well-
established and offer the chance for constructive challenge of the consequences of new
regulation. Often, though they provide opportunities for adding complexity through
securing recognition of additional exclusions or exceptions for particular groups. There is
no clear gateway at which questions of complexity can be considered and complicating
measures stopped or reversed.” There is also little or no consideration of the implications
of individual pieces of legislation for the complexity of the system as a whole.

29 C&AG's Report, paras 1.15, 4.31-4.33; 17 Report from the Social Security Advisory Committee (2004)
30 Qq5, 23, 88-91, 96

31 Qq 24,36

32 Qq 14, 102, 105-106; C&AG's Report, para 2.17

33 Qq21-23
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21. The Regulatory Impact Assessment process could be better used to assess the effects of
proposed changes. Assessments are intended to ensure that legislation is fair and effective,
necessary, meets the principles of better regulation and imposes the minimum burden.
They are carried out when any legislation or regulation involving additional cost to the
public or private sector, charities, voluntary bodies or small businesses. Although some
Department for Work and Pensions legislation, such as the Disability Discrimination Act
and subsequent regulations, had regulatory impact assessments, they are not used for
regulations which the Department considers only affect individuals. This seems an
unnecessary exclusion given the evidence of the effects of complex benefit regulations on
vulnerable individuals and the costs to third parties who assist them.**

22. There is also a procedure for Accounting Officers to seek a direction from the
responsible Minister when they are asked to implement a course of action against which
they have advised on either value for money or regularity and propriety grounds. The
Department told us this might be helpful in extreme cases.

34 Qq84-85
35 Q7
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Formal minutes

Monday 27 March 2006

Members present:

Mr Edward Leigh, in the Chair

Mr Richard Bacon Mr Sadiq Khan
Mr Greg Clark Mr Austin Mitchell
Mr Ian Davidson Mr Alan Williams

Helen Goodman

A draft Report (Tackling the complexity of the benefits system), proposed by the
Chairman, brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.
Paragraphs 1 to 22 read and agreed to.

Summary read and agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations read and agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Thirty-sixth Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.

[Adjourned until Wednesday 29 March at 3.30 pm.
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Oral evidence

Committee of Public Accounts: Evidence Ev 1

Taken before the Committee of Public Accounts

on Wednesday 7 December 2005
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Q1 Chairman: Good afternoon, and welcome to the
Committee of Public Accounts. We are today
looking at the subject of tackling the complexity of
benefit regulations. We are joined by Mr Leigh
Lewis, who is the Permanent Secretary at the
Department for Work and Pensions, and may I
congratulate you on your new appointment?

My Lewis: Thank you.

Q2 Chairman: It is a very big job and we wish you
well with it.
My Lewis: Thank you.

Q3 Chairman: We also welcome Mr Adam Sharples,
who is the Director General for Work, Welfare and
Equality, and Mr Brendan O’Gorman, who is the
Divisional Manager for Benefit Reform. You are all
very welcome. Now, obviously I want to start
talking about how we are going to reform the
complexity of this system, so perhaps you could
start, Mr Lewis, by looking at paragraph 1.12 which
you can find on page 25. It deals with the history of
some of this, for instance, “In the mid-1980s, for
example, the ‘Fowler reforms’ were driven by the
desire to simplify and rationalise some of the
complex means-tested schemes in place”. Now, you
profess to want to simplify the system, but it
becomes ever more complex. When will this end,
Mr Lewis?

My Lewis: 1 think, as the Report from the National
Audit Office says, Chairman, this is an inherently
complex area of public policy and public delivery
and I think we are probably naive to believe that
there is a magic-wand solution. However, I think it
is right and fair to say that there are serious and
substantial areas where we have reformed and made
the system simpler. I will not at this moment, unless
you would like me to, go through every one such in
detail, but Pension Credit, payment modernisation,

areas of Housing Benefit and areas of Jobseeker’s
Allowance are all ones where I think we have been
able to make serious and substantial simplifications
to the current system.

Q4 Chairman: All right, thank you. We will develop
that obviously over the afternoon and there will be
plenty of time. Now, let’s look at how your
Executive Team operate. If you look at paragraph
2.2, which you can find on page 29, it talks about five
types of interactions within different parts of the
system and that drives complexity. What I would
like to know, Mr Lewis, is how often does your
Executive Team meet to consider the benefits system
as a whole and how you can reform it rather than
particular parts of it?

Mr Lewis: 1 probably am not able to answer that
question as fully as you might like in the sense that,
although my Executive Team meets weekly, it has
met so far precisely three times under my
chairmanship since I joined the Department and I
simply cannot tell you how often the Executive
Team—

Q5 Chairman: Well, as a new great performer in this
Department, are you now going to drive this process
forward by getting your Executive Team to consider
this process as a whole rather than in parts?

My Lewis: Yes, I most certainly am, but I am going
to do something else actually which I would like to
say to the Committee at the outset because I have
spent a lot of time, as you would expect me to,
reading this Report and trying to get myself up to
speed in that respect. I certainly do want this to be
one of the main themes of the Executive Team in the
Department. It is already one of the clear principles
in our five-year strategy and the one thing that I
want to say at the outset is that I have decided
already to set up something we have not got which
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is a dedicated Benefit Simplification Team which is
going to sit inside Mr O’Gorman’s division. It is
going to report directly to Adam Sharples on my left
and to ministers and I am going to charge it, actually
very much in the spirit of the NAO Report, with
being a counterweight to all of the tendencies which,
otherwise, tend to drive increasing complexity, so I
want to build in a counterweight to that. I want to
build a small team, it will be a small team, which is
charged by me and by ministers with trying to see,
and set, the other side of that balance in motion.

Q6 Chairman: Good, that is a very helpful reply,
thank you very much. Now, still on the same subject,
we in Parliament consider legislation obviously item
by item. What do you do to help MPs to consider the
system as a whole and, if you do not do it at the
moment, why do you not consider doing this as well?
My Lewis: Well, I think actually, if I may say so, that
there is room for much greater dialogue on a
working level between the Department and
Members of Parliament on the whole issue of the
benefits system and the complexity of that system.
Clearly of course some of the decisions which
parliamentarians take will always be political in
nature and that is exactly as it should be, but I do not
think we have necessarily in the past had a sufficient
dialogue with Members of Parliament to say, “Yes,
of course we can do this, but if we do this, it is going
to have these consequences and these results in terms
of either simplifying or adding to the complexity of
the benefits system”. Perhaps at the risk of straying
along way outside of my own experience in this area,
I think perhaps at times we have all been responsible
for pursuing and promoting policies which have
added to the complexity of the system without
always stopping to think of the consequences.

Q7 Chairman: You may recall that in our Fifth
Report on Inland Revenue Tax Credits and tax cases
we said that the Accounting Officer should seek a
ministerial direction if the proposed schemes would
add unacceptable complexity. That would be an
interesting idea that you could consider in your
Department. If ministers come along to you with a
proposal which adds complexity, you could seek a
ministerial direction, could you not?

My Lewis: Yes, we could. As you will know of course
very well, a ministerial direction is something which
no Accounting Officer seeks lightly and I think that
the way that I would expect to proceed is to have, as
one does in a department, discussions with one’s
ministers and with one’s colleagues about the
balance of advantage, but in absolute extremis 1
think that the suggestion put forward is a helpful
one.

Q8 Chairman: Thank you. Let’s now look at these
30,000 job cuts, paragraph 1.3, which you will find
on page 22. You currently employ 130,000 full-time
equivalent staff and you are going to reduce it to
100,000 by 2008 which is very commendable and is
going to have a huge impact on your Department.
Then, let’s turn now to page 41 where you see how
your staff have great difficulty in dealing with the

complexity, and this is paragraph 3.6: “the
Department estimates that at any one time there
were around 125,000 incorrect cases resulting from
customer error”. Well, the obvious question is: how
are you going to reduce fraud and error when you
are cutting the staff by 30,000?

My Lewis: 1 think what we have to do, and actually
we are virtually half way to reaching that 100,000
manpower target, is work a great deal smarter in that
environment. I think we have to have better systems,
we have to have better processes, we have to have
better IT and I think we have to work in a simpler
way. I think in all of those areas actually we are
making headway. Some of the reforms that we have
already instituted, for example, the enabling of
people to register claims to benefits by telephone
rather than in person, are undoubtedly already
enabling us both to reach that manpower target and
to deliver a better service to our customers.

Q9 Chairman: When Sir Richard Mottram appeared
before us in March, he referred to “organisational
churn” having a serious effect on the amount of error
going up. Now, inevitably if you are cutting 30,000
staff, moving staff around in agencies, that is going
to add to the organisational churn, is it not?

My Lewis: Yes, it is. It undoubtedly is and I do not
think anyone who has run a large organisation
would believe that one can reduce staffing by that
degree without there being some inevitable
consequences in terms of staff turnover and so on
and so forth, but I think it is a challenge for us
actually. That is the challenge for the senior
management team in the Department to achieve that
manpower reduction and at the same time ensure
that not only does our quality and accuracy not dip,
but actually we seek to improve it and that is the
challenge I am going to take up.

Q10 Chairman: Well, you have a very good manner
at dealing with the Committee and you are very
good at talking about the challenges and how to deal
with them, but during the course of the afternoon we
are going to have to press you further on how you
are actually going to achieve it. Let uslook at box 13,
page 37. If we are talking about the impact on your
staff in understanding this, “Volumes of guidance on
benefits—Decision-makers’ Guide, 12 volumes;
Income Support, 14 volumes; Jobseekers’
Allowance, 24 files; Incapacity Benefit, five volumes
in 44 sections; Disability Living Allowance, 30
chapters; Retirement Pension, six volumes”, how
can your staff be expected to understand all of this?
My Lewis: Well, let me take your admonition to me
and let me come to specifics: what have we done? I
take no personal credit for this, but what has been
done though, to try and make that simpler for our
staff? First of all, all of our benefit guidance, for
example, for our staff in Jobcentre Plus is now
electronic and we have completely phased out paper
copies. It is much, much more accessible when you
go into the system, so people can navigate their way
through it much more easily. It is, by definition, up
to date because it is kept up to date on an electronic
basis, whereas in the old Social Security offices of the
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past, there were dusty files sitting on shelves which
might or might not have been updated. We have put
in place a telephone support line for our staff who
are having difficulty in interpreting guidance.
Actually, even with some of the complexities, about
two-thirds of our staff think our guidance is
fundamentally fit for purpose. None of that is to say
that there is not more to do; there absolutely is.

Q11 Chairman: You are relying so much on these
wonderful new improvements to information
technology. Alan Williams has been here a long
time, he has heard it all before, and if we start at
paragraph 3.24 onwards, page 47, we have heard so
much of this before on IT improvements, but when
are they going to be fully functional?

My Lewis: 1 want just to say something against that
background which is both as of the here and now
and then in my past incarnations when I was within
the Department for Work and Pensions’ family,
running Jobcentre Plus and the Employment Service
before it. We have had our IT difficulties of course
and we still have IT difficulties. I know that and the
Committee knows that. We have also had some huge
IT successes and those tend not actually to receive
anything like the same amount of attention or
publicity and they should. If you go into one of our
newly integrated Jobcentre Plus offices, you will find
those touch-screen terminals which have completely
replaced all of those little cards on all of those little
boards. There are 8,500 of them. They work
incredibly well and we get half a million visits every
week to our Internet site. There is one other, and I
will not bore you by reading out a catalogue on the
other side, but with the payment modernisation
process we now pay 97% of our customers directly
into their bank accounts at a unit cost of 1p where
we used formerly to pay by cheque, and still do in a
tiny minority of cases, which costs £1.61 per
payment.

Q12 Chairman: We get the message, but we also
know about the IT difficulties. You are perfectly
entitled to talk about the successes. Now, let’s look
at one letter which you sent out to a poor member of
the public which you will find on page 11. Would you
understand this, you are a very clever man? “We are
pleased to tell you that your claim for Carer’s
Allowance has been successful . . . You are entitled
to £43.15 a week from 9 March 2004. You are
entitled to an increase of £25.80 a week from 9
March 2004 for a dependent adult. We cannot pay
you from 9 March 2004. This is because the amount
of Incapacity Benefit you get is more than the
amount of Carer’s Allowance we could pay you”. Is
that understandable?

My Lewis: No, I read it several times and I failed to
understand it, Chairman.

Q13 Chairman: What will you do about it?

My Lewis: Well, what we have to do actually is go on
improving very substantially the letters which we
send to our customers. We have got a programme
very much to do that, but I think that is an area I
really do want to address because I think too often

we send our customers information which, whilst
strictly accurate if you understand the complexities
of the system, is terribly difficult for the recipient to
understand.

Q14 Chairman: My last question, Mr Lewis, is: if
you could remove three particularly troublesome
regulations, what would they be?

My Lewis: 1 do not know that I can simply pick that
up. There are complexities in the system. There are
hugely complex regulations about students, about
some small groups, retained firefighters, share
fishermen. There are lots of groups within the
system. Some of the regulations in relation to
Mortgage Income Support are very complex.
However, as the NAO Report says, they all have
their purpose in terms of the policy objectives, so it is
too easy in a way just to say, “I’ll sweep them away”.
What I do think we have to do is to have a more
grown-up conversation which is, “What’s the
balance of advantage and disadvantage?” A
Member of Parliament recently put down a
question, asking whether we could introduce benefit
disregards for school crossing patrol people. Now,
no doubt there is a good policy reason for doing
that, but if we were to do it, it just adds yet one more
piece of complexity, and I think that is the debate we
should have.

Chairman: Right, thank you very much. Mr
Davidson?

Q15 Mr Davidson: I wonder whether, among your
many talents, you do your own glazing, but, should
you do so, and I do not know whether or not a
member of staff here could advise you, but if you
have ever bought glass from Pilkington’s, you will
know that one of the categorisations they have for
frosted glass is an obscuration index, so five is the
most obscure to one, which is clear. Do you have
anything within the Department equivalent which
measures the leaflets you produce or the regulations
you apply?

My Lewis: 1 have never done my own glazing, but, as
a student, I lived very near St Helens, so perhaps I
should have gone to Pilkington’s more often. No, as
far as I know, having been in the Department for just
three weeks, we do not have that, and that is a
suggestion that quite seriously we might take away.
I have spent a bit of time looking at some of the
leaflets we produce and going through them and
there is both good and bad. There is a Pensions
Guide, of which we sent out 1.8 million copies last
year, which I think actually is a model of clarity. It
is very clear, helpful, very well written and I think it
is a credit to the Department. There are others which
are much, much less clear.

Q16 Mr Davidson: Can I ask whether or not you
have come across the SMOG formula which I had
not come across until recently? It is the ‘simplified
measure of gobbledegook’ formula which is
apparently an internationally recognised means of
assessing forms and the like. Will you be using
something like that in the future to work your way
through the material you produce?
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My Lewis: Certainly I have not seen a SMOG index,
if we use one. What we do have on the back of this
leaflet, but not on the back of this one, is the Crystal
mark, clarity approved by the Plain English
Campaign, and we certainly do use that as a test and
as an external verification.

Q17 Mr Davidson: That is a test, so will you be
applying that in the future to all the material you
produce rather than just to some of it?

My Lewis: Well, I would like to. I do not want to give
this Committee an absolute guarantee because we
produce many, many leaflets, actually rather too
many leaflets and we have been cutting down on this,
but over time I would like all of our leaflets to meet
the test set by that.

Q18 Mr Davidson: You say “over time” and I accept
that. I had a look at the strategy document and I
found it very difficult to identify any indication that
simplification was any real part of the strategy.
There are a couple of mentions at various points, but
it does not leap out as being part of the Mission
Statement or part of any major sections of the
Report. To what extent can you guarantee us that,
whilst the direction of travel is in the right direction,
this is actually going to be a meaningful priority for
yourself and your colleagues?

My Lewis: There are two things which I hope will
give you some degree of assurance. First, the
Secretary of State, Mr Hutton, when he appeared
shortly after his appointment at the Work and
Pensions Select Committee on this, said that he
thought we had to be more ambitious in the
Department on this. [ have already made clear in a
very brief time in the Department that I think we
have to be more ambitious on this, so we have the
Minister in charge of the Department and its
Permanent Secretary both believing that we need to
be more ambitious.

Q19 Mr Davidson: More ambitious, but starting
from an extremely low base does not necessarily
provide the necessary solution to me. Will it be
clearly identifiable in the next strategy document
you produce as being one of the major priorities of
the Department?

My Lewis: 1 certainly want to give it a higher
priority. I am not going to try and look ahead. We
have only just produced that five-year strategy for
the Department and, by its nature, therefore, it is
going to be a while before we produce another. What
I will commit to is that this is going to be a personal
priority for me and that is one of the reasons why, as
I said to the Chairman, I have decided to establish a
small team actually dedicated to making the
system simpler.

Q20 Mr Davidson: So from now on, if things are too
complicated, it is all Mr Sharples’ fault?

My Lewis: No. Perhaps 1 will hand over to Mr
Sharples, but I think Mr Sharples has been already,
if I may say so, part of the solution and not part of
the problem.

My Sharples: 1 think, as Leigh has made very clear,
there is a strong commitment by ministers to address
problems of complexity. John Hutton made this
very clear when he talked to the Work and Pensions
Select Committee and in fact there is a commitment
in the five-year strategy on simplification. As you
know, we are working on a Green Paper on Welfare
Reform and, as the Prime Minister told the House,
this will be published early next year. Obviously we
cannot anticipate the contents of that, but one would
expect that the themes which have been developed
will be followed through.

Q21 Mr Davidson: Can I ask about internal
mechanisms? Do you have anything inside the
Department equivalent to a gateway review or
anything similar which is a go or a no-go in assessing
the various proposals against certain criteria which
cover this issue of complexity?

My Sharples: 1 think it is important to understand
that a policy goes through a number of stages from
the initial debate and conception, which is often then
subject to consultation, and, as I say, we are
proposing to publish a Green Paper on Welfare
Reform to get extended consultation on future
plans. We then go through a parliamentary process
in which there is parliamentary scrutiny and tests
and if there is any impact on regulation, there has to
be a Regulatory Impact Assessment. We then go
through consultation on secondary legislation with
the Social Security Advisory Committee applying
some tests, and they often comment on the
complexity or simplicity of regulations, and we then
flow through into implementation. I think, as Leigh
has said, there is a complete commitment on the part
of officials in the Department to ensure that at each
stage in the process the questions about complexity
and simplification are being asked. I think
particularly when it comes to the delivery, then
whatever has been done in the intermediate stages, it
seems to me absolutely vital that we set the highest
possible standards in the way things are explained
and presented and delivered to customers.

Q22 Mr Davidson: I am not sure if that is a yes or a
no actually because one of the most interesting
phrases in the Report is in paragraph 1.11 where it
says, “Thus, there has been a drift towards greater
complexity, with few forces working in the opposite
direction”. I understand the mechanism you are
outlining, but it seems to me that that is absolutely
tailor-made for gold-plating where the pressures will
be to amend it in this way, put it in that way, people
will make a submission, whether or not it is a
question of exemption for lollipop persons, and so
on and so forth, and there is not actually anything
which is equivalent to a complexity main gate, it
seems from what you were saying. The fact that it is
included in a whole number of other things which
are taken into consideration seems to me is little
more than paying lip service to the concept and,
unless there is actually a finite point at which these
questions of complexity are considered, I would
have thought that they would always end up being
second best because simplification presumably does
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not have a champion in the Department unless it is
now yourself. I am not clear whether or not you, as
the simplification tsar presumably, are going to have
arole and a responsibility at every stage where there
could be encrustations being attached to proposals
to actually strike them out, stop them or reverse
them. I understand, I think, what your role is, but it
seems to me that it is not sufficiently tough and there
is not the mechanism there to have the sort of
gateway that I was indicating. Have I picked that
up wrong?

My Sharples: Well, I have responsibility for advising
ministers on working age benefits and, as Leigh has
explained, we want to toughen up the scrutiny we
give to policy from the point of view of simplification
and that is why we are setting up this new team which
will ask these challenging questions. We do want to
strengthen that gateway, but we need to recognise,
and I think we just have to be straightforward about
this, that simplification is one ambition and there are
other objectives of policy that we need to take into
account, that ministers will take into account,
including affordability, fairness and whether
benefits are going in a targeted way to the people
who need them most.

Q23 Mr Davidson: Some of your answers are
extremely long. I think we understand that these are
complex matters, but it does not give us confidence,
if you cannot give us simple answers to these
questions, that the systems you are establishing are
going to be simple.

My Lewis: 1 think that is perhaps not giving sufficient
credit to the complexity of what we are trying to do,
but let me try and give you a simpler answer. I think
the NAO Report makes a very strong and good
point, that there is not a sufficient counterweight
inside the Department to the inevitable pressures
that lead to more complexity rather than less and,
therefore, I want to put in a stronger counterweight.
I am establishing a unit, I am giving it a direct
reporting line to Adam Sharples and a direct
reporting line to ministers and it will know that I am
interested in it.

Q24 Mr Davidson: Okay. There are a couple of
particular points I want to raise. The first is a
question to the NAO. In the annual report that you
give us about the resource accounts, is it possible,
because of the impact that complexity has upon
fraud and error, for us also to have a report which
deals with these questions of complexity and
outlines whether or not the Department has actually
been making progress in resolving them because
there obviously is a spill-over?

My Burr: 1 am sure that would be an appropriate
focus in that report because it is so relevant to other
areas like fraud and error which we have to address.

Q25 Mr Davidson: Would that be helpful, Mr Lewis?
My Lewis: Yes, it would.

Mr Davidson: Well, the request was not designed to
be, but [ am glad to hear that you welcome that. I
wonder if I could just ask you, Chairman, when the
Government is reviewing Invalidity Benefit in the

near future, is it possible for this Committee to be
making a submission, not on questions of policy, but
on questions of process, procedure, complexity and
those sorts of aspects to make sure that all the issues
we have been wrestling with over a number of years
are actually taken and injected into that debate at a
fairly high level? I am not confident that simply
mentioning it to officials within the Department and
hoping that they feed it in will necessarily give it the
significance it deserves.

Chairman: That is a very good question, Mr
Davidson, and the answer, as far as I am concerned,
is yes.

Mr Davidson: Thank you, Chairman. On that note,
I will hand back to you.

Chairman: Sadiq Khan?

Q26 Mr Khan: Can I just begin where Mr Davidson
ended. Can we be clear about this: is it not inevitable
that the benefits system, the legislation and the
regulations, by their nature, are going to be
inherently detailed and complex?

My Lewis: Yes, it is. We are—

Q27 Mr Khan: Is it not also inevitable that the sort
of constituents, and I have thousands of them, who
receive various forms of credit and thousands who
receive benefits, is it not inevitable that only those
who have got problems and grievances will
approach me and either contact you or other MPs
when there are problems with the system?

My Lewis: Yes, both of those are indeed true. Just to
take them in turn, we live in a hugely complex
society. As the NAO Report says, we have 60 million
individuals who live in our society and they live in
every different way that 60 million people do. To
give you a couple of figures, every year 7 million start
a new job, one in ten people move home, 600,000
people marry, 350,000 divorce, and our systems have
to cope with all of that, if you see what I mean, and
much more besides. The second point is to say that
when we do surveys of the overall satisfaction of our
customers, actually we get very high levels of
satisfaction with our key business-delivery
organisations. That is not to say that everything is
rosy in the garden and there is much more we can
and should do, but you are right to say that when we
get it right, and we do get it right an awful lot of the
time, you do not tend to hear as much about it.

Q28 Mr Khan: Well, that confirms the point that it
is no surprise, therefore, that the Comptroller and
Auditor General has been complaining since 1984
and MPs have been complaining for ever about the
system because one of the flaws of the system
obviously is the complexity. While we are on this, is
it inevitable that when you have a programme of
trying to target your resources to the poorest or to
certain parts of the community by introducing
Pensions Credit, for example, or Working Families
Tax Credit or Disabled Person’s Tax Credit, you are
introducing new systems to target different sections
of the community and when there is change, there
will be problems with that?
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My Lewis: 1 think it is inevitable and it is also
inevitable, I think, that the more you try and direct
and target the benefits you wish to provide to a
certain subset of a wider group rather than the whole
subset, it becomes more difficult and more complex
to do. The simplest benefits to administer are the
benefits that go to everyone on a kind of very general
basis or to very large numbers of people on a very
general basis. They are easy, by and large, to
administer and they are also, by their nature,
expensive and it is that balance that you have to
work with.

Q29 Mr Khan: So although there may be rough
justice, how would a benefits system which was less
means-tested be simpler and less complex?

My Lewis: In terms of the pure administration, I
think that is so. Means-tested systems are more
complex to administer than non-means-tested
systems. That is simply a matter of fact. But there
are, of course, very many policy and financial and
other reasons why successive governments have
wanted to introduce means-tested benefits.

Q30 Mr Khan: The policy we cannot discuss, but
there is a huge consensus, as you will see from
today’s PMQs, about policy. That will be discussed
elsewhere. Can 1 congratulate you on the
Department’s five-year strategy published this year
and also on the appointment of a benefits
simplification team—quite a nice title for a team.
Can I ask you how soon we can expect to see some
of the fruits of the success of the team and the five-
year strategy?

My Lewis: 1 am not going to try and over-promise
because I have been in the Department just three full
weeks, and I do not want to come to this Committee
and promise the earth. This is a hugely complex area
and it is interesting that the NAO Report itself in
several places talks about the need to “chip away” at
the system and that radical reform is neither
necessary nor practical nor desirable in many cases.
So I do not want to give this Committee some
promise that I cannot keep. What I will say is that I
do want to see that we give real priority to the
simplification agenda, along with the agendas of
meeting the needs of the people of this country in
terms of benefit provision.

Q31 Mr Khan: You will have seen, I am sure, the
excellent announcement by the Chancellor this week
in relation to the thresholds, which will obviously
alleviate some of the problems we have seen in recent
months, the recent publicity around Tax Credits and
so on. What are you doing to clarify what changes of
circumstances people have to Report and when?
My Lewis: We have already made some changes. |
might look to Mr O’Gorman, who is more expert in
the detail.

Q32 Mr Khan: One of the concerns a constituent has
raised with me is that they are not sure what they
need to report.

My Lewis: 1 do not think we are as clear always as
we should be in terms of when people have to report
changes of circumstances. We have made some
simplifications. Housing Benefit, for example: it
used to be the case that you had to make a claim
annually for Housing Benefit, even if your
circumstances had not changed. We have changed
that but I think we should and could do more to be
clearer with the public about changes of
circumstance.

My O’Gorman: We are actually commissioning some
research to try and find out the particular difficulties
people have. For years we have been, we hope,
improving forms, alerting people to the sort of
changes they need to tell us about. You are right
though that people still find it difficult to remember
or to know precisely what they need to say to the
different agencies who may be paying them different
benefits. For our next step in improvement, we
would like to know more about the particular
difficulties people have and the ways in which we
could communicate with them to give them a better
chance to know what they have to do.

Q33 Mr Khan: My last question was about a change
in circumstances, but there is another issue, which is
the complexity deterring my constituents in Tooting
from applying in the first place. One of the excellent
things that we recently introduced was being able to
phone up for a Pension Credit, which my
constituents think is a fantastic idea. How are you
ensuring other types of claims, for example, those
receiving Council Tax Benefit are not deterred from
claiming? I am particularly concerned about my
pensioners, those for whom English is not their first
language and others. What steps are you taking to
ensure they are not being scared off or deterred
because of the perceived or real complexity?

Mr O’Gorman: We have introduced a new,
shortened claim form for Council Tax Benefit, for
example, for pensioners. It is only three or four
pages long. Our Pension Service has begun a series
of ringing people who are on Pension Credit to ask
them whether they may be entitled to Council Tax
Benefit and will help them complete a form over the
phone. They will actually send them the completed
form through the post with a pre-paid envelope for
the pensioner to send that claim form on, if they are
happy that it records their details correctly, to the
local authority to claim Council Tax Benefit.

Q34 Mr Khan: Would you be able to write to me to
let me know how many people in Tooting you have
phoned up to let them know their eligibility?'

My O’Gorman: 1 am sure we can.

Q35 Mr Khan: I am very grateful. Can I just ask you
about the figures on page 43, figures 13 and 14,
which show that a small number of types of mistake
account for most of the costs of official and customer
error. You will also be aware from the Report, I am
sure, that a staggering figure of billions of pounds is
lost by error. I think it is £1.5 billion a year. Can I
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ask you, looking at those figures, what you are doing
to root out error, for example, by directing staff
training systematically to those areas?

My Lewis: Let me say something about what we
have done, because those figures are high. There are
two types of error, of course. There is official error
and customer error. Let me stay with official error.
Let me say some of what we have done, very quickly
and some of what we are going to do. We are very
much focusing—perhaps not rocket science—on
those offices which have the highest levels of error,
so we are trying to focus in on where the problems
are at their most marked. We have developed an end
to end standard operating model within Jobcentre
Plus, for example, to try and make sure that we
extend best practice everywhere. We are extending
the training in all parts of the Department,
particularly the Pension Service. Just to pick up a
point you have made, we have very much focused on
the gateway to try and stop errors entering into the
system in the first place, because one clear fact is if
you make an error in on the very first day you take
in a claim, that error tends to perpetuate itself and
run through the system for a long time. What are we
going to do? Actually, we are drawing up an overall
strategy for reducing error. For a long time we have
had an overall strategy for reducing fraud and we
have been very successful actually in reducing the
levels of fraud overall. We have not been as
successful yet in reducing the overall levels of error,
and I want us to see such a strategy in both the short
and longer term—are there some quick wins which
will give us something really worth having quickly?
Are there some longer-term issues we have to tackle,
and are our target structures right as well? Are we
giving the right incentives to our staff?

Q36 Mr Khan: You will be aware that the New
Dawn means there is less Punch and Judy politics
between us, and also it will lead to less Punch and
Judy between witnesses and the Committee, I am
pleased to say. If you were asked to come back here
in a year’s time, what criteria should we use to
measure how successful you have been?

My Lewis: 1 think you should ask me whether in that
year I could point to demonstrable and measurable
reductions in the overall complexity of the system.

Q37 Greg Clark: Mr Lewis, as you survey the scene
of your new empire, how important is this issue of
complexity amongst the challenges that you have?

My Lewis: By the nature of my appearing before this
Committee, I have probably spent more of my first
three weeks on this subject than on any other single
subject. So, if this has done nothing else, it has
brought it very sharply to the top of my agenda, but
I also intend to keep it near the top of my agenda.

Q38 Greg Clark: Is it the most important issue?
My Lewis: No. As you say, it is a very big

Department with some huge policy and delivery
issues, and I am not going to promise it is going to
be the subject which stands proud above all others.

Q39 Greg Clark: Do you disagree with the Report
then on page 25, paragraph 1.13, where it says, “The
complexity of the benefits system is perhaps the most
important issue facing the Department, and affects
every aspect of performance.” You do not agree
with that?

My Lewis: 1 certainly think it is one of the—

Q40 Greg Clark: But not the most important?

My Lewis: No, I am not going to say it is the most
important of any other issue, but it is certainly one
of the most important.

Q41 Greg Clark: Just on this issue of importance and
how this matters, page 21, box 6 of the Report has a
list of the departmental objectives. There is no
mention of complexity or simplification. Do you
think that is an omission?

My Lewis: 1 think the last one actually, perhaps the
word “complexity” is not there but “to modernise
welfare delivery so as to improve the accessibility,
accuracy and value for money of services customers,
including employers”, I think that is four square in
the territory that we are talking about.

Q42 Greg Clark: We are talking about simplicity
and lack of complexity. If that is what it means, there
should be an objective that says “to simplify or to
make less complex the benefits system.”

My Lewis: 1 will not promise this afternoon to start
re-writing departmental objectives, but what I will
say is that I certainly read that final objective to
embrace the key issues of simplicity and making the
system less complex.

Q43 Greg Clark: I do not want to labour the point
but the precise issue we are talking about is that it
should not require people to divine what a statement
means. It should be clear, and that should apply to
the benefits system as much as it should apply to the
objectives the Department faces, and if that is
implied in that, it was not obvious to me and I
suspect it may not be obvious to other people. So it
would be in the spirit of simplification if that could
be clarified, because that is something you might be
able to look at.

My Lewis: What [ will say is, because, as you say, this
is a new Department to me, as we come, Ministers
and their top team, to look at the Department’s
objectives, that is something which I will want to
have very much in mind.

Q44 Greg Clark: In terms of your objectives, the
Department has a Public Service Agreement with
the Treasury. Is simplifying the benefits system one
of those objectives?

My Lewis: Yes, it most certainly is one of those
objectives. Objective number 10 is to reduce fraud
and error in IS and JSA and in Housing Benefit and
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that is absolutely about error and indeed fraud,
about reducing complexity. So those targets are four
square in relation to that.

Q45 Greg Clark: It would help to clarify that a bit
more. In terms of the consequences of complexity,
and this is a problem, obviously, it has knock-on
effects on different areas of national life. One
reference, for example, is on the claimants, the take-
up of the benefits. The Save the Children Fund this
week said that one in ten children was living in
extreme poverty. Do you think the low take-up of
benefits contributes to that and is the complexity one
of the determinants of that?

My Lewis: Yes. I just do not think one can argue
against the proposition that the more complex a
benefit is and the more daunting it may seem to an
applicant, that has got to have an impact on take-up,
so if we can make our benefits less complex, then I
think that will help us in one of our key objectives,
which is to increase take-up. I will not bore you with
numbers and figures but we have done some very
good things in the Department in the last few years
to increase take-up of some of the key benefits, but
there is obviously a relationship between those two
things.

Q46 Greg Clark: Would you agree with the Report
when it says that the complexity of the benefits
system has deterred saving for retirement. Is that
something you would agree with?

My Lewis: We have just had the Turner Commission
Report and I think one of the things that Adair
Turner has said in his Report is that taken overall,
the pension system in this country, at least in some
of'its key elements, is a complex system which people
have difficulty in understanding in full, and I think
one of the objectives set out in the Turner Report is
to arrive at a less complex pension system.

Q47 Greg Clark: In reviewing this area, the National
Audit Office expended resource in order to come up
with useful recommendations and analysis, and they
say the complexity of the benefits system—they also
talk about pensions separately—has deterred saving
for retirement. Is that something, as Permanent
Secretary, that you would accept?

My Lewis: 1 certainly do not seek to quarrel with the
National Audit Office Report, which is an agreed
Report between us.

Q48 Greg Clark: Does that mean yes, you agree it
has deterred saving for retirement?

Mr Lewis: That has to be one of the areas we seek to
improve in the future.

Q49 Greg Clark: So just to be clear, you agree with
the NAO’s assessment that the complexity of the
benefits system has deterred saving for retirement?
My Lewis: Yes. I am not seeking, to be clear, to
quarrel with any of the statements in the NAO’s
Report.

Q50 Greg Clark: Perhaps Ms Diggle can comment
from the Treasury’s point of view. Is that something
the Treasury concurs with, that, in the NAO’s
words, the complexity of the benefits system has
deterred saving for retirement?

Ms Diggle: 1t is certainly something that we take
very seriously, and we certainly want the incentive
to save—

Q51 Greg Clark: I am talking about the Report. Is
that something that the Treasury agrees with, the
NAO’s assessment?

Ms Diggle: Of course we do.

Q52 Greg Clark: Just turning to the measurement of
complexity that Mr Davidson brought up earlier on,
it is very helpful that there is going to be a team
charged with reducing complexity. What direction is
it going in at the moment? Do you have a feel for
whether the system is getting more complex or less
complex?

My Lewis: The truthful answer to that question is I
do not. I simply have not been in the Department
long enough. I think there are countervailing
pressures. I think there have been some very
significant moves to reduce complexity, and yet in
other respects, inevitably, for example, taking a very
recent example, this week we have had the legislation
coming into force of the legislation relating to civil
partnerships, legislation widely welcomed in this
country.

Q53 Greg Clark: The
measurement.

My Lewis: Indeed, but just to finish the point,
inevitably, however, that has to be reflected into the
benefits system. Changes have to be made to
accommodate those new laws, that new way of
looking at civil partnerships.

question is about

Q54 Greg Clark: But in terms of coming up with a
measure to be able to summarise the overall
complexity—and I concede there is often a good
reason for it—is this something that is part of the
new team’s objectives to come up with a measure or
a set of measures that would give us a handle on the
complexity?

My Lewis: 1 would love to think that it was possible
to devise a simple measure of complexity. I rather
doubt that it is. It is interesting that, subject to
correction, I do not think the NAO Report has been
able to come up with a simple measure by which you
can judge the overall complexity of the system. I am
going to ask this new team, as part of its remit, to
think outside the box. I do not want it to be
trammelled by what we may have done before.

Q55 Greg Clark: When you come back in the future,
do you expect or hope to be able to say whether the
system has become more or less complex?

My Lewis: Yes, I do and I would like to think that I
could provide, when I come back to the Committee,
real, demonstrable evidence that it has become less
complex.
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Q56 Greg Clark: Would you consider publishing
perhaps an annual report on the complexity of the
benefits system and what progress has been made to
simplify the system?

My Lewis: One recommendation in the Report that
we do absolutely accept is that we should put into
our annual Report a statement about the complexity
of the benefits system.

Q57 Greg Clark: Which would hopefully be
supported by a measure?

Mr Lewis: Again, I do not want to go back over that
ground. If we can find better ways of measuring
complexity, I think we should. I do not want to
pretend to you that I think that is easy.

Q58 Greg Clark: Just on the consequences of the
current system, the Report says that 1.3 million cases
fall to the Citizens’ Advice Bureau to deal with as a
result of the inability of claimants to understand the
system. Is that something that the Department will
compensate the CAB for?

My Lewis: Not in terms, no, but actually, in
preparation for this hearing I went to a CAB office
yesterday because I wanted to hear at first hand
some of their experiences of helping their customers
with the system, and it was interesting, because
certainly they did tell me about some of the areas
where they find the system complex and difficult.
Encouragingly, actually, they also said there were
some areas where they thought we were improving.

Q59 Greg Clark: Financially, they are having this
workload, and they are a voluntary organisation, as
we know. It seems reasonable if this is a consequence
of complexity that the Department actually should
help them meet the costs of this. It seems only fair.
Mr Lewis: 1 think the CAB is a well established
organisation with its own funding routes and
mechanisms.

Q60 Greg Clark: I am sure they would be grateful for
some support. Specifically, I am sure they could have
an audit of what proportion of their work . . .

My Lewis: 1 am sure they would, but I am certainly
not going to commit this afternoon to greater
funding for the CAB. I would like to say, just to
finish that point, that encouragingly, yesterday they
did believe that in general our forms and leaflets
were getting simpler. They thought that the standard
of service given in the new Jobcentre Plus integrated
offices was a step change improvement on the past.
So I was encouraged by some of what they told me
yesterday.

Q61 Chairman: You said you had to spend a lot of
time, obviously, on complexity and you had to
prepare for this Committee. How many hours did
you have to spend preparing for this hearing?
My Lewis: About three weekends, Chairman.

Q62 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: We have heard from Mr
Khan that complexity is an inherent part of
achieving the policy objectives of combating poverty
and targeting resources. Mr Clark was trying to

make the point that the complexity of the benefits is
a reason why there is less saving for retirement.
Would you agree that the complexity of the benefits
system is the only reason why there is less saving for
retirement?

My Lewis: No, 1 do not and I think that we have had
a very thorough analysis from the Turner
Commission which sets out a whole set of reasons
why in the view of the Commission we are not saving
as much as the Commission believes it necessary that
we should, as a society, for our future.

Q63 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: Do you think the
complexity of the benefits system is the main reason?
My Lewis: No, I do not. We have just had that
conversation. I think it is a reason.

Q64 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: I am glad we cleared that
one up. We have also been through, as I have just
said, complexity as an inherent part of targeting
benefits, so in simplifying the system, would you say
that providing better customer service is probably a
better reason for simplifying the system, because it
says very much in the Report it would not
necessarily be a way of saving money?

My Lewis: 1 am a passionate believer—and I have
appeared before this Committee many times in
many guises, and I think this Committee will know
that—that we should deliver excellence in public
service and excellence in customer service. I believe
that we should do that for its own sake because
people are entitled to it. I do believe that it then has,
actually, a seriously helpful advantage in terms of
reducing the complexity of the system. I think if
people feel that they are being treated and received
and welcomed in a civilised, individual and
personalised way, it is much easier to have a
conversation with them in which some of the
inevitable complexities of the system can come out.
Again, in preparation for this hearing, I listened in
to some of the calls being made to some of our
centres, such as the Pensions Centre, taking calls
from members of the public, and I was very
impressed by both the knowledge and the sympathy
of the staff operating those lines in being able to help
people through some of those complexities.

Q65 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: Obviously, as MPs we
only see the people who are not so impressed with
the service, and most of the complaints I receive
from constituents are frustration when they are
trying to communicate with the various
Departments. I noted in paragraph 31 on page 14
“The Pension Service has developed a local service
for targeted assistance of those pensioners who
require face to face contact. These contacts ...
require that staff have thorough training.” How long
is the basic training for your staff when they come to
do this work?

My Lewis: 1 cannot give you that figure because I am
not sure there is one single figure which covers the
multitude of different jobs for people in the
Department. What I can say is that on average, right
across the Department for Work and Pensions, each
member of our staff has about 6.5 days of dedicated
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training per year, and it is one of the huge elements
of our resource budget, providing the training
budget for our staff.

Q66 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: Are they trained in
customer service techniques as well as benefits rules?
My Lewis: Yes, they are.

Q67 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: Six and a half days does
not actually sound very long to me for someone to
suddenly be on the end of the phone having to deal
with some very complex inquiries. Is there a longer
one for people who first start doing it?

My Lewis: Yes, there is and that will vary depending
on the job that people are going to take up, because
that 6.5 days is an average across a Department of
116,000 people, and many of those people are
already very experienced in what they do and
inevitably, their training need is less than people
embarking on their career.

Q68 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: How do you ensure that
your staff are kept up to date with the changes in
benefit regulations?

My Lewis: Again, that is something that either of my
colleagues may be able to say more about than me.
I think that is a real challenge but I think we have got
better in terms of putting out both paper-based but
increasingly electronic information to our staff
which does seek to keep them up to date with
developments. For example, on the day when the
Turner Commission Report was published we sent a
note about that to all of our staff with a link into the
website where they could find more detail.

My O’Gorman: It would be a mixture of the
appropriate training, ranging from simply
informing people, making information available
electronically, to classroom training, face to face, for
people who have a need to have a deeper knowledge
of the particular change in question.

Q69 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: It mentions at the end of
the Report—I cannot remember the page but it is
also something people have said to me—the system
itself is complex but people have complex needs, and
very often they are accessing more than one benefit.
When they actually do get through on the telephone
and talk to someone about one particular benefit,
they then find that that member of staff knows
nothing about the other one. Do you train your staff
just in one area or do you cross-fertilise?

My O’Gorman: We will try to have people available.
The claims process involves people increasingly now
contacting a centre which will take their basic
details, they will be phoned back and there will be a
conversation about their particular needs, what their
circumstances are, and what might be the
appropriate benefits. On the basis of that, a claim
form is sent to them, and an appointment will be
made for them at a Jobcentre Plus office. They take
the claim form along to the Jobcentre Plus office and
they will meet a financial assessor who will check
that they know what they are claiming, that they
have completed the claim form correctly, signed it
and so on, and then they will have an interview with

someone who will typically talk to them about what
work they might be able to do or what help there
might be available to help them become more
independent. It is certainly the case, however, in
some of the more complex cases we would need to
follow that up with someone who is particularly
expert in some of the more detailed points to do with
the benefit, but I think the huge majority of people
we are able to deal with and deal with successfully in
the system I have just described.

Q70 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: I think you are probably
right for the very first time somebody claims. Most
of the problems that come to me are where they have
benefit, their circumstances change and they are
trying to talk to somebody about it, and I am being
told time and again “I just can’t get through. I have
rung continually.” Do you think you have enough
telephone lines? Is it telephone lines or telephone
operators?

Myr Lewis: Let me take some of that, not least
because there have been in recent weeks some well
publicised difficulties in terms of people being able to
get through to one of our sets of call centres.
Actually, overall, we do remarkably well across the
Department. We take approaching 0.5 million calls
from members of the public a week to our different
businesses and to our different call centres, and for
the great majority of the time we answer the vast
majority of those quickly and effectively and
efficiently. As ever, when you are running a huge
business—and the DWP, this is a business, it is
worth saying, which is larger than the Prudential,
larger than Barclays, larger than the Royal Bank of
Scotland on almost any test you care to measure—
delivering perfection every day is hard, and
occasionally we fall below standards that we should
meet, but by and large actually, right across our
business, our standards of both answering and
dealing with calls are really very good.

Q71 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: Is there any way of
recording those calls that cannot be answered? Does
your telephone system cope with that?

My Lewis: Yes. On almost every single one of our
businesses we know how many calls were attempted,
how many got through and were answered, how
many people rang off before the call was answered.
So we do that and that is one of the key management
challenges in the management of each individual call
centre. When you go there you see that they will
typically have a neon board right up in front which
will tell you how many calls are being answered at
that moment, how many are waiting, what is the
maximum wait that any one caller has had and how
many people have rung off. So there is very, very
strong management control over that.

Q72 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: That sounds to me like
quantitative control rather than qualitative control.
Is there not a danger that, in answering quickly they
are getting the customer off the phone and not
actually—it may take a long telephone call.
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My Lewis: Inevitably, there is risk. Inevitably, when
you are running any call centre operation, there is a
trade-off between trying to ensure that you answer
all of the calls, you do not miss calls, you do not have
people hanging up in frustration and, on the other
hand, that you give a good service, you genuinely
deal with the call and the query or with the
application for benefit. That is one of the challenges
and those two things have to be continually weighed.
To try and ensure that we are handling both
elements of that, we do measure the satisfaction
which people have with their calls.

Q73 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: I have seen one of your
gobbledegook letters. In fact, I saw one last weekend
at my advice centre. It looked as if it had been
generated by a computer, that it just put in a
standard thing. Have you explored the cost of
explaining what that means in plain English at the
bottom of the letter so that the computer generates
the numbers and somebody actually says “This
means you don’t actually get any money but don’t
worry,” or something along those lines?

My Lewis: 1 know that this is an area of immense
frustration to Members of Parliament at times and
to our customers. The Chairman read an example of
a letter which is pretty difficult to understand even
for us, let alone the person who received it. No, I do
not think it is practical that we could personalise in
that way every single letter that goes out from the
entire Department. Realistically, I do not think that
is practical, but what I think we have to strive to do
is to make the letters that we send much easier to
understand.

Q74 Chairman: Do these computer-generated letters
physically pass by somebody’s desk so they can
quickly glance at them?

My Lewis: Yes, in general.?

Q75 Chairman: So in theory, they could add
something if they wanted?
My Lewis: Yes, indeed.

Q76 Helen Goodman: What is the cost of
administrating the benefits system at the moment?
My Lewis: I am not sure that I can give you a single
cost. The overall administration cost of our
Department is around £6 billion with a total benefit
spend of about £112 billion but, of course, the
Department does many, many things other than
simply administer the benefits system. I do not know
if either of my colleagues has a more precise figure to
give you than that.

2 Note by witness: My answer was not right. DWP sends out
over 40 million computer generated letters each year. The
letters are automatically generated in response to contacts
with customers and the systems for producing and sending
them out are also automated. There is therefore no
individual checking by members of staff in this process.
What is the case, however, is that the accuracy of individual
letters is checked wherever the content of the letters change
and also a periodic sample is made to check their content.

My Sharples: 1t would be just under half of the
Department’s activity that is devoted to benefit
administration, so just under half of the £6 billion
figure that was just quoted.

Q77 Helen Goodman: Problems with the benefits
system are the number one issue that I get from my
constituents. The largest proportion of problems I
face are problems that people are having with the
DWP. In particular, somebody came to see me
recently who had been turned down for a benefit to
which he was not entitled. A few weeks later he
discovered that he was however entitled to a
different benefit, and he had not been advised of this
by DWP staff. Do you think that is reasonable?
My Lewis: No, absolutely not. What we should be
aiming for is to ensure that people receive all the
benefits to which they are entitled, and if we believe
that we are turning down someone who is applying
for a benefit to which they are not entitled but that
there is an alternative benefit to which they are, of
course [ want my staff to say, “No, look, I'm awfully
sorry. You're not entitled to this but I think you may
be entitled to that, so why don’t you claim?”

Q78 Helen Goodman: I am very pleased about that,
because my constituent was told that it was his
responsibility to apply to another part of the
Department of which he was not even aware. Could
I ask if you will consider changing the law to give
your staff a duty to advise and assist, which does not
exist at the moment, and which I think tends to
encourage a rather cat and mouse kind of game that
goes on between clients and staff?

My Lewis: 1 would like to take that away and
consider it rather than to give you a simple, off-the-
cuff answer. There are two points I would like to
make, without in any way underestimating the force
of what you say and your experience. Of course, you
do not hear in your surgery and I do not hear and we
do not hear about all the millions of occasions when
people do do precisely what you would like them to
do, and that happens on many occasions. The other
thing I think it is reasonable to say is: why are we
discussing this this afternoon? Because the benefits
system is hugely complex. Our staff inevitably have
areluctance to give advice on areas in which they feel
they are not expert, lest they feel that they may
subsequently be thought to have misled an
individual.

Q79 Helen Goodman: I understand that, Mr Lewis,
but the point is that claimants are meant to know
what to claim for, and if your staff who are working
on it full-time cannot get to grips with it, it is rather
unreasonable to expect claimants to. I would like to
move on to this issue about using the telephone. You
seem to be very enthusiastic about using the
telephone and I can see that using the telephone is a
lot cheaper for the Department. However, as is set
out in one of the boxes here, there are a number of
people for whom using the telephone is extremely
difficult, people who cannot read or people who have
difficulty with manual dexterity; all sorts of people
cannot do that. Why is it that in County Durham
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there is only the possibility now for face-to-face
interviews on Job Seeker-related benefits? For all
pensions and retirement benefits, all sickness and
disability benefits, there is no possibility of any face-
to-face discussion.

My Lewis: 1 do not want to question the individual
instance because I obviously do not know about it
but actually, that should not be the case. For
example, the Pension Service maintains a local
service precisely so that those pensioners who, for
whatever reason, find it difficult or simply do not
want to deal through the telephone are able to
request that they meet someone either in one of our
offices or actually in their home, and that service
should be available. So if you have a specific instance
where self-evidently it was not, I would be happy to
follow that up.

Q80 Helen Goodman: I might need to write to you
about that because it is not evident to me, to my
Citizens’ Advice Bureau or to any of my claimants
where people are to go to get face-to-face contact on
any benefits other than Job Seeker ones and I think
that lack of communication is quite a serious
problem.

My Sharples: 1just wonder if I could pick up on what
you said at the beginning of your question, which
suggested that the telephone-based approach was
driven by a desire to make savings. I think that it is
easy to underestimate just how significant the
change is that we have made in the benefit
application process. In the old days claimants would
have to fill in themselves quite a complex form,
maybe 30-40 pages long. If they are lucky, they
might get some help in doing that. Now the claim for
pensions benefits and for working age benefits is
completed over the telephone by being prompted
with questions from an experienced operator on the
telephone, who will complete the form for you, then
send you the form; all you have to do is check it, sign
it. You then get a further stage of help because—

Q81 Helen Goodman: Sorry. Which benefit are you
talking about?

My Sharples: 1 am talking about the retirement
pension, about Pension Credit and about the
benefits that Jobcentre Plus administers, including
Housing Benefit, where they will collect the
information on your behalf and forward it to the
local authority. The point is that the new approach,
the new standard operating model, has a lot of help
for people built in. It is a much smoother process to
operate and you get a chance to talk to a financial
assessor in the Jobcentre Plus office face to face who
will help deal with any queries that you have.

Q82 Helen Goodman: I have to tell you that my local
CAB say that filling in a Disability Living Allowance
needs their support and it always takes an hour and
three-quarters, so that is simply not the experience
that my constituents are facing on a regular basis.

My Sharples: Y ou have picked on the one area which
is both more complex and also still paper-based,
Disability Living Allowance and the other related
benefits still have to be completed on paper. They are

particularly complex benefits because of the link
between the payment of benefits and the assessment
of the way someone’s disability affects their personal
needs and requirements. There is an element here
which inevitably requires more detailed submission
from the customer.

My Lewis: Can I just pick up a point on that, because
one of the things I have just managed to see for
myself, I took myself to both Manchester and
Blackpool to see the disability and carer service in
operation, including the process of claiming DLA.

Q83 Helen Goodman: Could I cut you short there,
please, because I am time-limited and there are some
more questions I want to ask?

My Lewis: Half a sentence. I saw some really
interesting developments going on there which are
designed to do precisely what you would like to
happen.

Q84 Helen Goodman: Good. Thank you very much.
Mr Sharples, you said in your opening remarks at
the beginning of the session that there was a
Regulatory Impact Assessment on all new
regulations.

My Sharples: What I said was there is a Regulatory
Impact Assessment for new primary legislation and
for those regulations which have a regulatory
impact, so, for example, the Disability
Discrimination Act last year had a Regulatory
Impact Assessment, and there were quite a large
number of regulations that followed from that.
Those regulations had a Regulatory Impact
Assessment done.

Q85 Helen Goodman: As it happens, before I came
to this session, I was in a Statutory Instrument
session and we were looking at the Job Seeker’s
Allowance, Job Seeker Mandatory Activity Pilot
Regulations 2005, and the Opposition spokesman
asked for the Regulatory Impact Assessment and we
were told by the Minister that this was not done
unless the regulations impacted on the private
sector. So if the regulations are simply impacting on
other parts of the benefits system and clients, it
appears that a Regulatory Impact Assessment is not
being done. Would you consider extending the
number of Regulatory Impact Assessments that you
do to cover those groups which are really the groups
that matter for DWP?

My Sharples: 1 think this is a very interesting point
and I think it comes back to the discussion we were
having earlier about the way one challenges the
impact of any new proposal on the complexity of the
system. As we were saying earlier, we want to
strengthen that challenge, and perhaps that is an
idea that we can take away and consider in the
course of the assessment.

Q86 Kitty Ussher: When I was reading this Report,
it reminded me of the conversations and policy that
we have around a totally different part of
government, namely, as Helen Goodman just
alluded to, the effect on companies of government
activity. It reminded me of the rather “stuck-record”
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debate I feel we often have where some people say,
“Oh, there is too much regulation for business, there
is too much burden on business,” and then when the
other side says, “Which one would you scrap?” it is
actually quite difficult to come up with one. The
conclusion that I have drawn from my experience in
that area of policy is that what we should always
have is a countervailing pressure, so there should
always be a cross-departmental team looking at
burdens on business, we should always have
Regulatory Impact Assessments, and there should
always be teams within departments thinking about
whether there is a smarter way we can do something.
Do you think that that analogy entirely works in
your area of benefits complexity?

My Lewis: 1 think it works pretty well actually, and
I thought, coming to this as a newcomer, one of the
great strengths of the NAO Report was that it does
not pretend that there is some magic wand here that
can just be waved and we will be in a great Nirvana,
if you see what I mean. There are lots and lots of
countervailing pressures in the system, but I do
think—and this is really to agree with your
question—that in the past we have not put in a
sufficient counterweight perhaps to emphasize the
issue of complexity, the need both to avoid it when
we are doing something new and the need to go on
trying to reduce it in terms of what we already have.
As I have already said this afternoon, I intend to
introduce a greater counterweight into the system.

Q87 Kitty Ussher: This is your new team?
My Lewis: The simplification unit, I have called it.

Q88 Kitty Ussher: Could you give us a little more
detail on that perhaps? Can you say how often it will
meet, what rank of civil servants, what will its task
be, who does it report to, is there a Minister
involved, etc?

My Lewis: 1 can certainly give you some of that. It is
going to be quite small. It is going to be full-time. I
have in mind a unit of three or four people. It is going
to sit in Mr O’Gorman’s division, and I am going to
give it a direct line of reporting straight to Adam
Sharples and straight to one of our Ministers so that
it is not going to be buried away somewhere in the
bowels of the organisation.

Q89 Kitty Ussher: So one of the Junior Ministers in
DWP will have it as part of their responsibilities?
My Lewis: Yes.

Q90 Kitty Ussher: Can you say which Minister that
will be?

My Lewis: No. I would like to obviously just have a
bit of latitude to think where that best fits in because
I do want it to be a unit which covers the whole of
the DWP’s benefit horizon, not just working age, not
just for pensions, for example.

Q91 Kitty Ussher: Will it report to the Secretary of
State?

My Lewis: Everything in the end reports to the
Secretary of State. It goes without saying, but I think
it would probably be right, because of the huge
demands on the Secretary of State’s time, that a
Junior Minister take more direct responsibility for it.

Q92 Kitty Ussher: Is there an evidence base that that
new unit will be able to draw on in terms of perhaps
customer satisfaction surveys, mystery shopper
reports? Can you explain what type of work you do?
My Lewis: We do actually measure customer
satisfaction very widely within the system, and itis a
point that has come out this afternoon that we do
not, of course, tend to hear, understandably—you
do occasionally get some really nice letters and they
cheer you up, particularly on a bad day.
Nevertheless, we do not tend to hear from the people
who are satisfied, but our most recent survey for
2004 showed 86% of Jobcentre Plus customers
satisfied with the overall level of service. That is up
from 82% the year before. The Pension Service, 84%
of its customers satisfied overall, up from 80% two
years ago. So, we have quite high levels of
satisfaction, but I want that unit to take all the
information that we have as a baseline and then to
rise to the challenge of whether we could do better.

Q93 Kitty Ussher: Do you think customer
satisfaction surveys could be part of the metric that
Mr Clark was talking about as a way of quantifying
complexity?

My Lewis: Yes, I do. I think it is terribly important,
not just for this reason; there are other elements that
go into customer service. You can simplify the
system but you can still treat people awfully, if you
see what I mean, and I think we have to see customer
service in the round, but I do think it is a terribly
important measure for us.

Q94 Kitty Ussher: Running through the Report,
without being specifically quantified is this kind of
feeling that if the benefits system was so complex,
then staff must by definition be confused. Do you
have any evidence of staff being confused when they
are doing their job?

My Lewis: 1 quoted a figure before that about two-
thirds of our staff feel that they do have the training
and knowledge that they need to operate the system
effectively. Inevitably, that means that there are
quite a number who do not feel that, and I think we
have to get better. We have to get better at helping
our staff. It is a complex system to administer. We
cannot expect every individual one of our 116,000
staff to carry in their heads every single piece of
complexity for the entire benefits system. It would be
Herculean and impossible. So we have to get better
at giving people access and channels through the
guidance, and I think we are doing better on that,
help lines that they themselves can go to as well as
our customers when they are faced with a
particularly difficult instance and they are
struggling. I had a very good example of that. I was
listening to a call coming in from a member of the
public, who began to raise some very complex issues,
and I was thinking, “Heavens! How is my colleague
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going to deal with this?” and what he did, rather
professionally, was to say, “I’d like to bring another
colleague into this call who understands this better,
if you would hang on,” and I thought that was a very
professional way of handling it.

Q95 Kitty Ussher: Extremely good. We talked earlier
in this session about the amount of errors that
unfortunately do take place. How direct is the link
between error and the complexity of the system? It
seems to me errors can occur for a number of other
reasons as well: lack of motivation, bad
management and so on. Do you have any comment
on that?

My Lewis: Not all error is down to complexity. Quite
clearly, people can make error in other ways. You
can simply add up numbers wrongly, you can not do
something which self-evidently you should have
done and so on and so forth, but I do not want for
one moment to suggest that there is no link between
complexity and error. The more complex the system
is, the easier it is both for our staff and our customers
to fall into error unwittingly.

Q96 Kitty Ussher: To what extent will your new unit
in the Department be actually taking the experiences
of front-line staff when they consider their work?
My Lewis: 1 am a great believer in our staff in our
corporate head offices getting out, hearing the
experience of our staff at the front line. It is
something I do myself and which I have always done
and I think it is hugely valuable. When you go out,
you always come back having learned something,
and I want them to do that.

Q97 Kitty Ussher: Excellent. You will be glad to
know that I have actually done it as well. I have a
Pension Centre just a stone’s throw from my
constituency at Burnley. It is actually in Ribble
Valley. It employs a large number of my constituents
and it deals with the claims of a large number of my
constituents. I have seen the neon board with how
many people waiting and I have to say, my
expectations were medium, and it completely
surpassed them. I was incredibly impressed.

My Lewis: Thank you.

Q98 Kitty Ussher: Particularly impressive was the
ability to forecast the demand of calls based on
things that had been in the newspaper, based on
what had happened in previous weeks and previous
years, and I think possibly, to answer part of Helen
Goodman’s question, the staff were able to be
deployed from other parts of the service, often on a
half-hourly basis, or perhaps for a whole day, to
meet that kind of demand. One thing I found
particularly interesting was the way that the service
was using information from other parts of
government to check for fraud and also, to a certain
extent, to pre-populate the electronic forms that
were then being sent out. I wonder if you could
comment a bit on this. Has it proved effective? What
are the limitations in terms of data protection?
Obviously criminal records and doctors’ records and
that sort of thing cannot be accessed. Is there greater

potential to simplify from the customer’s point of
view by actually using databases in other parts of
government?

My Lewis: We are doing much more of this, and
although inevitably there are serious and proper
data protection considerations, actually, they do not
constrain as much as sometimes people imagine. We
are working ever more closely with local authorities,
with HM Revenue and Customs, and we are
providing more of our data online to local
authorities, to other organisations like the court
service, so that, where there is a clear and sound
operational need for it, people can identify the data
that we have against the data that they are receiving,
and undoubtedly that is a very fruitful way of
reducing levels of error.

Q99 Kitty Ussher: You mentioned earlier that you
had been quite successful in reducing fraud. Could
you give us some examples of that and perhaps
quantify it, and say whether this new way of working
electronically has actually had an impact?

My Lewis: Yes, I can. If you take the overall levels of
fraud in the system, we think that fraud overall
accounts for about 0.8% of benefit expenditure. That
isabout £0.9 billion in the most recent year, 200405,
but if you take the benefits where we have a time
series, where we have been regularly able to monitor
fraud, and that is particularly in relation to Income
Support, JSA, Pension Credit, we have come down
from 1997-98 where fraud stood at about 5.9% of
expenditure on those benefits, to the position in the
most recent year for which we have information,
2003-04, where it is down to 2.6%. So we have seen
some very substantial reductions in fraud in the
system.

Q100 Mr Williams: Mr Lewis, I was looking at your
CV. You had a fascinating role in your last job, did
you not, as Permanent Secretary for Crime, Policing
and Counter-Terrorism? It must have been a very
challenging job. Why did you apply for this job, or
had you upset someone?

My Lewis: The Civil Service moves in mysterious
ways, Mr Williams. I was approached to see if I
would take on this role. I learned a lot in the Home
Office. 1 appeared before this Committee in my
Home Office role, and survived to tell the tale. I
think some of what I have learned and the wider
experience I hope to bring back to my new role.

Q101 Mr Williams: It is 21 years at least since the
National Audit Office first warned about the over-
complexity of the benefits system. In your heart, do
you seriously believe you can do much to reduce it,
or would you feel you have made a major
achievement if you just contained it, because it is an
expanding problem, is it not?

My Lewis: 1 think we can do something. I am going
to say something now that will probably expose me
to a degree of risk but I will say it nevertheless, which
is that I think we are in danger of having arrived at
something of a ritual in this area, in that this is likely
to be the 16th year in succession that the
Department’s accounts are qualified. I think the risk



Committee of Public Accounts: Evidence Ev 15

Department for Work and Pensions

is that it is simply becoming a ritual, in which the
accounts are qualified and the same statements are
made year after year by the National Audit Office,
by this Committee, by the Department. I would like
to see if, in the spirit of this conversation this
afternoon, which I have found a very welcome one,
we could not arrive at a way of trying to see if we can
give my Department a clearer and more reachable
incentive to arrive at a situation where the National
Audit Office did not feel the need to qualify its
accounts because we had a target and a challenge
which was seriously reachable.

Q102 Mr Williams: That takes me to my next point,
because I do not know how much the simplification
is within your control. Should we not perhaps, as
MPs, be in a situation where you are saying to us,
“What are you going to do about it?” I see in
paragraph 10 that between 2000 and 2004 six new
Acts, that is one every eight months, were passed in
relation to Social Security, and 364 new Statutory
Instruments. That was one every fourth day for four
years, and we are sitting here and telling you we are
surprised that you have a problem of complexity. I
am amazed you are not only so cheerful but so polite
to us.

My Lewis: 1 have always found that politeness in
front of this Committee is an advantageous thing to
go for. Seriously, I do think that part of having a
genuine discussion and debate around this issue is to
recognise that it cannot all be done by my
Department. My Department can and must do some
really important things to try and reduce the
complexity, but this is a debate about how complex
a system do we wish to have. That inevitably
involves the legislature just as it involves the
executive arm of government.

Q103 Mr Williams: I accept that. If you go to box 13,
which the Chairman referred to, your guidance on
benefits for staff amounts to 47 volumes, one of
which is in 44 sections and 24 internet files. It is a
nightmare, an absolute nightmare administratively,
is it not?

My Lewis: We are always going to have, are we not,
as the NAO Report says, a complex benefits system
in this country because we are a complex society?

Q104 Mr Williams: It is inevitably complex if it is
going to be fair.

Mr Lewis: That is why I think that the NAO Report
is entirely right and fair to suggest that there is no
one simple magic bullet that you can fire at this
system to remove complexity at a stroke, but
actually, it is too easy, it seems to me, to go from
there to say, “There is nothing much we can do. We
just have to accept it for all time.” I do not believe
that. I think there are things that my Department
can do and should do. I would like to think it is part
of a joint effort.

Q105 Mr Williams: In paragraph 2.17 there is a
fascinating dig at us from the National Audit Office,
and I think it is justified, where they say a major
problem is what is often seen as ambiguous phrasing

in legislation, and in box 11 underneath it gives a
series of examples of imprecise phrasing. If
Parliament is giving you legislation guidance to what
you should be doing and it is not clear, then
Parliament is obviously a major contributor to the
problem you are having to endure and your
customers are having to endure.

My Lewis: Of course, we play our part in the drafting
of the legislation. We cannot simply pass the
responsibility to Parliament. In a sense, using some
of those words, like “reasonably” and “virtually”—
and I think that word “virtually” for example
appears in some of the legislation relating to
Disability Living Allowance—is because we are
trying to capture something which is not an absolute
by definition, someone who is virtually unable to
walk, and in a sense, there is a common-sense
meaning to the word, but it is difficult to interpret
and at times the courts and Commissioners also
reach different interpretations of those words.

Q106 Mr Williams: I have been around this place
quite a while. I came in when Harold Wilson formed
his first Government, and no-one has noticed I am
here so no-one has bothered to get rid of me. I will
tell you, quite seriously, something which worries
me, which is that we have now slipped into a system
of what we call programme motions, and
programme motions are a compulsory guillotine on
every single Bill that comes before Parliament. I
think back over the years and years of sitting on
Standing Committees, going through legislation,
and dealing with words, and saying, “Now, why do
you use this word? What does it mean? What is your
intention?” That has gone, because with the system
we have at the moment, what you have is very
truncated debate on a Bill which focuses on a few key
issues. In your experience as a civil servant, do you
share my concern that this must inevitably mean that
we are producing sloppier legislation which is
therefore going to need much more amending and,
in so far as it is sloppier, it leads to injustices? You
do not have to answer that.

Mr Lewis: With the indulgence of the Chairman, I
would prefer not to be drawn into some of those
issues, which, it seems to me, are issues for
Parliament essentially.

Q107 Mr Williams: That is fine, but I think it is
something we need to realise. Parliament has to
recognise that if it is turning itself into a sausage
machine it is going to get sausages. If we want precise
interpretation of our intentions, then we must
precisely state what it is that we intend. I am firmly
convinced that the approach we have now to
legislation is producing less well defined legislation.
Now we can move on to one final area. You referred
to the phoning system and your colleague spoke
about how much simpler it is for dealing with
pensions. If youlook at table 11 on page 38, the State
Pension, to which Mr Sharples referred, according
to this, there are 20 pages in the claim form, and that
is for a very simple benefit. When you look to IS, it is
50 pages. Is it not almost impossible for a very large
proportion of the public just to get their mind round
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some of these documents? They are so afraid of
making a mistake and being accused of trying to
defraud the Department and so on that people are
almost afraid to fill the forms in. They would sooner
not fill them in than get them wrong. Is that a
hazard?

My Lewis: 1t is. Can I say a word and then defer to
my colleagues, who have much more experience of
this than me. I have examples here but I am not
going to bore the Committee with them, where we
have actually in recent years been able to cut quite
significantly the length of some of our claim forms,
but I think we need to do more. Interestingly, I
would not want us just to have a crude “X pages is
good and X plus two is bad.” Some of our claim
forms, DLA, for example, it is quite a long claim
form, but we have worked incredibly hard in recent
years to make it much, much simpler and more
logical for people to work their way through and
sometimes that takes some space. But I do agree with
you; there is simply an issue about how daunting
something can look and feel, and I think we do have
to take account of that. My colleagues might be able
to help on that.

Myr Sharples: Just a word on this table. This is
showing the length of the paper-based claim forms.
The point I was making earlier is that if you apply
on the telephone, you will not have to complete this
paper-based form. You answer questions on the
phone and then a form will be sent to you with all the
information in it. All you need to do is check it and
sign it. So in place of these long, complex forms we
are offering an assisted telephone-based process. I
think that is a major simplification and a major
improvement in the usability of the system, part of a
number of changes that are being introduced to try
and address the issues. It does seem to me that there
is maybe a distinction between making a system
simple and making it usable. If one thinks of cars, for
example, they have become more complex over the
years. If you look under the bonnet there is a lot
more going on, but on the whole they are easier to
drive; they are much more usable. It seems to me that
our ambition should be to make the system as usable
as possible and telephone-based claims is one
example of how we are doing that.

Q108 Mr Williams: Turning to the point about there
being 47 volumes of guidance, does your
Department have a relatively high stress level and
time lost to illness?

My Lewis: We do have an issue about the amount of
ill health absence. We would like that to be lower.
Actually, the figures have been coming down quite
significantly over the last year, and that is an issue
which we have been addressing very much with our
managers and with our staff, but there is
undoubtedly further to go. I do not have, I am
afraid, the specific figures in my head.

Q109 Mr Williams: Perhaps you could drop us a
note.?
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My Lewis: 1 most certainly will do that.

Q110 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: You told Mr Khan that
you would hope to be able to come back in one year
and show a demonstrable difference in the level of
complexity. Have you given any thought to how you
are going to do that? Are you going to have a set of
simple performance indicators and do you have any
idea yet what those performance indicators might
be?

My Lewis: 1 would like to look at some things. I
would like to look at those customer satisfaction
levels. I would like to look at levels of take-up. I
would like to look at the degree to which people are
able to access our call centres and so on but, having
just decided as one of my first decisions as the new
Permanent Secretary to set up the unit, I do not want
to constrain it before it has even in any serious sense
got to work. I want it to actually be starting to bring
me some of the ideas of how we can do this better.

Q111 Sarah McCarthy-Fry: But they are going to be
simple and not complex?

My Lewis: 1 do do simple and I try and avoid
complex if I can.

Q112 Chairman: Have you seen annex A on page 17,
Mr Lewis? It is all very impressive, the bits that you
are trying to simplify. Would it be a fair criticism to
say that, despite these elements of progress, you have
no comprehensive strategy, or is that an unfair
criticism?

My Lewis: 1 think it is perhaps a trifle unfair. I do not
know that I could literally put in front of you an all-
singing, all-dancing simplification strategy, but what
I cansay is I think we have a very clear simplification
ambition. We have made some genuine headway in
that and I can certainly say to you that I want to go
further and deeper.

Q113 Chairman: When are you due to retire?
My Lewis: 1 have to try and work that out. I am 54
and a half, so in five and a half years perhaps.

Q114 Chairman: Will you promise me that at the
date of your retirement, assuming you are in your
present job, you will write to me or my successor,
saying that you have made significant progress
towards avoiding by then your 21st year of having
your accounts qualified?

My Lewis: 1 would love to believe that, through a
combination of really hard work on the part of my
Department and some very sensible discussion I
would like to have with the National Audit Office,
we can reach a point where I will be the first
Permanent Secretary for 16 years or perhaps a little
longer who does not have to come before this
Committee with their accounts qualified.

Q115 Chairman: That is fine. Thank you very much.
At the end of the day though, fraud against the
benefits system stood at £2.6 billion in 2004-05. Tt
resulted in 250,000 appeals a year. Staff and
customers make mistakes which together cost over
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£1.5 billion a year as a result of decision-making
errors in about 20% of benefit decisions. It will
obviously be a strong Report we will have to
produce, but I have to say, Mr Lewis, I was
approached by a television company which wants to
make a dramatised version of the work of this

to suggest to them that you are a star witness, a
prime example of how a Permanent Secretary, faced
with an impossible brief, can smooch his way
through an hour and a half. Do you wish to
comment?

My Lewis: No, Chairman, thank you.

Committee, based loosely on West Wing. I am going  Chairman: Thank you very much.

Supplementary memorandum submitted by the Department for Work and Pensions

Question 34 (Mr Sadiq Khan): Eligability of Tooting residents for Council Tax Benefit

As Council Tax Benefit is administered by local authorities we do not measure how many potential
customers by constituency boundaries, but by local authority boundaries.

However, we have identified 1,200 pensioners in Wandsworth who may be eligible for Council Tax Benefit
(CTB). We started calling them on 2 December 2005 and have so far contacted 823 pensioners to advise them
that they may be eligible for CTB and where appropriate completed a CTB form for them over the *phone.

Question 109 ( Mr Alan Williams): Time lost due to illness at DWP

The Department is committed to reducing its sick absence levels and achieving an average working days
lost (AWDL) target of eight days by 2006.

The AWDL figure for the rolling year period April 2003 to March 2004 was 12.6 days.
The AWDL figure for the rolling year period April 2004 to March 2005 was 12.5 days.
The AWDL figures for the months since then are shown in the table below.

Month DWP AWDL Rolling year to date AWDL
April 2005 11.8 12.4
May 2005 11.4 12.3
June 2005 10.8 13.1
July 2005 10.2 11.8
August 2005 9.6 11.5
September 2005 9.5 11.3
October 2005 9.9 11.1

The Table below shows the AWDL figures for each of the Department’s agencies, for the last three
months available.

Business August 2005  September 2005 October 2005 Rolling Year ( November

In-Month In-Month In-Month 2004—October 2005
Appeals Service 12.0 10.1 10.6 11.6
Child Support Agency 11.7 11.5 11.2 13.4
Disability and Carers Service 9.1 9.1 9.8 10.3
Corporate Centre 8.3 9.0 9.5 9.2
Debt Management 12.6 12.7 13.3 13.0
Jobcentre Plus 9.5 9.4 9.8 11.0
Pension Service 8.9 8.8 9.4 10.9
DWP Total 9.6 9.5 9.9 11.1

Memorandum submitted by the Child Poverty Action Group

1. Ahead of your session with officials from the Department for Work and Pensions on 7 December, this
document seeks to inform the Committee’s interest in benefit complexity by setting out some key issues that
we hope your session will cover. It does not propound specific reforms, but rather argues for a cautious
approach. CPAG would like to see a simpler experience of the benefits system, this might include looking
at the current complexity of benefit regulations, the structure of the system or its administration. We do not



Ev 18 Committee of Public Accounts: Evidence

believe it can be taken for granted that the root cause of the poor experience too often experienced by
claimants solely results from complexity—the effectiveness of structures and bureaucracy in managing these
play a significant role.

2. As backdrop we note both the useful recent report from the National Audit Office! and official interest
in simplification, as witnessed by the new Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, John Hutton MP, who
suggested that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) would seek ways of simplifying benefits and
discussed the possibility of a single working age benefit in oral evidence to the Work and Pensions Select
Committee evidence session.? Beyond this however the DWP have said little about complexity, though we
expect further signals of future policy in the Welfare Reform Green Paper in January. Since this is such an
important issue and yet we do not know much about the DWP’s thinking we strongly welcome the Select
Committee’s evidence session and hope that this will clarify which way the department is developing its
thinking.

3. Asastarting point of principle CPAG believes that benefit systems should be of a standard with which
all in society would be happy to use and to engage with; it should not be one “reserved for the poor”.3 We
also wish to emphasize the need to tread carefully in this area. The benefits system is undoubtedly complex
and has got more so—CPAG produces an annual handbook explaining the benefit and Tax Credit system*
which now runs to 1,582 pages. By way of an example to illustrate why the benefits system currently needs
a handbook of that length, the rule which describes nothing more than the date on which a supersession
decision (superceding a previous decision) takes effect runs to 34 subparagraphs®. Complexity causes real
problems for claimants and administrators alike, but it is not complex without reason. Complexity often
arises from the intention of meeting complex needs and so attempts to simplify must bear in mind the need
to minimise the numbers of losers from any reform.

4. CPAG has welcomed the resources that Tax Credits have brought directed at tackling child poverty,
but they have also brought fearsome complexity and have extended means testing to a larger proportion of
the population. A similar (though perhaps less complex) pattern is observable with the Pension Credit.
Means testing tends to bring complexity with it since this involves targeting with a test of means—universal
solutions (such as Child Benefit) are simpler to administer and simpler to understand.

5. CPAG does not reject the more radical approaches to benefit reform—including the single working
age benefit—but we see many significant difficulties for claimants in the implementation of such a scheme,
particularly if the backdrop to this is a continued heavy reliance on means testing and broader resource
constraint. CPAG sees perhaps greater potential in the process by which DWP and other Departments
manage the claimant’s experience of complexity.

THE PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH COMPLEXITY

6. Here we explore briefly some of the key problems associated with complexity, and to do so we outline
those affecting key means-tested benefits and Tax Credits.

7. Non-take up. Key benefits and Tax Credits have low take up. This undermines the implied overall
policy goal of getting the correct entitlements to entitled persons and families. Non-take up may be
influenced by a number of factors, but complexity leading to lack of understanding of (potential) awards is
a major driver. It is no coincidence that the take-up of the universal and relatively simple Child Benefit has
been estimated to be 98%° whilst Tax Credits have been estimated at only 80%,” a pattern made more
perverse since the latter is specifically aimed at reducing poverty. Non-take up may be caused by a lack of
knowledge but in some cases (probably a minority) it might also represent a choice not to participate—bred
by an understanding of the difficulties which might well be experienced in the benefits system—as a mother
in receipt of Tax Credits and having experienced problems with these put it to CPAG:

I don’t trust them, how could I trust them. I'd always be thinking “when am I going to have to pay
that back”

In either case—that of difficulty in understanding and accessing entitlements or of someone who expects
a bad experience then being put off staying in the system, or applying to it, non-participation damages
official anti-poverty objectives.

I C & AG’s Report, Dealing with the complexity of the benefits system (HC 592, Session 2005-06).

2 In an oral evidence session on the Departments Annual Review, 23 November 2005.

3 The title of J Bradshaw and A Deacon, 1983, Reserved for the poor, means test in British social policy (Blackwell).
4 CPAG, Welfare benefits and Tax Credits handbook 2005-06, Child Poverty Action Group, 2005.

> Regulation 7 of the Social Security (Decisions and Appeals) Regulations, 1999.

6 CH 2 March 2004, col 816W.

7 CH 4 July 1995, col 95W.
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8. Claimant error. We place concern over error above that of fraud because the statistical evidence would
suggest the former is a greater problem,® because fraud is falling (where error is not)® and because a
concentration on fraud risks damaging the anti-poverty agenda by stigmatising claimants. If processes are
very complex, error is quite likely, especially given that poverty may be associated with other factors—such
as not having English as a first language or low literacy—which will place claimants at an additional
disadvantage in understanding the process of claiming. If processes are complex and if inadequate advice
or support (for instance face to face advice) is available then claimant error is quite likely, leading to other
problems further on (including non-take up, underpayments and overpayments).

9. Poor decision-making, official error and inconsistency. If administrators cannot understand the benefits
that they operate (below it is argued that this may not be complexity in itself but rather the failure of systems
to manage this effectively) then official error is very likely. High error rates, as witnessed by a well-used
appeals process and one which frequently awards in favour of claimants, cause difficulties for claimants (for
instance being denied their entitlements) and they cause difficulties for administration in setting these right
at a later date. The voluntary sector is often needed to pick up the pieces of this—providing independent
advice and assistance to appeal, yet this is, itself, an indication of broader systems failure and good quality
advice is not always easily accessible to claimants.

10. Delays. Overworked bureaucracy is associated with delay, and delay associated with a poorer
claimant experience and quite possibly hardship. Again this problem is not inherent to a complex system,
but it probably is to a complex system which is under resourced in its operation. Delays not only cause
difficulty for individuals, and can exacerbate child poverty but have a knock on impact on the rest of the
social security system (through, for instance, the social fund having to cover shortfalls of other benefits
which have not yet been paid).

11. Benefit interaction. Since significant passporting links exist within the benefits system (including those
to outside departments) the capacity for errors to arise increases. The complexity of links between benefits
is probably very poorly understood and it is also quite possible claimants do not know about the existence of
some passported benefits (including not only centrally provided provision but local support such as school
uniform grants which may be passported from receipt of other benefits). This is worsened by departmental
ineffectiveness in sharing data, as witnessed by the recent test case of Mrs Hinchy!? taken by CPAG, in which
the DWP successfully argued that even though one part of it knew about a change of circumstances other
parts of the DWP could not be assumed to know about the change—such a basic inability to share records
bodes ill for the effectiveness of passporting more generally. Again this factor is worsened by both
complexity and poor structures to manage this; CPAG believes there is significant potential to reform the
delivery of existing policy to improve its effectiveness and to ease the burden on claimants.

12. Stigma, time and quality of service. More generally we would stress that a complex system which
requires much of claimants (including stress, time, travel and phone calls), asks them personal questions,
particularly around income and family circumstances, and potentially separates them out from their peers
(through the means test) risks stigmatising claimants: undermining anti-poverty objectives and punishing
people for their poverty. A decent quality of service, delivered through the DWP or other Departments such
as Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, should be a matter of right not luck.

Is COMPLEXITY THE PROBLEM OR THE SYSTEMS WHICH DELIVER BENEFITS?

13. Through constituent casework members of the Committee will be more than well aware of the
complexity of the benefits system, exacerbated by poor links across departments and between central and
local government. Indeed the existence of dedicated MP hotlines suggests MP support is actively used (quite
possibly inappropriately since it is probably time consuming and is only available to those who visit their
MPs) to manage problems in certain cases. The link between the systems complexity and the claimant
experience is partly through the weight of complex regulations but—critically—through the impact of these
regulations on the bureaucracy of delivery agencies such as JobCentre Plus.

14. CPAG believes that the benefits system could both be complex in backroom process but the actual
experience of engaging with the benefits system be much more straight forward—if policy were better
supported by adequate resources: enough well trained and motivated staff; a decent IT system to support

8 For example, in terms of overpaid benefit the DWP have estimated a fraud level of 1% for the Pension Credit, compared to
1.7% customer error and 2.2% official error (therefore 3.9% error). See DWP, 2005, Fraud and Error in Pension Credit from
October 2003 to September 2004, National Statistics. For Income Support and Jobseekers Allowance, DWP have estimated
2.6% fraud, 1.2% customer error and 2.4% official error (3.6% error). See DWP, 2005 Fraud and Error in Income Support
and Job Seekers Allowance from October 2003 to September 2004 National Statistics.

9 Using data for Income support and Jobseekers allowance from several years, between April 2002 to March 2003 fraud was
estimated at 4.5%, in the latest available data (October 2003 to September 2004) this stood at 2.6%; claimant error has gone
from 0.9% (April 2002 to March 2003), to 1.2% (October 2003 to September 2004); and official error has gone from 1.9%
(April 2002 to March 2003), to 2.4% (October 2003 to September 2004). See DWP, 2004, Fraud and Error in Income Support
and Job Seekers Allowance from April 2002 to March 2003 National Statistics; DWP, 2005,Fraud and Error in Income
Support and Job Seekers Allowance from October 2003 to September 2004 National Statistics.

10 This case was heard by the House of Lords in February 2005. The case related to a claimant who was overpaid one benefit
(income support), as a result of another having come to an end (Disability Living Allowance). The ruling suggested that the
claimant had failed to report the change, even though both benefits were administered by the same department.
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this and services which are accessible by a number of means (including both through the call centre approach
and with available face to face advice). On each count the problem of complexity (in the regulations) is
worsened by poor delivery: tackling benefit complexity may mean looking at the extent of regulations but
it should also look at the process of delivery claimants receive. The Gershon efficiency savings require
significant staff cuts in both DWP and the Revenue—we remain concerned that these may result in higher
error and a worse claimant experience.

MEETING COMPLEX NEED

15. The benefits system is undoubtedly complex and this causes problems for both claimants and
administrators. However the evolution of the benefits and tax credit system has been one which accrues
complexity, either through policy change, guidance or case law, at least in large part to respond to the
circumstances of an often vulnerable client group. As such, simplifying—if this were to make benefit
regulations more crude and potentially arbitrary—risks reducing this ability to respond to complex need.

16. One key solution is to shift the balance between means testing and universalism since the latter
benefits are generally much simpler and better understood than the former, and in partial consequence
(along with lack of stigma) they are more effective at getting through to those entitled to them. A (partial)
move towards this would be to increase entitlement and coverage of key means tested benefits, thus enabling
simpler regulations by having a cruder mechanism of targeting but without removing entitlement for
particular groups. If this were not done by increasing the (overall) adequacy of benefits however this risks
disentitling those perhaps relatively small groups but who nevertheless have significant and complex needs—
there is the risk that benefit simplification, if this were done crudely, would worsen the situation for those
with the most complex needs, often the poorest families.

WHO WOULD BE THE WINNERS AND WHO THE LOSERS?

17. CPAG believes that any moves to simplify the benefits system should be well informed by an
understanding of who might the winners and the losers of any approach. We are conscious that the benefits
system seeks to meet need, which is inevitably complex and variable, and managing this process is difficult.
CPAG is very supportive of universal policy such as child benefit—both in its simplicity and its effectiveness,
but we recognise that this policy is expensive. Moves towards simplicity which reduce the claimant
experience of complexity are to be welcomed—be they a greater use of universalism (together with the
required additional resource), improvements in regulations or improvements in the “front room” experience
of the benefits system.

18. Simplification should not be at the expense of a loss of responsiveness (eg to disability) which would
create losers in a vulnerable part of the population. Similarly it should not be presumed that increasing
simplicity will, of itself, create a more effective system.

19. We end on the example of the Child Support Agency (CSA), a recent example of reform we do not
wish to see repeated. The 1999 Child Support Act sought to simplify the formulae for assessing maintenance
and in doing so to provide a system that would be easier to administer and therefore be more effective at
getting money to children. Ahead of a recovery strategy for the CSA promised for the end of 2005,
experience has shown that far from improving delivery, the moves to simplify, and the change process
necessary to introduce this, have left an agency mired in administrative difficulty resulting in backlogs,
delays and poor quality of service for a vulnerable client group. We urge great care to be taken in considering
appropriate steps to simplify the benefits system.

ABout CPAG

CPAG is the leading charity campaigning for the abolition of poverty among children and young people
in the UK and for the improvement of the lives of low income families. CPAG aims to: raise awareness of
the extent, nature and impact of poverty; bring about positive income policy changes for families with
children in poverty; and enable those eligible for benefits and tax credits to have access to their full
entitlement.
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