
Z2K’s submission to the Milburn Review of Young People and Work 

Z2K is an anti-poverty charity working to end UK poverty through providing expert 
frontline advice and representation services and campaigning for change. Our 
advice and representation service provides in-depth support for people struggling 
with complex social security and housing problems, and its number one area of 
focus is disability benefits. We produce research focusing on health and disability 
benefits – most recently, our report on the PIP assessment, Ending the Culture of 
Fear – with a particular emphasis on the barriers that the design of the social 
security problems pose for disabled people who want to try work. 

Our submission focuses on the extent to which features of the design of the social 
security system are stopping young people from participating in education, 
employment or training. In particular, we look at the ways in which young people 
receiving health and disability benefits are discouraged from trying work by the 
design of the assessment process for these benefits. 

Mistrust of the health and disability benefit assessment process can 
discourage work 

There is considerable evidence that the fear of losing health and disability benefits 
is a significant barrier to ill and disabled people entering the labour market. The 
DWP’s Work Aspirations Survey found that those 54% of people receiving incapacity 
benefits worried that they would not get their benefits back if they tried paid 
employment that did not work out.1 Polling conducted by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation showed that this fear posed a barrier to working for almost three-
quarters of people receiving incapacity benefits.2  

There is also evidence that young people in particular hold these fears. A 2023 
report by Youth Foundation Futures exploring the barriers to work faced by young 
people with a learning disability and/or autism found that fear of losing financial 
support via the benefits system was cited as a significant factor.3  

 
1 Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) (2025) Work aspirations and support needs of health and 
disability customers. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/work-aspirations-and-
support-needs-of-health-and-disability-customers 
2 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) Unlocking benefits: tackling barriers for disabled people wanting to 
work. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/work/unlocking-benefits-tackling-barriers-for-disabled-people-
wanting-to-work 
3 Youth Futures Foundation (2023) Supporting young people with a learning disability and/or autism into 
employment. London: Youth Futures Foundation, p. 14 
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One cause of these fears is that the health & disability benefit assessment process 
is perceived as hostile by claimants. Research by Z2K that looked at the work 
capability and PIP assessments found evidence that people receiving health and 
disability benefits believe assessors are looking for a reason to refuse claims, and 
that this belief can put people off trying work, education or training, as they fear this 
will be used against them at their next assessment.4 These findings are supported 
by recent research from Turn2Us and the University of Bristol, which found that 64% 
felt that the benefits system is trying to catch them out, and by research from Sense 
which found that 51% of disabled people feel humiliated during benefit 
assessments.5  

Z2K’s recent Ending the Culture of Fear report found that one significant basis for 
this perception is a justified belief that decision-making for these benefits is of poor 
quality.6 77% of appeals against PIP decisions result in the DWP’s decision being 
overturned, suggesting that there are widespread issues with the accuracy of 
decision-making and assessment quality when it comes to health and disability 

benefits.7 

Younger adults are more likely to be refused health & disability benefits than 
older adults 

Government administrative data reveals a clear correlation between age and 
benefit decision-making, with younger disabled people facing significantly higher 
refusal rates for health-related benefits than older applicants. 

Data on PIP awards shows that young disabled people are significantly more likely 
to be refused an award of this benefit. 62% of applications made by 20-24 year-

 
4 Z2K (2025) Ending the Culture of Fear: Reforming the PIP assessment system to get decisions right first 
time. Available at: https://z2k.org/pip-report/ 
Z2K (2024) Security, not Sanctions: Making Universal Credit work for seriously ill and disabled people. 
Available at: https://z2k.org/security-not-sanctions-making-universal-credit-work-for-seriously-ill-and-
disabled-people/ 
5 University of Bristol, Personal Finance Research Centre (2023) Stigma and social security. Available at: 
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/themes/financial-exclusion-poverty/stigma/  
Sense (2025) Half of disabled people humiliated during benefits assessments, new research finds. 
Available at: https://www.sense.org.uk/media/latest-press-releases/half-of-disabled-people-humiliated-
during-benefits-assessments-new-research-finds 
6 Z2K (2025) Ending the Culture of Fear: Reforming the PIP assessment system to get decisions right first 
time. Available at: https://z2k.org/pip-report/ 
7 UK Parliament (2024) Written question: Personal Independence Payment appeals (Question 6601, 4 
October 2024). Available at: https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2024-
10-04/6601. This is the sum of appeals which are conceded (or ‘lapsed’) by the DWP before hearing stage, 
and appeals which are overturned by the tribunal panel at a hearing. 
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olds result in no award being made; by contrast, only 39% of applications from 60-
64 year-olds are refused. The proportion of PIP applications refused consistently 
decreases as the age of the applicant increases with the exception of 16-19 year-
olds, as shown by the below graph.  

FIGURE 1: PIP refusal rates are correlated with age 

Source: Z2K analysis of DWP PIP Clearances statistics, accessed via Stat-Xplore 

Similar patterns emerge in the context of the work capability assessment. 
Government data indicate that refusals of the limited capability for work‑related 
activity element of Universal Credit (UC-Health) peak during early adulthood 

before declining steadily with age. 

FIGURE 2: Work capability assessment refusal rates peak in early adulthood 

 

Source: Z2K analysis of DWP Universal Credit Work Capability Assessment Decision Outcomes 
statistics, accessed via Stat-Xplore 
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This could mean that young people might be more likely to have a negative view 
of the health and disability benefits assessment process or to experience it as 
hostile. It could also potentially indicate that young people are more likely to 
experience poor quality assessments and decision-making. 

Young adults are affected by poor-quality decision-making and assessments 

We know that young people who apply for health and disability benefits are 
affected by the issue of poor-quality assessments and decision-making. Z2K’s 
advice and representation services have come across cases where serious and 
well-documented health conditions were overlooked, resulting in refusals or 
inappropriate reductions of support. 

Anna’s story: Anna is 19 years old. She has a serious respiratory problem and 
chronic fatigue caused by an immunodeficiency disorder, and regularly attends 
hospital for treatment of her conditions. Anna lives with her mother who helps her 
to manage her care needs like cooking and managing her medication and 
therapies. Anna was receiving PIP, but following a reassessment her award was 
stopped, even though her health had not changed. Anna appealed against the 
decision with Z2K’s help, and following a hearing was awarded the enhanced rate 

of both the daily living and mobility components. 

Maria’s story: Maria is 24 years old. She was involved in a life-changing car 
accident that left her with chronic pain and post-traumatic stress disorder. The 
complications from the accident forced Maria to give up her job at a coffee shop. 
Maria made an application for PIP later that same year, but her application was 
refused, with the DWP awarding zero points in all categories. With Z2K’s help, Maria 
appealed against the decision. An independent tribunal reviewed Maria’s case 
and overturned the DWP’s decision, awarding her the enhanced rate of both the 
daily living and mobility components. 

(Names have been changed to preserve anonymity) 

Taken together, this evidence suggests that poor-quality assessments could be 
undermining trust in the benefits system. For young disabled people, these 
experiences reinforce fears that engaging in work or training could put their 
financial security at risk. 

 



Reforming the assessment system could encourage more young disabled 
people to try work 

Z2K’s Ending the Culture of Fear report identified three patterns of failings on the 
part of health & disability benefit assessors that help to explain why this perception 
of hostility has arisen. We found that assessors are failing to correctly apply the 
eligibility criteria, incorrectly overruling or dismissing medical evidence, and 
placing insufficient weight on the claimant’s own statements. Tackling the 
deficiencies in the assessment process will be vital if the government is to make 
any headway in supporting more young people receiving health and disability 
benefits to enter work, training or education. 

The evidence from Scotland shows that addressing deficiencies with the 
assessment process does not need to lead to an increase in spending on health 
and disability benefits. Recent research from the Resolution Foundation examined 
the Scottish Government’s introduction of Adult Disability Payment (ADP) as a 
replacement for PIP. It found that despite ADP introducing significant reforms to the 
assessment process, including only carrying out assessments in a small minority 
of cases, the trends in the overall ADP caseload and spending have remained 
similar to those in England under PIP. The increase in numbers of applications is 
consistent with increases in England, and the award rate for ADP is actually lower 
than for PIP.8 

Recommendation: The government should reform the PIP assessment process by 
moving away from an assessment-based model, introducing a fast-track route for 
claimants meeting defined medical criteria, and improving understanding of the 
eligibility criteria. 

Restricting access to UC-Health will not have a significant effect on work 
incentives 

The government’s Pathways to Work Green Paper consulted on a proposal to 
prevent 18-21 year-olds from qualifying for UC-Health, in order to ‘remove any 
potential disincentive to work’ for this group. This is in addition to separate plans to 
address ‘perverse incentives’ relating to work within the benefits system by 
substantially reducing the level of the UC-Health element and modestly increasing 
the level of the UC standard allowance for claimants of all age groups, which will 

 
8 Resolution Foundation (2025) Delivering dignity. Available at: 
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/delivering-dignity/ 
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come into effect from April. No decision has yet been taken on whether to proceed 
with the proposal on 18-21 year-old UC-Health access that was set out in the Green 
Paper, and we understand that it is one of the issues that will be considered as part 
of this Review. 

The evidence does not suggest that reducing the rates of health and disability 
benefits has any significant effect on work incentives. Although the Office for 
Budget Responsibility (OBR) forecast a modest impact on labour supply as a result 
of the government’s cut to the level of UC-Health for all age groups, it projected 
that the reforms would only lead to 26,000 additional people entering work, which 
amounts to only 3.5% of the 750,000 people who are projected to lose out from this 
reform.9 More importantly, the employment effects of these measures would now 
be deemed too insignificant to be scored at all under the OBR’s new significance 
threshold for scoring the supply-side effects of government policies.10 

Alongside the lack of any significant effect on work incentives, removing eligibility 
for UC-Health for under-22s, or under-25s, is likely to have a serious impact on the 
levels of poverty and deprivation experienced by this group. 40% of young people 
not in education, employment or training are deemed to be experiencing material 
deprivation, around twice the rate for all working-age adults.11 Introducing reforms 
that would see young people lose out on over £5,000/year compared to current 
rates is likely to make this problem far worse, especially considering under-25s 
already receive a lower rate of the UC standard allowance. This could hamper 
rather than help the government’s efforts to help more young people into work. 

Recommendation: The government should not proceed with proposals to restrict 
young people’s access to the health element of universal credit. 

January 2026 

 
9 Office for Budget Responsibility (2025) Economic and fiscal outlook: November 2025. Available at: 
https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-november-2025/ 
10 Office for Budget Responsibility (2025) Economic and fiscal outlook: November 2025 – Briefing paper 
No.10: Accounting for the supply-side effects of policy. Available at: https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-
fiscal-outlook-november-2025/ 
11 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024) Unlocking the potential of young people furthest from the labour 
market. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/work/unlocking-the-potential-of-young-people-furthest-from-
the-labour-market 
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