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Question and Answer Extracts from Public Inquiry Committee Meeting on Access to Work on 12 March 2026

Backlog of Applications:

Committee:
“The average time taken by DWP to process applications more than doubled, from 28 working days in 2021-22 to 66 working days in 2024-25 and has continued to increase. In November 2025, the average time taken was 109 days compared with DWP’s target of 25 days.” 

When do you expect to get the backlog of applications down to an acceptable level?

DWP Response:
· Applications have doubled and the complexity of the cases has changed.
· More neurodivergent people and those with mental health conditions are applying.
· [bookmark: _Int_QBrQEto8]There has been a lack of consistency on decision making, which is why people are seeing different responses when they apply now. 

Committee:
Can you talk a little bit about why you have not prioritized further reducing the backlog within the bigger scheme?

DWP Response:
· 40% of applications are cleared in fewer than 40 working days and of those, 55,706 are cleared within the first 19 days. 
· We are prioritizing those that are time critical; those are about to start new roles within organisations or companies. 
· The focus is on consistent decision making now because in 2023, workers focused too much on getting people's decisions and some of those were not the right decisions.
· Increasing the number of people on the team. 



Committee:
When can we expect the average time taken to process applications to fall to your target of 25 days?


DWP Response:
· DWP would not promise a date. 
· DWP believes the wait times will continue to fall over the next 18 months to two years.

Committee:
This is a demand-led programme, is a fixed target of 25 days the best way to go about things? Could you change how you approach that target?

DWP Response:
· Access to Work is not a benefit so it isn’t funded out of the AME (Annually Managed Expenditure) budget
· It is a grant funded out of the DEL (Departmental Expenditure Limit) budget; each year the DWP must budget for ATW based on demand. 
· The focus is now on getting people the correct decision.
· DWP think that 25 days is achievable 
· Because of the backlog they aren’t working with their typical caseload at the moment, but this will shift once they work through the backlog.

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_z5g01vFh]The committee understands the justification for the backlogs, but they are sitting at an average of 109 days instead of 25. Shouldn’t this target get adjusted for external use?

DWP Response:
· Customers need to know what to expect when they apply. Given the issues of the backlog, some customers’ circumstances have changed by the time they get to their application.
· People call in for updates and what tends to happen is that case workers are then spending time on the phones instead of processing cases.


Committee:
If the 25-day target should be 40, give a realistic sense of what the actual target is, you say 25 days will be achievable, but then you say it isn’t achievable?

DWP Response:
· The trajectory is shifting and once it is fully back to normal, it will be back to 25 days. 
· There are 2 backlogs; one is a payment backlog which is now cleared. During the time of the report the wait time was 28 days, which is back down to the standard 10 days.
· [bookmark: _Int_aBznzjpO]The other backlog is the application processing. At the end of March staffing will be up to 648 instead of 588.

Committee:
When do you think you will be able to get the backlog down? Wouldn’t it be better to have a lot of people dealing with these cases to decrease the backlog to get back to normality?

DWP Response:
· We have prioritized those getting into a new job and eliminating the payment backlog.
· Happy to look at individual cases.

Committee:
Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if you put a surge of resources into it to get rid of the backlog quicker, so that you could get back to normality? 

DWP Response:
· Hiring loads of new people will not help with the issues as training takes time and the processing of cases is complex. 
· Doing this in the past are now setting customers up for a change in award as they were given the incorrect package previously due to inconsistent decision making in previous years.

Committee:
Would it not be possible at the beginning of a person’s claim to give them an estimate of how long it will take? 

DWP Response:
· There is a voice recording when a customer calls in that tells them how long it will take for a decision to be made; currently it is 37 weeks.

Committee:
37 weeks is more than 6 months?

DWP Response:
· Some claims are much quicker than that, but that is the longest it will take.
· Note: it is longer for self-employed customers
· Applicants need to tell us if they are starting a new position so we can fast track their applications
· [bookmark: _Int_9bchsvsb]Average time taken in report was 109 days and it is now down to 106 days.

Committee:
The DWP’s target for caseworkers is 2.8 cases completed per day, currently this is not achievable, why? 

DWP Response:
· Each case is more complex than it used to be, so it takes a great deal of time to make each decision.
· Claims have doubled, and most of them are from those with mental health conditions and neurodivergent people, more individuals with fluctuating conditions. 

Committee:
There is an improvement in productivity from Jan 2025. Is it possible that the 2.8 target could be hit, and could we improve that target? What happened in January 2025?

DWP Response:
· We significantly increased the number of employees.

Committee:
That is not productivity; that is just adding more staff.

DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_94Qhz58C]A new member of staff will never be as productive because they will need training from the most experienced staff. Productivity goes down when new staff comes in but this changes in the long run.
· We are not at 2.8, we want to do a study to see if that is possible.


Improvements to IT Systems

Committee:
What improvements are being made to increase productivity, and when can we see those improvements, particularly in relation to IT systems?

DWP Response:
· We have 3 IT systems; one is a modern system for the application. There is a legacy platform which does case management and goes back to the 1990s, and there is a payment processing platform.
· Over the summer, new systems are getting put in place that will help with these systems. 

Committee:
But will there still be three systems? They will just talk to each other better.

DWP Response:
· They will be integrated and will work effectively.
· A new standard operating process was introduced in late 2025; this will make decision making more standardized across all teams.
· Main focus is on consistency.


Consistency around decision-making and productivity:

Committee:
We should expect to see improvements around caseworkers making more decisions per day and making more consistent decisions by summer?


DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_UO2JIHlp]More consistency which will allow us to do the work study, after that we can adjust productivity targets as needed.
· [bookmark: _Int_nVMLpvSq]We will still have the same issue because the new hires will have a low productivity for the first six months, another six months to be fully proficient.

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_uuJld72B]If there is this lag with new hires, will the work study be really informing us about things correctly?

DWP Response:
· The study will be conducted with experienced assessors so that we can properly judge. 
· The new caseload mix has changed; 2018-2019 58% of recipients of ATW had a physical limitation; this is down to 28% today.

Committee:
· At what point will it be reasonable for the committee to assess if productivity has improved? 

DWP Response:
· I would suggest a year’s time; it is 6 months to assess capability in terms of capacity; another six months to get productivity up. In a year’s time, it should be better.
· In a year and a half, the backlog should be all but gone.

Committee:
As AI is so useful in going through information, wouldn’t the new systems help increase productivity to hit a greater target than 2.8 cases a day?

DWP Response:
· AI while useful in sifting through data, there is a human element that is still needed.



Committee:
What evidence do you have on the impact that the delays and backlogs are having on those individuals and employers?

DWP Response:
· Figure 10 of the NAO report; 55,000 applications are dealt with in the first 19 days. There are people who get their response sooner and those who get their response much later. 
· Self-employed customers will wait much longer as it is a more complex decision. 
· If it is time critical, please let us know at the beginning of the application process.

Committee:
If you want to start a claim and you start a new job in a month, but you hear it will take up to 37 weeks, doesn’t that frighten customers? Shouldn’t this shift?

DWP Response:
· You can call in or use the online portal; either way there is a way to tell us if you need your application processed quickly. 

Committee:
How long has it been since the 25-day target was hit?

DWP Response:
· Pre-Covid

Committee:
What work has been done before now to start the improvement you are expecting to see by Summer? What are you doing to mitigate the impact of delays as these issues have not appeared overnight?

DWP Response:
· The backlog emerged due to the doubling of claims and complexity of claims
· [bookmark: _Int_mt5Q7OfD]We streamlined processes which is in part 3 of the report. 
· Introduced more standardization, but this has not been enough. 
· We made a lot of incorrect decisions in 2023/2024 to drive productivity.
· We are changing the methods to get things right from that perspective while also speeding things up.


Flaws in the design of the ATW Scheme

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_sQspbc1Z]Is there a more fundamental issue than the decision making? Isn’t the design of the scheme part of the problem? Why weren’t the rules of the scheme more clearly and tightly defined? 

DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_m0jQGUS4]Criteria is set out on page 14 of the report. 
· 5 principles of access to work and these have not been followed closely enough. 
· Employers are not fulfilling their responsibilities under the Equality Act
· People are misusing support workers and job aids. 
· The scheme is personalized, and people want it to stay that way. 
· Need to understand that person’s impairment, the job they are doing, and the size of the employer.

Committee:
Are you saying that the scheme wasn’t made to be prescriptive on purpose? This concern came from the DWP?

DWP Response:
· The 5 principles were not being applied properly or consistently, which created incorrect packages being given out. 
· The customers like that it is tailored.

Committee:
Could you outline what the DWP is doing to stop companies from inappropriately profiting from the scheme?



DWP Response:
· Asking employers to do more; asking the customer what conversation they had with their employer and what the employer is ready and willing to provide and making that clear in the application. 
· Third party organisations who have an interest in identifying a particular need and making a profit out of it.
· There are organizations with entire access to work departments.
· [bookmark: _Int_FmBHiQGB][bookmark: _Int_7IFe7f0J]Focus on Charlie Mayfield’s work on Keep Britain Working and employers being involved in health of employees.

Committee:
Do you have a sense of how much money is being spent as a result of decisions that should not have been made? 

· 69% of funding was correct, and employers should be meeting 31% of the costs.
· [bookmark: _Int_S8s4TxzC]We’ve given job aides incorrectly; many of them were given for 100% of the time, but it should be for 20% of the time.


The role of the Support Worker

Committee:
I’m receiving feedback from the Deaf community that they are experiencing reduction in hours for interpreters; can you comment on how you are ensuring support is being appropriately given for these individuals?

DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_aYAWv1hI]Happy to look into this as interpretation would be needed.
· There may be a difference between employed and self-employed people here.
· We know self-employed people work more hours, but some self-employed customers are putting in large claims for interpretation, and we are questioning if they are truly working all of those hours.



Committee:
That might be the case, one of the examples is a business owner and her 24 employees’ jobs are in jeopardy, I have other examples from the RNID.

DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_wzdAzlzP]We could follow those up to make sure that reducing job aides to 20% is not reducing support for people with BSL needs.
· Interpretation should not be in the job aide category.

Committee:
There has been an exponential increase, this is a problem in how the scheme operates; it isn’t difficult to think about physical adaptation around if the employer should cover it or if we should, but with support workers is it justified, it is a bit more abstract to pin down.

DWP Response:
· Relates to the changing nature of applications. Support workers play a vital role, but they need to be leveling the playing field not doing the job of an employee of the company.

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_kCfplbVX]Are job aides/support workers a big growth area that you are having to tackle?

DWP Response:
· Back in the day you’d never have an application from someone with a mental health problem. You’d generally see it from VIP and Deaf people.
· [bookmark: _Int_I8KapyFR]Ministers will need to decide if we need a change in policy related to support workers. 
· It is trickier to assess support worker needs








Increase in applications from people with mental health and ND conditions

Committee:
Is the issue of mental health or neurodiversity a wider challenge in your systems? (There is a reference to SEND and NEET and PIP here); Is the DWP looking at this in a wider sense or just focusing on it in ATW?

DWP Response:
· Seeing across the board; child DLA and young people’s PIP is about 89% people with mental health conditions
· Alan Milburn is reviewing this
· This is a wider societal phenomenon, and it is very challenging.
· Department of Health and Social Care is looking at this and how to best support people.
· Looking into NEETs and it will be a part of the Timm’s review into PIP and the SEND reforms.

Committee:
Is there a medical team to help give context when making decisions?

DWP Response:
· [bookmark: _Int_j9IO8JAc]No, but we are not assessing this like a benefit.
· More of an assessment and we have to consider the workplace, the job, the way we interpret all of this impacts the decision making

Committee:
Guidance is one thing, but being able to make an informed decision is another, these people aren’t trained medics, how can they make the decision without medical advice?

DWP Response:
· I misled you; there is a medical team; it isn’t a required part of the process.
· You do not have to pass a medical assessment to get access to work awarded.



Value for Money

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_E4JwCi71]The average award for ATW is £4,000, but other schemes can cost as much as £25,000 to get people into work. How does the value for money work out?
 
In the UK, the difference in employment rates for those who do and do not have a disability is 30% whereas that shrinks massively for Denmark and Sweeden down to 20%. 

DWP Response:
· NAO have not done a full value for money test (quantitative test)
· Last year we spent £320 million supporting 74,000 people, an average of £7,200 each.
· To do a value for money test you’d need to have a control group that is denied ATW, NatCen told us in 2018 that there is no ethical way to do this.
· Looked at it qualitatively instead. 
· Large disability employment gaps across OCED, UK is in the middle. 
· ATW is a small scheme 
· Need to look at broader employment support: Pathways to work; Charlie Mayfield (retention of staff); Look at the role of the benefits system.

Committee:
There are cultural changes that are part of this bigger picture, but can the department not say this is a lever that could have a greater impact on getting people with disabilities into work?

DWP Response:
· Unit cost of scheme is 4k, for people who get a grant it is 7k, for those with a support worker it is 10.5k
· It would need additionality of 23% more people being in work than otherwise would be the cased to break even
· Over 80% of those who apply to ATW have been in full-time employment for the last 6 years. 



Committee:
Can you explain why this is a grant pot and not annually managed expenditure? Why isn’t there an annual approach?

DWP Response:
· It is a grant scheme set in the Departmental Expenditure Limit (DEL); benefit expenditure fits on annually managed expenditure. The type of scheme makes it a grant scheme; the government could change this.
· I have to budget for this yearly.

Committee:
Have you done any modeling on what the value for money is here? There is such a clear benefit to the system, surely if it didn’t exist or didn’t have enough money, there would be a negative benefit overall?

DWP Response:
· 23 percentage points comes up again
· A lot of mentions of Connect to Work and other services that are similar
· I cannot see how the counterfactual would be that 0% of people would be in employment. No employment programme would ever assume that. 
· [bookmark: _Int_7xUJFyXC]NAP report states in paragraph 116 that a review of 200 cases 40% should have been funded by the employer.

Committee:
What is the 23% referring to?

DWP Response:
· Our analysis of what would need to be true for the scheme to break even. 

Committee:
What is your thinking about how you will pull together the proposals in the Green paper, the changes to disability benefits, the Mayfield report, etc.? How will this change the ATW scheme?

DWP Response:
· This has to do with policy which we don’t do.
· Mayfield’s report is vital because it is looking at employers. Alongside, WorkWell, Connect to Work, etc. helps us understand the roles of government within employment. 


Key issues with the system

Committee:
[bookmark: _Int_s8dNRUyS]What are the key issues that need addressing in terms of how the system works now?

DWP Response:
· What interventions are most effective, Charlie Mayfield’s work
· The way systems work across health and employment, getting GPs involved in getting people into work
· [bookmark: _Int_QuIQkAf5]Benefits system needs to incentivize work. (Timms review)

Committee:
How do you see ATW fitting into the new changing environment, any role changes?

DWP Response:
· Where does workplace health provision sit?
· What is being done to prevent illness in the first place?
· ATW needs to do the topping up, but the employers need to be making accessible environments in the first instance.

Committee:
When will we see what the new shape of the grant will be?

DWP Response:
· We had collaboration committees running last year from July to October to develop proposals.
· We will be working with the independent disability advisory panel chaired by Zara Todd over the next three to four months.
· It will be later in the year.

Committee:
The basic scheme will still remain; reforms will make it clearer moving forward. We all want clear decision making moving forward.




