Employment and Support Allowance (ESA)
Factsheet
What is Employment and Support
Allowance?
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) is a
benefit paid to people whose ability to work is
limited by ill health or disability.
ESA is a single benefit, replacing both
Incapacity Benefit and Income Support for
those who are restricted in their ability to work.

To get ESA you must:
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

Be at least 16 years old
Be under pensionable age, currently 65
for a man, but rising to 66 for women.
Pension age is being equalised to 66 for
men and women. Check your retirement
date on www.direct.gov.uk
Undergo a 13 week assessment phase
(see page 2)
Have ‘limited capability for work’
Be in Great Britain.
Not be entitled to Income Support or
Jobseeker’s Allowance (either alone or
as part of a joint claim couple)
Not be entitled to Statutory Sick Pay

AND satisfy one or both of the following
conditions:
1) You must have paid enough National
Insurance contributions in the right years.
Normally this would be the last two full tax
years. However, there are exceptions to this,
so check with your local Jobcentre Plus as to
your particular circumstances. You can find
your local Jobcentre Plus number on our
webpages within our A-Z under Employment
Support Allowance.
Or
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2) You must satisfy the low income test
(income below the ESA benefit levels and have
savings below £16,000).

How to claim ESA
To start your claim for ESA, ring the Jobcentre
Plus claim-line on 0800 055 6688 (text phone
0800 023 4888). You will be asked to give
information to complete your claim over the
phone. A customer statement will then be sent
to you confirming the details so you can check
they are correct.
You can claim online at:
www.dwp.gov.uk/eservice
You can request a paper claim form (ESA1) to
make a written claim. Contact the Jobcentre
Plus claim-line on 0800 055 6688 for
information on how to claim in this way.
You will need to forward a medical certificate
from your doctor to the office dealing with your
claim. You may have to send in a backdated
medical certificate in some cases.
Your claim will lapse if you do not provide all
the information requested within the time
stated (usually one month).

What happens after you claim: The
Assessment Phase
The assessment phase applies to all new ESA
claimants, with some exceptions including
those who are terminally ill. The assessment
phase is intended to last 13 weeks however, it
often takes longer than this.
Within the assessment phase a work capability
assessment (WCA) is carried out. This
assessment has two parts with the intention to:
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•
•

Firstly find out whether you have a
‘limited capability for work’ and
Secondly, to find out whether you have
a ‘limited capability for work-related
activity’.

•

Limited capability for work test
The limited capability for work test decides
whether you are entitled to ESA and if you can
remain on ESA. If you do not pass the test,
because you are not considered to have a
limited capability for work, you may consider
appealing the decision (see page 5) or
claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance instead.
The test assesses your ability to carry out 17
physical and/or mental activities. Points are
awarded based on your limitations for each
activity. Points are totalled up and if these
reach 15, you are deemed to have limited
capability for work. You continue to get ESA.
Within each type of activity there is a list of
‘descriptors’ with scores ranging from 0 to 15.
The descriptors describe related tasks of
varying degrees of difficulty. You score points
when you are not able to perform the activity
described. More than one descriptor may apply
to you but you can only pick up the highest
score from each type of activity. Download
these descriptors from the Employment and
Support Allowance web pages at
www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/benefits
If you score 15 in any one activity, you are
automatically assessed as having a limited
capability for work. If your score is less than
15, it can be added to the scores from any of
the other types of activity (in both the physical
and the mental parts of the test). If your total
score reaches 15, you pass the test.

The Physical activities
The physical functions in the limited capability
for work test are grouped into 10 different
types of activity. Examples include:
• Mobilising unaided by another person
with or without a walking stick, manual
wheelchair or other aid if such an aid
can reasonably be used.
• Standing and sitting
• Reaching
• Making yourself understood through
speaking, writing, typing, or other
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means normally used, unaided by
another person.
Absence or loss of control leading to
extensive evacuation of the bowel
and/or bladder, other than enuresis
(bed-wetting) despite the presence of
any aids or adaptations normally used.

The assessment takes into account your
abilities when using any aid or appliance you
would normally use.

The mental, cognitive and intellectual
activities
These functions in the limited capability for
work test are grouped into seven different
types of activity under the following headings:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Learning tasks
Awareness of everyday hazards (such
as boiling water or sharp objects).
Initiating and completing personal action
(which means planning, organisation,
problem solving, prioritising or switching
tasks).
Coping with change
Getting about
Coping with social engagement due to
cognitive impairment or mental disorder.
Appropriateness of behaviour with other
people, due to cognitive impairment or
mental disorder.

Some people are automatically treated as
having limited capability for work, for example
if you are terminally ill, have recently given
birth, are a hospital inpatient or have severe
problems with eating and swallowing.

Limited capability for work related
activity
The second test within the WCA considers
whether you have a ‘limited capability for work
related activity’ and is used to determine
whether you are placed in the support group of
claimants or the work related activity group.
The group you are placed in determines both
the amount of ESA you will receive and the
responsibilities you will need to meet in order
to continue getting the benefit.
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This test has another list of activities and
‘descriptors’ relating to physical and mental
functions. If you satisfy at least one of these
you will be placed in the support group of
claimants. Download these descriptors from
the Employment and Support Allowance web
pages at www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/benefits
The descriptors are grouped together in 16
activity headings and include for example:
•

•
•
•
•

•

Mobilising unaided by another person
with or without a walking stick, manual
wheelchair, or other aid if such an aid
can reasonably be used.
Transferring from one seated position to
another.
Reaching
Coping with social engagement, due to
cognitive impairment or mental disorder.
Appropriateness of behaviour with other
people, due to cognitive impairment or
mental disorder.
Coping with change.

The assessment usually takes into account
your abilities when using any aid or appliance
you would normally use.

Who is automatically accepted as
having limited capability for work
related activity?
You will be automatically accepted as having
limited capability for work related activity in the
following circumstances:
•
•

•

•

You are suffering from a progressive
disease and you are terminally ill.
You are due to receive, are receiving, or
recovering from specific forms of
chemotherapy
You suffer from a specific disease or
bodily or mental disablement and
consequently there would be a
substantial risk to the mental or physical
health of any person if you are found not
to have a limited capability for work
related activity
You are pregnant and there would be a
serious risk to you or your child’s health
if you do not refrain from work related
activity.
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If placed in the work related activity group you
will be required to attend a ‘work-focused
interview’ after the work capability assessment.
You will then be expected to take part in a
series of five more of these interviews.
At each interview you and a personal adviser
will discuss job related activities and complete
an action plan, listing the steps you are willing
to take to enhance your job prospects. You will
be given a copy of the action plan. You may
also be asked to undertake work related
activity.
You will not have to be in the work related
activity group once you reach pensionable age
or if you become a member of the support
group.
Sanctions
You must attend both the initial work-focused
interview and the follow up interviews. If you
fail to attend without good reason your ESA
may be sanctioned and paid at a reduced rate.
Sanctions are applied to the additional
components – the Work-Related Activity
Component, not the basic allowance. They can
only be applied after the assessment phase.
For the first four weeks, the sanction will be
50% (half) of the additional component. After
this, the additional amount will be removed
completely.
Once you comply with the requirement your
benefit will be paid in full. You can appeal
against a sanction – see page 5.

How much ESA do you get?
ESA is paid at different rates depending on
your circumstances. You may be entitled to
contributory (ESA based on your National
Insurance contributions) or income related
ESA (means-tested) or a combination of the
two.
Contributory ESA
Weeks 1-13 (assessment phase)
Assessment phase – target of 13 weeks
The basic contributory ESA weekly element is
£71.70 for those who are 25 or over.
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pensioner premiums and any housing costs to
which you are entitled.

For those under 25 it is £56.80.
Week 13 onwards
You will receive the higher basic element of
£71.70 (whatever your age).
Plus either the:
Support component of £34.80 for those in the
support group
Or
A work-related activity component of £28.45 for
those in the Work Related Activity Group.
Income related ESA
Income related ESA will be paid depending on
the circumstances of you and your partner
(income and savings) and there may be an
element for housing costs, usually your
mortgage interest.
Single
Under 25
25 or over

£56.80
£71.70

After the assessment phase, all claimants
£71.70
Lone parent
Under 18
Under 18 (main phase)
18 or over

£56.80
£71.70
£71.70

Couple
Both under 18
£56.80
Both under 18 with child
£85.80
Both under 18 (main phase)
£71.70
Both under 18 with child (main phase) £112.55
One 18 or over, one under 18*
£112.55
Both over 18
£112.55
Claimant under 25, partner under 18 £56.80
Claimant 25 or over, partner under 18 £71.70
Claimant (main phase) partner under 18
£71.70
*certain conditions apply
NB Couple rates are not paid automatically but
depend on the circumstances of your partner.
In addition to the appropriate rate above you
may qualify for extra premiums such as severe
disability, enhanced disability, carers or
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And after the 13 weeks assessment phase you
are paid additional amounts for the work
related activity component £28.45 or support
component £34.80.

Pension income rules
If you receive contribution-based ESA and
have gross occupational or private pension
income of more than £85 a week, the amount
of benefit payable will be reduced by half of the
excess.
The excess is the difference between £85 and
the actual pension income. For example, for a
pension income of £100, the excess is £15.
The amount of ESA payable is reduced by half
of that, which is £7.50.
If you receive income-related ESA, all the
pension income you have will be taken into
account in full.

Can I work while claiming ESA?
You can undertake voluntary work for a charity
or voluntary organisation or be a volunteer and
still be entitled to ESA. You must not however,
receive payment for work done, although you
can be reimbursed for reasonably incurred
expenses.
You will be treated as not entitled to benefit
during any week in which you are in paid work,
unless it is permitted work – work that is
specifically allowed (see below).
You will be allowed to try some work within
limits without it affecting your ESA and if your
earnings are within the permitted amounts.
Earnings will not count as income and so will
not affect either income-related or contributory
ESA (unless stated below).
Some of the conditions allow:
• Work earning up to £20.00 per week
• Work earning up to £97.50 per week
where it is part of a treatment
programme and done under medical
supervision [Supported permitted work]
• Work, earning up to £97.50 per week
which is supervised by someone from
an organisation which provides or
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•

arranges work for people with
disabilities.
If you are getting income related ESA
the amount of benefit you get will be
affected by these earnings.
Work for less than 16 hours per week,
earning up to £97.50 either for up to one
year or without limit if in the support
group.

Get advice if you are considering any form of
work or training as this may affect your benefit.

How do I appeal against a decision
about my ESA?
You can appeal against nearly all ESA
decisions including the imposing of a sanction.
If your appeal is against the failure to pass the
work capability assessment, because you
scored less than 15 points, you can continue to
claim the basic allowance of ESA whilst
awaiting the outcome of the appeal.
To find out more information on how to appeal
an Employment and Support Allowance
decision go to our Appealing your Employment
and Support Allowance (ESA) decision
factsheet for further details.
Be aware that appeals must be submitted
within one month of the written decision.
If you need further advice on challenging a
decision, appealing or representation you can
find out where your nearest advice centre is
located by calling Nottinghamshire County
Council on the contact details provided below
or visit our benefit advice pages at
www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/benefitsadvice

Contact information:
Phone: 0300 500 80 80
Monday to Friday: 8am to 8pm
Saturday: 8am to 12 noon
(Calls cost 3p a minute from a BT landline.
Mobile costs may vary).
Email: enquiries@nottscc.gov.uk
Website: www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk
Minicom: 01623 434993t 3p/min from BT landlines.
Phone 0300 500 80 80 if you need the
information in a different language or format.
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