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Glossary

A3

A8

CEE

CTC

ESOL

HMRC

LFS

WRS

WTC

Within this report the three A8 accession countries (Lithuania, Poland,
Slovakia) included in this research will be described as A3

The eight accession countries that joined the EU in May 2004: Czech
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia,
Slovakia (at the same time as Cyprus and Malta)

Central and Eastern Europe

Child Tax Credit

English for Speakers of Other Languages
Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs
Labour Force Survey

Worker Registration Scheme which was introduced in 2004 when new
countries joined the European Union. It allows the UK Border Agency
to monitor where citizens of those countries (except Malta and
Cyprus) are coming into the UK labour market, the type of work they
are doing, and the impact this has on the economy

Working Tax Credit
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Executive summary

Background

In February 2009, HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) commissioned the Policy
Studies Institute to undertake research on European migrant workers’ understanding
and experiences of the tax credits system. The main objective was to identify the
issues faced by migrant workers who arrived in the UK since 2004 when claiming
Child Tax Credit (CTC) and/or Working Tax Credit (WTC). There were three main
aims:

= To understand European migrant workers’ experiences of claiming tax
credits — the claimant journey from take-up of tax credits to later
interactions

= To explore their understanding of the tax credits system and their
responsibilities as claimants

= To generate suggestions from European migrant workers on how
communication strategies and services could be improved.

Using a qualitative research method, 60 in-depth interviews were undertaken with
migrant workers (36 individuals and 24 couples) from Lithuania, Poland, Portugal,
and Slovakia. These were the main groups of European migrant workers claiming tax
credits in March 2008. The fieldwork was conducted in the period March-May 2009 in
four locations: London, Leicester, Norwich and Great Yarmouth.

The migrant workers in the study

Better employment opportunities and higher wages were the main drivers of the
migrant workers’ decision to come to the UK. Almost all interviewed migrants made
use of family ties or the migrant community in the UK in the decision to migrate
and/or the process of settlement in the UK. While formal migrant community
organisations were not used at all, these more informal networks proved important
for migrants’ integration and for their experiences with the tax credits system. The
majority of respondents found their initial employment through an employment
agency and tried to move into direct employment contracts or self-employment.

Among those with children, few respondents had made use of formal childcare
services. Some lacked awareness of financial support, and were deterred by
prohibitive costs; others were concerned that support would not cover enough of the
costs. Another constraint was difficulty arranging childcare to cover fluctuating
working hours or shifts.

Some migrant workers claiming tax credits, who were generally on the lowest
incomes of those interviewed, talked positively about tax credits as being a source of
“extra help.” Those respondents who had children particularly emphasised the
financial importance of CTC to their families’ economic well-being. Other migrants,
often the higher earners of those interviewed, claimed tax credits with reluctance.
They felt that claiming went against a desire to support themselves, but did so out of
financial need.
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Some migrants sent financial remittances to support other family members in their
home countries and often did multiple jobs or worked long hours to make this
possible.

Making a claim and accessing advice

Sources of information on tax credits

Respondents across all four countries of origin identified friends and family as a key
resource in providing information about tax credits during the early stage of their
settlement in the UK. The longer they remained in the UK, migrants with better
language skills became more confident and less reliant on informal migrant networks,
entering a stage of adjustment and familiarisation with both language and how to
access public services. It is at this next stage of adjustment that they used formal
routes such as HMRC, employers, and other public sector organisations, such as
Jobcentre Plus, to access information on tax credits. Those interviewed in this
research did not make use of migrant organisations at any stage and made little use
of voluntary sector organisations such as the Citizens Advice Bureau.

Respondents from all four countries also identified fee-charging agencies as a source
of information on tax credits. They were used by newly-arrived migrants who
required language support or advice on tax credits, but did not get this from family or
friends.

Making the initial claim

A reason for delays in claiming tax credits was a lack of confidence about eligibility
rules. While it was easy for respondents to understand that having children was
linked with the eligibility for CTC, the rules for WTC were considered more complex.
These WTC rules may have been harder for family and friends to convey to potential
claimants, and therefore in particular, deterred those with language barriers, who
were less able to access formal sources for clarification, from claiming.

The decision to make the initial tax credit claim was triggered either by the receipt of
new information (often from family and friends) or by a change in circumstances
(such as information from a health visitor on the birth of a child). Many migrants drew
on help from family and friends, including their assistance with translation in the
process of making the initial claim. The degree of understanding of eligibility criteria
seemed to depend on the type of information sources used. Most notably those
migrant workers who relied on the support of fee-charging agencies and so did not
actively engage in gathering information tended to have a lower understanding.
Compared with respondents who used the help of agencies, migrants with direct
contact with HMRC were much better informed at the time of the initial claim.

Migrant workers generally found that the HMRC written guidance and application
form were too technical and difficult to understand. These problems were
exacerbated in the case of those with limited English language ability.



Summary

HMRC Tax Credits Helpline interpretation service

Migrants with limited English language ability, who were more reliant on the
interpretation service available through HMRC, expressed critical views of the
interpretation provision. They indicated problems of access and availability, as there
were sometimes long delays before they could speak to an interpreter and they had
to answer questions in English to access the service (which was problematic for
those with weak English language skills). In contrast, respondents who had better
English language ability talked more positively about the interpretation service.
Migrant workers indicated that it was difficult to understand a new social security
system but no specific cultural issues were mentioned as barriers when interpretation
support was used.

Understanding tax credit responsibilities

Reporting changes in circumstances

Across all four migrant groups, there were examples of positive interactions with
HMRC borne of good understanding of tax credit rules and responsibilities. These
respondents often referred to having received guidance on the importance of
reporting changes in circumstances in letters from HMRC, and had better English
language skills (they had typically been resident in the UK for a longer period of
time). Sometimes they referred to advice received when making their initial claim
which in some cases had come via an HMRC interpreter.

Migrant workers who continued to rely heavily on the advice of family and friends as
their tax credit journey moved to the reporting of changes stage tended to be those
with more severe English language needs. They struggled to make sense of their tax
credit responsibilities.

Respondents who had depended on fee-charging agencies during their initial claim
sometimes continued to rely on them as they moved to the reporting of changes of
circumstances stage. While the ability to trust a fee-charging agency enabled migrant
workers to claim tax credits, they still needed a basic understanding of how the
system worked to know when to contact the agency for advice and support (for
example, when their circumstances changed). Some agencies were reportedly
helping with this, but not all.

Across all groups, some delayed reporting changes as a means of coping with an
uncertain employment future, waiting until their situation was more settled before
informing HMRC.

Renewal

On the whole, participants were aware of the need to check their circumstances at
renewal time and they generally felt that it was reasonable to be asked to renew their
claim. Several participants, across all four migrant groups, were unaware of the
deadline for renewal as well as what would happen if they submitted their renewal
information after the deadline.
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Irrespective of migrant group, some participants with more limited English ability
preferred to renew in writing rather than by telephone; others found the renewal
process intimidating. It was common for participants who had used a fee-charging
agency for their initial claim to draw on these services for renewal.

Recommendations

HMRC service delivery

Migrant workers with limited English language ability (often but not always with the
most severe needs) expressed a wish for less interaction with HMRC by phone and
greater face-to-face contact. Although some participants noted that the provision of
interpretation support had improved the quality of access to HMRC support by
telephone. From the migrant workers’ perspective, it would be ideal to have more
face-to-face support from HMRC advisers with language skills in enquiry centres.
There was a lack of awareness of existing HMRC enquiry centres, so raising
awareness of enquiry centres and the support already available would have been
helpful to them.

Suggestions for HMRC to send reminders of tax credit responsibilities reflected a
desire for increased knowledge about which changes to report. Key areas where

there was a lack of understanding, particularly amongst those with limited English
language skills were:

» The need to report if they stop or start living with a partner

* The need to report a change in income during the year

= The myth that HMRC knows about income changes already due to its income
tax administration role

= How the reporting of any changes in circumstances as they occur helps to
avoid overpayment.

Migrant workers generally found the guidance complex and difficult to understand.
Claimants suggested that reminders or guidance that included case studies of
common errors leading to overpayment could be particularly helpful for migrant
workers.

Other problems which affected the migrant worker population were:
= The prohibitive cost of calling HMRC from a mobile phone
= Volatile working conditions which made keeping HMRC up to date with

changes burdensome.

Communications

While family and friends were a key source of advice for migrant workers on arrival in
the UK, potentially cascading information on interpreting services and other tax credit
related issues, migrant workers felt it would be difficult for HMRC to pass information
onto them in a targeted way (with a view to influencing their support and advice for
migrant workers). A more effective approach suggested by those interviewed might
be to raise awareness by targeting non-HMRC institutions, for example schools and
the health service. Such institutions could be supplied with leaflets and booklets that

-10 -
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provided information on the HMRC interpretation service and other issues. While this
kind of initiative would potentially put pressure (in terms of use of staff time) on other
organisations and services, this study highlighted evidence that these kinds of
services were already passing on information through their everyday neighbourhood
interactions with migrant workers. As well as influencing family and friends (who were
a source of advice for migrants) migrant workers felt that these measures could be
useful for those migrant workers with better language skills; they could also be
helpful for those with the weakest English language ability if information was provided
in other migrant languages commonly spoken by migrants living in the area.

Those who used fee-charging agencies often did not know when to report changes of
circumstances and may not have received appropriate advice from the agency.
Those interviewed suggested that HMRC could launch an information campaign
targeting fee-charging agencies in general. This could include promoting the linking
of their web-pages with HMRC online resources as well as providing agencies with
bilingual leaflets, which may help those using the agencies to develop a better
understanding of their tax credit responsibilities.

-11 -
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1.

Introduction

1.1 This report presents findings from a qualitative research study undertaken by

the Policy Studies Institute (PSI) on the understanding of tax credit rules and
responsibilities among European migrant workers and their experiences of the
tax credits system. The study was carried out on behalf of Her Majesty's
Revenue & Customs (HMRC)

Research aims and objectives

1.2 The main objective of this project was to identify the issues faced by recent

migrant workers to the UK (defined as those who arrived in the UK during the
last five years, since 2004) when claiming Child Tax Credit (CTC) or Working
Tax Credit (WTC). To this end, the project had two strands:

= A comprehensive review of the available literature and evidence relevant to
understanding migrant workers’ experiences, expectations, and attitudes
regarding tax credits as well as other benefits.

= A qualitative study which explored in depth the experiences of a sample of
60 migrant workers.

1.3 This report presents the findings from the qualitative study, the aims were:

= To understand European migrant workers’ experiences of claiming tax
credits — the claimant journey from take-up of tax credits to later
interactions

= To explore these migrant workers’ understanding of the tax credits system
and their responsibilities as claimants

= To generate suggestions from European migrant workers’ on how
communication strategies and services could be improved.

Research design

1.4

15

1.6

This project adopted a qualitative research method by conducting 60 in-depth
interviews. Thirty-six interviews were undertaken with individual migrant
workers and 24 interviews with migrant couples (that is migrant workers and
their partners), building a purposive sample of 84 European migrants. A
qualitative methodology was considered best suited to allow a detailed
exploration of the participants’ experiences and attitudes in their interaction
with the tax credits system.

Four countries of origin were selected: Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, and
Slovakia. These countries were the main groups of European migrants
registered with the tax credits system in March 2008. While migration from
Portugal has a longer tradition in the UK, migration to the UK from the three
East European countries within this sample grew rapidly in the period following
EU enlargement on 1 May 2004.

The 60 interviews were selected from four locations: London, Leicester,
Norwich and Great Yarmouth with migrants from both rural and urban areas
interviewed. Migrant workers had to fulfil two main criteria to be included in the

-12 -
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sample: to have been based in the UK for less than five years and not to speak
English as their first language. These criteria were chosen so as to focus
particularly on those who were more likely to have problems in understanding
their responsibilities when claiming tax credits. The sample was split further
between those who had been claiming tax credits for over a year and those
who had been claiming for under a year. The sample was designed to ensure a
balanced distribution of individual characteristics such as gender, age, family
background, and income level and was split equally across the four locations
and according to the time spent in the UK. One topic guide was used for all
groups and was designed to achieve in-depth 90-minute interviews that
covered a range of themes pertinent to migrant worker journeys through the tax
credit system. In the early stages of the project, one interview was conducted
with HMRC enquiry centre staff and one with a Citizens Advice Bureau advisor
to help in the development of the topic guide. Further details about the
research instruments and methodology are provided in Appendix 1.

Structure of the report

In the remainder of this report the research findings are presented in six chapters:

1.7

1.8

1.9

1.10
1.11

1.12

Chapter 2 explores the characteristics of the migrant workers included in the
interviewed sample.

Chapter 3 provides more details about migrant workers’ experiences of
claiming tax credits.

Chapter 4 covers migrant workers’ experiences of interacting with HMRC when
a change in their circumstances occurred which had to be reported and might
potentially affect the amount of the award.

Chapter 5 examines the renewal of tax credits and finalisation of an award.
Chapter 6 reviews migrant workers’ suggestions for improving HMRC service
delivery and the implications of the research findings for HMRC communication
strategies.

Chapter 7 provides a summary of the main points arising from the research.

13
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2,

2.1

The migrant workers in the study

This chapter explores the characteristics of the migrant workers who
participated in this research. It focuses on their personal and household
characteristics most relevant to interactions with the tax credits system.

What were their motives for migration to the UK?

2.2

2.3

24

2.5

The migrant workers described how a range of factors affected migration
decisions:

= The attraction of employment and earning opportunities in the UK which
were often linked with the economic and political situation in their countries
of origin

= Free access to the UK labour market

= The desire for family reunification.

Participants often stated employment opportunities and higher wages as the
main drivers of their decision to come to the UK. The following comment was
typical:

“... we came here to earn some money, have better jobs, better life. ...”
(Portuguese man, aged 30s, married)

The free access to the labour market granted immediately after EU
enlargement (1 May 2004) made the UK an attractive destination for A3
migrants from Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia. These A3 migrants mentioned
legal aspects (the right to live and work in the UK without restrictions, to remain
permanently in the UK, and to be joined by dependents) much more often than
Portuguese migrants, for whom free movement of labour rights has been
applicable for more than 20 years. All groups showed some knowledge about
the fact that their contributory benefits rights would not be lost when moving
from one EU state to another. Some mentioned the transferability of pension
rights acquired in the UK to their home countries upon return as an additional
factor in their migration decision. While this signals the awareness among
migrants about their entitlements to welfare provisions, the availability of tax
credits or other benefits in the UK did not emerge as a factor in migration
decisions. Very often interviewees learnt about tax credits only after arriving in
the UK.

The desire for family reunification was frequently mentioned as a reason for
coming to the UK. Typically, one family member or partner (usually male)
arrived first (usually for work-related reasons) and the other, often
accompanied by children, followed some time (usually months) later. In these
instances, the partner, or other relatives, who arrived earlier in the UK gathered
information about financial assistance and this was likely to have influenced the
decisions of partners or children who followed. There was some evidence that
family members who arrived earlier in the UK had passed information on tax
credits to newcomers but this was not reported to have influenced the
subsequent migration decisions of the newcomers.

-14 -
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How did the migrants settle in the UK?

2.6

2.7

2.8

2.9

Almost all interviewed migrants made use of some form of network or
community ties both prior to migration (for the migration decision making
process) and upon arrival in the UK (for the process of settlement). Three types
of tie emerged: with family members, friends or the wider migrants’ community
from the same country:

= direct ('stronger’) ties - where a partner, other family members or relatives
arrived earlier in the UK and provided direct support

= indirect (weaker’) ties - common to those who had friends in the UK who
helped in the migration process or provided information about work and
housing

= community ties - for those who had neither relatives nor friends before
migrating to the UK but were influenced in their decision by other migrants
from their country of origin.

Community ties were more frequently mentioned among Polish and Slovak
migrants who came from regions where people historically migrated for
temporary or seasonal work. A so-called ‘culture of migration’ was therefore
common.

For all migrant groups, participants often moved around the UK during the
period immediately after arrival. Many households included in the sample
experienced multiple changes of addresses, often in the same area and
occasionally over longer distances. For example, one Lithuanian participant
spoke of moving home five times in the first six months of settlement. One
reason for such frequent moves was that friends or relatives had often helped
with accommodation and employment opportunities in the early stages of
arrival but afterwards migrants searched for more adequate housing or found
preferable work in other regions. In the case of family reunion after the initial
settlement period, partners and children had joined from abroad and moved
together to a new address.

Although the migrants tended to describe their migration as temporary, there
was also evidence of concrete plans to return to their home country. However,
there was generally ambiguity about their intended length of stay but the
possibility of permanent settlement was not ruled out. However, participants
tended to perceive their current jobs as insecure and mentioned other factors
which might influence their decision to return sooner rather than later; such as
difficulties in adapting to life in the UK, lack of English language skills or
attachment to family and friends in their home country.

What are the characteristics of migrant workers’
employment?

2.10 The research sample was selected from those migrant workers who claim tax

credits. They were therefore employed in lower income jobs, which is not
representative of all recent European migrants to the UK. While most of the
participants were employed in their home countries before migration, they often
did different jobs in the UK. The participants’ accounts suggested that in the
early stages of migration, there was generally limited information about
employment conditions in the UK. They tended to rely on agencies to secure
work, indeed, (particularly for Polish and Lithuanian participants) either initial
employment was found or arranged through an employment agency, or an

15
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2.11

2.12

2.13

2.14

Are

2.15

2.16

agency had been contacted at some point after arriving in the UK. Many of the
migrants who found work with the assistance of agencies had contacted them
in the process of deciding to migrate. In this context, employment agencies
played a complementary role to that of family and friends who helped in the
migration process but agencies were mentioned more often in the context of
job searches.

After arriving in the UK, workers with pre-arranged contracts through agencies
generally experienced an unstable employment pattern with frequent periods
without work as well as low pay and poor working conditions (long and irregular
hours of work, late shifts and job insecurity). Almost all of the participants had
negative experiences of working through agencies and tried to move into direct
employment contracts or switched into self-employment.

Only a few of the participants arrived in the UK with employment contracts that
they had arranged directly. They learnt about job vacancies through
newspapers or had friends or family members in the UK who helped them.
Although they were more likely to have higher qualifications than those who
used agencies, their employment characteristics and incidence of
unemployment displayed no differences from those with fewer qualifications.
As the following quotation illustrates, this seemed to be expected:

“We are immigrants so we have worse jobs, jobs that English people do not
do.” (Polish woman, aged 30s, single)

Across the sample, poor employment conditions were reflected in the high
incidence of shift work and long working hours. Among those employed at the
time of the interview, many expressed the wish to search for better jobs but
only a few were actively doing this. The majority of participants had
experienced periods of unemployment in the UK and had changed their
employer at least once.

In Norwich and Great Yarmouth, migrants tended to be employed in food
processing factories (usually via employment agencies) or in hotel and
catering. In London and Leicester, they generally worked in construction,
cleaning services or catering.

migrant workers (socially) integrated in the UK?

Almost all migrants noted that they had some problems communicating in
English. Ranging from difficulties in understanding and speaking English to
having difficulties in coping only with more complex language. In most cases,
language barriers were recognised as an impediment to interacting with
English-speaking people, when searching for jobs or in making contact with
public services. The tendency for language barriers to limit contact with native
communities is illustrated by the following Lithuanian participant:

“I have always worked with Poles or Russian speakers, Lithuanians.
Sometimes | happen to work with one or two Englishmen, but | don’t
approach them because | don't speak English.” (Lithuanian man, aged 34,
single)

Based on both the available literature and on the collected data, two aspects of
migrant workers’ societal integration seem particularly relevant for this study:
their integration in the local communities (into the more established or in some
cases the migrant communities) and their English language skills. Both

-16 -
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2.17

influenced the ability of migrants to acquire information about their rights and to
understand the rules of the welfare system.

Informal contact with the wider local migrant community emerged as an
important source of information, for example, about employment opportunities,
housing, the British schooling system and also, to some extent, welfare
provision — although this was not specifically about the tax credits system (for
more details see the section on sources of information in chapter 3).

What are the living conditions of migrant workers?

2.18

2.19

2.20

Although many participants seemed to have no interest in formal migrant
community organisations, or even appeared to avoid them, most continued to
have strong ties to family members or migrants from the same region of origin
long after the initial period following migration. In some instances, they shared
accommaodation with family members or friends not only immediately after
arrival but even after changing several addresses in the UK, as with this Polish
participant:

“I live with my cousin, his wife, their child and his brother-in-law, we all come
from one town so these people are not strangers to me.” (Polish woman,
aged 30s, lives with partner)

They tended to seem satisfied with their housing conditions and often
highlighted positive aspects of the neighbourhoods they were living in. In some
cases there were a large number of people sharing a rather small space but
they tended to help each other and provided a support network.

Those for whom employment agencies provided housing encountered more
problems and lost their accommodation if they changed jobs.

Do migrant workers use childcare?

2.21

2.22

Among those with children, there was limited use of childcare. Only a few of the
participants who appeared to be eligible for the childcare element of WTC were
actually using formal childcare. Two reasons were commonly mentioned for
not using childcare. First, the prohibitive costs of formal childcare for some
participants for whom this was beyond their household budget. The migrants
tended to feel that childcare was too expensive: even if they received WTC,
they thought the childcare element would not be enough to cover the costs.
Second, the fluctuating hours and time (shifts) of work characterising migrant
working conditions were identified as a further barrier since formal childcare
was not generally available at these times or did not provide the needed
flexibility. An additional difficulty in accessing childcare mentioned was the
need for support from the childcare provider for the English language needs of
the children. For example, one participant was not able to find a place at local
nurseries for his son:

“...he didn’t know English so this was the main reason for them to get rid of
him: ‘he doesn’t speak English so it will be difficult. There is nobody to take
care of him here.’ Everybody has someone to help children. But they didn't
want him”. (Lithuanian man, aged 30s, single)

In cases where both parents were working the participants generally used
informal methods to cover the time when childcare was needed. Flexible
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working hours or shifts were used to take care of the children alternately with
their partners. Others used various forms of reciprocal arrangements with
family members or friends to take care of the children:

“When | went to work? My husband was at home. | worked from six in the
morning till two and he worked nights. My sister-in-law was at home as well
... where | lived, at my brother’s, she was at home as well ... she had her
little [daughter], so she stayed with both and then | came and | was with her
and my husband went to work”. (Polish women, aged 30s, married)

What is the financial situation of migrant workers?

2.23

2.24

Despite low earnings, migrant workers tended to expressed positive attitudes
towards their overall financial situation, perhaps due to the higher incomes they
earned in the UK compared to their potential earnings in the countries of origin.
They generally acknowledged their incomes could be sensitive to overall
economic conditions and some had recently lost their jobs, had had their
working hours cut or were acutely aware of UK work colleagues who had been
made redundant. As will be discussed in chapter 4 (see section 4.9), changing
working conditions had implications for interactions with HMRC.

Wages were the single most important source of income for all of the employed
migrants. They often positively valued the receipt of social benefits (including
tax credits) and saw them as a source of extra help or financial support. In
most cases these benefits were not described as a crucial source of income
perhaps because, as noted earlier, one of the drivers for participants coming to
the UK was higher wages compared with what they might earn at home.
However, as will be discussed in chapter 3, for those with children CTC was
important. Some of the migrants sent money to support other family members
in their home countries and often had multiple jobs or worked long hours to
make this possible. The following quotation from a participant is illustrative of
this work and family support ethic:

“Nobody forces me to work so much but | don’t have a choice. | need one
salary to live on here and to send another salary to Lithuania.” (Lithuanian
woman, aged 40s, divorced)
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3.

3.1

Experience of claiming tax credits

This chapter explores migrant workers’ experiences of claiming tax credits,
including sources of information used and interactions with HMRC.

How do migrants feel about claiming?

3.2

Participants were asked about their views on claiming social benefits in general
and tax credits in particular. All participants expected more from the UK
welfare state compared with the welfare state in their home country. Migrants
generally had negative views about the provision of public services in their
countries of origin and in contrast expressed a positive view about the
government services in the UK. The feelings about claiming tax credits were
more diverse but similar across the sample. Based on their responses, we
identified two contrasting types of claimants, whom we refer to as, the ‘Grateful
Claimer’, and the ‘Reluctant Claimer’.

The Grateful Claimer

3.3

3.4

Grateful claimers were generally lower income earners who talked positively
about tax credits as being a source of ‘extra help.’ Portuguese and Slovakian
participants tended to be ‘grateful claimers’. They were particularly mindful that
benefits in their countries of origin were minimal compared with what they
received in the UK, and welcomed the extra financial help. In addition, those
who had only recently started claiming this support, expressed surprise at the
financial help that they were able to receive. Participants who had children
particularly emphasised the financial importance of CTC to their families’
economic well-being.

Grateful claimers also positively discussed tax credits in the context of
entittement and rights. Participants felt that working and living in the UK made
them entitled to the same type of help as a UK resident.

The Reluctant Claimer

3.5

3.6

In contrast to grateful claimers, reluctant claimers were higher income earners
who thought that claiming benefits went against an ingrained work ethic, but
that they felt they needed to claim because of their financial situation. This
meant that while they needed the additional support they also resented it. Such
reluctant claimers were more frequent among Lithuanian and Polish migrants.
Reluctant claimers also held the view that they would rather work than receive
benefits. For them, ‘living off the state’ made people lazy and was inherently
stigmatizing to the hardworking. The comment expressed by a Lithuanian
participant is typical of this group:

“One problem is that we don't like things we get for free.” (Lithuanian,
woman, aged 30s, married)

Across all groups, this reluctance is stronger in the case of WTC compared
with CTC.
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How do migrants get information about tax credits?

3.7

On newly arriving in the UK, friends and family members were usually the first
source of information about tax credits. Following this, time spent in the UK
before claiming tax credits helped many become more confident with the
language, more familiarised with the organisation of governmental support and
their entitlements as EU migrants in the UK. At this stage of their adjustment,
migrants from all four countries become less reliant on help from family
members or friends. They started using such formal routes as HMRC,
employers, and other public sector organisations in order to gain information
about tax credits.

Migrant networks as an important source of information

3.8

3.9

Returning to the issue of sources of information but specifically in relation to
help given around tax credits, participants across all four countries of origin
identified friends and family, who had been residing in the UK for a longer
period of time, as a key resource in providing information about tax credits.
During this primary stage of integration and information sharing, the newly
arrived were often told about this extra financial help, where to go to get the
forms or guidance, or given a telephone number to contact HMRC. If they were
in need of language support, family members and friends often helped them
through the application process by acting as interpreters and translators.

In the few cases when participants had no family ties or direct friends in the
UK, information was passed through interactions with other individuals, not
formal migrant organisations, from their country of origin. This quotation by a
Slovakian participant illustrates the importance of his Slovak community for
getting information about tax credits:

Interviewer: “How did you find out about tax credits?”

Participant: “From other Slovaks. Who wouldn’t like to have more money
when working? | knew about it from one Slovak and he has showed me an
application form. | have seen what it looks like. He told me where to go and
ask, how to fill in the form”. (Slovak man, aged 30s, divorced)

Fee-charging agencies

3.10

3.11

Participants from all four countries identified fee-charging agencies as a source
of information about tax credits. These agencies advertised in migrant
newspapers or on websites and charged a fee to handle the application
process on behalf of the migrants. This included form filling, submitting benefit
claims and responding to any queries from HMRC. Agencies were used by
newly arrived migrants who required language support and did not get this
support from family members, friends or other forms of support. Participants
using the service discussed the convenience of these agencies, and the fact
that they offered a complete service. This was a more positive experience than
for those who had to source information and submit a claim to HMRC with no
or limited support.

Participants also experienced problems with the quality of service from fee-
charging agencies. For example, a Slovakian participant had found the process
of submitting a claim so problematic when she used a particular agency, that
she now runs her own interpreting and advice agency to help newly-arrived
migrants through the application process. She explained:
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“...actually when | came, | came on my own but | paid for school and | came
by agency, the name of agency is [xxxx]' and they promised to give me some
help, just with getting a National Insurance Number, a bank account and stuff
like this. But | didn't even get information about Working Tax Credit from them
and when | got some information, it was like 'if you want to get a National
Insurance Number you have to call a special number’ but it's very difficult
because the number is busy and if you want to open a bank account, it's very
difficult because you need to have a proper address which you don't have, so
this was the advice... | paid £400 for this... I'm charging people for my advice
but only if I win, if I'm successful..”. (Slovak woman, aged 30s, single)

Formal sources of information about tax credits

3.12 As already mentioned, in the process of their adjustment in the UK, migrants

3.13

become more confident with the language and more familiar with the welfare
service system. They relied less on migrant networks (including family, friends
and other people from their countries of origin in the areas of settlement) as
primary sources of information. Instead, migrant workers, particularly those with
better language skills, turned to more formal sources including HMRC,
employers and other public sector organisations, for example Jobcentre Plus
and health sector workers. There were examples of migrants with better
English skills across all four migrant groups®, though signs of this were more
evident for the Lithuanian and Polish migrant workers in the sample.

Over time, more established migrants had gained enough confidence with
respect to interacting with public sector organisations to contact HMRC directly.
Those without language barriers felt confident enough to get information about
tax credits from a formal source as discussed by this participant:

“Until | telephoned, it didn’t look plausible. It is, everybody was saying, as if
somebody was giving money away, throwing it away. But | did phone, and
had an interview, got documents sent to me, had to complete them ... | have
asked an acquaintance, he said ‘well either you get it or you don't'’. As for
the Internet, it was explained what criteria had to be fulfilled, why etc. That's
how it was...” (Polish man, aged 20s, single)

Other public sector organisations

3.14 Some participants with families reported receiving information about tax credits

from midwives and health visitors, staff at the Jobcentre, and from teachers.
Advice from these public sector workers was often because of a change in
claimant circumstances relating to a child, such as a change of school, or a
birth. There was little use of Citizens Advice Bureau within the sample.

! The process of screening participants for the research provided the bilingual interviewers
with an opportunity to gauge participants’ spoken English language level (see discussion of
screening procedure in Appendix 1). This information was supplemented with further
information participants provided during their interviews on how language needs affected their
everyday interactions in their lives and with HMRC.
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Employers and accountants

3.15

In some cases, migrants were told about tax credits on starting a new job or
when moving to self-employment. When starting a new job, some were told
about tax credits by their employers. Upon becoming self-employed, some had
been given information about tax credits by their accountant when submitting
tax returns.

What were the experiences with the initial tax credits claim?

Factors determining the speed with which a claim was made

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

The decision to make the initial claim was triggered (for those who were
already eligible) by the receipt of new information often from family or friends or
by a change in circumstances (such as information from a health visitor or
midwife on the birth of a child, or Jobcentre Plus staff on getting a job). In most
cases this was reported by migrant workers as being followed by an automatic
receipt of information from HMRC.

The length of time spent in the UK before the initial tax credits claim varied
across the participants depending on personal circumstances and the sources
of information they were able to access. Changes in circumstances after which
migrants met the eligibility criteria were most frequently related to the birth of
children or changes in the employment situation (for example, hours worked or
income). Switching into self-employment was also mentioned in some cases as
facilitating the receipt of information about tax credits. The migrants generally
made a claim for tax credits in the first year after arrival and only a few did so
up to four or almost five years later. There seemed to be no differences with
regard to this across the four countries of origin.

In cases of delaying their application, particularly for WTC, a lack of confidence
about eligibility rules was relevant. While it was easy for participants to
understand that having children was linked with the eligibility for CTC, the rules
for WTC were considered more complex and deterred potential claimants with
language barriers from claiming. WTC rules may have been harder for family
and friends to convey to potential claimants. This context seemed to be
interacting with migrant worker perceptions of CTC being more legitimate to
claim than WTC. Those using fee-charging agencies were not any more
confident in making WTC claims, but placed their faith in fee-charging agencies
to act competently on their behalf.

Some participants had experienced difficulties with their initial tax credit claim
due to the requirement to prove their right to reside in the UK. In a few cases
this caused delays of more than one year between the initial claim and the
award as was the case with the following participant, whose experience
seemed to be more common in the earlier period after EU enlargement rather
than later on:

“... [it took] more than one year [before | received tax credits]. Mostly
because they thought | couldn’t live here and then because of Home Office
registration.” (Lithuanian woman, aged 30s, single, self-employed)

Sources of information and understanding of the initial tax credits claim

3.20

When making the initial claim, most participants demonstrated a good
understanding of the basic eligibility criteria that, in terms of hours worked and
income threshold, needed to be met in claiming tax credits. This was for the
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3.21

3.22

3.23

3.24

3.25

most part irrespective of the source of information (which could be friends and
family or more formal routes) with the notable exception of those who used fee-
charging agencies where knowledge was less good and migrant workers
lacked confidence in trying to engage with the eligibility criteria.

Participants generally found that the language/terminology of both the written
guidance from HMRC and the application form were too technical and difficult
to understand. These problems were exacerbated where the claimant had
weak English language ability. Participants also felt that the guidance provided
along with the application form should be available in more migrant languages,
a theme that will be explored later in this report.

Also relevant were the experiences of migrant workers with the HMRC
interpretation support either in the enquiry centres or by telephone at any stage
of their interaction with HMRC. Participants with poor English language skills
who were more reliant on the interpreter service, expressed critical views of the
interpreting provision. For example, they indicated problems of delay in access
and availability. In addition, participants felt that the interpreter support was
available too late in the call. For practical reasons, participants were requested
to respond to questions in English before they could request the help of an
interpreter.

Those who did not engage with HMRC but used fee-charging agencies were
not able to improve their level of understanding beyond the initial claim.
Migrants with direct contact with HMRC were much better informed at the time
of the initial claim. This can be observed across all countries included in the
study. These participants tended to be less reliant on the HMRC interpretation
service. In fact, they tended to use the provision in a different way, using it
more as a 'back up system’ rather than their main form of communication. This
Polish interviewee explained:

“l used him (interpreter) just to be on the safe side, just in case there was
something | did not understand. But now | think | would be able to cope
without one.” (Polish man, aged 20s, single)

Some participants received help from friends or family members on the initial
claim instead of fee-charging agencies,. The majority of this group did not find
filling in the forms difficult per se. However, as discussed, they often needed
translation support from family and friends and HMRC interpreters when filling
in the forms or for correspondence with HMRC.
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4,

4.1

Tax credits and reporting changes in
circumstances

This chapter explores migrant workers’ experiences of interacting with HMRC
when a change in their circumstances occurred that potentially had an impact
on their tax credits claim.

What changes in circumstances were experienced by migrant
workers?

4.2

After their initial award of tax credits, the majority of participants experienced a
change in circumstances, of which HMRC needed to be notified. A range of
changes were relevant to eligibility for tax credits or the amount of tax credit
awarded. Some changes in circumstances were particularly relevant for certain
groups. For example, those migrant workers who moved to the UK ahead of
their partners needed to inform HMRC about the arrival of a partner. Similarly,
some migrant workers with children had needed to report that a child had left
full-time education, others that a child had been born, and newly single
participants had needed to report that a partner had left. Participants across a
range of groups also reported changes in address and phone number, though
not as frequently as in the settlement period before their initial claim (see
section on settlement patterns in chapter 2). Similarly the need to report
changes in hours worked was common.

How aware are migrant workers of their responsibilities
related to reporting changes in circumstances and how do
they find out about their responsibilities?

4.3

4.4

A continuum of awareness of what changes needed to be reported and when
was identified. At one end of the spectrum, participants had a large degree of
knowledge of their responsibilities; at the other they were clearly confused and
unsure. There were many examples of migrant workers with limited English
skills in the latter group of confused customers, across all countries of origin,
including those who had been in the UK for several years. Having good English
language skills did not necessarily mean that participants had a good
understanding of their responsibilities. However, there was evidence that
occupational background, for example in accountancy, information technology
and advisory services, was associated with confidence in interacting with the
tax credit system, including accessing HMRC interpretation services.

It was noted in the previous chapter that the longer participants were in the UK
the greater use they started to make of more formal sources of information.
This is reflected in sources of information that they had accessed in order to
find out about reporting changes in circumstances. Lithuanian and Polish
participants tended to be more likely than the Portuguese or Slovaks to report
accessing HMRC for information or referring to advice on reporting changes
that they received when making their initial claim. They often had better English
skills and found these sources of information accessible, as was the case with
a Polish couple:

“...after | sent them the first batch of papers | phoned and that lady
explained to me that any changes need to be notified in order to avoid
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4.5

4.6

4.7

consequences, having to repay, adjustments, letters,...” (Polish man,
couple)

Participants with better English language skills drew effectively on the services
of HMRC interpreters, and referred to being told about rules in reporting
changes in circumstances when they used the service to help make their initial
claim, indicating the value of providing information at this early stage. Others
had received letters from HMRC, including reminders about reporting
requirements accompanying renewal forms and there were accounts of these
being helpful, particularly where participants had a good level of English.
Migrant workers also referred to other sources of information including family
members, friends at work (other migrant workers), nursery staff, solicitors,
accountants and the radio. Reflecting a growth in awarenes