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Executive Summary 

Citizens Advice Knowsley has seen increasing numbers of clients come to visit us regarding 

difficulties they have understanding benefits letters they have been sent by the Department 

of Work and Pensions (DWP).  This is a particularly important issue to Knowsley residents, as 

15% of residents possess no formal qualifications, and a further 15% hold only Level 1 

qualifications (GCSE grades D-G)1-3, so difficulties in understanding letters are likely to affect 

a significant amount of benefit claimants. 

We decided to investigate what might be the cause, so we looked at the language used in 

these letters, as well as whether or not the DWP is meeting its benchmark criteria for good 

communications.  A list of these criteria can be found on page 5 for reference.  To examine 

whether or not the language used in DWP benefit letters is suitable for claimants who may 

have Level 1 qualifications or below, we analysed 4 sample Personal Independence Payment 

(PIP) letters using 8 different text analysis methods.  These methods examined word length, 

sentence length or words used to generate an average school grade or reading age that the 

text is suitable for.  We also produced a staff and client survey to investigate whether or not 

the DWP was meeting its other criteria for good communication.  

Our text analysis showed that the reading age required to read a typical DWP letter was 

calculated as being 9-10 years.  An adult qualified to Level 1 standard is expected to be able 

to read a text suitable for a 10-11 year old3, so theoretically should be able to understand a 

DWP letter.  However, an adult qualified below Level 1, who holds no formal qualifications, 

is expected to have a lower reading age3.  Depending on their level of education, adults not 

qualified to Level 1 standard could have a reading age as low as 5 years old2,3, and so DWP 

letters contain language which is too complex for these readers to understand.  As well as 

complex language, our survey results exposed a number of other issues with DWP letters, 

which survey respondents felt made letters more confusing and difficult to understand.  

These findings help to explain the large numbers of clients we have seen at Citizens Advice 

Knowsley who have required help reading and comprehending correspondences from the 

DWP. 

Based on our results, the DWP does not appear to be meeting its benchmark criteria for 

good communications, and improvements could be made to make their correspondences 

more accessible to claimants. We produced recommendations as to what improvements 

could be made to DWP correspondences in order to better suit the reading abilities of their 

recipients.  To summarise our conclusions, we recommend that all letters and other 

correspondences sent out by the DWP should: 

 Contain all the information required for clients to understand the nature of the 

correspondence, what benefit it refers to, and how to respond to it. 

 Clearly explain what actions are to be taken upon receipt of the letter. 

 Use language that is simple and easy to understand by low ability readers. 

 Be specific to the recipient. 

 Be structured logically. 
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 Be clear, concise and easy to navigate. 

 Be checked for errors and contradictory information before sending. 

There are some limitations to our research, for example we only used 4 sample DWP letters 

in our text analysis, so these may not fully represent the “typical” DWP letter received by 

claimants.  Additionally, the text analysis methods we used to estimate the reading age 

required to understand the letters are designed for use on children’s texts, and may not be 

applicable to adult texts. To explore problems around understanding benefit letters further 

and identify other areas for improvement, we have suggested some areas for further 

research.  These include: 

 Organise focus groups, so that clients are able to share their issues with DWP 

correspondences in depth.  This would also allow us to explore the direct impact of 

not being able to understand benefit letters on clients. 

 Carry out research to determine the effects of having prior knowledge of the 

benefits system on the ease with which letters can be understood, as it has been 

noted in other research that this can affect how easy a text is to understand14. 

 Carry out research looking into how numerical ability affects a claimant’s 

understanding of benefit letters, particularly for letters which involve calculations for 

award amounts, deductions and sanctions. 
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Rationale 
 
Citizens Advice Knowsley carried out a project looking at whether or not correspondences 
sent out by the DWP to benefit claimants were easy for recipients to understand, or if these 
letters require improvements to be accessible and understandable.  This research focuses on 
the “readability” of the letters, which in this study is defined as the degree of ease a reader 
has in understanding a written text. 
 
Of all benefit enquiries seen by one Knowsley gateway assessor from September 2015 – 
December 2015, one third of these clients came to Citizens Advice reporting difficulties 
understanding the benefit letters they had been sent.  Many clients experienced confusion 
regarding what the letters meant or were about, and did not understand what they were 
expected to do having received the letter.  Clients felt as though the letter itself did not 
clearly lay out what was expected of them, or that the phrasing and language used in the 
letter was ambiguous, unclear and difficult to interpret.  
 
There are 93,700 working age residents in Knowsley, 15% of whom have no formal 
qualifications and a further 15%  who have qualifications no higher than Level 11 (equivalent 
to GCSE grades D-G, or a level 1 NVQ)2,3. It has been recognised prior to our research that 
things such as lower levels of education or having a disability can affect a claimant’s ability to 
understand and interpret the complex language often found in benefit letters.  In light of 
this, award letters and correspondence relating to benefits should tailor their language to 
ensure ease of understanding for these groups of claimants.  However, much of what we 
have seen at Citizens Advice Knowsley and in other research we have read suggests that the 
accessibility of these correspondences need reviewing4,5, as the issue of claimants being 
unable to understand their letters appears to be an ongoing and widespread issue6. 
 
There are six benchmark characteristic outlined by the DWP that all correspondence with 
claimants or potential claimants should conform to.  These six characteristics state that 
letters and forms sent by the DWP should be7: 

1. Relevant to the recipient. 
2. Varied in the formats and techniques used to present information, such as offering 

large fonts, braille etc. if required. 
3. Use language the recipient it likely to understand, providing extra definitions or 

explanations if more complex words must be used. 
4. The information should be structured logically. 
5. The information should be easy to navigate (e.g. through the use of numbered 

questions). 
6. Clear in which actions are to be taken and provide directions for completing actions. 

 
 

According to this criteria benefit letters and forms should be accessible to all claimants, 
including those of a lower education level.  However, this is not reflected by the number of 
clients we have seen at Citizens Advice Knowsley who require help in order to understand 
their benefit letters.  This research will examine the language used in benefits letters and 
analyse how suitable it is for benefit claimants in Knowsley, as well as explore the specific 
difficulties claimants have in understanding benefit correspondences.  This will enable us to 
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determine whether or not correspondences sent out by the DWP follow their own 
accessibility criteria, and whether there are recommendations that could be made to 
improve how easily letters are understood by claimants. 
 
A significant number of local residents are in receipt of benefits.  For Universal Credit (UC) 
and Personal Independence Payment (PIP) alone, two of the newer benefit types, there 
were over 6,000 recipients of either UC or PIP by the end of 2015.  Since its roll-out in July 
2014, 3574 Knowsley residents were claiming UC by November 20158, and 2911 residents 
were claiming PIP by October 20159.  With such large numbers of residents receiving letters 
and application forms regarding these benefits, Citizens Advice Knowsley frequently see 
clients who seek our help when they have difficulties understanding application forms, 
award letters, and other correspondences relating to their benefits.  This suggests that the 
letters being sent to claimants are not matching the DWP’s criteria for good 
communications, and that there is scope for improvements to be made which would enable 
claimants to understand their letters without the need for assistance. 
 
As well as helping clients to control their circumstances more independently, improving 
readability would have a knock on effect on a number of other organisations.  With many 
claimants seeking assistance with their benefit letters Citizens Advice directs much of its 
funding and available time is dedicated towards form filling appointments, appointments to 
examine decision and award letters, and other appointments where clients need help 
understanding what’s in their letters.  Whilst this is an important and useful service we 
provide, we believe that many clients would find it more convenient and less time 
consuming if they were able to understand the letters themselves, without the need for an 
appointment.  In turn, this would lead to an increased availability of appointments and 
shorter waiting times when clients contact us with other concerns. 
 
For a list of benefit terms and abbreviations, please see the glossary on page 34.  
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Methodology 
 
Text Analysis 
In order to investigate whether benefit letters are written according to the DWP good 
communications criteria and are easy to understand by benefit claimants, we first of all 
examined the language used in a typical benefit letter.  Four sample letters from the gov.uk 
website10 were analysed using the website https://readability-score.com/text/ which uses 
eight readability methods to analyse inputted texts.  A sample letter has been selected from 
the 4 letters we analysed and is available to read in Appendix 1.  The remaining 3 letters 
were similar in the structure, grammar and vocabulary contained within them. 
 
The eight text analysis methods used were: Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level, Gunning-Fog Score, 
Coleman-Liau Score, SMOG Index, Automated Readability Index, Flesch-Kincaid Reading 
Ease, Spache Score and New Dale-Chall Score. Most of these methods use a formula based 
upon words per sentence, syllables per word and sentence length. Some use number of 
characters rather than words in a sentence, and others use set lists of words that would be 
familiar to a US grade 4 pupil (9-10 years old), deeming anything not on the list as difficult to 
understand for an individual of that reading age. 
 
All of the analysis methods we used produced a score which demonstrates a level of reading 
ease by comparing the readability level to a US school grade, which we then converted to a 
reading age in years.  We also provided data on how these scores compare to a UK school 
grade to make it more relevant to our audience.  The average reading age, in years, of these 
scores was then compared to the average reading age of adults with qualifications at level 1 
or below, as defined by national standards. The results from this can be used to see whether 
the DWP is following its 6 benchmark characteristics for good communication, and is 
appropriately tailoring its letters to suit lower ability readers7.  
 
 
Online questionnaires 
As language is not the only thing which affects readability, we also produced a questionnaire 
covering other components of the letters, reflecting some of the DWP’s benchmark 
characteristics.  Citizens Advice staff and clients were invited to complete an online 
questionnaire regarding their experiences reading the letters, and the accessibility of the 
language used.  Staff from local, regional and national Citizens Advice organisations, and 
from partnership organisations, were invited to complete the staff questionnaire.  Clients 
visiting Citizens Advice were also invited to complete the client questionnaire. The responses 
from all questionnaires were anonymised.  The two surveys were largely similar, except that 
the client questionnaire asked respondents to answer the questions from their own 
perspective, and the staff questionnaire asked staff to answer questions as to how they 
believed clients might feel (e.g. “Do you think the letters use language that clients find easy 
to understand?”).  The surveys contained six multiple choice questions and two open ended 
questions. Respondents were given the options of answering “Always”, “Mostly”, 
“Sometimes”, “Rarely” and “Don’t Know” in the multiple choice questions.  The 
questionnaire also included two open-ended questions regarding recommendations and 
other comments.  A copy of the staff questionnaire can be viewed in Appendix 2. 
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Results 

 
Text Analysis 
The eight text analysis methods produced scores grading the texts with a US school grade, a 
reading age, the number of years in education required to easily read the text, or a score 
correlating to reading ease (this score is then equated to a US school grade).  This gave a 
score of either US school grade or a reading age in years that each of our four DWP sample 
letters were suited for. 
 
These scores were averaged to estimate the reading age required to read and understand a 
typical correspondence letter from the Department of Work & Pensions.  For consistency 
and ease of comparison the scores from all tests have been converted into a reading age.  
 
The text analysis results for each of the 4 letters are summarised in Figure 1 on the next 
page.  Appendix 4 outlines which age, UK school year and US school grade correspond to the 
range of scores given by the analysis methods. 
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PIP .0201 PIP. 0185 PIP. 0202 PIP. 0204 Average reading age 

produced by each test 
type, across all 4 letters* 

Flesch-Kincaid 
Grade Level 

9-10 years 7-8 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 8-9 years 

Gunning-Fog Score 
 

12-13 years 10-11 years 12-13 years 12-13 years 11-12 years 

Coleman-Liau Score 
 

10-11 years 9-10years 10-11 years 10-11 years 9-10 years 

SMOG index 
 

11-12 years 10-11 years 11-12 years 11-12 years 10-11 years 

Automated 
Readability Index 

8-9 years 7-8 years 8-9 years 8-9 years 7-8 years 

Flesch-Kincaid 
Reading Ease 

11-12 years 10-11 years 11-12 years 11-12 years 10-11 years 

Spache 
 

8-9 years 8-9 years 7-8 years 7-8 years 7-8 years 

New Dale-Chall 
Score 

9-10 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 

Average reading age 
of each letter, 

across scores from 
all 8 analysis tests* 

9-10 years 8-9 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 9-10 years 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When the scores were grouped by text analysis method the results indicate that the reading 
age required to understand the letters ranged from 7 to 12 years old.  The lowest reading 
age calculated was the Spache Score, giving a score of 7-8 years, and the highest score was 
the Gunning-Fog result, at 11-12 years.  These ages equate to US grades 2-6, which is the 
equivalent of Years 3-7 in the UK.  When individual letters scores were averaged, the letters 
required a reading age from 8-9 years, up to 9-10 years.  This equates to US grades 3-4, or 
UK Years 4-5.  When the final scores were averaged, the average reading age required to 
understand the letters was 9-10 years old, equating to US grade 4 or Year 5 in the UK school 
system. 

Figure 1: 

PIP. 0201, PIP. 0185, PIP. 0202 and PIP. 0204 refer to the 4 sample PIP letters we sourced. 

 

The raw data scores for each test can be found in Appendix 3, and an outline of how these scored correlate 

to reading age can be found in Appendix 4. 

 

*Letter averages were calculated using raw data scores and not the converted reading age scores.  This is 

the reason for any perceived discrepancies in the average results.  Raw data averages and how this 

correlates to reading age have been recorded in Appendix 5 to verify this. 
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Questionnaire Results 
In total 55 staff from Citizens Advice and partnership organisations responded to our survey, 
as well as 19 responses from Citizens Advice clients.   
 
Question 1 simply asked survey respondent where they encountered the letters they were 
answering questions regarding.  Our results indicated that clients responding to our survey 
gave answers relating to letters they themselves had received.  Staff responding to our 
survey had encountered benefit letters during client advice appointments. 
 
In Question 2, we asked which letters clients and staff had encountered.  The majority of 
clients responded to our survey regarding letters relating to PIP, ESA, Carer’s Allowance, 
Income Support, Tax Credits and letters informing claimants of the need to switch from DLA 
to PIP.  Staff tended to come across a wider variety of letters when advising clients, and their 
survey responses covered letters regarding ESA, PIP, Universal Credit, Housing Benefit, 
Council Tax Awards, Mandatory Reconsiderations & Appeals, Refusal of Benefits, Work 
Capability Assessment Decisions, Award Letters, and DWP overpayments/deductions/debt. 
 
Questions 3-9 in the survey were multiple choice questions and provided us with 
quantitative data on how easy to understand staff and clients found the letters.  The 
responses to these questions gave us a measure of how easy to understand benefit letters 
are based on a number of different criteria.  Responses to these were compared the DWP’s 
six benchmark characteristics of good communications, in order to determine if benefit 
letters comply with these standards and are easy to understand by claimants. 
 
Reponses of “Always” or “Mostly” were classed as positive responses, suggesting that the 
letter was generally suited to recipients and was in line with the DWP’s benchmark criteria 
for this subject. 
 
Responses of “Sometimes” or “Rarely” were seen as negative responses, indicating that the 
letter was not always suited to recipients and did not follow the DWP’s benchmark criteria 
regarding this issue. 
 
Questions 10 and 11 were open questions exploring client and staff opinions about further 
issues with the letters not covered by our multiple choice questions, and whether 
respondents had any suggestions as to how letters sent by the DWP could be improved. 
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Do you think the letters contain specific information relevant to the 
client/you? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Responses for this question were positive overall: 
This result suggests that benefit letters do often contain information which is relevant to the 
client.  The majority of staff respondents believed letters generally contained information 
specific to the client.  However, the majority (53%) of clients believed letters were only 
‘Sometimes’ or ‘Rarely’ relevant.  This suggests that there is still scope to improve the 
relevancy of letters, for example removing information which is not specific to the recipient.
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Do you think the letters are tailored to individuals? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

   

 
 
 
 

 

Responses for this question were negative overall: 
This suggests that DWP is not following its criteria that letters should be tailored to the 
individual and that letters often contain information irrelevant to the claimant.  As this could 
cause confusion to the claimant, ensuring letters are more tailored to individuals would be 
beneficial.
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Client opinions were mixed. 

 

58% responded sometimes or rarely, 

but 42% responded positively. 
 

77% of staff did not think 

letters were tailored to 

individuals, answering 

sometimes or rarely. 

 

0% of staff answered that 

letters are always tailored to 

the individual. 
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Do you think the letters use language that clients/you find easy to 
understand? For example, no jargon and using words clients can understand 
 

 
 
 

 
 
   

 
 
 
 

Responses for this question were negative overall: 
This result is consistent with our text analysis results, and indicates that the language used is 
too complex for some benefit claimants to understand.  This shows the DWP is not 
complying with its criteria that letters should be written in language that clients tend to 
understand, and improvements could be made by using simpler language and avoiding the 
use of jargon.  
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56% of clients felt they could only 

understand letters rarely or 

sometimes. 

 

Only 11% said they always found 

letters easy to understand. 
 

82% of staff believed the 

language used in letters from 

the DWP was not easy to 

understand. 

 

53% of total staff respondents 

stated that it was rare for the 

letters to use language that 

was easy for clients to 

understand. 



14 
 

Do you think the letters are clear and concise? 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Responses for this questions were negative overall: 
69% of clients and 87% of staff believed that letters were not clear or concise.  This indicates 
that DWP does not match its criteria that benefit letters and applications should be logical 
and easy to navigate.  Improvements could be made by making the text more concise, 
thereby easier to read and understand.   
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Do you think the letters are structured in a way that makes sense to 

clients/you? 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Responses for this question were negative overall: 
This shows that DWP correspondences are not structured in a way that makes sense to 
clients, contrary to stating in their communication criteria that information should be 
ordered logically.  The layout of correspondences would be improved through the use of a 
logical order, headings, and distinct separation between different sections. 
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Do you think the letters help people understand where they are in the claims 
process? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Responses for this question were negative overall: 
Only 10% of clients and 2% of staff thought that letters ‘Always’ made it clear where they 
were in the claims process, indicating that this information needs to be presented clearly 
within DWP letters. 
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Similarly, 75% of staff believed 

that letters from the DWP 

only sometimes or rarely 

made it clear what actions 

needed to be taken by the 

client. 

 

 

79% of clients found that 

the letters only sometimes 

or rarely made it clear what 

actions they were expected 

to take. 

Do you think that the letters clearly communicate what needs to be done by 

the client, and by when? 

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

Responses for this question were negative overall: 
Only 5% of clients and 5% of staff thought that letters ‘Always’ made it clear which actions 
were to be taken in response to their letter, and by when.  Missing deadlines can cause 
significant problems by delaying or voiding benefit claims.  Improvements are needed to 
make sure letters are clear in any actions to be taken, as outlined in the DWP benchmark 
communication aims. 
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Do you have any recommendations that could improve the letters? 

 

In our survey responses we saw a number of themes to this question come up again and 
again, suggesting that these areas would benefit significantly from changes and 
improvements.  These responses have been grouped according to common themes and are 
listed below in order of how frequently they were raised by survey respondents.  These 
responses will form the basis of our recommendations. 
 
 
Clarity of Information 
A number of respondents raised concerns that there was a lack of clarity in 
correspondences.  Comments generally focused on 3 areas: explanation for decisions, 
breakdown of costs (awards vs. deductions) and deadlines for actions.  Twenty respondents 
made comments on this in total: 19 staff and 1 client. 
 
Within these twenty responses, 10 comments were made regarding award amounts and 
deduction calculations being unclear.  Many respondents commented that the information 
around award and deduction payments was often “difficult to read”.  Staff suggested that 
“letters should clearly mark client’s entitlement” and that “the deductions should be easy to 
understand so that the client knows who is taking money from them”, and should include 
who the creditor is for each deduction and the date at which the deductions will cease.  One 
staff member went on to say: “It is virtually impossible to calculate the amounts deducted for 
each direct deduction, and who it is paid to”. 
 
Nine comments were made about letters not making it clear which actions were to be taken 
by the client, and any deadlines for the required actions.  One client stated that the letters 
often “don’t give deadlines for actions”.  Staff recommended that actions required and 
deadlines should be more clearly presented at the start of the letter, suggesting that “every 
letter should have a tailored summary at the start which includes the award decision, 
deadlines for appeal and next action”, and that important information should be itemised: 
“e.g. bold dates and list actions in chronological order” or “put deadlines and next steps in 
bold”. 
 
Three further comments were made requesting that decision letters clearly state the 
decision reached at the start of the letter, and contain a thorough explanation of how and 
why this decision has been reached. 
 
 
 

“It is virtually impossible to calculate the 

amounts deducted for each direct deduction, and 

who it is paid to.” 
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Language Used 
Three client and twelve staff respondents stated that they do not think the language used is 
suitable for all recipients of benefit letters.  Many of these respondents thought that letters 
contained a lot of jargon and tended to use words which clients struggled to understand. A 
number of comments included the recommendation to “use plain English” and to “use 
language clients find easy to understand”. One staff member recommended that DWP 
correspondences “should appreciate the literacy skills of clients” and structure the content 
accordingly. 
 
 
 
Information should be specific to client and benefit type 
Eleven people in total made comments on this subject.  Five clients raised concerns stating 
that letter did not provide any information or advice about the benefit they were applying 
for, and suggested that a guide to the specific benefit in question should be included within 
the letter at the beginning.  Some clients were confused about the benefit being discussed in 
the letters, particularly with letters sent asking DLA claimants to make an application for PIP. 
 
For example, one client received a letter informing him of the need to apply for PIP instead 
of the DLA he currently receives, and suggested that the DWP should “Explain PIP before 
explaining how to claim” and “Clarify the issue of whether it’s a choice to apply.”  Another 
client also suggested explaining PIP at the beginning of the letter. 
 
A further four clients commented that DWP letters do not contain advice or information 
relevant to the benefit they were claiming for, with one client stating “It can be confusing to 
know what actual benefits you are currently being paid or are entitled to, especially if you 
are applying for a new benefit or challenging a benefit decision”, with two clients stating 
that any advice in the letters should be tailored to the client. 
 
Two staff members who responded to our survey described a number of incidents where 
ESA letters did not make it clear whether their clients were receiving contribution-based or 
income-based ESA. Five staff members commented that letters were not tailored to 
individuals, saying “Computerised letters are issued to clients regardless of whether or not 
they relate to the client’s specific circumstances, so they are not really fit for purpose”,  and 
another stating that “letters are confusing for claimants to understand because too many 
include a breakdown of irrelevant information”. 
 

 
“It can be confusing to know what actual 

benefits you are currently being paid or are 

entitled to, especially if you are applying for 

a new benefit or challenging a benefit 

decision.” 
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Length of Letters 
Three clients and six staff made comments about DWP letters they encountered being too 
long, with one client commenting that there needs to be “less sheets of endless paper which 
overwhelm people”. 
 
Staff commented that “The letters are long and contain a lot of useless information that 
bamboozles claimants”, that “clients are taken aback by the quantity of the words” and “the 
length of the letters puts clients off and makes them loose their confidence”. 
 
 
 
Helpline & Support Details 
Six comments were made by clients expressing confusion about the help and support 
available for clients who are struggling to understand letters and application forms.   
 
Many clients suggested that helpline details should be on the first page of the letter, instead 
of being within the main text of the letter where clients often found it difficult to find the 
relevant contact information. 
 
This was also highlighted by a staff member, who discussed one particular case: “Client is 
autistic and thought he understood the letter but his family noticed that he had missed some 
key points.  He would have opted to have an appointment and have the letter explained to 
him rather than being left to read it by himself unsupported.  However, he hadn’t been able 
to find the help and support section as it was on page 7, instead of at the beginning of the 
letter”. 
 
One of our clients also pointed out that the Helpline contact information is not always 
consistent, saying that the helpline opening times were listed differently at different points 
in the letter, which can be confusing to clients and prevent them from seeking help. 
 
 
 

“Client is autistic and thought he understood 

the letter but he had missed some key points. 

He would have opted for an appointment… 

however, he hadn’t managed to find the help and 

support section.” 
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Letters should be offered in alternative language and formats 
Three clients suggested that letters should be offered in alternative languages and formats, 
with two of them stating that letters should be available in large print.  Clients 
acknowledged that this is mentioned within some letters, but that is it never on the first 
page where it would be most easy to find. One member of staff also suggested the DWP 
should “consider translating letters into British Sign Language (BSL) format for profoundly 
deaf BSL users”. 
 
One client and two staff members also though the current font used was too small in 
general, and should be larger and clearer for all claimants. 
 
 
 
Other Comments 
Two staff members discussed concerns about errors in DWP correspondences, which can 
affect a claimant’s benefit entitlement.  One staff member said “I had a case last week 
where the DWP turned a client down for a different benefit type than the one they had 
applied for.  This caused the client extreme distress”.  Another staff member mentioned a 
case where an administration error had discouraged their client from appealing. 
 
Three staff members had concerns about letters containing contradictory information, 
suggesting: “Some letters seem to have been created though cut and paste of stock phrases, 
which can contradict each other.  Somebody should carry out a final read through to check 
that the letter makes sense”. 
 
Other respondents had suggestions for improving the layout of DWP correspondences to 
make them clearer and easier to read.  Recommendations included highlighting important 
information, the use of columns and tables to present the breakdown of award and 
deduction costs, and the use of headings to separate different sections within the letter. 
 
 
 
 

“The DWP turned a client down for a different 

benefit type than they had applied for.  This 

caused the client extreme distress.” 
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Any other Comments? 
 

Twenty-two respondents gave us additional comments in answer to this question, with many 
respondents making more than one comment.  Four issues were commented on most 
frequently, so these comments are grouped as below: 
 

 Ten comments were made stating that DWP letters are too confusing and complex 
for clients. 

 Five comments were made suggesting that DWP letters should contain more 
supplementary information, such as diagrams and documents explaining the benefit 
in question. 

 Five comments were made about the layout of the letters being illogical and difficult 
to follow. 

 Three comments were made saying that the letters are not specific or tailored to 
individuals. 

 
 
Two clients also commented on difficulties contacting the helpline numbers provided within 
DWP correspondences. One client commented the “helpline opening hours are given twice 
but contradict each other”, and another commented that it can be difficult to find the 
correct number to call. 
 
Other comments from clients included that the tone of the letters could be off-putting and 
that the standard, unpersonalised letters sent out by the DWP can often be confusing and 
irrelevant. 
 
Another client also suggested that “it would be beneficial to know how long a decision is 
valid for.  For example, if awarded ESA and the next decision for continued payment will be 
made in 6 months then this should be stated on the award letter.  It is stressful to have to fill 
in a form within the time limit when you were not expecting to receive one”. 
 
Staff members commented that letters are often confusing for clients, often containing too 
many “calculations with no accompanying explanations” and stating that “contents should 
be simplified and made more specific to the individual client”. 
 
Some clients also gave comments on what they found useful within DWP correspondences.  
Clients thought that the use of bold headings helped them to navigate the letters, and 
thought that the font choice was a clear and easy to read font. 
 
 

 

“It would be beneficial to know how long a 

decision is valid for…It is stressful to have 

to fill in a form within the time limit when 

you were not expecting to receive one.” 
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Discussion 

Based on our text analysis we estimate that a typical PIP letter sent out by the DWP can be 
read by somebody with a reading age of 9-10 years of age.  An adult with Level 1 
qualifications is classified as “functionally literate”3 and is expected to meet the national 
curriculum standards of a 10-11 year old2,3, so an adult with no formal qualifications will 
have reading age below that of a 10-11 year old.  An adult below Level 1 qualifications may 
have a reading age as low as 5 years, depending on their level of education and ability3.  The 
reading age required to understand the DWP letters (9-10 years), is within the reading limits 
of adults with Level 1 qualifications (10-11) years, however it is very close to this limit. 
Crucially, the reading age required to understand DWP correspondences is above the typical 
reading age threshold for an adult below Level 1 qualification standard, who hold no 
qualifications. 
 
This suggests that the language used in DWP correspondences may not be suited to 
claimants who are very low ability readers, such as those who are qualified below Level 1.  
Even for benefit claimants of Level 1 qualifications or above, the reading age required to 
understand DWP letters is at the higher end of their reading ability. As such, individuals with 
Level 1 qualifications may still struggle to understand the letters when other factors known 
to influence reading ability are taken into account, as discussed below.  With around 30% of 
Knowsley residents possessing Level 1 qualifications or below, benefit letters sent out by the 
DWP are not suitable for the 15% of residents with no qualifications based on language 
alone, and may cause difficulties for another 15% of residents with Level 1 qualifications.   
This result is also supported by our survey results, in which 56% of clients and 82% of staff 
did not believe the language was easy to understand. 
 
Our results suggest that a typical DWP letter could be understood by an adult with Level 1 
qualifications, however there are a number of potential flaws with text analysis methods 
which have been analysed in previous studies.  These may explain why Citizens Advice 
Knowsley has needed to support such high numbers of clients struggling to understand 
benefit letters and forms, despite our text analysis suggesting that the letters are suitable for 
up to 85% of the Knowsley population.  The ability to understand a written text is complex 
and the analysis methods used do not take into account a number of factors known to 
impact how easily a text is understood by a reader.  These include, but are by no means 
limited to: general text structure, whether the text is in a logical order, whether it makes use 
of features such as headings and summaries, and the familiarity of vocabulary and grammar 
used11-14.  The text analysis methods we employed produced varying results even for the 
same text, which calls into question the validity of relying solely on these methods to explain 
the difficulties clients face when reading benefit letters.  In addition to this, we only used 
four PIP letters for our analysis.  This may not be a sufficient quantity for us to determine 
accurately what a typical DWP letters is like. Our survey provided us with a more 
comprehensive insight into the difficulties clients face when reading benefit letters. 
 
As well as the language itself, it is understood that the reader’s background knowledge may 
greatly influence their ability to understand a text.  Texts where information doesn’t overlap 
and readers do not have to fill gaps with their own knowledge are perceived as being easier 
to understand, especially for lower ability readers15.  In our survey, 69% of clients did not 
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believe their benefit letters were clear and concise, and 74% of clients did not believe them 
to be structured in a way which made sense, which according to Kintch et al.’s research15 
would make texts more difficult to understand.  An report by Benjamin16 goes on to state 
that the easiest texts to understand are those written specifically with the reader and the 
reader’s knowledge in mind.  This is particularly significant to our research, as 53% of our 
client respondents didn’t believe that letters contained information relevant to them, and 
58% of client respondents believed their letters were not tailored to individuals.  
 
Although our text analysis suggests that the words used in the letters may be unsuitable for 
some readers, we also see clients at Citizens Advice Knowsley who require help 
understanding benefit letters despite being able to understand the language itself.  For 
example, 44% of clients who responded to our survey believed that the language was 
“Usually” or “Always” easy to understand, but many of these responded negatively to other 
questions in the survey, such as those about structure or whether the letters were action 
focused.   Analysis of our survey results enables us to pinpoint some of the other reasons we 
are seeing clients at Citizens Advice reporting difficulty understanding these 
correspondences.  Our survey questions focused on various other factors known to affect 
how easily a text is understood. From our survey results we can determine whether or not 
the DWP is following its benchmark criteria for written correspondences and is ensuring that 
correspondences are suited to readers of all ability, and what improvements can be made if 
they are not.  The responses from the survey strongly indicate that these characteristics are 
not being met, and it is from these results that we have produced our recommendations 
(these can be found on page 27). 
 
In order to consider as many of clients’ concerns as possible when writing out 
recommendations, we included two open questions in out questionnaire.  These questions 
gave survey respondents the option to make further comments and suggestions without 
prompting for discussion on any particular area.  Responses to these two questions 
highlighted issues that were not covered by the multiple choice questions, enabling us to 
make more accurate recommendations that are based upon client concerns.  The most 
commented upon issues were: 

 Insufficient information about the benefit in question, and lack of clarity if 
information is provided. 

 Complex and difficult language used. 

 Information in letters not specific to the client. 

 Letters being too lengthy. 

 Confusion about helpline details and where to access support. 

 Requiring alternative formats, e.g. large font. 

 Confusing Layout. 
 
This demonstrates that people’s understanding of benefit letters is affected by a variety of 
factors and not just language alone, supporting previous research findings in this area11-16.  
Although the complexity of the language used was commented upon as a difficulty in 
understanding DWP letters, this issue was raised many more times by staff than clients.  12 
staff made comments on this subject, compared to 3 clients.  In the multiple choice 
questions 82% of staff believed the language used in DWP letters was too complex for 
clients, in comparison to 56% of clients.  Staff contributions to the project provided vital 
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insight into the problems found in DWP letters and the issues clients face as they regularly 
see large volumes of benefit letters when clients visit for advice.  However, their answers 
may not be fully representative of client opinions.  The complexity of the language used in 
benefit letters was clearly a concern for clients given that 56% did not find the language easy 
to understand, however it did not stand out in our results as being a dominant concern 
above other factors. 
 
With benefit application forms set to move online, there are further concerns about 
whether this will create more difficulties around understanding benefit forms.  Previous 
research carried out by Citizens Advice Knowsley investigated the barriers Knowsley 
residents face to accessing the internet.  This research found that many local residents do 
not have access to the internet, or do not have the necessary skills to use it17.  Issues 
identified, such as complex language, poor layout and letters not being tailored to the 
recipient may carry over to the online application forms.  When these issues are combined 
with a lack of online access or ability this could lead to an increase in the number of 
claimants who are unable to understand and complete application forms independently. 
 
This potential increase in the number of claimants unable to complete forms and 
understand letters would put increased pressure on Citizens Advice and the DWP.  It could 
lead to more claimants requesting extensions for application deadlines, claimants sending in 
incorrect evidence in response to letters, and ongoing issues between claimants and the 
DWP.  By contrast, improving the readability of benefit letters is hoped to reduce stress on 
the claimants and increase the efficiency of communications between claimants and the 
DWP, due to less confusion and errors on both sides.  This would be economically beneficial 
for the DWP, with less administration hours going towards dealing with errors and 
miscommunications, and for Citizens Advice this would mean an opening up of funding and 
appointment hours to go towards improving other policies and practices affecting residents.  
Improving residents’ access to benefits would also aid the local council and wider 
community, by bringing money from the central government into the local area, increasing 
the money available per capita to benefit claimants without requiring the council to 
distribute these extra finances from council funds.  
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Conclusion & Recommendations 
 

Our text analysis methods indicate that the words, word length and sentence length used in 
DWP correspondences are not suitable for who are qualified below Level 1, but should be 
understandable for adults with Level 1 qualifications or above.  Based on our survey results, 
we established that the difficulties some clients have in understanding these 
correspondences also arises from letters not being tailored to individuals, being illogical in 
their layout and unclear in which actions are to be taken.  This is in addition to problems 
with the language used. 
 
We have produced a set of recommendations based upon our text analysis and survey 
responses that would improve the readability of benefit letters and forms sent out by the 
DWP. 
 
Our recommendations are as follows: 
 
1. Letters should contain all the information needed by clients 
This was one of the most commented upon subjects when we asked survey respondents to 
suggest improvements that could be made to DWP letters and application forms, with 20 
suggestions made in total.  Of these twenty comments, 7 referred to a lack of information 
about deadlines and actions, so we have formed a separate recommendation based on this.    
 

 The exact benefit the correspondence refers to should be clearly stated at the start of 
the letter.  This should include the name of the benefit and whether it is contribution 
or income based. 
 

 Where the letter contains information on costs awarded, or costs deducted for debts 
or sanctions, the calculations of these costs should be clearly laid out and explained.  
Where costs are deducted for the payment of outstanding utility costs the letter 
should clarify the creditor’s identity, the deduction amount for each specific creditor, 
and the date on which these deductions are expected to cease.   

 
 
2. Letters should be clear in regards to any actions the recipient is required to carry out 
Seven of the comments our survey respondents made about a lack of information related 
specifically to a lack of information about deadlines and actions to be taken.  In our multiple 
choice question about this 79% of clients didn’t think letters were clear in which actions 
were to be taken, as well as 80% of staff.  This figure is worrying, as not completing required 
actions in the allocated time period can lead to a claim being void or delayed.   
 

 At the beginning of the letter there should be a statement outlining what a claimant 
needs to do next, or if the letter is for information only and that no action is 
required. 

 

 Deadlines for actions, including responses and appeals, should be highlighted in bold 
and clearly presented within the letter. 
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 Where more than 1 action is required these actions should be itemised and listed in 
order of the most pressing completion date. 

 
 
 
3. Text should be written using language the recipient is likely to understand 
Our text analysis showed that the words used, word length and sentence length may not be 
suitable for all recipients of benefit letters, particularly those who are qualified below Level 1 
standard.  More than half of all staff and client respondents in our survey believed there to 
be issues with the language used in DWP correspondences.  Fifteen survey respondents 
suggested improvements that could be made regarding the language used.   
 

 Letters should be written in plain English and not include any “jargon”.  If it is 
unavoidable to use DWP-specific terminology then an explanation of its meaning 
should be given. 
 

 Language used should be simplified so that it is suitable for adults with a low reading 
age. 

 
 
 
4. Information or advice included in the letters should be relevant and specific to the 
recipient 
In our multiple choice survey questions 53% of clients didn’t think letters contained 
information specific to themselves, and 58% of clients did not think letters were tailored to 
individuals.  77% of staff also did not believe letters were tailored to individuals.  In our open 
questions, 11 respondents commented on this area, including comments that letters 
contained lots of “cut and paste” stock information and didn’t take into account whether the 
client required the form in a specific format. The DWP should aim for their letters to feel 
both relevant and tailored to a greater majority of recipients, as this would reduce the 
confusion some clients feel about the process. 
 

 Letters should contain an individually tailored summary at the beginning which states 
the specific benefit the letter relates to and which stage in the process the client is 
at. 
 

 Letters should be tailored to account for any additional communication needs 
outlined by the client.  This may include having the letter translated to another 
language or sent in large print format. 
 

 Additionally, letters should contain much less generalised information, particularly 
the large amounts of computer generated information which can be irrelevant to the 
claimant and can be contradictory. 
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5. Letters should be structured in a way which is logical, concise and easy to navigate 
An overwhelming majority of staff and clients who responded to our survey did not believed 
that benefit letters are ordered in a clear and logical manner.  74% of clients and 84% of staff 
thought letters were structured in a way that was not easy to make sense of, and 74% of 
clients and 87% of staff thought that letters were not easy to navigate. The length of the 
letters was also commented upon by 3 clients and 6 staff, with 69% of clients and 87% of 
staff answering that letters were not clear and concise in our multiple choice questions.   
 

 Accurate information about where to get help, including the numbers of helplines 
and local support agencies, should be on the first page of letters where they are 
easier for clients to find. 
 

 Important information, such as the benefit being applied for, should be at the start of 
the letter.  General information or legally required information should be at the back 
of the letter, where it doesn’t detract from more urgent or important parts of the 
letter. 
 

 Use bold text and headings to highlight important information and separate different 
sections of letters and forms. 
 

 Calculations of award and deduction amounts should be presented in table format to 
make them easier to follow. 
 

 The total document length needs to be reduced, as people with lower literacy levels 
may struggle to read lengthy letters. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 
 

As discussed, we believe that the text analysis methods used have a number of limitations, 

namely that they are overly simplistic, are not designed for adult texts and do not account 
for issues such as background knowledge when reading a text16.   

According to our survey results 56% of clients and 82% of staff believed the letters did not 
use language which was easy to understand, despite our text analysis suggesting that the 

letters could be understood by somebody with a reading age of 9-10 years old.  This may be 

due to the possibility of some benefit claimants having Level 1 qualifications or below, 
however individuals with Level 1 qualification are still expected to be able to read a text 

suitable for a 9-10 year old.  As this overlaps with the age range the DWP letters are suitable 
for then this does not fully explain the extent of the issue, nor does it explain why some 

clients with a higher literacy level have difficulties understanding their letters. 

We have formed some recommendations based our text analysis and survey responses, but 

we also believe further studies would help us to explore the reasons our clients struggle to 

understand their benefit letters in more depth. 
 

We have briefly outlined our proposals for future research which would provide us a fuller 

picture of issues clients face when trying to understand their benefit letters. 
 

Focus Groups 

Benefit claimants who are struggling to understand their benefit letters could be asked to 

participate in focus groups.  The focus groups should contain open questions that stimulate 
discussion from participants around certain aspects of the letters (e.g. language, layout, 

accessibility, order of information) whilst allowing participants to expand upon these points 

as much as they wish.  This may help to pinpoint which areas specifically clients have 
difficulty with, and which may not have been covered by the text analysis or survey 

questions.  This would also give us the opportunity to find out the direct effects these 
difficulties have on claimants. 

 
Background Understanding 

Research into readability has previously highlighted the fact that background understanding 

of a topic can greatly influence whether or not texts on this subject are deemed as easy or 
difficult to understand14.  As such, it may be beneficial to carry out a study comparing 

whether benefit letters are rated as more easy to understand by people with background 

knowledge of the benefits system, than to individuals with limited or no knowledge of the 

benefit system (controlling for factors such as education level, reading age).  

From this we could determine whether it would advisable to produce further 
recommendations, focusing on whether claimants should be provided with information 

packs or online information alongside benefit letters and applications. 

 

Numerical Ability 

Our readability research focused on whether or not DWP correspondences are suitable for 
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clients based on their literacy levels, which we investigated through text analysis and a 

questionnaire exploring issues of language, layout and whether the text was concise and 
action focused.  In response to the open questions on our survey, some staff and clients 

stated that they found benefit award and deduction calculations extremely difficult to follow 

and understand.  Numerical ability may present another barrier to understanding of DWP 
letters, especially for letters containing complex calculations for payments, sanctions and 

deductions.  Further research investigating the link between numeracy level and the ability 
to understand benefit letters and calculations would help to establish further improvements 

that could be made to DWP correspondences. 
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Glossary 

 

ESA: Employment and Support Allowance 

DLA: Disability Living Allowance 

DWP: The Department of Work and Pensions 

PIP: Personal Independence Payment 

Readability: the level of ease with which a reader can comprehend a written text 

UC: Universal Credit 
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If you call or write to us, please use this reference: 
AB123456C 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Your Disability Living Allowance is ending  
Please don’t ignore this letter. You need to decide if you 

want to claim Personal Independence Payment 

 

Dear 
 
Thank you for telling us your circumstances have changed. 

 
Please read this information carefully. It explains that your 
Disability Living Allowance (DLA) will end soon and this could 

make a difference to the money you currently get. 
 
A new benefit called Personal Independence Payment (PIP) has 

been introduced to help with extra costs if you have a long-term 

health condition or disability. PIP is different to DLA and you’ll 

need an assessment to work out the level of help you’ll get. 
 
You can’t choose to stay on DLA and you won’t be automatically 

moved from DLA to PIP. 
 
You now need to decide if you want to claim PIP. Please read the 
information about PIP later in this letter, then call us by  
DD Month YYYY if you want to make a claim. 

 
If you want to claim PIP 

 
You make your claim by calling 0800 917 2222 (0800 917 7777 if 

using a textphone). Someone else can call for you, but you’ll need 

to be with them when they call. 
 
We will ask you some information including: 

 
• your National Insurance number and date of birth 

 
• your full address including postcode

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Building/Office location 

Office type 
Street 
Town 
County 
S1 4EB 
 
www.gov.uk 
 

Telephone: 0345 850 3322 
Textphone: 0345 601 6677 
 

05 September 2016 
 
 

 

Your DLA is due to 

end soon. 
 

If you want to claim PIP call  
0800 917 2222 by 

DD Month YYYY. 
 

If you don’t want to claim 

call 0345 850 3322. 
 

If you don’t contact us to 

claim PIP your DLA will 

end. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  PIP.0204 v 3.0 
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• the full address, postcode and phone number of your GP 

surgery 
 
• the full work address, postcode and phone number of any 

other health or social care professionals that support you 
 
• nationality or immigration status 
 
• details of time spent abroad, if you have been abroad for 

more than 4 weeks at a time over the last 3 years 
 
• your usual account details 
 
Don’t worry if you don’t know all this information when you call. 
You can still make your claim. 
 
There are special rules for claiming if you have a terminal illness 

and are not expected to live for more than 6 months. These will help 

you get PIP more quickly. 
 
If you claim PIP by DD Month YYYY and there is no further change 

to your circumstances, we will continue to pay your DLA while 

we’re making our decision. That’s providing you give us the 

information we ask you for and attend a face-to-face consultation if 

needed. 
 
If you don’t want to claim PIP 
 
Please call us on 0345 850 3322 (0345 601 6677 if using a 

textphone) to let us know. 
 
When you contact us we will explain when your DLA will end. 
 
If you don’t contact us your DLA will end. We will contact you to 

let you know when you’ll get your last payment. 
 
Other benefits or schemes you, or your carer get, such as 
Motability or Carer’s Allowance, may also end or change. 
 
If you’re a Motability customer and either don’t apply or don’t get 
PIP at the required rate, your leasing agreement with Motability 

will end. If this happens, Motability will be in touch with you to 

make arrangements for the return of your vehicle. They will let 

you know if you are entitled to any further support. 
 
If you’re not sure 
 
There’s more information about PIP on www.gov.uk/dla-ending 
 
If you need help to talk through what’s best for you, talk to your 

carer, your family and friends. You could also contact a local 

support organisation who can provide independent help and 

support. You can find their details online, at your local library or in 

the telephone directory. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Office manager  

        PIP.0204 v 3.0 
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What is PIP? 
 
PIP helps with some of your extra costs 

if you have a long-term health condition 

or disability and face difficulties with 

daily living, mobility or both. You must 

have had these difficulties for 3 months 

and expect them to last for at least 

another 9 months. 
 
There are special rules for claiming if 

you have a terminal illness and are not 

expected to live for more than 6 

months. These rules will help you get 

PIP more quickly. 
 
It’s tax-free, not means tested and you 

can get it whether or not you’re working, 

in education or training. 
 
Who is PIP for? 
 

PIP is for people who are aged between 

16 and 64, or are receiving DLA and 

were aged 64 or younger on 8 April 

2013 (the day PIP was introduced) and 

are now aged 65 or over. 
 
DLA is ending for people who were 

born after 8 April 1948, or reach the 

age of 16. 
 
To get PIP you must: 
 
• currently be in, and have been in 

Great 
Britain for at least 2 of the last 3 years 

 
• have the right to live in the UK, 

Ireland, Isle of Man or the Channel 

Islands 
 
• not be subject to immigration control 

(unless you’re a sponsored 
immigrant) 

 

There are some exceptions to these 

conditions for members of the armed 
forces and their families or if you’re 

living in or come from another 

European Economic Area country or 

Switzerland. 

 
What you’ll get 
 
PIP has 2 parts: daily living and 
mobility. 
These are paid at either standard or 

enhanced amounts. Which part(s) and 

how much you get will depend on how 

your condition affects you. 
 

You may get the daily living part if 

you need help with either: preparing 

food, eating and drinking, managing 

your treatments, washing and 

bathing, dressing and undressing, 

communicating, reading, mixing with 

other people or making budgeting 

decisions. 
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You may get the mobility part if you 

need help with either planning and 

following a journey or moving around. 
 
If you do get PIP you could get more 

than, the same as, or less than your 

DLA. You can find out the current 

rates of PIP on 

www.gov.uk/pip/what-youll-get 
 
If you get PIP we normally pay it into 
your usual account every 4 weeks. To 
make sure you carry on getting the right 
level of support, you must let us know if 
there’s a change in your daily living or 
mobility needs. We will normally contact 
you while you’re getting PIP to see if 

your needs have changed and to review 
the amount you get. 
 
You can find out more information about 

PIP on www.gov.uk/pip 

How to claim PIP 
 
Step 1 Making your claim – You 

claim by calling 0800 917 2222 (0800 

917 7777 if using a textphone). 

Someone else can call for you, but 

you’ll need to be with them when they 

call. 
 
Step 2 Gathering information – We 

will send you a form to complete and 

send back. You’ll need to tell us more 

about your health conditions or 

disabilities and how they affect you. 
 
Step 3 Independent assessment – 

We will ask a health professional to 

look at how your health condition or 

disability affects your daily life. They 

may ask you to attend a face-to-face 

consultation, ask your health or social 

care professional(s) to provide 

information or both. 
 
Step 4 Our decision – We will use this 

information to decide if you’ll get PIP 

and, if so, how much you’ll get. We will 

write to you to tell you our decision. 
 
Other benefits, support and advice 
 
There are other benefits and help you 
may be  
able to get. 

 

For example: 
 
• Access to Work 
 
• Employment and Support Allowance 
 
• Council Tax or Housing Benefit help 
 
• help with health costs (please go 

to your local NHS website for 

more details) 
 
• a Motability vehicle (this is 

dependent on getting the 

enhanced amount of mobility) 
 
• Disabled Persons Railcard and Blue 

Badge 
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If someone is caring for you they may 

be able to get Carer’s Allowance or 

Carer’s Credit. To make an online claim 

for Carer’s Allowance 

go to www.gov.uk/carers-allowance or 
for  
more information about claiming Carer’s  
Credit go to www.gov.uk/carers-credit 

 

To find out what you may be able to 
claim, go  
to www.gov.uk/benefits-calculators 

 

If you need help to talk through what’s 
best for  
you then you could talk to your carer, 

your family and friends or your support 

worker. You could also contact a local 

support organisation who can provide 

independent 

help and support. You can find their 
details  
online, at your local library or in the 
telephone  
directory. 
 
Equality and Diversity 
 
We are committed to treating people 
fairly, regardless of their disability, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
transgender status, marital or civil 
partnership status, age, religion or 
beliefs. Please contact us if you’ve any 
concerns.

 

Getting help and support 
 

If you need us to, we can provide the 

information in this letter in a different 

format which you find easier to access. 

For example, you can ask us to provide 

information in braille, large print, audio 

or email. Please contact us to discuss 

your requirements regarding format. 
 
 
 

Call charges 
 
Calls to 0345 numbers cost no more 

than a standard geographic call, and 

count towards any free or inclusive 

minutes in your landline or mobile 

phone 
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Citizens Advice Knowsley is carrying out research on how 
understandable benefit letters are. If you deal with benefit letters in 
your work, we would appreciate it if you could complete this 
questionnaire to help us understand any issues with the letters. 

Your name:  

Your role: 

How have you come across the letters? 

 

 

What document are you dealing with? 

 

 

 Always Mostly Sometimes       

Rarely Don't know 

Do you think the letters contain specific 

information relevant to the client? 

     

Do you think the letters are tailored to 

individuals? 

     

Do you think the letters use language that 

clients find easy to understand? e.g. no 

jargon, word clients understand 

     

Do you think the letters are clear and concise?      

Do you think the letters are structured in a 

way that makes sense to clients? 

     

Do you think the letters help people 

understand where they are in the claims 

process? 

     

Do you think that the letters clearly 

communicate what needs to be done by the 

client, and by when? 

     

Do you have any recommendations to improve the letters? 

 

 

 

Any other comments?

Appendix 2 
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Appendix 3 

 

Raw data scores for the four sample PIP letters 

 

 PIP .0201 PIP. 0185 PIP.0202 PIP.0204 Average score 

Flesch-Kincaid Grade 
Level 

4.4 2.9 4.2 4.1 3.9 

Gunning-Fog Score 7.2 5.9 7.1 7 6.8 

Coleman-Liau Score 10.2 9.5 10.1 10.2 10 

SMOG Index 8.4 7.4 8.3 8.2 8.1 

Automated Readability 
Index 

4.2 3.3 4 4 3.9 

Average Grade Level 6.9 5.8 6.7 6.7 6.6 

      

Flesch-Kincaid Reading 
Ease 

80.8 90.3 81.2 82.6 83.7 

Spache Score 3 3 2.9 2.9 2.95 

New Dale-Chall Score 4.9 4.4 4.9 4.8 4.8 

Figure 1:  The readability scores of the 4 PIP letters sent by the DWP, graded by each text analysis method.   

Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level, Gunning-Fog, Coleman-Liau and Automated Readability Index produce results 

indicating the US school grade these texts can typically be understood by. SMOG Index produces a result 

indicating the number of years in education typically required to understand a text, which is then equated to a US 

school grade. Results of these 5 methods were averaged to give a mean US school grade required to read the 

texts. 

Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease test indicates readability in relation to US school grade. 

Spache Score and New Dale-Chall Score measure readability in relation to a set list of words deemed as 

recognisable to a 9-10 year old. 

 

A table explaining which US and UK school grades these scores correlate to can be found in Appendix 4 

 

The four sample letters can be found https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/example-invitation-letters-

for-claiming-pip, with letter codes referring to the following letters: 

PIP.0201 “Invitation to DLA claimant to begin claiming PIP” 

PIP.0185 “Claimant reaches age 16: invitation to DLA claimant to begin claiming PIP” 

PIP.0202 “End of fixed term award: invitation to DLA claimant to begin claiming PIP” 

PIP.0204 “Change of circumstances: invitation to DLA claimant to begin claiming PIP” 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/example-invitation-letters-for-claiming-pip
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/example-invitation-letters-for-claiming-pip
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Appendix 4 

Summary of Text Analysis grading scales 

 
US Grade 

Pre k K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 Graduat
e 

 
Age 

4 
to 
5 

5 
 to 
6 

6 
to 
7 

7 
to 
8 

8 
to 
9 

9 
to 
10 

10 
to 
11 

11 
to 
12 

12 
to 
13 

13 
to 
14 

14 
to 
15 

15 
to 
16 

16 
to 
17 

17 
to 
18 

      

 
UK Grade 

R 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 University 
Level 

   

Primary School Secondary 6th 
Form 

   

Flesch-Kincaid Grade 
Level 

 
Coleman-Liau Score & 

 
Spache Score 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12       

Gunning-Fog Score      6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17  

US College levels  

SMOG Index   5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18   

Automated 
Readability 

Index  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14      

Flesch-Kincaid 
Reading Ease 

     90.0
-

100.
0 

80.0
-

90.0 

70.0
-

80.0 

60.0-70.0 50.0-60.0 30.0-50.0 0.0-30.0 

New Dale-Chall 
Score 

    4.9 
or < 
4.9 

5.0-5.9 6.0-6.9 7.0-7.9 8.0-8.9 9.0-9.9    
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Appendix 5 

Summary of Readability measures of PIP letters, against US and UK grades and ages. 

Age US School 
Grade 

 

UK school 
year 

Primary 
Secondary 

Tertiary 
(P, S, or T) 
Key Stage 

(KS) 

Flesch- 
Kincaid  

(US 
grade) 

Gunning- 
Fog 

Score 
(US 

grade) 

Coleman
-Liau 
Score 
(Age) 

SMOG 
Index 

(Years of 
educatio

n) 

Automanted 
Readability 

Index 
(US grade) 

Flesch 
Kincaid 
Reading 

Ease 
(Score 

related to 
US grade) 

Spache 
Score 
(US 

grade) 

New 
Dale- 
Chall 
Score 

( Score 
related 
to US 

grade) 

4 to 5 Pre 
Kindergarten 

Reception P (Early 
Years) 

        

5 to 6 Kindergarten 1 P (KS1)         

6 to 7 1 2 P (KS1)         

7 to 8 2 3 P (KS2)       2.95  

8 to 9 3 4 P (KS2) 3.9    3.9    

9 to 10 4 5 P (KS2)   10     4.8 

10 to 11 5 6 P (KS2)         

11 to 12 6 7 S (KS3)  6.8  8.1  83.7   

12 to 13 7 8 S (KS3)         

13 to 14 8 9 S (KS3)         

14 to 15 9 (Freshman) 10 S (KS4)         

15 to 16 10 
(Sophomore) 

11 S (KS4)         

16 to 17 11 (Junior) 12 T (Lower 
sixth) 

        

17 to 18 12 (Senior) 13 T (Upper 
Sixth) 

        

 

US Grades 3.9 6.8 4 6 3.9 6 2.95 4 

Ages 8 to 9 11 to 
12 

10 11 to 12 8 to 9 11 to 12 7 to 8 9 to 10 

 


