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About this factsheet
At Action for ME we are not experts in welfare benefits. The aim of this factsheet
therefore is to try to add to the high quality information for disabled people on the
work capability assessment that already exists, and consider the topic specifically
from a “ME perspective”. Sources of further information are available at the end of
the factsheet. 

The work capability assessment (WCA) forms part of the benefit rules for
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and Universal Credit (UC). It is not a
benefit in-and-of-itself.  

If you’re not able to work, the Government call this having limited capability for work.  

What is the work capability
assessment

The WCA is the assessment used by the Government to decide two things:

Whether you are able to work or not; and 

If you’re not able to work, then whether you are able to take steps to get ready
for looking for work (for example work on a CV, or attend a training course). 

If you’re also not able to take steps to prepare for work, the Government calls this
having limited capability for work-related activity.  

It is important to understand that these are specific legal definitions, and don’t
necessary equate to a real-world test of whether you can hold down a particular job,
or do any particular “work-related activity”. 
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Why is the work capability assessment important?

The WCA forms a key part of our benefits system in two important ways: 

·It determines whether you are eligible for ESA, or for the health element of UC 

·It determines what conditions, if any, you have to meet in order to keep getting the
benefit (e.g. look for work, or complete tasks such as writing a CV, etc). 

You will need to have a WCA if you claim “new-style” ESA. You will also need to have
a WCA if you claim Universal Credit and are not able to work. (However, if you claim
UC after receiving a “migration notice” letter, you wouldn’t usually need to have
another WCA at the point at which you move off ESA and onto UC). 

For most people the assessment has two key stages. The first is a large form called
the Capability for Work Questionnaire. The second is an assessment appointment
with a health professional. Ultimately, these are two parts of the same overall
“assessment” process by which the Government makes a decision on your capability
for work and/or work related activity. The Government is trying to gather the same
information at both stages.  

When might I need to have a work capability assessment?

What does the assessment involve?

It's therefore really important to understand how the Government makes a decision.
This enables you to give them all of the relevant information about your health, your
ability to do the activities listed on the form, and the impact of doing these. 

Having limited capability for work
If you have limited capability for work, you won’t be expected to look for and take up
work. However, you may be expected to do “work-related activity”, for example write
a CV or do a training course. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/new-style-employment-and-support-allowance
https://www.gov.uk/universal-credit
https://www.benefitsandwork.co.uk/employment-and-support-allowance/esa-to-uc-migration
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There are two possible routes for being found to have limited capability for work.
Remember that what the Government is looking at is the cumulative impact of all
your health conditions, not just ME. 

You will be assessed on your ability to do 17 activities, and are awarded points based
on how much you struggle with these activities. In relation to each of the 17
activities, the healthcare professional and the Government decision-maker look at
certain specific phrases (called “descriptors”), and allocate you points based on
which descriptor best describes your ability to do that activity. If you score 15 points
or more, you are considered “not fit for work”. 

The activities are laid out explicitly in the Capability for Work Questionnaire. When
you are at your assessment appointment with a Health Professional you are being
assessed against exactly the same activities, even if this is less explicit in that
context. Therefore, it is very important to understand what these activities are. 

Route one: The “activities” and “descriptors”

Even if you don’t score 15 points under the activities, you can be treated as not fit for
work if certain exceptional circumstances apply. 

You can find more information in Appendix 1.

Route two: exceptional circumstances

The rule which will most likely be relevant for a person with ME is the rule around
risks to your health (or anyone else’s). 

The rules say that you should be treated as having limited capability for work (even
without scoring 15 points) if you have a condition which means that there would be
“a substantial risk to the physical or mental health of any person” if you were to be
found fit for work. 
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If you have limited capability for work-related activity you will likely get extra money
as part of your ESA or UC claim. If you get ESA, having limited capability for work-
related activity means that you can continue to get payments for longer than 12
months. 

If one of a list of 16 phrases applies to you, you are considered to also be unfit for
work-related activity. These are listed in Appendix 2 of this factsheet. 

Having limited capability for
work-related activity

There are two ways of demonstrating you have limited capability for work-related
activity. 

Route one: the descriptors

If any one of these sentences applies to you, you will have “limited capability for
work-related activity”. 

Route two: exceptional circumstances

There is an alternative route to having limited capability for work related activity if
“exceptional circumstances” apply. 

Again, the exceptional circumstance that might be most relevant to most people
with ME is about risk. 

The rules say that you should be treated as having limited capability for work related
activity (even without meeting one of the 16 phrases) if there would be “a substantial
risk to the mental or physical health of any person” if you were found to be capable
of work-related activity. 
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In April 2026 new rules were introduced which resulted in a cut to the amount of
Universal Credit some people can receive. Therefore, if you were found to have
limited capability for work-related activity before April 2026, you may get more
universal credit than if you were first found to have limited capability for work-
related activity after that date. If you were found to have limited capability for work
before April 2026 then you will continue to get the original amount of money, rather
than the reduced amount, for as long as you continuously have limited capability for
work-related activity.

You will be unaffected by this cut if you meet the “severe conditions criteria”. 

The ‘severe conditions criteria’

You meet these criteria only if

Regarding the criterion that a descriptor is likely to apply to you for the rest of your
life: the decision-maker is likely to want evidence from a medical professional to
support this. If you have an upcoming medical appointment, it might be worth asking
the professional you see to give their opinion on this in any letter or report they write
following your appointment. However, we know that people with ME can find it
difficult to get healthcare professionals to offer a view on prognosis because they
have so little training about this condition.

one of the 16 phrases applies to you (i.e. you qualify via “route 1” above); and
this descriptor applies to you “constantly” and will do so for the rest of your life;
and
it applies to you because of a condition “that has been diagnosed by an
appropriately qualified health care professional in the course of the provision of
NHS services”.
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Completing the form is likely to take a significant amount of cognitive energy. It may
well also take quite a lot of emotional energy: it requires you to be really honest with
yourself about how much you might be struggling. Sometimes we are so used to just
“making the best of things” that to be confronted with a reminder of how hard things
are can be really difficult. However, it’s important to give the full truth so that you
can get the support you are entitled to.   

The questionnaire

It’s important to remember that the process of filling in this large form can take a lot
of energy, so we suggest that you try to pace this as much as you can. This is true
whether this is the first time you have gone through this process, or you are
undergoing a review of your capability for work. 

Pacing for the Capability for Work Questionnaire

There is a deadline for returning the questionnaire, so it’s important to think about
how you can best manage to complete it within the time that you have. This article
from Citizens’ Advice gives good information and advice about how you can prepare
in advance for receiving the form.    

Having to think about how your condition affects you can be distressing so if you
can, have a friend or relative with you to support you through the process.  

Regarding the questions on the form about your ability to do the specified activities,
the form is explicit that you should “[o]nly answer Yes to the following questions, if
you can do the activity safely, to an acceptable standard, as often as you need to
and in a reasonable length of time.”

Filling in the questionnaire

This is really important for people with fluctuating conditions like ME. 

Therefore, when completing each question about one of the specified activities we
suggest that you consider the following: 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/universal-credit/if-youre-sick-or-disabled/get-ready-to-fill-in-the-work-capability-form-for-universal-credit/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/universal-credit/if-youre-sick-or-disabled/get-ready-to-fill-in-the-work-capability-form-for-universal-credit/


ME and the work capability assessment 7

Look at the descriptors sheet. What is the descriptor for this activity that best
applies to you?  

Can you do this activity at all? Can you do it all the times that you attempt it?
How many days in a week/in a month can you do it? Is there a time of day when
you cannot do it? (A diary which tracks your activities and symptoms can be a
useful way to demonstrate this). 

Can you do it safely? This means: if you do it, will it cause symptoms such as pain
and fatigue to flare up? What will the impact on your health be of doing this
activity as often as you need to? In some cases, if you do it, will you accidentally
hurt yourself?  

Can you do this activity repeatedly? Can you do it as many times as you need to
in the day? (For example, if you do it in the morning, will you be so exhausted you
can’t do it in the afternoon if you need to?)  

Can you do it in a reasonable amount of time? Will it take you more than twice the
amount of time it would take someone without your health issues to do it?  

Can you do it to an acceptable standard?  

Can you link the above to your M.E., any other health conditions you have, or the
cumulative impact of health conditions? What symptoms in particular get in the
way? (For example pain, fatigue, difficulties with concentration, anxiety.)  

We would strongly recommend that in your answer to each question you specifically
address whether you can do the “safely, to an acceptable standard, as often as you
need to and in a reasonable length of time”. 

There is a sample answer below to illustrate.  

Sample answer

Question 1. Mobilising unaided by another person with or without a walking stick,
manual wheelchair or other such aid if such aid is normally or could reasonably be
worn or used: 
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Answer: I find it very difficult to mobilise effectively even with a mobility aid, in my
case a walking stick. I cannot mount or descend two steps unaided by another
person even with the support of a handrail. I cannot mobilise: 

Access needs for an assessment

There is space on the form to give information about whether or not you are able to
attend a face-to-face appointment. We would also encourage you to give
information in this section of the form about any other access needs you might have.
For example, if you were to have an assessment by phone, would you still need rest
breaks?  

ME and the work capability assessment

Safely: My mobility is affected by my condition. I cannot mobilise up and down steps
safely due to the extreme exhaustion, pain and muscle weakness resulting from my
condition. This is also true when I am mobilising on flat ground. I cannot mobilise
50m repeatedly within a reasonable timescale due to severe pain and discomfort.  

Reliably: I cannot mount or descend two steps unaided by another person, even
with the support of a handrail, as I find it very difficult to lift my feet to climb the
steps. I also find descending two steps very difficult as I cannot judge the distance
and the action involved increases my pain levels. I also cannot reliably walk 50m in a
reasonable amount of time due to severe pain and discomfort. 

Repeatedly: I cannot manage this activity repeatedly because I have to rest
regularly due to muscle weakness, pain and exhaustion. 

In a reasonable amount of time: I cannot manage this activity in a reasonable
amount of time. It takes me more than twice as long as a non-disabled person to
complete the activity. I can only manage this activity on average three days a week.  

The assessment appointment
After you have completed and returned your questionnaire, you will likely be
contacted about an assessment appointment. The appointment might take place in
person at an assessment centre, or over the phone or by video call.  
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While the assessor may not ask you the same questions that were on the form, it’s
important to remember that the information they are trying to get during the
appointment is exactly the same as the information they are trying to get from the
form. That is, which “descriptors” you meet, and any risks to your or others’ health of
being found fit for work or work-related activity. 

If you’re not happy with the outcome of the assessment, you can challenge the
decision. There are deadlines by which this should be done, so it’s important not to
delay looking into how to do this. 

ME and the work capability assessment

It’s still important to give a sense of the fluctuating nature of your symptoms and the
impact of activity during the assessment. For example, if you are asked if you went
to the shops yesterday, it’s important you tell them whether this is something you
can do every time you need to, and explain any fatigue and pain that you experience
as a result.  

We suggest that the appointment is recorded. You can find out more about the
recording of Work Capability Assessment appointments on the Government website. 

Challenging the Government’s
decision

You can get more information about challenging a decision from the Citizens’ Advice
website. 

Further information
Citizens Advice Bureau

Offers advice on a range of issues and may complete a benefits check for you.
Citizens’ Advice’s website is also a good source of information about UC and ESA.

www.citizensadvice.org.uk  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/work-capability-assessment-audio-recording-of-face-to-face-assessments-faqs/employment-and-support-allowance-work-capability-assessment-audio-recording-of-face-to-face-assessments
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/benefits-introduction/problems-with-benefits-and-tax-credits/challenging-benefit-decisions/challenging-a-decision-by-the-dwp-or-hmrc/challenging-a-benefit-decision-mandatory-reconsideration/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/benefits-introduction/problems-with-benefits-and-tax-credits/challenging-benefit-decisions/challenging-a-decision-by-the-dwp-or-hmrc/challenging-a-benefit-decision-mandatory-reconsideration/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
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Benefits and Work

ME and the work capability assessment

A website with lots of information on disability benefits, including the work capability
assessment (you need to be a member to access some of the guides). 

www.benefitsandwork.co.uk/  

Disability Rights UK

Factsheets on benefits, tax credits and independent living 

www.disabilityrightsuk.org  

Local councils

Some local councils employ welfare rights workers and/or may also have information
about other services in your area. 

Scope

Have information about different disability benefits on their website, including ESA
and UC. 

https://www.scope.org.uk/advice-and-support  

http://www.benefitsandwork.co.uk/
http://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/
https://www.scope.org.uk/advice-and-support
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Appendix I: assessing whether a claimant
has limited capability for work
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Appendix II: assessment of whether a
claimant has limited capability for work-
related activity
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Useful contacts:

C-App
Guides to applying for PIP and ESA
https://c-app.org.uk

Citizens Advice Bureau
Offers advice on a range of issues and may be complete a benefits check for you.
www.citizensadvice.org.uk

Disability Rights UK
Factsheets on benefits, tax credits and independent living.
www.disabilityrightsuk.org

PIP info
A guide to regulations and case law regarding PIP.
http://pipinfo.net

@actionforme @actionforme@actionform.e

Registered charity in England and Wales no. 1036419
Registered in Scotland no. SC040452
Company registered by guarantee in England no. 2906840

www.actionforme.org.uk/donate/

If you have found this resource useful, please consider making a
donation to help us reach even more people affected by ME.

Action for ME
Unit 2.2 Streamline
436-441 Paintworks
Bristol, BS4 3AS

Registered office:

Telephone: 0117 927 9551
Info & Support: infosupport@actionforme.org.uk
Fundraising: fundraising@actionforme.org.uk

https://c-app.org.uk/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/
http://pipinfo.net/
https://www.facebook.com/actionforme/?locale=en_GB
https://uk.linkedin.com/company/actionforme
https://www.instagram.com/actionform.e/
http://www.actionforme.org.uk/donate/
mailto:infosupport@actionforme.org.uk
mailto:fundraising@actionforme.org.uk
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