
Creative approaches to raise awareness of 

the health and social impacts of Universal Credit

Ashley and UC Creatives https://www.uccreatives.co.uk/ 

Mandy Cheetham

Assistant Professor in Health and Social Care Research

mandy.cheetham@northumbria.ac.uk

        

21st January 2026

https://www.uccreatives.co.uk/
mailto:mandy.cheetham@northumbria.ac.uk




3/17/2026 Annual Review 3

2018
“Insidious    
brutality” 2023

“Psychological    
torture”

Universal Credit 



3/17/2026 Annual Review 4

STRESS, ANXIETY, FEEL UNSAFE

Health 
journey

Digital 
system

Payments  
inadequate/

insecure

Starting on 
UC

Conditions 
+ sanctions

Staff

Transitions, ill-
health, trauma, 

poverty, past 
experiences of 

Job CentreExternal support 

Mechanisms 
affecting 
health



Co-producing theatre



Credit theatre production: 
“Brilliant, angry, urgent work”

• “Extremely powerful and incredibly 
important”

• “I had tears in my eyes watching 
this”

• “Heart breaking, but very realistic”

• “Lyrical, hard hitting, honest writing”

• “Beautifully written and acted”

• “Speaking truth to power is all we 
can do and this play was a great 
example”

• “How do we fight negative 
perceptions of benefit claimants? 
How do we continue to show the 
need for a supportive welfare 
system?”

Credit – Cap-a-Pie Theatre

https://www.cap-a-pie.co.uk/shows/credit/
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Our aims

1. To enable 
people on UC 

to express 
themselves with 

dignity in 
respected 

spaces

2. To pilot 
creative arts as 

a means of 
engaging 

participants & 
the public 

3. To learn from 
co-producing a 

project and 
exhibition 

about UC & 
mental health

4. To influence 
public, policy 
makers and 
practitioners 

through 
creative arts



Phases of our process

Oct 2022-Jan 2023 
(+ pre-funding)

Feb 2023 – June 2023

July 2023 onwards

1. Build 
relationships & 
co-produce the 

project

2. Deliver 
creative 

workshops and 
coproduce the 

exhibition

3. Tour the 
exhibition (in-
person and 
online) and 

engage 
audiences



▪ Participatory creative arts project in 

collaboration with St Vincent de Paul’s Society 

(SVP), public partners, and an artistic curator

▪ Core team: Steph Morris, PJ Atkinson, Lisa Holden, 
Megan Nottingham (SVP), Jacques Verkade, 
Suzanne Moffatt, Mandy Cheetham

▪ 9 participants on UC 

▪ Workshops in photography, poetry, mixed 

media & drama

▪ Co-produced exhibition ‘DO UC US?’ 

UC CREATIVES
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Instead of having to make an excuse for 
my creative skills, feeling I needed to 
hide that away, I’ve just been able to 
be myself…I can actually start to see 
there’s a way out of Universal Credit.

Participant / co-facilitator with long term 
health condition

▪ Provided a sense of purpose

It’s given us the space, a platform to express 
how the system is affecting us

It’s done wonders for my mental health

▪ Hope / optimism for (policy) change

I hope it’ll touch someone somewhere

▪ Challenge ignorance

I hope the university will see the benefit of 
making itself accessible to people

We should be really proud of 
what we’ve done. For me it’s 

a step forward…I’d like to 
think I’ve given something 

back
What I’ve got out of this 
has been huge actually. 

You have no idea the 
extra dimension it’s 

added to my life, that 
sense of self-worth 

that’s started to come 
back

Participant with long term health 
condition

Participant / co-facilitator with long term 
health condition

Comments from UC Creatives 
workshop participants 16th May 2023



UC Creatives was very impressive

UC Creatives work was new to me 
and thought-provoking.

UC Creatives powerful work 
presenting their experiences

(DWP participants)

I felt a really strong sense of 
comradeship amongst us 

which is great too!
(UC Creatives team)

I was so overwhelmed when you each 
spoke, you were brilliant, brought 
tears to my eyes!!

I really enjoyed the table discussions 
and felt so grateful to be included as 
an equal member of the discussion.

(UC Creatives team)

Workshop with DWP policy makers 
hosted by Northumbria University 
11th September 2025



Windows of opportunity 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/we-cant-tackle-the-mental-health-
crisis-without-reforming-social-security/
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Growing body of evidence on impacts of UC 
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