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About the Early Warning System 

The Early Warning System (EWS) is a framework which has been developed by Child Poverty 
Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland to collect and analyse case evidence about how welfare 
changes are affecting the wellbeing of children, their families and the communities and 
services that support them. 
  
At the end of June 2015, 1443 case studies have been gathered from: 

 frontline workers, including welfare rights advisers, housing officers and support 
workers 

 CPAG in Scotland’s second tier advice line, and 

 CPAG in Scotland’s training and events.  
 
A case is added to the EWS if it 

 demonstrates an impact or outcome on a person or service because of welfare 
reform, or 

 involves maladministration or misinformation by the DWP, HMRC, local authority or 
someone else, or 

 highlights a wider concern, for example a disproportionate effect on a particular type 
of household. 

 
The EWS, in partnership with Dr. Morag Treanor of Edinburgh University, has also been 
working with 12 low income families over two years to gain an in-depth understanding of 
how poverty and welfare changes are affecting child and family wellbeing. 
  
The cases and research are enabling us to develop and share our knowledge on the impact of 
welfare reform and to identify how policies and services in Scotland can continue to 
contribute to delivery of better outcomes for children. 
  
CPAG in Scotland acknowledge the support of the Scottish Government through the Third 
Sector Early Intervention Fund, managed on behalf of the Scottish Government by the Big 
Lottery Fund in Scotland. 
 

 

Emerging themes 
As well as identifying impacts of individual reforms, we have also been able to identify 

emerging themes from the case studies. These include:  

Access to advice and information is crucial 

Almost a third of the cases added to the EWS include instances of clients having their claim 

processed incorrectly or being given misleading information about benefits by staff at the 

DWP, local authorities and HMRC; or by people in supporting roles such as a social worker.  

 families receiving less than they should be entitled to 

 investment in advice and information is crucial to help families establish what their 

benefit entitlement should be and to support them to challenge decisions when 

things go wrong.  



 when planning advice and information delivery, consideration must be given to how it 

can be accessed by families with little or no income.   

Robbie and Donna had their benefits suspended after a change in their living arrangements. 
They have three young children and had been living on child benefit alone (£90 a fortnight) 
for several weeks. We spoke to them at a food bank where they explained they had not 
accessed help with debt or benefits because, “it was too expensive for the two of us to go… it 
would be £7.60 or £10.50 depending on the driver if we had to pay for the kids or not. So that 
is too much money, money that we could have used for something else rather than going to 
the advice shop.”                                                                                                  
 

Transport 

Though the focus of the Early Warning System is welfare reform, an unexpected and 

recurring issue has been the way that a lack of affordable and flexible transport can interact 

with welfare changes to aggravate and complicate peoples’ lives.  Lack of affordable 

transport can: 

 prevent clients from accessing services and finding and sustaining employment 

 result in benefit sanctions 

 be a barrier to accessing emergency support for families in crisis and to accessing 

services which are intended to be free at the point of need.    

One client received a 13 week sanction for failing to attend an appointment with Jobcentre 

Plus. When he told them that he did not have the money to get there, they advised him to 

walk, but he explained that his poor health meant that he was unable to walk the long 

distance. He was awarded supermarket vouchers by the Scottish Welfare Fund, but they 

didn’t award travel vouchers to allow him to travel to the Jobcentre to continue signing on 

during the sanction. #M14 

 

Two types of poverty emerging 

Two types of poverty have been emerging through the cases:  

 long term low income making it difficult to make ends meet, and  

 income shocks through sanctions and delays where income is suddenly and 

unexpectedly reduced.    

Client has two children who receive free breakfast club and school meals at high school. She 

is receiving her maximum benefit entitlement and is currently looking for new 

accommodation to reduce costs, but is very concerned about how she is going to cope in the 

summer holidays without paying for the additional food. There is only one foodbank in her 

area and that is open once a week. #4625 

Dad works full time and mum looks after their two pre-school children. They claim working 

tax credit (WTC), child tax credit (CTC) and child benefit (CB), but his earnings are too high for 



housing benefit (HB) and council tax reduction (CTR). They are really struggling financially and 

have rent and council tax arrears. #4375 

Young couple received a three month sanction after one of them missed a work programme 
appointment because he didn’t receive the appointment letter. They lived on £57 a week for 
3 months but accrued considerable gas and council tax arrears. Just after the jobseeker’s 
allowance (JSA) was reinstated, the council took a payment for council tax from their 
account, leaving them just £4 to live on for the fortnight. They had to be referred to a 
foodbank. #Mii58 
 

Top 10 issues  
The tables in this section present the top 10 issues appearing in cases added to the EWS. 

There is often an overlap of issues in an individual case, for example a case including benefits 

for people from abroad will often include admin error or maladministration; or a case 

involving tax credit reforms may also include overpayment recovery.  

Top 10 issues April - June 2015 

issue  % of cases included in 

benefits for people from abroad 28.62 

admin error or maladministration 28.22 

misinformation 8.87 

PIP 5.24 

ESA 4.83 

Scottish Welfare Fund 4.03 

sanctions and claimant commitment 3.26 

universal credit 2.82 

mandatory reconsideration 2.41 

overpayment recovery 2.02 

 

top 10 issues Jan 14 - Jun 15 

issue % of cases included in 

admin error or maladministration 25.22 

benefits for people from abroad 19.47 

misinformation 8.31 

mandatory reconsideration 6.02 

sanctions and claimant commitment 5.82 

PIP 5.68 

ESA 5.54 

bedroom tax & DHPs 4.57 

Scottish welfare fund 4.23 

welfare to work 1.89 

 

We can see from the tables that the top 3 issues have been consistently placed throughout 

albeit positioned differently. Benefits for people from abroad is a complex area and has been 



subject to a number of changes within the last two years. This is reflected in the number of 

queries to CPAG’s advice line and consequently in the number of cases added to the EWS.  

The consistently high occurrence of the other top 3 issues, admin error or maladministration 

and misinformation, highlight that people are not only being impacted by welfare reforms, 

but by failures in the social security system itself. 

This is the first quarter where we see universal credit in the top 10 issues. This is attributable 

to it being rolled out across Scotland and becoming largely available. Bedroom tax and 

discretionary housing payments no longer appear in the top ten as bedroom tax cases are 

largely mitigated by discretionary housing payments and this appears to be operating well.  

The number of cases regarding mandatory reconsideration are reducing which we hope 

means that the initial problems in its introduction have reduced.  
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Top ten issues in more detail 

Benefits for people from abroad 

Because this is a particularly complex area of the social security system it is accountable for a 

high proportion of calls to CPAG’s second tier advice line. This is reflected in the number of 

cases added to the EWS. However since January 2014 there have also been a number of 

changes regarding benefit entitlement for people coming from abroad. These were intended 

to restrict access for EEA migrants who are not in work, but are also impacting to a lesser 

impact on British nationals returning from abroad. You will find a breakdown of the changes 

in the EWS’ policy bulletin on benefits for EEA nationals. The cases highlight: 

 high level of administrative error and misinformation regarding benefit entitlement 

 people routinely have access to benefits restricted incorrectly 

 majority of people not in work are unable to do so because they are unwell or 

disabled; having caring responsibilities for small children or dependant adults; have 

recently experienced relationship breakdown or domestic abuse.  

 vulnerable families are being left without access to benefits or financial support to 

pay for accommodation.  

Lone parent had her JSA stopped because she could not demonstrate that she had a genuine 

prospect of work. She found work but it means leaving the house in the middle of the night 

and leaving her children with babysitters, sometimes people she is not comfortable about 

leaving them with. #4207 

Polish lone parent has two children under school age. They are currently in local authority 

temporary accommodation but housing benefit stopped three months ago. The client had 

been working but had to stop due to childcare requirements. She is trying to find part-time 

work. #4511 

British national returned from Australia after 18 months to care for her mother who has been 

diagnosed with a terminal illness. The client will not be entitled to carer’s allowance until she 

has been in the UK for two out of the previous three years. #4200 

 

Administrative error or maladministration 

One of the surprising findings from the EWS is the consistency of the high number of cases 

which include clients who have had their benefit claim processed incorrectly. This is not 

isolated to the DWP but also relates to administration by HMRC and local authorities too. The 

case illustrate: 

 clients refused benefits they should be entitled to 

 client facing barriers to making claims, for example in obtaining a claim form 

 benefit entitlement calculated incorrectly 

 failure to apply premiums to awards 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/EWS%20briefing%20EU%20migrants%20%28May%202015%29.pdf


The DWP refused to pay income support (IS) to a lone parent as child benefit (CB) is not yet in 

payment, however regulations state that she should be treated as responsible for the child as 

the only person who has claimed CB. #4403 

Client claimed housing benefit (HB) but declined to claim JSA. His family are supporting him. 

HB refused his claim on the ground that he was not claiming any income replacement 

benefit. It was paid, but only after it was challenged by an advice agency. #4190 

Client requested a tax credits claim form three times but it was not sent. When the claim was 

eventually made it was backdated 31 days but by which time the client had missed out on 

three months of tax credits worth approximately £500. #4865 

 

Misinformation 

This includes cases where people have been given inaccurate or misleading information 

about benefits, mostly by the agencies administering them, but occasionally by people in 

supporting roles such as social workers. We are seeing: 

 clients misadvised about entitlement to benefit 

 clients advised to claim the wrong benefit  

 misleading information supplied about information required to support a claim 

 clients incorrectly advised to stop claiming a benefit that they are entitled to  

Client was misadvised by the DWP to cancel her tax credits claim when she claimed ESA. This 

resulted in the claim being cancelled and an overpayment being raised. The client has 

reclaimed tax credits but is still being asked to repay the overpayment. #4948 

Client tried to claim ESA while she was off sick but was told that she would not be entitled 

while she was still in receipt of working tax credit. However the advice was incorrect as you 

can be treated as not in full time work while off sick. #5215 

Lone parent has been mistakenly advised by the Jobcentre that she needs to stop claiming IS 

now that her child is three. #5164 

 

Personal independence payment (PIP) 

PIP is replacing disability living allowance (DLA) for working age claimants. All new working 

age claimants must claim PIP and existing DLA claimants are being asked to claim PIP when 

their DLA award ends or they report a change in circumstances. You will find more 

information about PIP in our factsheet. Common issues are: 

 claimants and advisers unaware that if you are awarded PIP at a higher rate than you 

were receiving under DLA, you are not paid at the higher rate until your DLA award 

ends approximately four weeks after the PIP decision is made. Under the DLA the 

higher amount would have been backdated to the date the claim was made or a 

change in circumstances was reported 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/factsheet-personal-independence-payment


 many claimants are being sent a form a year before their PIP award is due to end, 

which they must complete or their award will terminate early, causing concern and 

confusion 

 some advisers have expressed concern about how the descriptors are applied.  

Client claimed PIP under the special rules that allow you automatic entitlement to PIP if your 

doctor confirms that you are terminally ill, however she still had to wait four weeks for a 

decision and a further four weeks for payment at the higher rate than she had been receiving 

under DLA, by which time she was in hospital. #Tr52 

Client’s PIP award is not due to be reviewed until next year but he has been sent a form. The 

information he has been given about the form is confusing but the DWP refused to put it in 

writing and send it to him. #4883 

Adviser is seeing clients with drug/alcohol problems being routinely refused PIP, including at 

appeal. She considers that they should meet the criteria for entitlement. #4929 

 

Employment and support allowance (ESA) 

Since 2008 all new claimants must claim ESA and existing incapacity benefit (IB) claimants 

have been migrated onto ESA. ESA is paid at an assessment rate until a work capability 

assessment determines if the client is fit to work and not entitled to ESA, or to be paid an 

additional component determined by whether they are placed in the work related activity 

group or the support group. Since 20th April 2015 a person making a repeat claim for ESA, 

who has already been found “fit to work” will only be entitled to ESA pending their work 

capability assessment if they can provide new evidence to suggest their condition has 

substantially deteriorated or they have a new health condition. The cases include: 

 reports of delays in excess of a year for work capability assessments 

 decision makers refusing repeat claims based on previous work capability 

assessments, but in one case the assessment had been carried out five years 

previously 

 indication of widespread failure to consider income-related ESA in addition to 

contributory ESA when clients were migrated from incapacity benefit to ESA, leaving 

many people underpaid benefit 

Delay in an ESA assessment meant that a father of a dependent child returned to work 

against medical advice because of the significant income reduction while he was only paid at 

the assessment rate. #Tr44 

Client’s repeat claim for ESA was refused on the basis of a work capability assessment that 

had been carried out five years previously. The client and adviser are seeking to challenge the 

decision and provide evidence that her condition has worsened since then as this would 

allow ESA to be paid pending assessment, but in the meantime the client is relying on help 

from her friend so that she can avoid the need for food vouchers. #Mii62   

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/esa-and-abolition-six-month-rule


Chaotic client with alcohol misuse problems was migrated from IB to contributory ESA and 

365 days later it stopped. It appears that he was not assessed at migration for entitlement to 

income-related ESA so when his contributory ESA stopped he thought he was no longer 

entitled. He has been without ESA for two years living only on his DLA payments. #4834 

 

Scottish Welfare Fund 

The Scottish Welfare Fund grant scheme replaced the DWP Social Fund’s crisis loans and 

community care grants. It is administered by local authorities with reference to national 

guidance and is an essential safety net for many low income households. You will find more 

information in CPAG in Scotland’s factsheet or in the EWS’ policy bulletin. The cases suggest: 

 national guidance is not always followed by decision makers, for example, some local 

authorities insisting that applicants be in receipt of a ‘qualifying benefit’ when the 

only financial requirement is that they be on a low income 

 Scottish Welfare Fund awards are sometimes inadequate and do not always meet 

applicants’ needs. 

One local authority told an adviser that the guidance on the Scottish Welfare Fund had 

changed and that homelessness itself may no longer be enough to qualify for a grant. The 

local authority’ website says that you won’t get a crisis grant if you’ve been sanctioned, 

unless you need food for children. It is also says on their claim form that you need to be in 

receipt of a means tested benefit to get a grant. None of these statements comply with the 

national guidance. #4415 

Parents who both have mental health conditions applied for a community care grant (CCG) to 
replace furniture and carpets that had been destroyed by their child who has autism, 
behavioural problems and incontinence. The vouchers awarded did not cover the costs of the 
items in the specified shop. Higher awards were awarded on review but delayed the items 
being replaced by two months. No award was made for the soiled carpets. The CCG was 
needed to improve living conditions at home, where the family spend a lot of time because of 
the difficulties experience by their disabled son outside. The other child is too embarrassed 
to invite friends round because of the state of the place, affecting her social life as a child. 
#Mii62 
 

Sanctions and claimant commitment  

A sanction is applied when someone is deemed not to have complied with the work related 

requirements set out in their claimant commitment. Most commonly applied to jobseeker’s 

allowance, sanctions can also be applied to IS and ESA. We are seing:  

 indications some DWP staff are confused about when and which work related 

requirements should take effect  

 difficulty accessing hardship payments during sanction period 

 causing destitution, isolation and relationship problems.  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/scottish-welfare-fund-and-changes-discretionary-social-fund
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/EWS%20SWF%20seminar%20briefing%20%28April15%29.pdf


Lone parent with three month old baby has been called in for a work focused interview once 

a month since the baby was born. There should be no work related requirements until a baby 

turns one. The client queried this but was incorrectly told that this is what the requirements 

would be under universal credit (UC) and that the rules were changing for other means 

tested benefits too. #4786 

Lone parent was refused a hardship payment during a 13 week sanction. Jobcentre Plus cited 

their guidance but failed to support the wording which in fact supported the client’s claim for 

hardship payments. #4752 

Young person was sanctioned for failing to upload his C.V. to Universal Jobmatch and now 

has no means to purchase gas, power, travel or food. He reports experiencing isolation and 

low mood due to lack of essentials to live #Tr56 

 

Universal Credit (UC) 

Universal credit is replacing IS, income-based JSA, income-related ESA, tax credits and HB. 

This is the first quarter where we have seen UC in the top ten issues which is attributable to 

its roll out across Scotland having been accelerated since February. The cases highlight: 

 confusion among DWP staff about who meets the “gateway” conditions for claiming 

UC during the roll out phase 

 financial difficulties caused delay in receiving the first payment of UC (often at least 5 

weeks) 

 DWP enforcing in work conditionality requiring people who are earning less than 35 x 

the minimum wage to increase their hours or find additional work 

Client tried to claim UC but was assisted to claim JSA by the Jobcentre staff as he did not have 

a bank account. This is one of the gateway conditions that you must meet before you may 

claim UC, however the Benefits Delivery Centre phoned the client and mistakenly advised 

him to claim UC. #4196 

Client claimed UC when he was unemployed, began working part time, quickly moving to full 

time employment. It appears he will still be entitled to £15 a week UC but he won’t receive 

his first wage or his first payment of UC for a month.  

Client works between 10 and 14 hours a week and is receiving UC. She is about to be 

sanctioned for failure to comply with the work related requirements. #4965 

 

Mandatory reconsideration before appeal 

Since October 2013, with the exception of housing benefit, you must ask for a mandatory 

reconsideration of a decision before you can appeal to a tribunal. This particularly impacts on 

ESA claimants who are not entitled to ESA while a mandatory reconsideration is carried out. 

They may claim JSA, but must comply with the jobseeking conditions. We are seeing: 



 fewer case studies received but still confusion amongst some DWP staff about the 

mandatory reconsideration process. 

 number of cases indicate that ESA stopping during the mandatory reconsideration 

phase can also lead to housing benefit stopping too.  

Client who has been off work sick for some time, failed the work capability assessment and 

tried to claim JSA while he was waiting for a mandatory reconsideration, however he was 

mistakenly advised by the Jobcentre that he could not be paid JSA while he had a job to 

return to. #4440 

Client’s request for a mandatory reconsideration of his ESA decision was successful, but the 

DWP refused to backdate his ESA for the period that he was not paid while the mandatory 

reconsideration was carried out. #4715 

Client failed the work capability assessment and is waiting for decision on his mandatory 

reconsideration request, meanwhile his housing benefit stopped at the same time as his ESA 

and he doesn’t know why. #4795 

  

Overpayment recovery 

Cases gathered this quarter confirm that the DWP and HMRC are adopting a more aggressive 

approach to overpayment recovery. The cases point to: 

 family incomes being drastically reduced 

 overpayments being pursued that should not be recoverable for technical reasons 

Client is in receipt of income support and carer’s allowance and is repaying an overpayment. 

The recovery rate increased dramatically from £7.50 to £29.50 a week. Debt management 

said that it could only be reduced if the claimant was experiencing severe hardship #4284 

Couple are being pursued for a 4 year overpayment of child tax credit since their disabled son 

went into residential care. However he remained entitled as the accommodation was being 

provided solely because of his disability. The couple are appealing the decision but HMRC 

incorrectly advised them to start repaying the overpayment in the meantime. #4613 



Household issues 

 

The chart above is not strictly accurate as there may be more than one household issue 

recorded per case, but gives an idea of the breakdown of household issues.  

25% - person who has come from abroad. This includes foreign nationals and returning British 

citizens. More details can be found in the section on benefits for people from abroad.  

15% - adult who is disabled or has a long term health problem. The majority of the cases relate 

to reforms to ESA and PIP, but not exclusively.  

13% - lone parent household. They are particularly adversely affected by the reforms to 

benefits for people from abroad, with many unable to work because they have caring 

responsibilities for small children. Admin error, maladministration and misinformation 

feature highly with sanctions appearing to a lesser degree.  

J6%- carer. These cases mostly relate to the past presence test or confusion regarding work 

related requirements. 

5% - child who is disabled or have a long term health problem.  These cases largely pertain to 

restrictions for people from abroad, especially the past presence test for DLA and restrictions 

on their parents’ benefits because the parents are unable to work due to their caring 

responsibilities.   

5% - young person under 25, many of whom have been incorrectly refused benefits on the 

basis that they do not have a right to reside, however it would appear that many of them 

who have been in the UK since they were children, should have obtained a permanent right 

to reside by virtue of their parent’s right to reside. 

 4% - domestic abuse. Again these cases largely pertain to restrictions for benefits for people 

who have come from abroad.  

Household issues

person from abroad no issue recorded disabled adult lone parent

carer disabled child young person domestic abuse

student welfare to work looked after child prisoner

addictions kinship carer



3% - student. The cases in relation to students demonstrate that students are often 

misadvised about possible entitlement to benefits or have their claims refused incorrectly.   

 

 

 


