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Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the one in 
five children in Scotland growing up in poverty. It doesn’t 
have to be like this. We use our understanding of what 
causes poverty and the impact it has on children’s lives to 
campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty 
– for good.

We provide training, advice and information to make sure 
hard-up families get the financial support they need. We 
also carry out high profile legal work to establish and 
protect families’ rights.



WHAT IS A SANCTION?

If you are claiming certain benefits, you may be subject to a sanction if you do not meet the conditions 
that apply to you, which are set out in your claimant commitment. A sanction means that the amount 
of benefit you receive may be reduced for a set period of time. In some cases, a sanction may reduce 
the amount of your benefit to nil, but you may qualify for hardship payments. A sanction is different 
from being turned down for benefit, or if your claim has been terminated, in which case you should get 
advice about challenging the decision. 

Sanctions are separate from penalties (fines that can be imposed on you if you have failed to report a 
change or given incorrect information). 

The rules described in this leaflet are not connected to fraud (if you have admitted or are convicted of a 
criminal offence in connection with benefits – this can also lead to loss of benefits). 

This leaflet tells you more about how to avoid sanctions, and what to do if you are sanctioned. 

A sanction may be applied to your benefit if you are claiming income support (IS), jobseeker’s allowance 
(JSA), employment and support allowance (ESA) or universal credit (UC). 

Sanctions do not apply to child benefit, tax credits or housing benefit.

WHEN YOU MIGHT BE SANCTIONED

Income support sanctions 
You can claim IS if you are a carer, or a lone parent with a child under 5, or aged 16/17 in full-time 
education and estranged from your parents, and some other limited circumstances. You may be called 
for a work-focused interview to discuss your employability. If you fail to take part in this interview, you may 
be sanctioned. Your benefit is reduced by £14.62 a week. 

If you are a lone parent with a child aged 3 or 4, you may also have to undertake work-related activity, 
such as training or skills assessment - but this must be reasonable and you cannot be required to look for 
work. If you fail to undertake the work-related activity without a good reason, you may be sanctioned. 
Your benefit may be reduced by £14.62 a week until you undertake the activity – this could be on top of 
an earlier failure (more than 2 weeks apart), to undertake work-related activity or attend a work-focused 
interview - if you have still not met the requirement.

Jobseeker’s allowance sanctions 
To qualify for JSA, you must be available for work and actively seeking work. Most lone parents have to 
claim JSA when their youngest child turns five. Some 16/17 year olds not in education or training may be 
able to claim for a limited time. You are usually expected to be willing and able to take up work, take 
steps to find work, and not to leave a job voluntarily. You may be sanctioned if you do not meet these 
jobseeking conditions, but there are special rules and exceptions that can apply, especially for young 
people and lone parents.

Employment and support allowance sanctions
If you are sick or disabled, you may be entitled to ESA, which can be sanctioned if you are required to 
take part in a work-focused interview or undertake work-related activity and fail to do so. Work-related 
activity may include training or skills assessment but this must be reasonable and you cannot be required 
to apply for jobs or undergo medical treatment.
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Universal credit sanctions
The UC rules are not described in detail in this factsheet. You can only claim UC if you live in an area 
where it has been fully introduced, or depending on your circumstances. In most areas of Scotland, you 
can currently only claim UC if you are aged at least 18, are a single jobseeker without children and meet 
other conditions. It has been introduced more widely in Inverness and East Lothian and is being extended 
to more areas. The conditions that apply to you are set out in your claimant commitment. In most cases, 
these will be similar to the conditions that apply to jobseekers on JSA. However, if your circumstances 
change, you stay on UC, but the conditions in your claimant commitment may change. This means that 
if you have children, the conditions are similar to those for parents on IS or JSA depending on the age of 
your child, and if you become ill, the conditions are similar to those for people on ESA.

THE AMOUNT OF A SANCTION

The amount of a sanction, and how long it lasts, depends on your age, whether you are single or a 
couple, which benefit it is, how serious your non-compliance is, and whether it is the first time or a repeat 
occurrence. This table is a summary of the most common sanctions.

Sanction period Amount

JSA high level 
sanctions

Losing a job because 
of misconduct; 

Leaving a job 
voluntarily; 

Refusing or failing to 
apply for or accept 
a job; 

13, 26 or 156 weeks, depending on 
whether this is the first, second or 
third time.

Your JSA is reduced to nil. 

If you are a member of a couple, 
the amount of the sanction is usually 
reduced to the amount your partner 
would be entitled to in his or her 
own right. However, if you have both 
failed to comply with conditions, 
then your benefit may be reduced 
to nil. 

You may qualify for hardship 
payments. 

A 16/17 year old or person 
responsible for children may qualify 
for hardship payments straight away.

JSA low level 
sanctions

Failing to participate 
in interviews or 
schemes to help you 
find work; 

Failing to carry out a 
jobseeker’s direction; 

Refusing or failing 
to apply for or 
accept a training or 
employment place; 

Giving up, failing 
to attend or losing 
a place through 
misconduct;

4 or 13 weeks, depending on 
whether this is the first or second 
time.

ESA or IS sanctions

Failing to take part 
in a work-focused 
interview; 

Failing to carry out 
work-related activity;

Until you take part in the interview or 
comply with the work-related activity. 
For ESA, an additional fixed period of 
1, 2 or 4 weeks is added, depending 
on whether this is the first, second or 
third time.

ESA is reduced by £73.10 a week. 

IS is reduced by £14.62 a week for 
each sanctionable failure more than 
2 weeks apart.
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WHEN YOU SHOULD NOT BE SANCTIONED

You should not be sanctioned in the following circumstances: 

■■ You are in the support group for employment and support allowance (ESA) – i.e. you have been 
assessed as having limited capability for work-related activity.

■■ You are the main carer of a child under the age of one.
■■ You have reached the qualifying age for pension credit (currently around 63). 
■■ You are on an employment-related course of study or training that has been approved in advance by 

the Job Centre; 
■■ You have had a bereavement or need to attend a funeral of a close friend or relative;
■■ You are sick, for two periods of up to two weeks, and one period of up to 13 weeks in 12 months. You 

may need to provide medical evidence; 
■■ You have experienced or been threatened with domestic violence from a partner, ex-partner or family 

member within the last 26 weeks and are no longer living with that person; you can be exempt from 
job-seeking requirements for 4 weeks, or 13 weeks if you provide official evidence. This exception can 
only be applied once in 12 months.

■■ You have not been adequately notified of the requirement, and the consequences of not complying. 
■■ You have failed to comply with a jobseeker’s direction which was unreasonable in your circumstances 

or did not assist you to find employment or improve your job prospects.
■■ You have a good reason for not complying with a benefit condition.

 
In any of these circumstances, you should tell your work coach as soon as possible, and within 5 days of 
being notified of a failure to attend an appointment. 

HOW TO AVOID A SANCTION

It is important to make sure that your circumstances are accurately reflected in your claimant 
commitment, which has to be agreed and signed by you and your Jobcentre Plus work coach. For JSA, 
if there are limits on what you can do, you must still be available for work and take steps to look for work. 
Restrictions that may be accepted include:

■■ Usual occupation – if you have been working in a certain type of job for a long time, or a shorter 
period but intend to make a career of it, you may be allowed to keep your search to that type or level 
of work for a limited period. This is known as a ‘permitted period’ and may be set for up to 13 weeks 
from the start of your claim.  

■■ Skills, qualifications and experience – you may be able to agree to only look for certain types of work, 
depending on your job prospects, the vacancies in your area, and the length of time you have been 
unemployed, but you must still have a reasonable chance of getting a job.

■■ Physical or mental condition – you can agree limits on the type of work you are prepared to do 
because of a health problem or disability. Medical evidence may be required.

■■ Caring responsibilities – this could be for children or for an elderly or disabled person.
■■ Voluntary work – you are still expected to give up or rearrange your voluntary work to take up paid 

work, but are allowed more notice to attend an interview or start work.
■■ Religious or conscientious objection – if you have a sincerely held religious belief or conscientious 

objection, you do not have to be available for work that would conflict with your beliefs, as long as you 
still have a reasonable chance of getting a job. 

 
Although the starting point for jobseeker’s allowance is that you must be available for any job, and willing 
and able to take up work immediately, there are some things you should never be required to do, such 
as work for less than the minimum wage, work in the sex industry, or take up self-employment if you do 
not feel capable. You should not be sanctioned on JSA for refusing a zero-hours contract, but this may be 
required on UC.
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SPECIAL RULES FOR LONE PARENTS

It is important to make sure you understand what is expected of you as a condition for receiving benefit, 
and also that your work coach understands your circumstances. However, some of the special rules and 
exceptions that apply to lone parents on JSA are not always made clear, so you may have to assert your 
rights and get advice if necessary. There are circumstances in which you do not have to be available for 
and actively seeking work, and so should not be sanctioned, including if:

■■ your child is aged 5, has not yet started school and there is no one to look after him/her. 
■■ your child is aged under 13, you only have to be available for work during school hours, taking into 

account travel times - you should not be expected to leave them on their own. 
■■ your child is aged under 16, you do not have to be available for work during the school holidays if it 

is unreasonable for you to make other arrangements. You may still be expected to look for jobs during 
this period. 

■■ your child is under 16 and has been excluded from school, you do not have to be available for work 
if it is unreasonable for you to make other arrangements. You may still be expected to look for jobs 
during this period. 

■■ your child is under 16, you do not have to be available for work for 40 hours a week; you need to be 
available as many hours as your caring responsibilities allow, and at least 16 hours a week. 

■■ your child is sick and you have to look after her/him – this can apply for up to 8 weeks in any 12-month 
period, and then for up to one week on no more than three occasions in the next 12 months.   

■■ you are subject to a parenting order or contract, depending on the terms. 
■■ you do not have to agree to attend interviews or start work immediately – you should have at least 48 

hours’ notice to attend an interview, and one week’s notice to start work, or, if it is unreasonable for you 
to do so within these periods, up to 7 days for an interview or 28 days to start work. 

In all these cases, it is important that you inform your work coach at the jobcentre, and make sure that 
the information is in your claimant commitment. If you are sanctioned in any of these circumstances, 
you should challenge the decision and raise these issues. As a lone parent, you may also have a good 
reason in the following circumstances:

■■ If your child is aged under 13, you have good reason for not accepting, or leaving, a job that does 
not fit with normal school hours, including travel time to and from school. 

■■ If you have an older child, and during school holidays, you may have good reason for not accepting 
a job if your caring responsibilities make it unreasonable to, considering any alternative arrangements 
through formal childcare, or family and friends (although you cannot be required to ask them, only to 
consider the options). 

■■ If your childcare expenses amount to an unreasonably high proportion of your wages, you may have 
a good reason for leaving or not accepting a job.

There are also special rules for lone parents on ESA & IS:

■■ If you have a child aged 3 or 4, you only have to be available for work-related activity during normal 
school hours, or when your child is in the care of a person over the age of 18. 

■■ The availability of childcare must be taken into account when considering whether you have good 
cause for failing to undertake work-related activity on IS.
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SPECIAL RULES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

If you are aged 16 or 17, you can only qualify for income-based JSA in special cases, and usually 
only for a limited period. In some circumstances, you may be able to claim other benefits instead, for 
example, ESA if you are sick or disabled, or IS if you are in education and estranged from your parents, or 
you are a carer. If you do not qualify for income-based JSA, you can still get ‘severe hardship payments’ 
of JSA on a discretionary basis. Jobcentres have a special ‘Under Eighteens Support Team’ who must 
consider your case within 24 hours.

In most cases if you are aged 16 or 17 and are sanctioned, it is for a fixed period of two weeks, and you 
continue to be paid JSA at a reduced rate (60% of your personal allowance).

If you are getting JSA and are aged 16 or 17, you are required to look for work and training. A sanction 
should not be imposed for refusing or giving up a place on a training scheme if it is the first time you 
have done so. You should also be considered to have good reason for leaving or refusing to accept a 
job if your employer has not provided you with suitable training.

If you are a lone parent aged 16 or 17, you can claim IS and are not subject to work-related 
requirements and you cannot be sanctioned.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU RECEIVE A SANCTION

Challenging decisions 
You can ask for a mandatory reconsideration of the decision to impose a sanction. You must ask for this 
within one month – if late, give reasons. If the decision is not changed and you are still unhappy, you can 
appeal to the First-tier Tribunal. However, the sanction is still applied while you challenge the decision, 
which can take months. Even if your circumstances change, (for example, you get a job), is still worth 
pursuing an appeal, because the sanction will continue if you claim the same benefit again in future. 

Hardship payments 
If you have been sanctioned, you may be able to get hardship payments of jobseeker’s allowance. If 
you are in a ‘vulnerable group’, hardship payments can begin from the first day of the sanction. You must 
apply for hardship payments, and usually show that you would experience hardship if no payment was 
made, taking into account any other resources available to you. Being in a vulnerable group includes if 
you or your partner:

■■ are aged 16/17 
■■ are a care leaver aged 18- 21 
■■ are pregnant 
■■ are responsible for a child 
■■ get disability living allowance or personal independence payment
■■ have a chronic medical condition and your health will decline further

If you are not in a vulnerable group, you cannot get hardship payments until the 15th day of the 
sanction. You must apply for hardship payments, and show that you would experience hardship if no 
payment were made, taking into account any other resources available to you. Hardship payments 
continue until the end of the sanction period, and are paid at a reduced rate (60% of your benefit in 
most cases, or 80% if you are pregnant, or are on JSA and seriously ill).  If you are claiming ESA and have 
been sanctioned, you may also qualify for hardship payments. There are no hardship payments of IS. 

If you are claiming UC, hardship payments usually have to be paid back. 
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Check whether you or your partner are entitled to another benefit 
Sanctions only apply to the benefit that you claimed, so if you have been sanctioned while on JSA, you 
may be entitled to another benefit instead. For example, if you are pregnant and it is 11 weeks before 
your baby is due, you can usually claim IS, or if you become ill during the sanction period, you may be 
able to claim ESA. If you are part of a couple, sanctions are only imposed on the person who has failed 
to comply. For example, a couple with a child may be able to switch claimant. If the person who was 
sanctioned reclaims JSA in future, the sanction will resume. 

UNIVERSAL CREDIT SANCTIONS

The UC rules are not described in detail in this factsheet but there are some main points and differences:
■■ A UC sanction starts from the first day of the monthly assessment period in which the decision to impose 

a sanction is made;
■■ If you have an outstanding sanction on JSA or ESA and move onto UC, the sanction is applied to your 

UC;
■■ The daily reduction rate is usually 100% of the standard allowance;
■■ A 40% reduction rate is applied in some cases, including if you are responsible for a child under one, 

or are pregnant within 11 weeks of the due date, or are 16 or 17 years old;
■■ A sanction is terminated if you have been in paid work for at least six months earning over a certain 

level;
■■ You must apply for hardship payments each month;
■■ Hardship payments are recoverable unless you start earning over a certain level.

OTHER HELP

If you have been sanctioned and cannot get hardship payments or qualify for any other benefits, there 
are other possible sources of help: 

■■ Scottish Welfare Fund crisis grant for living expenses (although guidance says these should not provide 
an alternative source of regular income). 

■■ Local authority social work payments for children in need; 
■■ Charities, trusts, food banks. 

See our leaflet – Supporting people with no money for more information.



CHILD POVERTY ACTION GROUP IN SCOTLAND

Advice line for frontline advisers and support workers
0141 552 0552 
Monday – Thursday 10am – 4pm; Friday 10am – 12 noon

Email: advice@cpagscotland.org.uk

CPAG in Scotland’s advice line is only for frontline workers in Scotland. If you are having 
problems with your own tax credit or benefit claim and are in need of advice you should 
contact your local Citizen’s Advice Bureau or other local welfare rights service. 

FURTHER INFORMATION

■■ View our full range of factsheets online at: www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/factsheets

■■ CPAG publishes the Welfare Benefits and Tax Credits Handbook, a comprehensive  
guide to benefits and tax credit for claimants and advisers. Find out more at:  
www.cpag.org.uk/bookshop

■■ We run a wide range of training courses on benefits and tax credits for workers of different 
levels of experience. Find out more at: www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/training

■■ Follow us on Twitter @CPAGScotland

EARLY WARNING SYSTEM

The Early Warning System (EWS) was developed by CPAG in Scotland to collect and analyse 
case studies about how changes to the benefit system are affecting the wellbeing of children, 
their families and the communities and services that support them. The case studies are 
helping us develop an in-depth understanding of the impact of changes to the benefit system 
and to identify how policies and services in Scotland can continue to contribute to the 
delivery of better outcomes for children. 

Find out more about EWS at: www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system
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