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Supporting clients with no money

Introduction

Increasingly, advisers have to try and help clients who don’t have enough money for day-to-day essentials 
like food and heating. This might be because of benefit sanctions, because of delays in getting benefits, or 
because of some other crisis or emergency. This leaflet explains some of the options that clients may have 
and signposts to further sources of information.

Scottish Welfare Fund Crisis Grant

A Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) crisis grant should provide a ‘safety net’ in an emergency. The purpose of 
a crisis grant is to meet expenses that have arisen as a result of an emergency or disaster in order to avoid 
serious damage or serious risk to the health or safety of you or your family. You have to be on a low income 
to get a crisis grant. If you are on income support, income-based JSA, income-related employment and 
support allowance, universal credit or pension credit it will be accepted that you are on a low income, but it 
is important to note that you don’t have to be on one of these benefits to get a crisis grant. 

Normally you can get a maximum of three crisis grants in a 12 month period. If you are in a couple that 
means a maximum of three each in a 12 month period. However, in exceptional circumstances more than 
three grants can be given. If the reason you have no money is that your benefit has been ‘sanctioned’ you 
may be able to get a crisis grant but you should also check to see if you can get a hardship payment from 
the DWP (see below). 

You cannot normally get a crisis grant if you are waiting for a benefit claim to be sorted out and you would 
be able to get a short-term benefit advance instead (see below). However, if your need is severe the 
local authority can make an exception and pay a crisis grant while a benefit claim is being processed. For 
example, this could apply where a benefit claim has been lost and you have to make a new claim.

Each local authority operates the SWF in its area. To apply for a crisis grant contact the local authority.

Hardship payments if you are sanctioned

If you have no money because your jobseeker’s allowance (JSA) has been sanctioned, you may be able to 
claim a hardship payment. This is a payment of your benefit but paid at 60% of the normal basic rate or 
80% if you or a member of your family is pregnant or seriously ill. You cannot get a hardship payment during 
the first two weeks of the sanction unless you are in a ‘vulnerable group’. Vulnerable groups include people 
with children, women who are pregnant and people with chronic health problems.

To get a hardship payment, you must claim it and the DWP has to accept that without the payment you or 
your family will experience hardship. When deciding whether you will experience hardship the DWP should 
take account of all your circumstances including your health, whether you have dependent children and 
what other resources you have available to you. 

If your employment and support allowance has been sanctioned, you may be able to claim a hardship 
payment. It is paid at 60% of your ‘personal allowance’. You must make a claim for a hardship payment and 
the DWP must accept that without it you or your family will suffer hardship.

If you come under the universal credit system and you are sanctioned, you may also be able to claim a 
hardship payment, but this is recoverable from future payments of universal credit.

If you are refused a hardship payment you can ask for the decision to be reconsidered and, if the decision 
remains the same, you can appeal to a First-tier Tribunal. You can also challenge the decision to sanction 
you. 

For more information on sanctions see CPAG’s Dealing with sanctions factsheets.
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Short-term benefit advance

If the reason that you don’t have enough money is that you have made a new claim to benefit and it hasn’t 
been sorted out yet, then you may be able to get a short-term advance of your benefit. A short-term 
advance can be paid if there is a delay in dealing with your claim or in paying your benefit and, as a result 
there is a serious risk to you or your family’s health or safety. You can get an advance of benefits like income 
support, JSA, and employment and support allowance. The short-term advance will be recovered from 
future payments of your benefit.

You cannot appeal against a decision to refuse a short-term benefit advance.

Help from the local authority social work department

You may be able to get some help from the local authority social work department, particularly if you have 
children or if you are a ‘vulnerable’ adult, for example, you have health problems. The local authority has 
powers under section 22 of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 and under section 12 of the Social Work 
(Scotland) Act 1968 allowing it to assist people in need. Help can be given in cash or ‘in kind’, for example, 
vouchers to buy food. Often the social work department will want to establish whether alternative help, 
such as a crisis grant, is available before they will help. They may refer you to a local food bank rather than 
providing any direct help (see below).

Food banks

You may be able to get help from a food bank if there is one in your local area. Food banks can provide 
essential food and household items free to people in need. Some food banks operate under the umbrella 
organisation called the Trussell Trust, others are independent. Food banks often operate from local churches 
or community centres. You may have to be referred to the food bank by an agency such as the social work 
department, GP practice or CAB.

You can find your nearest Trussell Trust food bank at www.trusselltrust.org.

Charities

You may be able to get some assistance from a charity or trust fund, although this may be more likely to 
help with specific items (for example, furniture) than provide immediate financial help. Which charity to 
approach can depend on your personal circumstances, for example, having a particular health problem or 
having worked in a particular job. 

You can do a grant search at http://www.turn2us.org.uk/grants_search.aspx 

Which option to go for

Which of the above options is best depends on your situation. For example, if you have been sanctioned the 
first thing to do is to check whether you can get a hardship payment. If you can’t, or if you still run out of 
money, then you should try the Scottish Welfare Fund next.

If you are waiting for a first payment following a benefit claim, you should check whether you can get 
a short-term advance of benefit. If you can’t or if you still run out of money, you should try the Scottish 
Welfare Fund next.

If you have run out of money for some other reason (for example, if you have had your purse stolen) you 
should probably try the Scottish Welfare Fund first.

If you cannot get a hardship payment, a short-term benefit advance or a crisis grant, you should try your 
local social work department or food bank.
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Further information and advice

Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland
0141 552 0552 advice line for advisers on benefits and tax credits,
Monday to Thursday 10am to 4pm, Friday 10am to 12 noon

Email: advice@cpagscotland.org.uk
Email advice for advisers on benefits and tax credits

Website: www.cpag.org.uk/scotland
Twitter: @CPAGScotland

CPAG in Scotland’s advice line is only for advisers. If you are having problems with your own benefit or tax 
credits claim and need advice you should contact your citizens advice bureau or other local welfare rights 
service.


