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What is the Early Warning System? 

With welfare reform expected to drive 100,000 more children into child poverty by 2020i, 
CPAG in Scotland set up the Early Warning Systemii (EWS) to gather information and case 
studies about the impact of welfare reform on children and families across Scotland. Using 
this information we identify changes that could be made to mitigate some of the impacts of 
welfare reform.  We 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 

By the end of March 2015, we had collected over 900 case studies from: 

 CPAG’s second tier advice line 

 84 frontline workers from other organisations signed up to submit case studies online 

 People attending CPAG training and events  

 research following 12 low income families over 2 years  

 qualitative research with six families accessing food banks 

What have we learned from the Early Warning System? 

Each month we focus on one of our key findings from the EWS. This month we are looking at 

the importance of advice and information. 

 Shockingly, just under half 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 the 

social worker in one the case studies below:  

Ana, a Portuguese lone parent has been living in a Women’s Aid refuge with her 3 children. 

During this period she was mistakenly refused housing benefit and her jobseeker’s allowance, 

child tax credit and child benefit stopped erroneously, leaving her with no income. The errors 

http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r78.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system


were made by the agencies processing the benefits due to them misunderstanding Ana’s 

entitlement to benefits as an EU national. This is a common cause of erroriii. 

With no housing benefit in payment and not realising the local authority’s mistake, the refuge 

funded Ana’s accommodation costs from its own budget. Expert advice and support led to all 

of the benefits being reinstated.  

The quality of advice is important too:  

Alexa was fleeing domestic abuse and had to leave her 2 children at home. Her social worker 

advised her to continue claiming child benefit and child tax credits which resulted in an 

overpayment of over £3000 which she now has to pay back.  

There is also a need for those planning and delivering services to consider the barriers that 
might exist to low income families in need of advice. For example: 
 
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.”                                                                                                  
 

This highlights that not only is investment in advice and information crucial, but that 

consideration must be given to how it can be accessed by families with little or no income. 

We recently provided training to advisers from West Lothian CAB working on the Prevention 

and Intervention Money Advice Project (PIMAP) which accepts referrals from NHS and West 

Lothian Council staff working with pregnant women and families with children under 1 year 

old. Recognising that it may not be possible for people to travel to them, they will provide 

face to face advice at community based venues. For more information on the PIMAP project, 

contact Matt Dale at mdale@CABWestLothian.casonline.org.uk or 01506 444 814.   

 

Good quality advice is not only important for the families themselves, but can result in 

financial savings for local authorities.iv  

How we’ve used the cases recently 

The cases have informed our policy, campaigns, media and training work, allowing us to 

ensure the real experiences of low income families influence public policy and debate.  

Policy and campaigns: 

 Cases informed written and oral evidence to the welfare reform committee of the 

Scottish Parliament. EWS cases were key to the evidence we gave on both mitigating 

the impact of the bedroom tax and the impact of welfare reform on women.  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/EWS%20briefing%20EU%20migrants%20(May%202015).pdf
mailto:mdale@CABWestLothian.casonline.org.uk
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-briefing-evidence-mitigaton-bedroom-tax%28June2015%29.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-briefing-evidence-mitigaton-bedroom-tax%28June2015%29.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-briefing-impact-welfare-reform-women%28May2015%29.pdf


 John Dickie, Director of CPAG in Scotland used 5 EWS cases to inform his presentation 

to the Scottish Government’s consultation event on the Welfare Funds (Scotland) Act 

2015. 

Service planning: 

 EWS cases formed the basis of two workshops we ran at NHS Health’s national 

conference on maternal health and the early years. Cases were used to highlight how 

frontline workers could help to mitigate the impacts of welfare reform. The 

workshops were attended by more than 80 early years workers form across Scotland. 

 We hosted a policy seminar for local child poverty leads. Representatives from 13 

local authorities came together to discuss the implications of cases gathered through 

the Early Warning Systemv and how they could inform policy and planning locally. 

Training: 

We used the EWS cases to develop a half day training session for people working with 

children and young people. The course covers the impact of welfare reform and child poverty 

and how frontline workers can work to mitigate its effects. In May, we delivered the course 

to workers in Fife. If you are interested in more information about this course please contact:  

Lorraine Murphy 

lmurphy@cpagscotland.org.uk or 0141 552 3303 

EWS in the news: 

Eight cases were used in an article in the Sunday Heraldvi highlighting the impact of welfare 

reform on children and families in Scotland.  

Several local papers picked up on a case we had used in our evidence to the welfare reform 

committee, highlighting problems with discretionary housing payments. 

Coming up 

We are using the cases to inform our position on the Scotland Bill 2015vii. The Bill includes 

clauses intended to devolve further social security powers to Scotland. EWS cases are helping 

us to identify existing or potential problems that might be addressed through the Bill.  

We will be responding to the Scottish Government’s consultation on regulations and 

guidance under the Welfare Funds (Scotland) Act 2015, which will underpin the permanent 

Scottish Welfare Fund.   

We are developing our manifesto in advance of the Scottish Parliament elections in 2016. The 

EWS cases will help us identify priorities for a new government in order to address child 

poverty and mitigate the impacts of benefit changes.  

If you have any case studies that you think would be relevant, please let us know.    

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-EWS-child-poverty-briefing.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-EWS-child-poverty-briefing.pdf
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http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/home-news/tory-benefits-sanctions-condemned-as-class-war-against-the-poor.127516650
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http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2015-16/scotland.html
https://consult.scotland.gov.uk/welfare-funds/regulations-and-statutory-guidance-under-the-welf


Get involved with the Early Warning System 

If you have any queries about the EWS or would be interested in submitting case studies 

please get in touch with:  

Kirsty McKechnie (Welfare Rights Officer) 

tel: 0141 611 7091 

email: kmckechnie@cpagscotland.org.uk 

If you would like to discuss policy issues arising from the EWS, please contact:  

Hanna McCulloch 

tel: 0141 611 7090 

email: hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk 

Please feel free to circulate this email to any colleagues you feel might be interested.  

We would like to thank everyone who has submitted case studies to the Early Warning 

System. It is your case studies that bring the impacts of welfare reform to life.  
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