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What is the Early Warning System? 

With welfare reform expected to drive 50 per cent more children in the UK into 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 Lloyds TSB Foundation for Scotland. 

By the end of March 2016, we had collected over 1800 case studies from: 

 CPAG’s second tier advice line 

 100 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? 

 

Universal credit watch 

 

We are gathering an increasing number of cases relating to universal credit (UC). In one case 

administrative problems have resulted in a family being threatened with eviction.  

A lone parent with two children is being threatened with eviction because she has not had 

the housing element included in her UC award for the past three months. The problem arose 

when the woman moved house. The DWP have since told her that they are trying to establish 

whether her new postcode can be included in their system and they can’t pay the housing 

http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Child-poverty-briefing.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system


element until they do. There is no dispute about whether the client is entitled to the housing 

element.  

Other problems which have arisen include: 

 people being wrongly informed that they can’t claim benefits other than universal 

credit – even when they should be entitled to 

 clients being left with little money after multiple deductions are taken from their UC 

(for example, for council tax arrears, rent arrears, housing benefit overpayments) 

 people’s UC payments being lower than expected because of non-dependent 

deductions for people working a small number of hours.  

 

What can you do? 

Frontline workers: 

 If you hear that a family you work with are being moved on to universal credit 

encourage them to seek information and advice from a welfare rights service. 

 Consider how your policies and procedures might be affected by families experiencing 

reduced income for extended periods. Can you put procedures in place to reduce the 

pressure on family budgets? 

Welfare rights workers:  

 third party deductions can be taken at between 10 and 20% of the UC standard 

allowance. Case gathered by the EWS suggest that the maximum 20% deductions are 

being routinely applied. If a client is experiencing hardship as a result, request that 

the deduction is reduced 

 non-dependant deductions are being applied in households where an under 25 year 

old, who not normally have attracted a non-dependant deduction, have worked one 

or two shifts during the monthly assessment period. The deduction is sometimes 

more than the earnings for the shift. Is there a way to make families aware of this? 

 

Employment support allowance 

We are seeing a number of cases where people have not challenged a decision finding them 

fit for work and therefore not entitled to employment and support allowance (ESA).  

We would always advise people to challenge these decisions because: 

 around 50% of ESA challenges are successful, and  

 new rules that came in to force in March 2015 make it more difficult for people to 

make another claim for ESA in the future. Someone who reclaims ESA will not be 

given financial support while awaiting their assessment or pending appeal (unless 



they can demonstrate that they have a new condition or there has been a substantial 

deterioration to an existing condition).  

Some clients are also being given the wrong advice about claiming ESA for a second time. 

The client did not challenge a decision refusing him ESA. He claimed Jobseeker’s Allowance 
(JSA) instead. He is now really struggling with conditionality and is currently in an extended 
period of sickness. Jobcentre staff have mistakenly advised him that he cannot claim ESA 
again unless he has a new or significantly worsened condition. He could submit a new claim, 
however depending on the reason for the previous refusal, he may not be paid ESA pending 
assessment unless he has a new or significantly worsened condition. #7234 

 

What can you do?   

Frontline workers: If you know that a client with health problems has ‘failed’ the work 

capability assessment, signpost or refer them for assistance to challenge a fit to work decision. 

The deadline for asking for a decision to be looked at again is one month, but this may be 

extended to 13 months if special circumstances prevented the client from applying within the 

one month time limit.  

 

Newsflash for welfare rights workers! 

In our July newsletter last year we reported that a number of cases had been submitted to 

the Early Warning System regarding clients who had migrated from incapacity benefit to 

contributory employment and support allowance (ESA), but who had not been assessed for 

entitlement to income-related ESA. After this was raised at the DWP customer relations 

group last autumn, we were told that DWP had identified an error in the system and that all 

outstanding arrears had been paid. However we are continuing to see similar cases. 

If you know of clients who migrated from incapacity benefit to ESA and were placed in the 

support group, check whether they are entitled to and receiving income-related ESA.  

If you are in any doubt, please contact CPAG in Scotland’s advice line for frontline advisers 

and support workers on 0141 552 0552 

 

*Win a space at CPAG in Scotland’s welfare rights conference* 

On Friday 10 June in Glasgow CPAG in Scotland is holding its annual conference for welfare 
rights workers, other advisers and policy workers. This year it will be at a new venue, the 
University of Strathclyde, Technology and Innovation Centre. 

Submit a case study to the Early Warning System before 27th May to be entered into a prize 
draw for a free place. Case studies can be submitted here.  
 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/EWS%20newsletter%20July%202015.pdf
http://cpag-mail.org.uk/t/5MG-46Z89-L68MT-231KLI-1/c.aspx
http://elearning.cpag.org.uk/course/view.php?id=12


If you have not submitted a case study before or have forgotten how to login, please contact: 
kmckechnie@cpagscotland.org  
 

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.  

 

Universal credit seminar  

Thank you to everyone who came along to our seminar on universal credit in March. We 

were delighted to bring together frontline workers with policy makers to discuss how to best 

support families who will be impacted by universal credit. The presentations from the 

speakers are the workshops are available under the universal credit heading here. A report of 

the findings from the seminar will be published soon.  

 

Policy and campaigns:  

EWS cases directly informed our Programme for the Scottish Government 2016-21. CPAG is 

calling for: 

 a top- up to child benefit to help low income families avoid poverty and income crisis 

 new social security powers to be used to create a simple, transparent and fair 

benefits system for Scotland 

 the removal of financial barriers to education including the cost of school meals, 

uniforms, transport and school trips. 

 

Service planning:  

Early Warning System qualitative research has been used by the Education Institute for 

Scotland (EIS) to develop a film highlighting the financial barriers to education that many low 

income families face. The film is being launch on 13th June at the Trade’s Hall in Glasgow. If 

you would be interested in attending please contact Hanna McCulloch.  

 

Early Warning System in the news:  

There was widespread coverage of the launch of our Programme for Government in the 

media:  

Evening Times Campaigners want child benefit raised by 5 a week 

The National: Charity calls for £5-a-week Holyrood child benefit top-up to lift 30000 children 

out of poverty 

mailto:kmckechnie@cpagscotland.org
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/ews-policy-briefings
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scotland-Programme-Scot-Gov-2016-21.pdf
http://service.meltwaternews.com/mnews/redirect.html?docId=4773636521&userId=2910947&cId=14305&pId=1&agentId=859106&type=1&s=392&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.eveningtimes.co.uk%2Fnews%2F14412700.Call_to_increase_child_benefit_by___5%2F
http://news.google.com/news/url?sr=1&sa=t&ct2=uk%2F0_0_s_0_0_t&usg=AFQjCNGtDqXMXa80Hf4UDO-p86cEk_jUvw&did=a2714257e95a76c0&sig2=QmxE6StzMuWFpib_TkvGRQ&cid=52779079584095&ei=eYcHV5jTNcaq1QabvaWwAQ&rt=STORY&vm=STANDARD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thenational.scot%2Fpolitics%2Fcharity-calls-for-5-a-week-holyrood-child-benefit-top-up-to-lift-30000-children-out-of-poverty.16100
http://news.google.com/news/url?sr=1&sa=t&ct2=uk%2F0_0_s_0_0_t&usg=AFQjCNGtDqXMXa80Hf4UDO-p86cEk_jUvw&did=a2714257e95a76c0&sig2=QmxE6StzMuWFpib_TkvGRQ&cid=52779079584095&ei=eYcHV5jTNcaq1QabvaWwAQ&rt=STORY&vm=STANDARD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thenational.scot%2Fpolitics%2Fcharity-calls-for-5-a-week-holyrood-child-benefit-top-up-to-lift-30000-children-out-of-poverty.16100


Get involved with the Early Warning System 

Whilst we have over 1800 cases we need to collect more from frontline workers who have 
face to face contact with families and a real understanding of the impacts of welfare reform 
on the ground. In return you will receive regular updates about our findings and priority for a 
number of spaces at our EWS seminars. 
 
If you would be interested in submitting case studies or have any queries about the EWS 
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 Early Warning System, please 

contact:  

Hanna McCulloch 

tel: 0141 611 7090, email: hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk 

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.  

i http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Child-poverty-briefing.pdf 
ii http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system 
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