
  SSC/S5/19/BTU/44 

1 
 

SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

BENEFIT TAKE-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM  Rights Advice Scotland   

 

1. What do we know about how much is unclaimed and why? 

In the DWP‟s “Income-Related Benefits: Estimates of Take-up” published in November 2017 
it was estimated that out of the possible amounts that could have been claimed that:  
 

 Only 64% of Pension Credit (PC) was claimed. Up to 1.3 million families who were 
entitled to receive it did not claim it. Up to £3.5 billion went unclaimed; equivalent to  
£2,500 per year for each family entitled to receive PC who did not claim  

 

 Only 86% of Housing Benefit was claimed. Up to 1.3 million families who were 
entitled to receive it did not claim it. Up to £4.2 billion went unclaimed; equivalent to, 
£3,000 per year for each family entitled to receive Housing Benefit who did not claim.  

 

 Only 88% of Income Support tor Income related ESA was claimed. Up to 0.5 million 
families who were entitled to it did not claim it. Up to £2.4 billion went unclaimed; 
equivalent to £4,500 per year for each family entitled to receive IS/ESA (IR) who did 
not claim it.  

 
When you include unclaimed Tax Credits and Jobseekers Allowance and Council Tax 
Reduction the estimate of unclaimed means tested benefits rises to nearer £20 Billion 
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/blog/2018/december/over-20-billion-still-unclaimed-in-means-tested-
benefits/ 

 
 
People do not claim benefit because: 

 They are not aware that they may be entitled. 

 The feel that it is too difficult to engage the claim process. 

 Belief that any gains they may receive will be deducted from other entitlements 

 Their health and mental wellbeing may prevent them from claiming or from accessing 
support to claim. 

 Health may also contribute to a delay in claiming and a loss of some entitlement due 
strict rules on back dating of claims. 

 Pride and Stigma are also contributing factors.  
 

2. What are the gaps in knowledge/research and how can they be improved? 

It is not clear what the estimated level of unclaimed disability benefits currently is.  

 

3. How can the administration of benefits be improved to maximise take-up? 

Specific examples would be welcomed. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/blog/2018/december/over-20-billion-still-unclaimed-in-means-tested-benefits/
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/blog/2018/december/over-20-billion-still-unclaimed-in-means-tested-benefits/
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Automatic awards of benefits wherever this is possible would be a big aid to benefit 

take up. A claim for benefit should not be required if there is already information 

available that can correctly identify that someone has an entitlement. 

The Scottish Government is control of the Council Tax Reduction Scheme which is 

administered locally by the different Local Authorities in Scotland. The information 

held within this system has details of many low income households. Such 

information could be used in conjunction with other information held locally from 

registrars and from education records could be used to automate a range of other 

entitlements, or for some entitlements at least trigger a notification inviting someone 

to claim. Automation would be beneficial for Free School Meals, School Clothing 

Grants, Best Start Grants and even Funeral Support Payments. 

An opportunity for integration and automation was missed when the eligibility criteria 

for Best Start Grants and Funeral Support Payments omitted Council Tax Reduction 

from the list of qualifying benefits, instead choosing to use only means tested 

benefits reserve to UK Government as the eligibility criteria. (Council Tax Benefit 

prior to Council Tax Reduction had been a qualifying benefit for DWP Funeral 

Grants) 

Being able to claim via different channels would give people options in how to make 

a claim and this will enable better take up and will also allow advisers to assist 

people to make claims more easily. At the moment we have a problem with 

Universal Credit‟s digital by default approach leaving those who are not able or 

comfortable with computers at a disadvantage and in some cases excluded them 

from claiming, or making a claim promptly. 

For Personal Independence Payments there is also a barrier in having to firstly make 

a telephone call to request a form, you are then sent a paper form to complete and 

return. As a result this will often require an adviser to make a return visit when 

assisting a claimant. In the past they would have held a stock supply of forms and 

would have been able to assist someone to a claim in a single visit.   

Remote call centres and centralised mail handling units are very impersonal and off-

putting for claimants to engage with. They are also difficult for advisers who find it 

near impossible to get through on the phone and regularly have to wait in excess of 

45 minutes to get through the telephone queue only to find that the matter cannot be 

dealt with and will require a call back. There are also many instances where mail 

sent to the DWP does not arrive and get processed as it should. 

What is required is a good local presence so that claimants can, if they prefer, speak 

to someone directly.  

Proper data sharing between different parts of the benefit system would avoid 

additional effort for claimants and extra work for staff.  For example if someone over 

pension age becomes entitled to the daily living component of PIP (Personal 



  SSC/S5/19/BTU/44 

3 
 

Independence Payments) or Attendance Allowance then they currently need to 

advise another section within the DWP that they are receiving this DWP benefit 

before they can access an additional element within Pension Credit.  

If the DWP is not willing to follow up possible entitlement to benefits for claimants, 

then those individuals could perhaps be referred to Local Authority Welfare Rights 

services for them to follow up and ensure people claim their legal entitlement.  

4. How far is it possible for technology to create a more automated system, that 

uses information gathered for other reasons to award benefits automatically? 

What would the advantages/disadvantages be of greater automation? 

Technology is the way to achieve automation however the systems in place do not 

lend themselves to this at present. It should therefore be a specification requirement 

for any new systems that the options for automation are incorporated. It may be 

possible for a process to be created to pull out information from existing systems and 

to then perform comparisons and produce an output that is at least semi-automatic.

  

5. What can we learn from previous campaigns to increase take-up? Specific 

examples of projects or approaches that improved benefit take-up, particularly 

those that were evaluated, would be welcomed. 

There were several attempts in the past to take a benefit bus or surgery into 

localities which limited success. Too often people did not want to be seen to be 

approaching this service. 

However there have been some very successful campaigns where the approach was 

slightly different. When Income Support (IS) was being introduced to replace 

Supplementary Benefit (SB) in 1988 there were campaigns to ensure that people 

were receiving their maximum amount of SB and therefore transitional protection 

within IS. The take up campaign in this instance involved the publication of an 

advert/claim form in daily newspapers that simply required the person to cut it out 

and complete. There were 35,000 such forms returned to Strathclyde Regional 

Council. 

There was also an appeal letter publicised again in a daily paper to promote late 

appeals against past benefits decisions.  

Both of these approaches were particularly successful and although benefit rules 

today may not make it possible to repeat these perhaps consideration can be given 

to a short simple way for people to engage with a take up campaign. 

Another successful campaign was the „Quarterly Signers Campaign‟. This involved 

the DWP (or DHSS as it would have been) calling claimants over the age of 50 to 

sign-on less frequently and to do so in large groups over a few successive days. 

Welfare Rights staff approached individual as the queued up outside the Benefit 



  SSC/S5/19/BTU/44 

4 
 

Office to give them a leaflet explaining that they may be missing out and to speak to 

a welfare rights officer when leaving the benefits office for further advice. As all 

people in the queue were all in the same position this campaign did not suffer from 

the stigma that impeded other campaigns like a benefit bus.  

Local Authorities have a wealth of experience and the Scottish Government should 

look to involve their Welfare Rights services for any future take up campaign. 

However capacity and resources may be an issue. 

6. Are different approaches required for different benefits and different client 

groups? 

Yes different approaches are required for different benefits and different client 

groups. Consideration should be given to the best way to communicate with different 

client groups. For some better use of social media maybe helpful for others contact 

via trusted third parties may be preferred. Benefit take up should be considered as a 

strategic aim and other agencies should be encouraged to consider what part they 

can play and what access and influence they have with potential claimants. 

7. What kinds of eligibility criteria ensure better take-up? 

Where the conditions of entitlement are not restricted by a means test then it is 

easier to overcome any stigma that may arise. Presenting benefits as entitlement 

rather than a form of handout will also aid take-up. Universal benefits like Child 

Benefit appear to be free from the stigma that some feel about claiming means 

tested benefits.  

Sanctions and rules that infer that some claimants are not deserving only adds to 

stigma and undermines take up.  

There should be publicity to promote benefits as a right as part of any campaign. 

8. How might the development of Scottish social security impact on take-up of both 

reserved and devolved benefits? 

The Scottish Social Security agency can ensure that the barriers to entitlement that 

exist within the UK system are removed for the Scottish System. 

Ensuring that there are multiple channels for lodging claims and that there is no 

requirement to have a personalised form issued as is currently the case with PIP.  

The requirement to have a Mandatory Reconsideration before being able to lodge an 

appeal acts as a deterrent to pursuing an appeal. The Scottish Government need to 

keep under consideration that their mandatory redetermination might equally act as a 

deterrent to pursuing an appeal, 

The Scottish Government will need to consider how they will assist people who may 

become entitled to a Scottish benefit which in turn opens up entitlement to UK 
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benefits. An example would be if a single person awarded Disability Assistance for 

Older People (DAOP), lives alone, nobody receiving Carers Allowance, this may lead 

to an award of Pension Credit including Severe Disability Premium. Will the Scottish 

Social Security Agency have a data sharing arrangement with DWP to alert them this 

or will the responsibility for ensuring the person receives their legal entitlement to 

reserved benefits fall on the individual or local advice services?  

An issue for Local Authority Welfare Rights services (and any other agencies) will be 

having resources to take on this additional take up work. 

9. Are there other questions you think the Committee should consider as part of this 

inquiry? 

What part can the advice sector play in the take up of both reserved benefits and 

devolved benefits?  What work is currently being done and what resources would be 

required to fill any gaps? 

When recent Scottish Government campaigns were being organised Local Authority 

advice services were not included. Local Authorities have a track record of running 

take up campaigns and are currently proactive in seeking out entitlement for service 

users. Many Local Authorities have dedicated staff who make contact with service 

users when they engage certain services to explore potential benefits claims. This 

differs from a reactive service that awaits contact from the person who may be 

entitled. 

We would suggest that the Committee may wish to explore the capacity of advice 

providers to react to an increase in workload that a campaign may require and to 

consider what appropriate funding would be needed. 

Local Authorities have a vested interest in the residents of their area having their 

benefits maximised and as such there is scope for some form of partnership working 

with the Scottish Government to address what may be a shared area of interest.  


