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6th Meeting, 2014 (Session 4) 
 

Tuesday 1 April 2014 
 
The Committee will meet at 10.00 am in Committee Room 4. 
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

to take item 3 in private. 
 
2. Benefit sanctions: The Committee will take evidence, in round-table format, 

from— 
 

Mark Ballard, Head of Policy, Barnardo's Scotland; 
 
Beth Reid, Policy Officer, Citizens Advice Scotland; 
 
Bill Scott, Director of Policy, Inclusion Scotland; 
 
Dr Jim McCormick, Scotland Adviser, Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 
 
Marion Davis, Policy & Research Advisor, One Parent Families Scotland; 
 
John Downie, Director of Public Affairs, Scottish Council for Voluntary 
Organisations; 
 
David Ogilvie, Policy Manager, Scottish Federation of Housing 
Associations; 
 
Peter Kelly, Director, The Poverty Alliance; 
 
Dr David Webster, Honorary Senior Research Fellow - Urban Studies, 
University of Glasgow. 
 

3. Benefit Sanctions: The Committee will consider evidence it received on benefit 
sanctions at its round-table discussion. 
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Benefit Sanctions 

Introduction 
 
1. The purpose of this paper is to give a general overview of the current benefit 
sanctions regime, specifically in relation to Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) and 
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), issues around the principle and practice 
of applying sanctions and statistical information on sanctions, particularly in relation 
to Scotland.  
 
2. Conditionality and sanctions have been part of the JSA since its introduction 
in 1996 and for ESA claimants in the work related activity group (WRAG) since 
October 2008. A revised sanction regime for JSA came into effect from 22 October 
2012, and a revised sanction regime for ESA came into effect from 3 December 
2012.  
 
3. The new sanction rules are intended to make the consequences of non-
compliance with conditions clearer and impose more proportionate sanctions for 
claimants who repeatedly fail to meet their responsibilities. The rules, which are 
broadly aligned with the system that will be in place with Universal Credit (UC) 
introduced:  

 3 categories of sanction – ‘higher’, ‘intermediate’ and ‘lower’ – depending on  
the nature of the offence; 
 different levels of sanction for first, second and third offences 
 changes to the date a sanction starts - Sanctions will be applied more quickly 
– specifically by the next payment date. 

 
Annex1 provides an outline of how the current system compares with the previous 
system.  
 
The Sanctions Process 
 
4. Individuals claiming JSA are provided with a Jobseekers Agreement which 
specifies the conditionality of their JSA payments, including activities that must be 
carried out. From 28th October 2013, new claimants for JSA must complete a 
Claimant Commitment which replaces the Jobseekers Agreement (expected to be 
rolled out by spring 2014)1. Claimants can be directed to undertake a range of 
specific activities and they have a duty to demonstrate that they have complied by 
providing evidence and information and by attending interviews with their Job Centre 
Plus (JCP) Personal Adviser.  

                                                            
1 The Claimant Commitment is intended to set out more fully a claimant’s responsibilities 
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5. A JCP adviser can raise a sanction referral. This referral acts as a statement 
that in the opinion of a personal adviser a claimant may not be fulfilling the 
conditionality requirements and therefore may not be entitled to a payment of JSA. 
The referral is made to a decision maker who will decide if a sanction is to be 
imposed. Once the claim has gone forward to a decision maker, no further payment 
will be made until a decision has been reached. A decision to apply sanction is called 
an “adverse” decision.  A sanction will not be applied if the claimant can show that 
they had good reason for the action that led to a sanction being considered. For 
example, a good reason could be if the claimant left their job because they were a 
victim of bullying or harassment at work. 
 
6. In general, JSA sanctions can last for a fixed period of 4, 13, or 26 weeks, or 
3 years, depending on level of sanction applied. It also depends on whether it is the 
first, second or third time that a sanction has been applied (there are special rules 
about when Jobcentre Plus can sanction 16 and 17 year olds).  Under the new 
regime: 

 Higher level sanctions (for example, for leaving a job voluntarily or 
failing to take part in the Mandatory Work Activity scheme, fail to take 
on a suitable employment opportunity) will lead to claimants losing all 
of their JSA for a fixed period of 13 weeks for a first failure, 26 weeks 
for a second failure and 156 weeks for a third and subsequent failure 
(within a 52 week period of their last failure). 

 
 Intermediate level sanctions of 4 weeks for a first failure, rising to 13 

weeks for a second or subsequent failures (within a 52 week period of 
their last failure) may be applied following a period of disallowance2 for 
not actively seeking employment or not being available for work. 

 
 Lower level sanctions (for example, for failing to attend an adviser 

interview or failure to comply with a Jobseeker Direction) will lead to 
claimants losing all of their JSA for a fixed period of 4 weeks for the 
first failure, followed by 13 weeks for subsequent failures (within a 52 
week period of their last failure).  

 
7. ESA claimants in the WRAG who fail to comply with the conditions for 
receiving benefit receive an open ended sanction, followed by a fixed period sanction 
when they re-comply. The fixed period sanction will be one week for a first failure, 
two weeks for a second failure and four weeks for a third and subsequent failures in 
a 52 week period. Claimants who are sanctioned will lose all of their personal 
allowance, but their work related activity component will not be affected. 
 
 

                                                            
2 JSA is “disallowed” if a claimant does not actively seek work or is not available for work. If they reclaim 
following such a failure the new award may not be paid for up to 4 weeks. If the new benefit was stopped on 
more than one occassion any new award may not be paid for up to 13 weeks. 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130627060116/http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/jsa‐sanction‐
changes‐factsheet.pdf 
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Appeals  
 
8. Claimants who have been subject to a sanction can appeal the decision. 
Since 28 October 2013, any claimants who wish to appeal the decision have had to 
first ask the DWP to conduct a Mandatory Reconsideration before they can lodge an 
appeal. The DWP considers that this change will encourage people to provide 
additional evidence earlier in the process and that resolving disputes without the 
need for an appeal should also help ensure that people receive the right decision 
earlier in the process.3 

Hardship Payments  

9. A hardship payment is a reduced amount of benefit claimants may be able to 
get if they have been sanctioned.  

Overview of the issues 

10. Over the years, a number of issues have been raised about the principle and 
processes of applying sanctions to benefit claimants. Research4 shows that : 

 Claimants who face sanctions are often unable to comply with conditions 
rather than unwilling. The reasons why claimants receive sanctions are 
complex and include: lack of awareness; knowledge and understanding of the 
sanction process and practical and personal barriers. 

 Those who are particularly vulnerable to sanctions are also the most 
disadvantaged. This includes people that lack work experience, those with 
health problems and lone parents. 

 The evidence around the potential impacts of sanctions is mixed. In the short-
term, sanctioned claimants can experience positive outcomes in terms of 
looking for work; leaving unemployment and entering employment.  However, 
individuals do not tend to enter ‘sustainable employment’ and they tend to 
have low earnings.  

 Commentators raise concerns around the ability of sanctions to operate as 
intended. Recommendations in the literature are focused around clear 
communication, fairness and flexibility.  

 
11. The revised sanction regime has been subject to criticism,5 for example: 

 Under the new regime the length of sanctions has increased which 
makes “getting by” with no benefit more difficult for claimants. 
Claimants may have difficulties meeting basic needs such as food, 
heating and may also face difficulties in seeking work, for example, by 

                                                            
3 http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130125094614/http://dwp.gov.uk/docs/appeals-
process-changes-q-and-a.pdf 
4 The information in these paragraphs is taken from a recent Scottish Government literature review: 
Scottish Government (2013). The Potential Impacts of Benefit Sanctions on Individuals and 
Households. http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0044/00440885.pdf 
 
5 See Citizens Advice Scotland, Child Poverty Action Group, Dr David Webster evidence to the House 
of Commons Work and Pensions Committee 
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being unable to pay for travel costs.6 Citizen’s Advice Scotland argue 
that this has resulted in an increase in the use of foodbanks.7 

 
 Citizen’s Advice Scotland also argue that claimants are finding it 

increasingly confusing to understand what the sanctions regime 
expects of them. They suggest that there “is evidence that advisers 
seem to be providing subjective, inconsistent and unclear 
interpretations on conditionality which is resulting in unnecessary 
sanctioning.”  

  
Other Relevant Scrutiny  

Oakley Independent Review of JSA Sanctions  

12. The UK Government commissioned Matthew Oakley, Head of Economic 
Analysis at Which? to undertake and Independent Review of Jobseeker’s Allowance 
Sanctions. The review considered sanctions where JSA claimants have had their 
benefits reduced for failing to participate in a mandatory back-to-work schemes 
under the Jobseekers (Back to Work Schemes) Act 2013, such as the Work 
Programme. The limited scope of the review has been criticised.8  The review is 
expected to report shortly.    

The House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee 

13. The House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee recent report of their 
Inquiry into the Role of JobCentre Plus in the Reformed Welfare found that “…most 
witnesses accepted that conditionality regimes were necessary and that sanctioning 
of benefits was the most practicable method of enforcing a conditionality regime..”. 
However, the Committee also found evidence that suggested that many claimants 
have been referred for a sanction inappropriately or in circumstances in which 
common sense would suggest that discretion should have been applied by 
Jobcentre staff. They recommended that DWP take urgent steps to monitor the 
extent of financial hardship caused by benefit sanctions, including by collecting, 
collating and publishing data on the number of claimants "signposted" to food aid by 
Jobcentres and the reasons for claimants' need for assistance in these cases.  
 
14. The Committee also heard evidence from the Minister for State, Department 
for Work and Pensions, Ester McVey, who said she was committed to establishing a 
further independent review to investigate whether sanctions were being applied 
proportionately. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
6 West Dunbartonshire Citizens Advice Bureaux Unjust and Uncaring:  A report on conditionality and 
benefits sanctions and their impact on clients  
7 See Citizens Advice Scotland evidence to the Work and Pensions Committee 
8 See CPAG, for example. 
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Statistics – Scotland  
 
15.  The DWP publish statistics on sanctions - the most recent statistics relate to 
the period up to September 2013.9  The following paragraphs provide a brief 
overview of some of the statistics on sanctions, after the changes in 2012 were 
made, as they relate to Scotland, unless otherwise stated.  
 
16. JSA - To provide some context to the sanctions statistics the number of JSA 
claimants in Scotland at Sept 2013 was 116,202. Over the past couple of years there 
has been a fall in the number of JSA claimants, from 135,736 in Sept 2012 and 
140,010 in Sept 2011.10 
 
17. Under the new sanction regime, 177,440  JSA sanction decisions have been 
made. Increasing number of sanction decisions are being made, despite the fall in 
number of JSA claimants. During the first full 11 months of the new sanction regime 
(ie Nov 2012 to Sept 2013) 172,663 were decisions were made, compared to 
131,664 with the last full 11 months of the old regime.   
 
18.  Of the total decisions, around 42% (75,329) were “adverse” i.e. the sanction 
was applied, 28% were non-adverse 5% were reserved, and 25% cancelled.11  Most 
sanction decisions (63%) are low level.  40% of sanction decisions were where the 
claimant was in the 18 to 24 age group.  

Individuals subject to sanctions  

19. 89,846 individuals in Scotland have been subject to a sanction decision. 
48,951 individuals have been subject to an adverse JSA sanction decision under the 
new regime. Table 1 shows that 63 individuals have been subject to three or more 
adverse decisions on a high level failure – these individuals would be subject to their 
benefit being stopped for three years. 
 
 

 

                                                            

9 Headline statistics taken from the DWP spreadsheets Jobseeker’s Allowance and Employment and 
Support Allowance sanctions: decisions made to September 2013. More detailed statistics have been 
obtained from the DWP’s stat-xplore tool which allows users to create their own tables. Please note 
that in some cases slightly different numbers given for the same statistics depending on the table 
configuration used. This may be because of the random adjustment of cells to avoid the release of 
confidential data 
10 NOMIS, unseasonally adjusted figures 

11 A non-adverse decision is a decision found in favour of the claimant, i.e. a sanction is not applied.  
A reserved decision is where a sanction would be appropriate but cannot be imposed  
because the claimant does not have a current claim to JSA.   
A case would be re-referred if the claimant reclaims JSA within the period of the reserved decision. 
A cancelled decision can occur in specific circumstances e.g. the claimant stops claiming before they  
actually committed the sanctionable failure.  
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Table 1: Individuals receiving an adverse JSA sanction decision – by decision 
level and number of sanctions - Scotland 22 Oct 2012 to 30 Sept 2013 

 

One 
adverse 
sanction 
decision 

Two 
adverse 
sanction 

decisions

Three or more 
adverse 
sanction 

decisions
Low Level 19,901 4,400 2,974
Intermediate 
Level 16,582 3,574 892
High Level 6547 310 63

Source: Table 1.8 in DWP spreadsheets. An individual may receive more than one sanction decision 
in any given period. Users should not sum the cells in a table to obtain the overall number of 
individuals as an individual may appear in a table more than once 

20. The rate at which sanctions are being applied to individuals can be estimated 
by considering the number of adverse sanctions on individuals as a proportion of the 
number of JSA claimants in each month.12 In September 2013, there were 116,202 
JSA claimants13 in Scotland and 6,536 individuals subject to a adverse sanction 
decision – rate of around approximate rate of 5.3% Graph 1 shows the rate has 
generally increased in the last few months for which the most recent data is 
available.  
 

Graph 1:JSA adverse decisions as a % of JSA claimants - Scotland 

 
Source: JSA sanction data from DWP Stat-xplore tool. JSA claimant data from NOMIS 
 
                                                            
12 This is a general estimate as the month an adverse sanction decision was may relate to a JSA claim made in a 
previous month 
13 Not seasonally adjusted 
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21. Over a third (37%) of individuals that have been subject to a sanction decision 
were in the 18-24 age group followed by 16% in the 25-29 year age group.14  The 
latest JSA claimant statistics15 for September 2013 show that 26% of JSA claimants 
are in the 18-24 age group. This suggests that younger claimants are more likely to 
be sanctioned than would be expected.  

Appeals and Hardship Payments 

22. In Scotland, 28,613 decisions were reconsidered and 1,765 were appealed 
decisions. The DWP has discovered a data issue within the JSA sanction decision 
data, specifically to do with outcomes from appeals. Therefore, data on appeals 
outcomes is not currently available.   
 
23. There does not appear to be any readily available hardship payment data.  
 
ESA (WRAG) 
 
24. There are fewer ESA (WRAG) claimants in Scotland compared to JSA and 
relatively fewer sanction decisions made. At August 2013 there were 72,040 ESA 
(WRAG) claimants in Scotland.  

 
25. Under the new ESA sanction regime, 5,750 ESA decisions have been made, 
of which 26% (1,485) were non-adverse, 27% (1554) were adverse and 47% (2,711) 
were cancelled.  
 
26. 3,676 individuals had an ESA sanction decision made. 1,176 individuals have 
been subject to an adverse sanction decision being applied. 

27. Under the new sanctions regime, 75% adverse decisions were made because 
of a failure to participate in work related activity (this includes failure to participate in 
the Work Programme), with the remaining due to a failure to attend a mandatory 
interview (this statistics relates to the GB situation).  
    
 

 

 
 
Kate Berry  

SPICe 

26 March 2014

                                                            
14 Data from DWP Stat‐Xplore tool 
15 Obtained from NOMIS  
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Notes:  

(1) 3 year sanctions will apply only in the most extreme cases where claimants have serially and deliberately breached their most important 
requirements, and they have not changed their behaviour after receiving previous sanctions;  
 
(2) Higher level sanction durations will be shorter if:  
 
a. the failure relates to pre-claim employment expected to last less than the standard sanction period; or  
b. the failure occurs before a claim and the individual doesn’t claim JSA immediately.  
 
(3) The loss of benefit period for Intermediate level sanctions will deduct any period for which the claimant was not paid benefit or during which they were 
not claiming benefit. There are some exceptions to Intermediate level sanctions.  
 
(4) If an ESA claimant complies within one week of the failure, only the relevant fixed period element of the sanction will apply.  
 
(5) For all levels, if a claimant commits multiple failures within the same two weekly signing period then the sanction will not escalate to the next level. 
Therefore, lengthy sanctions won’t accumulate over short periods.  
 

(6) Prior to 22
nd 

October 2012, JSA claimants could have a 26 week sanction lifted for failing to participate in the Employment, Skills and Enterprise 
(ESE) scheme (i.e. Work Programme, Skills Conditionality etc) after they have served at least 4 weeks of that sanction if they re-comply. This will no 
longer apply from 22 October. From this date, once a sanction is imposed on a claimant for failing to participate in the ESE scheme, it will continue to run 
regardless of whether or not the claimant recompiles.  
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Welfare Reform Committee 
 

6th Meeting, 2014 (Session 4), Tuesday, 1 April 2014 

Benefit sanctions 

 

The following organisations have provided written submissions for the round-
table discussion on the issue of the revised benefit sanction regime resulting 
from the UK Government’s welfare reforms.  In addition to written submissions 
from organisations that will be attending the meeting, a submission has also 
been received from Homeless Action Scotland.  All of the submissions are 
included as separate papers. 

 Barnardo’s Scotland  

 Citizen Advice Scotland 

 Homeless Action Scotland 

 Inclusion Scotland  

 Joseph Rowntree Foundation  

 One Parent Families Scotland 

 Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations  

 Scottish Federation of Housing Associations 

 Dr David Webster 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM BARNARDO’S SCOTLAND 

 
Background 
 
Barnardo’s Scotland works with vulnerable children and their families across Scotland. 
Sanctioning of benefits is a particularly prominent feature of welfare work with service users 
within our services.  Many of our services have raised concerns about the use of benefit 
sanctions, and the very negative impacts this can have on the individuals they are seeking to 
support.  
 
In response to this, and the wider welfare reform programme, our services have started to 
require a much greater amount of support on welfare rights.  
 
There is a particular issue around the support we give young people Bill who have been in the 
care system. The Children and Young People gives general responsibility for the wellbeing of 
care leavers under 26 to a wide range of public bodies as ‘corporate parents’, and specific 
responsibilities to local authorities to support care leavers under 26 with high levels of need. It 
is not clear how these responsibilities will interact with an extended system of sanctions as 
proposed within the Universal Credit system. 
 
Vulnerable young people’s experience of benefits sanctions – a snapshot from a 
Barnardo’s Scotland service working with vulnerable young people 
 
We looked at our records from one of our Scottish services, which works with a large number 
of vulnerable young people in a single local authority area. Monitoring information collected 
from the first quarter has so far indicated that 19 of 61 service users have experienced 
sanctioning of their benefits at some level.  This equates to 31% of our current service users. 
However, these figures are a snapshot of the situation in one service in a short space of time, 
and are therefore for illustrative proposes only. 94% of these sanctioned individuals report 
having to find emergency food and fuel provisions due to sanctioning.  Of this 31% of service 
users who have experienced sanctioning, Barnardo’s Scotland have either sourced or 
supported 79% to obtain emergency food and fuel provisions. Sanctioning of benefits tends to 
have a “ripple effect” within our young people in that, long after the sanctioning period ends, 
our young service users continue to be penalised through rent arrears or domestic debts. 
 
Particular issues with the current benefit sanctions system 
 
Barnardo’s believes that the sanctioning of very vulnerable young people is often 
inappropriate, and made this point repeatedly through the passage of the Westminster 
welfare reform bill. However, as that bill has passed, our staff have identified some key issues 
affecting vulnerable young people in the system as it currently operates, which they would like  
to bring to the attention of the Committee: 
 

1. Addressing the timetable for decisions to be made regarding mandatory 
reconsiderations  
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When someone has been sanctioned or had their benefits suspended, they have 28 days 
since the date that the DWP made a decision to sanction or suspend their benefits to apply in 
writing for the decision to be reassessed.  This process is known as mandatory 
reconsideration. However, the DWP has no written guidance about the length of time in which 
a mandatory reconsideration should take place and a claimant notified of such a decision. 
The resulting delay and uncertainty can cause considerable problems for the claimant who is 
left in limbo during this period. 
 

2. Information about support after sanction 
 
Vulnerable young people can face a challenging and daunting time trying to secure support 
when they have been sanctioned or had their benefits suspended.  In our experience there is 
often a lack of knowledge amongst service users about the steps to take after a sanction has 
been served.  Sanctioned individuals are not, in our experience, routinely made aware by the 
DWP that they can request financial assistance (i.e. hardship payments) nor are they 
signposted to agencies who could provide advice or support.   
 

3. More clarity around the definition of vulnerable groups when advisors are 
making sanction decisions 

 
As already highlighted, a relatively high proportion of the vulnerable young people we work 
with experience sanction or suspension. In our experience the reasons for their sanctions are 
often related to an inability to carry out an instruction rather than an unwillingness to 
participate in agreements.  Unfortunately, their particular vulnerabilities are not always 
recognised - while homelessness is discussed within DWP guidance (even if the information 
does only span 2 pages of an 862 page document), individuals experiencing homelessness 
are not automatically considered as belonging to a vulnerable group. Sanctioning when 
homeless is an unnecessary added pressure for the young people we work with when they 
are at a particularly traumatic point in their lives.        
 

4. Informing young people about sanction Decisions 
 
We have experienced situations where young people we work with are unaware that 
sanctioning has taken place until they arrive at a bank to discover that no payment has been 
made.  The practice is that people are notified in writing of a sanction decision; however this 
often arrives much later than the date that the sanction was imposed. In addition the letter 
which is sent to individuals is not particularly claimant-friendly.  The language used within the 
letter is overly complex, full of jargon and often reads as accusatory.  Our service users report 
that it is difficult to understand what they should do next after receiving this letter.  For people 
who have literacy issues, this procedure is not particularly appropriate. 
 
We are happy to discuss these issues in more detail with the committee. 
 
 
Mark Ballard 
Head of Policy 
Barnardo’s Scotland 
March 2014 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM CITIZENS ADVICE SCOTLAND 

 
Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member bureaux and the Citizen Advice 
Consumer helpline form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. Advice 
provided by the Scottish CAB Service is free, independent, confidential, impartial and 
available to everyone. Our website, Adviceguide, also provides the public with 
uptodate information on a range of topics.  
 
Welfare and benefits issues remain the biggest area of work for the Scottish citizens 
advice bureaux (CAB) network. It is also an increasing area of work. Total Benefit 
and Tax Credit issues for CAB have increased 7.2% in last three years and in 2012-
13 it made up 38% of CAB work. CAB are working to support people across 
Scotland with current welfare changes and doing our utmost to mitigate the negative 
impact of changes and benefit cuts. 
 
This briefing focuses on the reasons why bureaux clients are being sanctioned, and 
looks at whether the sanctions regime is meeting the aim of ensuring claimants 
undertake appropriate activity to get them into employment.  At the end of the 
briefing is a short description of how sanctions work. 
 
Overview 
Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) has seen a significant increase in the number of JSA 
sanctions issues being dealt with in bureaux in the last few years.  Between 2011/12 and 
2012/13 there was an 18% increase in JSA issues dealt with in bureaux.  This was 
largely driven by the increase in sanctions issues, which rose by 43%.  Based on the first 
three quarters of 2013/14, CAS is projecting a similar increase to around 20,000 JSA 
issues dealt with in bureaux this year.  We again believe this increase to be largely due to 
sanctions, which make up nearly one in five (18%) of all JSA issues, amounting to 
around 3700 sanctions issues.  For the first time in 2013/14 we have started to record 
ESA sanctions statistics.  By the end of this period we expect bureaux will have dealt with 
around 800 ESA sanctions. 
 
CAS is not automatically opposed to sanctions. However our position remains that 
sanctions must only be used as a last resort for those who have consistently and 
deliberately refused to engage with jobseeking requirements without good reason. If 
sanctions are to be used, then we believe they should be applied appropriately and 
consistently and with discretion. It is clear that the current operation of the sanctions 
regime is not in line with these principles.   
 
CAS strongly believes that there needs to be a fundamental and public review 
of the purpose of the sanctions regime.  This review should examine the reasons 
behind the huge increase in sanctions in recent months and years, the effectiveness 
of the current regime in meeting its stated purposes, and what relationship there is 
between sanctions, food poverty and destitution. 
 
Recommendations 
As you will see from the following pages there are many reasons why people turn to 
their local CAB for advice and support when they are sanctioned. Communication is 
a major problem between clients and the JCP. There are a number of changes that 
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could be made to make the process better for clients, more clear, accessible and 
transparent. Here are CAS recommendations. 

1. People should get a written warning at the first breach of the Claimant 
Commitment before escalating to a sanction to make sure the sanction acts 
as a deterrent and not a punishment. 

2. Claimants must be notified formally as soon as there is a query about a 
disallowance or sanction which could lead to their benefit being stopped. 

3. Claimants should receive written notification at least ten working days prior to 
a sanction being applied, and should be told then of the reason for the 
sanction. 

4. Outgoing phone calls and texts from the DWP to claimants should display a 
recognisable number, or ideally a name such as “Jobcentre Plus” so that 
claimants know who the communication is from. 

5. The initial letter and explanations of the process to ESA claimants must be 
improved so that claimants are clear about the requirements on the and the 
consequences of not meeting them.  

6. DWP should examine communication practice across Jobcentres to ensure 
communication procedures are carried out consistently and all claimants 
receive the correct information in a timely manner. 

7. We would like to see specific attention paid to how the issues set out here 
(including IT access for jobsearch, notifications of appointments, how to meet 
the associated costs of jobsearch requirements following an initial sanction, 
and  the clarity over whether targets for jobsearch tasks are on a weekly or 
fortnightly basis) are communicated and handled when working out a 
Jobseekers Agreement or Claimant Commitment with jobseekers, both on an 
individual claimant level and as a broader policy direction.  

8. The DWP should gather good practice of Jobcentres communicating in 
effective and innovative ways with claimants, and look at how it can be rolled 
out more widely across the country.  

9. In order for the DWP to comply with its duties under the Equality Act 2010, 
they should ensure that they proactively identify claimants who have a 
disability under that Act, particularly clients with conditions that may affect 
their capacity to understand and comply with the requirements placed on 
them. DWP must put in reasonable support and adjustments to ensure that 
they do not get penalised by the sanctions regime for a reason relating to their 
disability. 

10. More effort must be put into communicating to claimants why jobsearch 
requirements are meaningful, or requirements should be revised to ensure 
they do genuinely support people to find work.   

11. Sanctions should only be applied appropriately, with discretion and as a last 
resort, to deter people from consistently and deliberately refusing to engage 
with jobseeking requirements. 

12. There needs to be a fundamental and public review of the purpose of the 
sanctions regime.  This review should examine the reasons behind the huge 
increase in sanctions in recent months and years, the effectiveness of the 
current regime in meeting its stated purposes, and what if any relationship 
there is between sanctions, food poverty and destitution. 

13. Scottish Welfare Fund guidance should clarify that grants can be awarded 
where a claimant has been sanctioned if the claimant needs money to meet 
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the living expenses of dependent children, or if there are other circumstances 
which means a claimant is particularly vulnerable. 

 
 
 
Communication deficit 
Bureaux often see clients who are sanctioned for not attending meetings yet say 
they have had no notification of meetings.   In some cases this is because the DWP 
has failed to process information they have been provided with.  (DWP advisers 
have told bureaux it can take up to ten working days for DWP to process a change of 
address). 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who came in about emergency 
assistance.  He has been sanctioned for missing a meeting and is appealing 
on the basis that he did not receive notification.  Now the client has no money.  
He has pawned his phone to get food. He can only be contacted by letter or 
email, although he has no power at home to use his computer and has no 
access to a vehicle or public transport at present because he has no money.  
 
A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has had his ESA benefit 
stopped for one month because he did not inform them of his change of 
address.  He moved two months ago and his key worker completed a removal 
pack, which included a change of address for benefits.  The DWP say they 
have not received this information. 
 

In some cases poor communication from the Jobcentre makes it very difficult for a 
claimant to understand what is expected of them. 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned for a 
month for missing his signing on day.  He had been told by Jobcentre staff 
that the Jobcentre was shut due to a fire and he would be informed by letter 
when it was open.  He went to a different Jobcentre later that week to sign on 
and was told by staff that his original jobcentre was open.  He was too late to 
go to there that day and so signed on the next.  He received a 4 week 
sanction for this.   
 
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was sanctioned twice for 
not filling in his jobsearch diary properly.  The Jobcentre advisers changed the 
requirements for the diary on a weekly basis.  One week it was satisfactory, 
the next week too much information, the next week too little information.  He 
was also told that he was not allowed to apply for more than three jobs a day.  
His requests to speak to a supervisor were repeatedly denied, as was his 
request to have someone accompany him.  On one occasion he was locked in 
a room after becoming emotional.  The sanctions were overturned on appeal.  

 
Offline and left behind – IT-related sanctions 
Bureaux in Scotland have seen a very large number of cases where clients are being 
sanctioned because they have failed to use IT correctly to do their jobsearch.  Many 
of these clients have no IT skills and / or no access to the internet.  
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CAS conducted a survey of Scottish CAB benefits clients and found that only 54% 
have an internet connection at home, and less than a quarter (24%) feel able to 
apply for jobs or benefits without help1.  Some are undertaking training to gain the 
necessary skills and help them do their jobsearch, but may still get sanctioned in the 
meantime.  These clients understand that they need to develop their IT skills but the 
requirements placed on them at this stage are unrealistic and mean sanctions are 
inevitable.   
 
In other cases clients report practical problems, such as not being able to access the 
internet either at home or in public settings such as libraries for sufficient times each 
week to meet the jobseeking requirements, or problems with the Government’s 
Universal Jobmatch system failing to record a claimant’s jobsearch.  Jobcentres are 
keen for claimants to do their jobsearch through Universal Jobmatch, as this makes 
it easy to monitor claimants’ jobsearch activity through it. However, there has been 
considerable criticism of the system for hosting jobs which are out of date, fake, or 
inappropriate.  Some estimates suggest that this represents one in five jobs on the 
site.  Most recently there have been suggestions that the DWP is thinking of 
scrapping Universal Jobmatch2. 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was sanctioned for four 
weeks.  When she went to the Jobcentre to sign on, the adviser could not get 
into Universal Jobmatch.  The client was told to return later.  When she did, 
another adviser spent a further ten minutes trying to get into the system.  The 
client had applied for 24 jobs in the two weeks, but one had been deleted from 
the system (although it was recorded in the job log she is also required to fill 
out).   She was told immediately she had been sanctioned, given a sheet of 
paper and told to phone the number on it in three days’ time to see if she 
would get any money. 
 
A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned for 
“not fully complying with his JSA obligations”.  His reasons for not complying 
were that he spent two days a week doing community services and the other 
three days he had to go to the local library to use the computer.  Availability at 
the library is limited because the area has high unemployment and so there is 
a huge demand for the computers.  He finds it difficult to go to the main town 
to get to the Jobcentre as he is required to because he has so little money to 
live on.  

 
Unaffordable jobsearch requirements  
Some clients are unable to meet jobseeking requirements because they cannot 
afford the costs of their jobsearch. Often this is the result of a previous sanction.  
Someone who is sanctioned must continue to sign on and meet their jobsearch 
criteria.  If someone has no income they may find it difficult or impossible to pay for 
the public transport necessary to get to the Jobcentre or to access the internet within 
the community in line with their requirements.  They may not be able to afford to 

                                            
1  CAS (2013) Offline and left behind 
2   



WR/S4/14/6/4 
 

operate a mobile phone or a landline, and therefore have no means to receive 
communications from the Jobcentre or contact employers. 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has received another JSA 
sanction.  The Jobcentre adviser told him he had not telephoned enough 
times the previous week.  The client says he has a mobile phone and cannot 
afford to keep it topped up to call five to six firms a week.  He goes to the 
library every day to send emails or apply for jobs online, but the Jobcentre 
adviser does not think this is sufficient as he could come into the Jobcentre, 
even though this is a three mile walk away for the client.  He has no food, gas 
or electricity.   
 

Whether or not these clients understand that they could be sanctioned for not 
complying with jobseeking requirements, they are not in a position to be able to 
comply because of previous sanctions. 

 
Notifying claimants of a sanction 
CAB have seen a number of cases where clients have received letters informing 
them of the sanction dated after the sanction has started, or occasionally after the 
sanction has finished. 
 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client whose JSA had been 
sanctioned, although he did not know why.  A letter dated 13 November 
showed he had been sanctioned on 22nd October, then again from 5 
November for three months.  He had been sent on a two week course with a 
Work Programme provider starting the 21st October and had completed the 
course.  The bureau called the Jobcentre who explained that he had been 
sanctioned for failing to do enough to actively seek work (decision dated 6 
November).  A further three month penalty was added on 13 November, 
although it was not clear why. The client has dyslexia and is seeking 
psychiatric help for either a learning disability or mental health problem.  He 
struggles to manage his own money without help and is extremely distressed 
by the situation.  
 

CAS understands that in some cases the delay in sending the letter may be while a 
decision is being made about the sanction, and the sanction is then backdated to the 
start of the benefit suspension.  Whatever the reason, the failure to give claimants 
warning of the application of a sanction before it is applied causes unnecessary 
hardship and can leave claimants without food, power, and lead to debt and rent 
arrears.  To prevent this, claimants should receive written notification at least 
ten working days prior to a sanction being applied, and should be told then of 
the reason for the sanction. 
 
Does the sanctions regime support compliance with jobseeking requirements? 
Many of the clients seen in Scottish CAB do not know why they have been 
sanctioned.  Sometimes they can find it hard to get this information from the DWP.  
 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned for 4 
weeks from the end of November 2013.  He has been attending a Work 
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Programme scheme.  He says he has never missed an appointment, and this 
letter is the first notification he has had of any problem.  He does not 
understand the sanction, had no prior notification and now has no money. 
 
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had received a sanction but 
no one at the Jobcentre would tell him why.  He then went to the Jobcentre 
who told him it was because he had not turned up for an interview.  He told 
them he had turned up to the interview and they lifted the sanction.   

 
If claimants do not know why they have been sanctioned, and the DWP is not able to 
tell them, it undermines the purpose of sanctions, that is, to encourage jobseekers to 
comply with the requirements placed on them. 
 
We have seen a small number of cases where claimants feel that Jobcentres are 
varying the terms of the Jobseekers Agreement without telling them. This situation 
makes it impossible for the claimant to comply with conditions that are unknown to 
them.  
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned twice 
by DWP. He thinks this is because at his last signing on session he was 
advised that evidence of 6/7 job searches was no longer enough and he 
should be aiming for 12. He was told that he ‘might’ be sanctioned. This was 
the first time that he knew that the number of job searches required had 
increased: at his previous signing on he was told by a different adviser that 
6/7 was enough. The client has not received a letter explaining the reasons 
for the sanction. Without that letter it is not possible to request a mandatory 
review, and since there is a four-week time limit the client may run out of time. 
The client later returned to the bureau as the Jobcentre had refused to give 
him written reasons for the sanction. The CAB adviser phoned the JSA 
helpline and was advised that the letter had been sent on 10th December, 
although the client has not received it.  
 
An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned for 
not applying for a sufficient number of jobs. He had previously been required 
to apply for 10-15 jobs, but this has been increased to 42 without any notice. 
He feels that this is the result of difficulties with one particular adviser, as he 
had not previously had difficulties at the Jobcentre. The client was advised to 
submit a formal complaint.  

 
We would like to see better notification of sanctions being applied.  Bureaux regularly 
see clients who are unaware that they have been sanctioned: some advisers 
suggest this is the majority of sanctions cases they see.  Clients come into bureaux 
to find out why their money has not arrived in their bank account, and it is only when 
the bureau calls the DWP that they discover they have been sanctioned.  In some 
cases the DWP adviser on the phone is not able to tell the client why they have been 
sanctioned. 
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Making requirements meaningful to claimants 
It is important that the requirements placed on benefit claimants are meaningful and 
that jobseekers believe that they will genuinely increase their chances of finding 
work.  Yet many of the cases seen in bureaux, and the examples in this briefing, 
seem to be about requiring claimants meeting targets and ticking boxes, rather than 
undertaking meaningful activity which will help them achieve sustainable 
employment.  If claimants do not feel the requirements are meaningful, then 
more effort must be put into communicating to claimants why they are 
meaningful, or revising the requirements to ensure they do genuinely support 
people to find work.   

 
 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who sought advice after having 
been told his JSA had been sanctioned because he now had to record every 
job he looked at and not just those he applied for.  The client has been 
claiming JSA for around two years, and thought he was complying with his 
Claimant Commitment by applying for around ten jobs a week.  His 
JobcentrePlus Advisor has never told him that he should be doing anything 
else and the client is sure his copy of his Claimant Commitment doesn't say 
anything about recording every job he looks at. 

 
Tense relationships between claimants and DWP  
Some clients who come to CAB have a difficult relationship with their Jobcentre 
adviser.  We have seen a number of cases recently where clients report feeling 
intimidated by their adviser.  In these cases they may not feel able to negotiate with 
their adviser about the Jobseekers Agreement nor discuss any personal issues 
affecting their jobsearch, and this can cause great anxiety.  The evidence is not 
conclusive, but some bureau advisers suggest that this may be an increasing trend. 
 

A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who is struggling to use her 
Universal Jobmatch account.   She had never used a computer before 
becoming unemployed.  The Jobcentre sent her on an IT course, but this was 
too advanced for her.  She needed to learn how to switch the computer on, 
but it started straight away with how to use the web.  She is very anxious 
because she has been berated by her Jobcentre adviser for getting things 
wrong.  The worry of being sanctioned and the stress related to having to see 
the Jobcentre adviser is preventing her from sleeping at night and making her 
ill.  She said that the adviser is so abrasive that her daughter has stopped 
signing on and the client is worried about what money her daughter will live 
on.  The adviser has told the client to apply for any job, including jobs that she 
is not qualified for and would have no chance of getting in order to meet her 
Claimant Commitment.  
 
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who attended a Jobcentre 
appointment.  She was unable to answer some of the adviser’s questions, and 
the adviser got a supervisor.  The client was being asked how many jobs she 
had applied for, but she was doing preparatory courses to help her apply for 
jobs online and prepare a CV.  Because these had not started yet, she 
answered the adviser’s questions literally and said she was not looking for 
work.  The adviser then told her to come back later in the day.  The client felt 
very intimidated and humiliated and so did not.  She then received a sanction.   



WR/S4/14/6/4 
 

  
It is clear that in some cases seen by bureaux DWP communications are very poor 
and the full information is not provided to the claimant.  Bureaux often see clients 
who come to check information provided by Jobcentre Plus, or where Jobcentre Plus 
have refused to provide information and referred them to the bureau.  We sometimes 
see cases where Jobcentre Plus have provided incorrect information. 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had told the Jobcentre 
about the different jobsearch activities he had undertaken.  The adviser hinted 
this may not be enough to satisfy conditions for the benefit and would have to 
refer it “upstairs”.  He did not explain the possibility of sanctions or his options.  
The client was not informed that a sanction had taken effect until after it had 
done so.  When he requested a hardship payment he was not made aware 
that he would have to sign on to trigger it.  The client came to CAB to make 
sure he had the correct information.  

 
Accessing hardship funds and challenging decisions 
Many clients seen in Scottish bureaux are not aware of hardship payments or of the 
right to challenge a sanction decision.   They only find out about them when they 
come into bureaux seeking support to access food or energy.  It is at that point that 
the bureau adviser finds out that the need has arisen as a result of a sanction and 
explains to them about hardship payments and the appeals or mandatory 
reconsideration process.   
 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been sanctioned after 
he forgot to inform the Jobcentre that he had a job interview (his first in 5-6 
months) on his signing on day.  He phoned and went into the Jobcentre the 
next day to explain.  He received a sanction but no written decision and did 
not find out about hardship payments until he moved to another area and 
reclaimed JSA at a different Jobcentre.   
 
An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who returned to the bureau 
because he has not been informed how long his sanction will last for.  He also 
wanted to know whether his National Insurance credits would continue during 
the period of the sanction.   

 
Clients who come to bureau have very varied experience of how much information 
they receive about their jobseeking requirements, the sanctions process and what to 
do following a sanction.  DWP should examine communication practice across 
Jobcentres to ensure communication procedures are carried out consistently 
and all claimants receive the correct information in a timely manner. 
 
Some bureaux report that they are seeing clients who feel that their sanction is 
wrong but do not appeal it because it feels too much hassle, or because they are 
afraid of making their relationship with the Jobcentre staff worse, and that they can 
get by for four weeks.  However, by letting the sanction go, they may not realise that 
should they receive another sanction in the future it may last for 12 weeks rather 
than just four, which would be much more difficult to manage. (And by which time 
they may no longer be entitled to support from a food bank, as many food banks limit 
the number of food parcels any one client can claim). 
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It is very important that claimants are notified formally where there is a query 
about a disallowance or sanction, as the benefit payment may be suspended 
immediately, and in some cases they will receive no more money until they 
“reengage” with the Jobcentre. Not only does this cause a financial emergency for 
the client, but when a client has not received notification of a benefit related 
appointment, they may not know that they should have engaged with the Jobcentre 
regarding that appointment until their next regular appointment.  Again, bureaux 
often see clients who have not received letters, for example because of a confusion 
over their address, or because the DWP have not updated the claimant’s address on 
all their systems. 
 
ESA sanctions 
The migration of many claimants off Incapacity Benefit has meant many people with 
disabilities and long-term health conditions either coming under the conditionality 
regime of Employment Support Allowance, or even more worryingly, onto the much 
harsher conditionality regime of Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) if they are deemed fit 
for work.   
 

A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has learning difficulties 
who is now applying for ESA.  She has been on JSA but has found it very 
difficult to comply with the requirements, such as contacting employers and 
operating computers.  This has resulted in a lengthy sanction. She has limited 
mental capacity, affecting her understanding and communication.  The client 
has been told by JSA staff that she is lazy and not trying. 
 
A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who moved from ESA to JSA 
eight weeks ago.  He has now received a four week sanction for not logging 
on to the JSA website 5 times a week and not approaching 10 potential 
employers.  He has no internet at home or on his phone, and struggles with 
the cost of travelling into the nearest town each day to access a computer.  
He was not allowed to log on the day he attended the interview.   

 
It is not only JSA claimants who are referred to back-to-work schemes.  Employment 
and Support Allowance (ESA) claimants who are placed in the Work Related Activity 
Group have to engage with work related support such as attending Work Focused 
Interviews.  These people may have health conditions or disabilities that make it 
more difficult for them to meet requirements, and the consequences of receiving a 
sanction may be even more severe than for those who have better health. At present 
communications to ESA claimants are not clear enough that failure to attend these 
meetings could result in a sanction and/or loss of benefit.  The initial letter and 
explanations of the process to ESA claimants must be improved to make this 
clear. 
 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been awarded the 
work-related activity component of ESA.  He has ME, for which he has a letter 
from his doctor, saying he is unable to hold down a job. He was unwell last 
week and could not attend a meeting with the Work Programme provider, and 
informed them of this. Today he was at the Work Programme provider but 
was again feeling unwell.  He spoke to them and explained, and they said if 
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he went home the Jobcentre would sanction him.  He called the CAB, who 
explained to him that as part of being in the work-related activity group he had 
to attend these meetings.  The client did not know this and thought they were 
voluntary.  The CAB explained that if he was sanctioned he would have to 
request a mandatory reconsideration and that he would get no money in this 
period.  The client felt this was very unfair. 
 
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has autism and epilepsy 
receiving ESA.  He has received a three month sanction for failing to attend 
the work activity group on several occasions.  The client says he never 
received any letters telling him he had to do so. 



WR/S4/14/6/4 
 

How do sanctions work? 
Sanctions are currently primarily applied to Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) and 
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA).  They can also be applied to Universal 
Credit. 
 
In October 2012 the duration of JSA sanctions increased substantially.  The duration 
of the sanction depends on the type of “offence” committed and the number of times 
it has occurred.  For some offences a first sanction can last 4 weeks, a second 
offence 12 weeks, and a third offence 3 years.   
 
In December 2012 the sanctions regime for ESA claimants became much more 
stringent.  An ESA sanction now removes the entire personal allowance of £71.70 a 
week. (Prior to this the loss was usually £14 a week for the first four weeks.)  The 
sanction lasts for an open-ended period until you are deemed to have re-engaged 
with your requirements, followed by a further fixed period sanction. 
 
What does stopping someone’s benefit actually mean? 
The processes by which a client might have their benefits “stopped” are extremely 
complex and there often appears to be confusion about it.  While a decision is being 
made by DWP about whether a claimant has complied with the benefit conditions, 
the claimant’s benefit payment is often suspended immediately. If the claimant is 
deemed not to have met the requirements set out in their Jobseekers Agreement or 
Claimant Commitment3 they may be sanctioned, usually meaning they lose their 
benefit payment for a fixed period.   
 
If a claimant is deemed to be not “actively seeking work” or has missed their signing 
on, their benefit claim could be “disallowed” or “disentitled” (because they are no 
longer meet the eligibility criteria to claim the benefit). When they reapply, they may 
then face a further sanction (often 13 weeks for a first time offence).   
 
What happens when a claimant is sanctioned? 
When a JSA claimant is sanctioned usually they will lose their entire benefit for the 
period of the sanction.  Depending on what day the sanctionable action took place 
and on what day they are due to receive their benefit payment, they will lose their 
benefit either for the current payment period or for the following period. 
 
Claimants can request a reconsideration of the decision.  As of November 2013 
these are a mandatory before a claimant can appeal a decision, although there is no 
set timescale in which the DWP has to deal with these.  Around 31% of these are 
successful.  Once they have received the reconsideration decision they can appeal 
the decision.  Only around 2% of JSA claimants go to appeal, but currently around 
87% of them successfully overturn their sanction. 
 
A claimant may be eligible to apply for hardship payments, particularly if they are 
considered vulnerable, for example because they have dependent children, a long 
term health condition or disability. These are usually 60% of normal benefit. (The 
rules for hardship payments under Universal Credit are much more stringent: 
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claimants have to show they have already made every effort to get alternative 
sources of support (eg applying to charities), and the payments are recoverable.) 
 
In general, if a claimant has been sanctioned they cannot get support through the 
Scottish Welfare Fund.  The exceptions are if they have dependent children, or 
they need support for a disaster or crisis unrelated to the sanction. 
 
 
Beth Reid 
Policy Officer 
Citizens Advice Scotland 
March 2014 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM HOMELESS ACTION SCOTLAND 
 
The impact of benefit sanctions on homelessness 
 

Introduction 
 
The impact of benefit sanctions by the Department for Work and Pensions is likely to 
have a knock on effect on homelessness and housing services across Scotland.  
Whilst, justifiably, much attention has been given to mitigating the bedroom tax, the 
impact of sanctions is less well understood.  We are concerned that the toughening 
of the DWP’s policy direction may lead to a spike in homelessness in Scotland 
unless a joined up approach is taken to supporting people who are threatened with 
homelessness because of a sudden or prolonged halt to their benefits. 
 
Recent statistics1 have shown that: 
 

 The number of sanctions per month has reached the highest rates recorded 
since the start of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) in 1996 

 The number of JSA claimants who had received a 3-year sanction rose from 
700 by 30 June 2013 to 962 by 30 September 2013 

 There has been a dramatic increase in the number of successful appeals by 
those sanctioned claimants who take their cases to an independent tribunal, 
suggesting that sanctions have become more unreasonable.  However, only 
about one in 50 sanctioned claimants appeal to a tribunal because the vast 
majority of claimants find the process too difficult 

 
Some of our members have highlighted that the majority of sanctions for homeless 
people appear to be related to failure to attend appointments, a view backed up by a 
survey of service users by the Glasgow Homelessness Network which concluded 
that the main reasons for sanctions being applied are job search requirements not 
being met and failure to attend interview with the Personal Advisor.   
 
Impact on vulnerable people 
 
We have appended a number of case studies from within our membership that 
illustrate some of the problems and complexities arising from the sanctions regime.  
 
Examples from elsewhere in the country should serve as a warning of the potential 
impact of sanctions on homelessness.  A replication of the situation in England, 
where sanctions are disproportionately affecting homeless people, must be avoided 
if progress on eradicating homelessness is to be maintained.   For example, of 45 
services responding to HomelessWatch 2  (research on sanctions carried out by 
Homeless Link, the national membership organisation for agencies working with 
people who are homeless in England), 23 said clients had been evicted as a result of 
sanctions.   HomelessWatch also found that young homeless people are increasingly 
affected by sanctions, along with those affected by mental health issues, substance 
use issues and learning difficulties.  In addition, rent arrears and evictions were 
common amongst homeless claimants who had been sanctioned because they did 
                                                            
1
 http://paulspicker.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/sanctions‐stats‐briefing‐d‐webster‐19‐feb‐2014‐1.pdf  
2
 http://homeless.org.uk/sanctions  
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not know to notify the local authority of their circumstances, and subsequently lost 
their housing benefit. 
 
Housing benefit should not be terminated or suspended if the housing benefit office 
finds out that a tenant's Income Based Job Seekers Allowance has been sanctioned.  
This is because the claimant retains an underlying entitlement to Income-Based JSA 
which is a passported benefit to housing benefit, and the claim for Income-Based 
JSA has not been stopped - it is just the payments that have been stopped / 
reduced.3  Ensuring that this happens in practice requires a ready flow of dialogue 
between the housing benefit office, Job Centre Plus, and the person in receipt of 
benefit.   There are a number of reasons why this communication may not happen as 
well as it should and where the constituent parts of the system are disjointed a 
person’s benefit may be cut further, making a bad situation worse.    
 
A systematic review 4  by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation of the international 
evidence on the impact of sanctions showed that in practice sanctions often create 
perverse effects that can cause severe hardship and create higher costs in the 
longer term and have a spill-over effect, such as increasing crime rates.  When seen 
in this light we question the logic behind a 3-year sanction, and we urge the Scottish 
Government to discourage the DWP from imposing sanctions of this length. 
 
Evidence from our members suggests that young people are particularly vulnerable 
to the sanctions regime.  If this were to lead to an increase in homelessness 
amongst young people this may in turn result in a range of serious consequences for 
an already-vulnerable demographic5.   An increase in the number of sanctions being 
imposed, particularly the lengthier sanctions, may also lead to an increase in tenancy 
failure.  Among other reasons, tenancy failure must be mitigated to avoid the large 
direct costs incurred by local authorities6. 
 
Mitigating the impact of sanctions 
 
It could be argued that the sanctions regime is placing a disproportionate financial 
burden on homelessness and housing services in Scotland.  This is because the 
legal duty to provide temporary accommodation means that there will be a cost 
incurred when a person is threatened with homelessness as a result of a sanction.  
This is not the case in the rest of the UK where such a duty does not exist.  One 
voluntary sector organisation from within our membership estimates that the number 
of hours that they spend dealing with the impact of sanctions on their client group is 
equivalent to an additional full-time post. 
 
The duties on local authorities to assist homeless people will continue regardless of 
the impact of welfare reform, and there will undoubtedly be pressures on local 
authorities in Scotland to deal with cases of rent arrears that have arisen as a result 
of a client being sanctioned.    We are aware of one local authority that is working up 
a communication protocol between housing support and Job Centre Plus staff to 

                                                            
3 HB Notes: factsheet on sanctions 
4
 http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/review‐of‐benefit‐sanctions  
5
 http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Youth/Youth%20Homelessness%20in%20Scotland%202013.pdf  
6
 http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/The%20Cost%20of%20Tenancy%20Failure%202011.pdf  
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ensure that clients are supported and sanctions are avoided, and we would 
encourage this approach to be adopted where it doesn’t exist already. 
 
The effect of the application of sanctions under Universal Credit is, as yet, unclear.  
Anecdotally, we are aware of some issues concerning the new Claimant 
Commitment that replaces the Jobseekers Agreement, where failures in 
communication have resulted in sanctions being applied because of missed 
appointments.  Whilst we recognise that the DWP is monitoring sanctions and that 
there are a number of longer term studies looking at the impact of sanctions and 
conditionality, it is important that the Scottish Government can act quickly with 
mitigation action.   
 
It is our understanding that the Scottish Government and Cosla are working together 
to develop knowledge and evidence on the impact of sanctions.  This work, if not 
already doing so, should:  
 

 attempt to quantify the additional resource being expended to keep people in 
services as a result of sanctions by looking the impact of sanctions on local 
authority resources, as well as that of social landlords, voluntary organisations 
providing services, and temporary accommodation providers  

 in respect of the above, make funding available to assist services, and, 
 produce a baseline figure for rough sleepers in Scotland and examine what 

impact sanctions may be having on rough sleeping rates 
 
We hope that this work will ensure that a consistent approach is being taken across 
Scotland, linked to Scottish Government priorities for homelessness prevention, and 
in conjunction with landlords in both the social and private rented sectors, to 
supporting people who are homeless or are threatened with homelessness as a 
result of benefits sanctions.  This will be vital in mitigating the unpredictable impact of 
sanctions and to prevent a spike in homelessness in Scotland. 
 
Homeless Action Scotland is happy to elaborate on any of the points raised and for 
the content of this briefing to be made publicly available. 
 
 
Kelsie Pettit 
National Policy and Practice Coordinator 
Homeless Action Scotland 
March 2014 
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Appendix 1 – two case studies from the Scottish Refugee Council 

Case study 1 - unreasonable sanction decided by Job Centre Plus advisors 
 
C is a single man from Cameroon. His mother tongue is French but his English skills 
are good and he does not require an interpreter. He arrived in Glasgow and claimed 
asylum in June 2013 and was granted refugee status on 11 July 2013. His support 
from the Home Office stopped on 7 August as a result. This meant that he had to 
start applying for mainstream benefits and seek homeless assistance.  
 
On 17 July, he came to the Scottish Refugee Council and was referred to the 
Refugee Integration Service (RIS). A RIS advisor arranged an appointment with the 
Bridgeton Job Centre Plus to start claiming Job Seekers Allowance and arranged a 
language assessment with the Workers Educational Association (WEA).  
 
On 23 July 2013 C attended his appointment at Bridgeton Job Centre Plus and 
started his claim for Job Seekers Allowance.  
 
By the end of his appointment, C had registered for a volunteer information session 
with the Scottish Refugee Council, was referred to the Bridges Programmes for 
employability support and was referred to Anniesland College for an English 
language course.  He also provided his Post Office account to the DWP to enable 
payment of his benefits. At this time, Bridgeton Job Centre Plus appeared happy with 
C’s attempts to find work. 
 
In September 2013, C started a part-time, non advanced college course. In the same 
month, as a result of a housing nomination from the Scottish Refugee Council, C 
moved to settled accommodation on 16 September.   
 
As a result of his move, C started signing on to Maryhill Job Centre Plus.  
 
On 26 September, C informed his Scottish Refugee Council advisor that he had 
been sanctioned because his Job Centre Plus advisor did not believe he was looking 
for work. There was no warning of this sanction.  The Scottish Refugee Council 
challenged the sanction as C attended employability support at the Bridges 
Programme and was referred to two work placements and awaited confirmation of 
start dates. He had been attending employability workshops and had a good CV, 
which he was using to apply for Jobs. 
 
On 10 October, his RIS advisor was informed that C’s sanction had been overturned 
and C received a backdated payment on his account the following day.  
 
 
Case study 2 - contradictory information from the DWP 
 
B, a 28 year old single man with fluent English, is a refugee from Iran. He was 
granted status in January 2013 and has been claiming Job Seekers Allowance since 
then.  B has made considerable effort to enhance his employability.  He has acted on 
feedback he has received from interviews and actively sought out new voluntary 
work experiences. 
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On 11 December, his Job Centre Plus advisor told him that a doubt had been raised 
and upheld regarding his job seeking activity for the period 14 November to 27 
November and that his benefit was to be sanctioned.  B strongly disputed the 
decision as he had been available for and actively seeking work and complied with 
the terms of his Jobseekers Agreement. 
 
B made a telephone request on 11 December for a mandatory reconsideration of the 
decision, the same day he was advised by his Job Centre Plus advisor of the 
decision.  B regularly sought updates from the DWP via both the Job Centre Plus 
and the contact centre but did not receive any call back regarding his request until 5 
February from a contact centre. On this call he was told that the DWP had reviewed 
the decision but that this did not constitute a mandatory reconsideration and that a 
statement of reasons would be sent out to him.   B was advised on the telephone 
that he could request a mandatory reconsideration whilst on the call but that this 
would mean he would not receive a statement of reasons for the DWP’s decision.  B 
advised that he wanted a written statement of reasons for the decision. B was told on 
the phone that his benefit had been sanctioned because his Job Centre Plus advisor 
had reported that there were jobs advertised that he had not applied for.  
 
When B had signed on his advisor had told him there were a number of jobs that he 
had not applied for.  B was advised that the jobs that he had not applied for had 
been restaurant and cleaning posts. B had not applied for these as he had been 
concentrating on those posts most suited to his skills and experience. 
 
B received a letter explaining the DWP’s decision in the post on Friday 14 February. 
The date on this letter was 5 February.  The letter indicated that his Job Centre Plus 
advisor had pointed out admin vacancies to him on 27 November and that he had 
not applied for these.  B’s universal job match records indicate that on that same day 
he had applied for an administrative assistant job.  No mention was made of the 
restaurant and cleaning posts referred to in the phone call B had received. 
 
B was unable to access his universal job match records for the period 14 November 
to 20 November as his records beyond 6 pages are no longer accessible to him and 
he is thus unable to challenge the decision to sanction his benefit.   B sought the 
advice of the Scottish Refugee Council and a written request for mandatory 
reconsideration was sent on 19 February.  B is awaiting a response to this request. 
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Appendix 2 – case study from the Open Door Accommodation Project, West 
Lothian 
 
The homeless young people between the ages of 16-25 in West Lothian that the 
Open Door Accommodation Project supports are increasingly being subjected to 
sanctions.  This is having a real impact on their ability to sustain their housing, 
especially where they are already subject to the bedroom tax.  Sanctions have 
become increasingly prevalent amongst Open Door’s client group and are taking 
even more staff time to resolve, placing an increased strain on staff teams that are 
already stretched.   Even a short term sanction can have long term implications for 
the young people that are supported by the project, as demonstrated in the case 
studies below (some names have been changed): 
 
Annemarie   
 
Annemarie was sanctioned in December 2012 for four weeks for failing to do the 
requisite number of job searches.  She applied for 27 jobs instead of 28 within a two 
week period.  This left Annemarie without the money she needed to heat her home 
or to be able to buy food. Annemarie could not access the hardship fund until the 
15th day of her sanction, leaving her with no money for over 2 weeks.  Annemarie felt 
her only option was to borrow money through a payday loan, enabling her to buy 
food as well as small Christmas gifts for her family.  Fortunately, Annemarie was 
able to access seasonal part time work to assist her throughout this time. Annemarie 
is still paying back the loan now, more than 12 months after the initial sanction. 
 
Kayleigh 
 
Kayleigh worked for less than 16 hours per week at her local Pizza Hut and her 
income was supplemented by JSA.  As part of her role Kayleigh was expected to 
participate in training.  After one training course Kayleigh had worked for 16.5 hours 
in a week (although the training was unpaid).  The Job Centre Plus continued to pay 
Kayleigh JSA for one month after this occurred.  However, once they realised that 
Kayleigh had worked over 16 hours she was sanctioned for 2 months. Kayleigh had 
to rely upon friends and family to lend her money to supplement her wages 
throughout this time to buy food and necessities. 
 
Adam 
 
Adam was sanctioned while on a work placement scheme as the driving assistant for 
the van of a local charity shop.  Adam’s appointment to sign on coincided with his 
work placement.  He phoned the Job Centre Plus and was told he had to come in 
and sign on.  Adam arranged this with his work and went to his appointment.  The 
next day the Job Centre Plus told Adam he would be sanctioned because he’d 
missed a day at work.  Adam was told he should have arranged for the driver of the 
van to drop him off and then make his own way back to the van.  Adam explained 
that this was not a practical or feasible option, because after signing on there was no 
way he could have met the van on time.  The Job Centre Plus told Adam that this 
was not their problem.    
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Appendix 3 – summary of experiences in one rural local authority in Scotland 
 
An Area Housing Officer in a rural local authority in Scotland was discussing an 
issue with a Job Centre Plus employee regarding job seekers having to travel to sign 
on for their benefit.  Specifically, job seekers who do not have money to cover the 
bus fare to the Job Centre Plus are being sanctioned for not turning up. 
 
The Officer advised that job seekers from the rural area concerned all have to travel 
to a Job Centre Plus elsewhere to sign on for their benefit.  The distances can 
involve an up to 80 mile round trip.   If they don’t travel to the Job Centre Plus, they 
get sanctioned.  
 
The Job Centre Plus employee said that travel wasn’t an issue and nobody ever 
complained, and advised that the DWP always give the fare back when the job 
Seeker gets there. 
 
The Area Housing Officer is of the view that a sanction in this case is a 
disproportionate measure, particularly where a job seeker does not have the ready 
cash to cover the bus fare in the first place.  Though this may also happen in cities 
and towns, there is typically a better and more affordable public transport network in 
urban areas which runs regularly.  Distances may also be shorter. 
 
The Area Housing Officer feels that the impact on Housing benefit is what affects 
their service the most. If job seekers are sanctioned, the Housing benefit office is 
notified and their Housing benefit is subsequently stopped which causes arrears.  
The Officer is not suggesting there should never be sanctions, but is under the 
impression that the DWP probably has targets and that job seekers are sanctioned 
much more than they used to be. 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM INCLUSION SCOTLAND 
 
1 Introduction 
 
1.1 Inclusion Scotland (IS) is a national network of disabled peoples' organisations and 

individual disabled people. Our main aim is to draw attention to the physical, social, 
economic, cultural and attitudinal barriers that affect disabled people’s everyday lives 
and to encourage a wider understanding of those issues throughout Scotland. 
Inclusion Scotland is part of the disabled people’s Independent Living Movement. 

  
 
2 Welfare Reform & Benefit Sanctions 

 
2.1 The total number of sanctions against benefit recipients reached its highest ever 

annual level in the year ending September 2013.  In that period 897,690 benefit 
claimants were sanctionedi.  Of those sanctioned 874,850 were receiving Job Seekers 
Allowance (JSA) and is the highest total since JSA was introduced in 1996. 
 

2.2 More than half (54%) of the 874,850 JSA claimants who were sanctioned had their 
benefits taken away for low level problems such as missing a single appointment with 
Jobcentre staff .  

 
2.3 Young people seem to be being unfairly singled out. Despite making up only 27% of 

JSA claimants 18-24 year olds account for 42% of all sanctions handed out. 
 
2.4 A further 22,840 of those sanctioned were in the Work Related Activity Group for 

Employment Support Allowance (ESA). This is the highest annual total for that group 
since sanctions were introduced for them in 2008.  

 
2.5 Analysis of the figures by Prof David Webster of Glasgow University shows that JSA 

claimants are now being sanctioned at twice the rate per month (+5% of all claimants) 
as under the previous Labour Government. 

 
2.6 Research shows that claimants who face sanction are often unable to comply with 

conditions rather than unwilling. The reasons why claimants receive sanctions include: 
lack of awareness, knowledge and understanding of the sanction process; practical 
barriers and personal barriersii.  
 

2.7 Those who are particularly vulnerable to JSA sanctions are also the most 
disadvantaged. This includes people that lack work experience; those with health 
problems and lone parents ii. DWP figures released in Feb 2012 show that around 
45% of ESA sanctionsiii  are given to people with mental health, learning difficulties or 
behavioural conditions (such as autism) even though they only make up about 30% of 
ESA recipients.    

 
2.8 The DWP have undertaken to contact those with mental health issues and learning 

difficulties before imposing a sanction but that depends on the condition being 
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recognised. However if the DWP are aware of a disabled person’s difficulty in 
understanding the conditions placed on them then one might fairly ask why they are 
considering sanctioning the person in the first place? 

 

3 Harsher Sanctions Regime and Destitution 
 
3.1 Recently Cardinal Nichols of the Roman Catholic Church and 27 Anglican Bishops 

have criticised the benefit sanctions regime as becoming increasingly punitive and 
leaving people destitute. 

 
3.2 In 2012, the Government made changes to the sanctions regime. From 22/10/12, the 

length of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) sanction periods was increased from between 
1 and 26 weeks, to a minimum sanction of 4 weeks and a maximum of 3 years.  

 
3.3 Since Dec.2012 Employment Support Allowance (ESA) claimants in the Work Related 

Activity Group can also be sanctioned for longer. Before these changes, ESA 
claimants were given an open-ended sanction until they began to meet their 
requirements again. At that point the sanction stopped. Now they receive a fixed 
length sanction of 1, 2 or 4 weeks following the open-ended sanction.  

 
3.4 Those sanctioned lose all of their personal allowance for JSA or ESA for the entire 

length of the sanction (e.g. for up to 3 years). Claimants are no longer automatically 
entitled to Hardship Payments from the DWP. These are now only available in limited 
circumstances to those considered “vulnerable” and are usually paid at only 60% of 
personal allowance rate of the benefit (or 80% if anyone in the household of the 
person sanctioned is pregnant or seriously ill).   

 
3.5 According to an FOI response supplied by the DWP only around one person in seven 

(14.6%) of those who are sanctioned (or disallowed) receive a hardship payment. In 
October 2012 of 56,950 people then either sanctioned (40,040) or disallowed (16,910) 
only 8,300 were receiving a hardship payment. That suggests that during that month 
over 48,000 people were left with nothing to live on. 

 
3.6 Hardship payments are also normally only payable from the 15th day after the sanction 

began. This means that those sanctioned face a full fortnight without any benefits and 
with limited recourse to the Scottish Welfare Fund.  

 
3.7 Generally, those who are sanctioned cannot get a Scottish Welfare Fund grant if the 

DWP has reduced their benefit due to sanctions.  Though the Welfare Fund may help 
them get food for their children or because they have had a disaster like a fire or flood.  

 
3.8 According to Independent on Sunday analysis of DWP figures since October 2012, 

more than 45,000 young people have been hit with an incorrect benefit sanction. Of 
79,924 young people who asked for their case to be reconsidered since the system 
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changed on 22 October 2012, 38,969 had the decision overturned. A further 6,455 are 
recorded as successfully appealing a sanction. 
 

3.9 The YMCA reportiv that more than 80% of the vulnerable young people that they saw 
who had been sanctioned went without essential items.  The most common items that 
were cut back on, or totally gone without, were – food (84%) and housing costs (81%). 

 
3.10 The Work & Pensions Committee of the UK Parliament have criticised the sanctions 

regime and called for an independent review into conditionality and sanctioningv. After 
conducting an inquiry they concluded that sanctions are one of the key reasons behind 
the rise in the number of people requiring help from Foodbanks.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.11 Even the right of centre think tank, Policy Exchange, say that people who break job 

search conditions for the first time face unnecessary hardships because of sanctions. 
They estimate that 70,000 claimants had their benefits withdrawn unfairly  , Policy 
Exchange say that a third of all people who break their job search conditions for the 
first time have their benefits taken away “by mistake” – being sanctioned when instead 
they should have received a warningvi.  

3.12 Between 1 April and 30 June 2013, over 150,000 people received three days’ 
emergency food from a Trussell Trust foodbank – 200% more than the same period 
last year. Fifty-two percent were referred due to problems with benefits an overall 
increase of 21% in people referred to foodbanks with benefits problems.  

3.13 The number of Scottish families asking food banks for help in January 2014 was 
equal to half the number turning up to food banks in the whole of 2013. The Trussell 
Trust helped more than 7700 people in Scotland in January. During 2012-13, a total of 
14,318 people were helped by the trust's food banks. 

3.14 Prof Elizabeth Dowler an expert on food security and health inequalities said that 
poverty stricken families who cannot afford to buy sufficient food are overtaking 
unhealthy eating as the most pressing public health concernvii (BBC, Panorama 
3/3/14). 

 
 
 

 

  
 

Case example: A coroner’s inquest found that a "Vulnerable and fragile" man 
starved to death 4 months after he was found fully fit for work at an Atos 
assessment. Mr Wood had obsessive compulsive disorder, Aspergers syndrome, 
phobias and cognitive behavioural problems. He lost most of his benefits and was 
left with just £40 a week to survive on. He weighed just 5st 8lbs when he died of 
malnutrition in August last year. 
http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/11043378.Man_starved_after_benefits_were_cut/  

 “Evidence suggests that JobCentre Plus staff have referred many 
claimants for a sanction inappropriately or in circumstances in which 
common sense would dictate that discretion should have been applied”- 
Work & Pensions Committee of the House of Commons 
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4   Sanctions and Disabled People:  
 
4.1 Since November 2012, when sanctions were tightened, 90,004 disabled people have 

had their benefits suspended. This breaks down as 82,860 disabled people on 
Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) and 7,180 disabled people on Employment Support 
Allowance (ESA). This means that 1 in 7 of the total number of JSA claimants who’ve 
been sanctioned are disabled people, and 4 in 5 of the total number of ESA recipients. 
By June last year 120 disabled peopleviii who were receiving Jobseekers Allowance 
had been given a 3-year sanction. 

 
4.2 A Scottish Government review of all available research evidence concluded that 

individuals who are sanctioned do not tend to enter ‘sustainable employment’ and tend 
to have low earnings. Further negative outcomes over the long-term include: debt and 
hardship; poor physical and mental health; negative impacts on children; a potential 
increase in crime; and sanctioned claimants entering informal workii 

 
4.3 Inclusion Scotland are extremely concerned that the interaction between the Work 

Capability Assessment regime and conditionality sanctions is  disproportionately 
impacting on disabled people – particularly those with mental health issues, learning 
difficulties and cognitive impairments such as autism.  

 
4.4   In May 2013 the High Court ruled that the Work Capability Assessment regime put 

people with mental illness, autism and learning difficulties at a disadvantage. In 
December the Court of Appeal upheld the High Court’s decision.  

 
4.5 According to figures obtained through a Freedom of Information (FOI) requestix 

between August 2010 and June 2013 Atos found 158,300 benefit claimants fully fit for 
work after a Work Capability Assessment only for the DWP to reverse the decision on 
review. These figures are on top of the estimated 100,000 claimants who have had 
their Atos assessment overturned on appeal to an independent tribunal. A further 
500,000 appeals are awaiting decisions. 

 
4.6  Thus hundreds of thousands of sick and disabled people are, wrongly, being found fit 

for work and forced to claim JSA. When they do claim JSA they are unable to meet the 
conditions placed on them because their impairments limit their work search activities 
and their suitability for certain types of employment or full time work.   

 

4.7 Because of this  they are then subject to sanctions and, because their impairments are 
permanent, may face repeated penalties leading to the maximum 3 year sanction. As 
such increasing numbers of disabled people are facing hunger and destitution. This 
penalisation of the sick and “vulnerable” should not be acceptable in a civilised society. 

 

                                                            
i
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/feb/19/record‐number‐sanctions‐benefits‐claimants  
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ii Scottish Government, Welfare Analysis December 2013 
iii http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/workingage/ esa_sanc/esa_sanc_feb12.pdf 
 
iv “Signed on and Sanctioned”, YMCA, March 2014 
v “The role of Jobcentre Plus in the reformed welfare system”, House of Commons, Jan. 2014 
vi “Smarter Sanctions: Sorting out the system”, Policy Exchange, March 2014 
vii BBC, Panorama, 3/3/14, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk‐26369558  
viii http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/3‐year‐   benefit‐ban‐hits‐120‐disabled‐people‐under‐new‐sanctions‐regime   
 
ix http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk‐news/atos‐wrongly‐assessed‐thousands‐sick3159343#ixzz2uovqYph8  
 
 
 

Inclusion Scotland 
March 2014 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM JOSEPH ROWNTREE FOUNDATION 
 

Figures published in November 2013 by DWP show that half a million people were 

subject to an adverse sanction decision between October 2012 and June 2013. Over 

a two-year period (2010-12), the number of job seekers who have been referred for 

sanctions (1.6 million) and the number who had their JSA stopped or reduced 

(800,000) both doubled. 

Disadvantaged people facing multiple barriers to work (including mental health 

problems, addictions and previous offending behaviour) are at higher risk of 

sanctions. Young people (aged 16-24) are also more likely to be sanctioned. People 

in this position face the threat of destitution as their benefits are reduced or 

suspended in a bid to mould behaviour and encourage people to take jobs.  

An international evidence review on benefit sanctions1 was published by JRF in 

December 2010, undertaken by Julia Griggs and Martin Evans at the University of 

Oxford. A PDF copy of the Findings (4-page summary) is attached. It found that 

while conditionality in the benefits system is widely used across the OECD and has 

some uses, it is a blunt and uncertain instrument for driving behaviour which may 

pay little attention to issues of labour market demand.  

In the USA the evidence suggests that people disappear below the radar altogether, 

which may reduce the claimant count but creates huge risk to household income and 

security and is related to increased crime, lower long-term earnings and poorer 

outcomes for children. Evidence from Europe suggests that the application of 

sanctions may have some short-term positive outcomes in terms of job entry rates, 

but only when economic circumstances are favourable. Commonly, sanctions drive 

people to take insecure jobs which they may be poorly matched for and then unable 

to keep.  

JRF believes the threat of destitution is a poorly evidenced and high-risk way of 

trying to influence the behaviour of some of the poorest people in the country.  

A new JRF programme Destitution in the UK will begin shortly, with the aim of 

mapping the scale, causes and consequences of destitution which goes beyond 

standard measures of poverty. In the meantime:  

 

                                                            
1 http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/review-of-benefit-sanctions   
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 Other forms of conditionality could be developed e.g. based on goal-

orientation, training, coaching and support to achieve a good job match. 

These could be tested through the DWP’s capacity to offer local flexibility in 

piloting different approaches.     

 Sanctions could also be applied in a more proportionate manner. The 

Claimant Commitment should be a two-way street, where Jobcentre Plus has 

a responsibility to improve claimant awareness of incentives as well as 

penalties in the benefits system.   

 A review of how decision-maker discretion is being applied by Jobcentre Plus 

staff would improve our understanding of how individual and family 

circumstances are being taken into account – e.g. people facing childcare 

difficulties, other care responsibilities or transport difficulties which may 

fluctuate and be unpredictable. 

 
Jim McCormick 
Scotland adviser 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
March 2014 

 



A review of benefit 
sanctions 
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Social Work, University of Oxford

www.jrf.org.uk

Findings
Informing change

This study examines 
international evidence 
on sanctions within 
welfare systems where 
benefits are conditional 
on claimant behaviour. 
It considers the impact 
of sanctions, the wider 
literature on how they 
have been used and the 
experiences of claimants. 
It also discusses how 
this evidence relates to 
political justifications given 
in support of sanctions. 

Key points

•	 	Evidence	was	limited	by	the	narrow	range	of	sanction	effects	
considered	in	the	literature	reviewed.	Most	studies	looked	only	at	
short-term	effects;	few	considered	longer-term	impacts	or	the	effects	of	
warnings.	None	looked	at	wider	effects	of	sanctions	in	the	system	(such	
as	benefit	take-up	levels).

•	 	Unemployment	benefit	sanctions	in	European	systems	have	generally	
had	positive	effects	on	short-term	outcomes:	reducing	unemployment	
duration	and	raising	employment	rates.	However,	leaving	unemployment	
benefit	earlier,	prompted	by	sanctions,	can	result	in	poorer	quality	
employment	(lower	earnings	and	instability).	Sanctions	have	also	
impacted	unfavourably	on	crime	rates.	

•	 	US	evaluations	have	identified	short-term	effects	on	benefit	take-
up;	full	family	sanctions	(where	the	entire	grant	is	suspended)	have	
reduced	benefit	claims.	They	have	shown	mixed	sanction	effects	on	
employment,	and	unfavourable	impacts	on	earnings,	hardship	and	
outcomes	for	children.

•	 	Studies	with	benefit	claimants	have	demonstrated	low	levels	of	
awareness	of	sanctions.	Although	people	realised	that	penalties	were	
part	of	the	system,	they	rarely	knew	when	penalties	could	be	imposed	
or	how	they	could	be	reversed.	Disadvantaged	claimants	facing	multiple	
barriers	to	work	were	at	higher	risk	of	sanctions.

•	 	Qualitative	evidence	suggests	that,	although	the	threat	of	sanctions	
may	encourage	participation,	sanctions	themselves	do	little	to	change	
motivation	to	work.	

December 2010



Background
The previous Government’s rolling 
programme of welfare reform sought to 
change the fundamental assumptions 
of many social security programmes 
and to promote employment. This 
approach of increased conditionality has 
grown incrementally over time and been 
broadened to include ‘new’ claimant 
groups. The move to conditionality has 
also extended purely work-related issues 
into a policy model that sees conditionality 
and sanctions as tools to change other 
behaviours – for example, Housing Benefit 
sanctions for anti-social behaviour. 

Different types of sanction effect

When	considering	the	impact	of	benefit	sanctions	it	is	
important	to	be	aware	of	the	different	types	of	effect	
that	sanctions	have	(or	might	have)	on	claimants.	The	
four	key	dimensions	to	these	differences	are	as	follows:	

1.	  Type of sanction	–	whether	the	sanction	results	from	
administrative	failure	(such	as	failing	to	complete	
required	paperwork	or	attend	a	meeting),	or	from	
a	behavioural	‘misdemeanour’	(for	example,	not	
‘actively	looking’	for	work,	or	refusing	employment).	

2.	  Type of effect	–	whether	the	sanction	has	an	
impact	arising	directly	from	lower	levels	of	benefit	
entitlement	(i.e.	fewer	people	claiming	benefits,	and	
lower	spending),	or	from	the	changed	behaviour	of	
claimants.

3.	  Timing of the effect –	there	are	three	points	at	which	
sanctions	can	have	an	impact:	
a.	 	before the claim	–	sanction-backed	conditions	

may	deter	potential	claimants;	
b.	 	during the claim, but before the sanction – as 

a	result	of	the	general	threat	of	sanctions	or	an	
actual	warning;	

c.	 	during the claim, following a sanction – a 
behavioural	change	or	reaction	to	being	
sanctioned.

4.	 	Type of outcome	–	sanctions	have	the	potential	
to	impact	on	claimants	and	their	families	in	many	
ways.	In	the	short	term	they	may	encourage/force	
compliance	or	participation	(intermediate	outcomes),	
or	encourage	claimants	to	end	their	claim,	possibly	to	
enter	employment.	In	the	longer	term	they	may	affect	
earnings,	material	hardship	and	children’s	well-being.	

Impacts of sanctions linked to 
employment-related conditionality

Studies	exploring	the	effectiveness	of	sanctions	have	
focused	almost	exclusively	on	the	impacts	of	sanctions	
imposed,	with	a	small	number	also	looking	at	the	
impact	of	warnings	of	sanctions.	Effects	on	take-up	
and	the	presence	of	sanctions	on	the	behaviour	of	the	
general	claimant	population	have	not	been	considered,	
thus	limiting	the	messages	that	studies	of	impacts	can	
provide.	

Consolidating	the	findings	of	Unemployment	Benefit	
(UB)	and	welfare	evaluations	indicates	that	sanctions	
for	employment-related	conditions	(which	in	US	welfare	
systems	are	full	family	sanctions,	where	the	entire	grant	
is	suspended)	strongly	reduce	benefit	use	and	raise	exits	
from	benefits.	However,	they	have	generally	unfavourable	
effects	on	longer-term	outcomes	(earnings	over	time,	
child	well-being,	job	quality)	and	crime	rates.	Beyond	this	
the	findings	are	harder	to	reconcile;	for	example,	while	
European UB programmes tend to demonstrate positive 
impacts	on	employment	(job	entry),	this	is	not	always	the	
case	for	US	welfare	schemes.

Contextual factors for employment-
related sanctions 

A	number	of	contextual	issues	need	consideration	
alongside	evidence	on	the	impacts	of	sanctions.	
Factors	such	as	claimants’	understanding	
and	awareness	of	their	responsibilities	and	the	
consequences	of	not	meeting	them	limit	the	potential	
effectiveness	of	sanctions.	If	claimants	do	not	know	
what	is	expected	of	them	and	what	will	happen	if	they	
fail	to	meet	these	expectations,	sanctions	will	‘punish’	a	
lack	of	awareness	rather	than	deliberate	flouting	of	the	
rules	for	receiving	benefits.	

In	addition,	evidence	suggests	that	administration	of	
sanctions	is	not	rational	and	free	from	bias.	US	studies	
have	found	persistent	concerns	about	bias	from	race	
(Schram	et al.,	2008),	as	well	as	considerable	evidence	
of	geographical	differences	in	the	likelihood	of	sanctions	
being	applied.	

A	large	body	of	research	exploring	the	characteristics	
of	sanctioned	claimants	has	demonstrated	that	
those	most	vulnerable	to	sanctions	are	the	most	
disadvantaged.	Strong	links	have	been	identified	among	
barriers	to	employment	and	opportunity	–	lack	of	
education	and	work	experience,	disability	and	practical	
constraints,	such	as	lack	of	transport.	Exploration	of	
demographic	differences	has	also	shown	that	young	
claimants,	those	with	large	families	and	those	belonging	
to	black	and	minority	ethnic	groups	are	at	increased	risk	
of	sanctions.	



Qualitative	research	with	claimants	has	provided	
little	indication	of	deliberate	non-attendance	or	non-
engagement	with	services	or	programmes.	Failure	
to	attend	or	participate	was	more	often	a	product	of	
poor	information	and	non-intentional	behaviour	such	
as	forgetfulness.	Studies	have	also	suggested	that,	
although	claimants	may	be	encouraged	to	attend	
meetings and participate in activities in order to avoid 
sanctions,	sanctions	do	little	to	change	motivation	or	
claimants’	attitudes	to	work.	

Other forms of conditionality 

The	use	of	conditions	and	sanctions	has	not	been	
confined to unemployment and social assistance 
benefits.	Importantly,	attempts	have	been	made	to	
make	other	kinds	of	benefit	payments	conditional	
on	certain	behaviours	–	for	example,	the	Sure	Start	
Maternity	Grant	and	(other)	Conditional	Cash	Transfers	
(CCTs).	

Although	covering	very	different	programmes	(health,	
education,	child	support,	substance	misuse),	with	very	
different	objectives,	the	overriding	message	within	each	
strand	of	policy	is	the	inconsistency	of	results.	

For	example,	the	US	Preschool	Immunization	Project	
(PIP)	and	Primary	Prevention	Initiative	(PPI)	programmes	
impose	sanctions	on	parents	who	are	unable	to	show	
that	their	child	has	been	immunised;	but	while	PIP	has	
had	very	favourable	results	on	vaccination	rates,	PPI	
has	had	little	impact.	Evaluations	of	‘family	cap’	policies,	
which	impose	sanctions	on	those	having	babies	while	
claiming	welfare	benefits,	show	similarly	mixed	results	
on	claimants’	birth	rates.	

The	growing	international	importance	of	CCT	
programmes	warrants	a	note	on	effectiveness.	
Evaluative	evidence	relating	to	CCT	programmes	
operating	in	different	South	American	countries	has	
demonstrated	their	largely	positive	impact	on	child	
and	adult	health,	school	enrolment	and	attendance,	
and	poverty.	However,	longer-term	benefits	have	been	
questioned,	such	as	whether	there	are	beneficial	effects	
of	prolonged	school	attendance	without	corresponding	
improvements	in	attainment.

Justifications for sanctions

Earlier	commentary	on	benefit	sanctions	and	
conditionality	has	tended	to	focus	on	underlying	
conceptual	issues	of	welfare	rights	and	responsibilities.	
However,	some	justifications	can	be	based	on	
measurable	aims	and	therefore	informed	by	the	
evidence:	equality,	efficiency	and	effectiveness.	

Equality-based justifications
While	sanction-backed	conditionality	ensures	that	
claimants	cannot	‘opt	out’	of	programmes	designed	to	
benefit	them,	there	are	clear	(though	under-researched)	
effects	on	benefit	take-up.	Although	all	claimants	
within	mandatory	programmes	are	subject	to	the	same	
work-related	activities	and	have	access	to	the	same	
services,	those	who	are	most	disadvantaged	may	be	
more deterred from entering programmes or more 
inclined	to	leave	into	inactivity	or	informal	work.	These	
same	claimants	are	also	more	likely	to	have	sanctions	
applied	to	them	(indicating	inequality	in	the	imposition	of	
sanctions).	Equal	access	to	programmes	and	services	
does	not	mean	equal	quality	in	those	provisions,	nor	
does	it	necessarily	lead	to	equality	in	outcomes.	Indeed,	
evidence	suggests	that	sanctioned	claimants	are	less	
likely	to	enter	sustainable	employment	or	make	longer-
term	gains	in	income.	

Efficiency-based justifications
Sanction-backed	conditionality	is	argued	to	be	efficient,	
in	that	such	an	approach	is	best	able	to	use	available	
resources	to	maximise	positive	outcomes	by	ensuring	
that	claimants	are	better	informed	and	more	realistic	
about	opportunities.	This	involves	managing	–	in	most	
cases	lowering	–	expectations,	and	reservation	wages	
(the	lowest	rate	at	which	a	worker	is	willing	to	accept	a	
job).	Job-search	is	also	‘optimised’	and	‘deliberate’	job	
loss	is	minimised.	

While	sanctions	may	be	efficient	in	terms	of	shortening	
people’s	spells	of	unemployment,	taking	a	longer-term	
approach	to	impacts	demonstrates	the	problems	of	
such	efficiency	arguments,	in	particular	the	negative	
effects	of	sanctions	on	job	and	earnings	progression.	
Inefficiency	in	administering	sanctions	is	also	a	
problem,	with	information	being	poorly	communicated	
to	claimants.	Furthermore,	while	cutting	take-up	of	
benefits	is	an	efficient	way	of	reducing	expenditure,	
other	factors	such	as	spill-over	effects	on	crime	rates,	
along	with	higher	spending	on	in-work	benefits,	offset	
savings.	

Effectiveness: optimal models for changing 
behaviour 
The	primary	purpose	of	sanctions	is	to	change	
behaviour.	However,	they	can	only	function	as	intended	
with	claimants’	full	awareness	of	the	possibility	of	
sanctions	and	knowledge	of	how	to	avoid	or	reverse	
them.	Crucially,	however,	qualitative	evidence	suggests	
that	the	majority	of	claimants	only	have	a	limited	
understanding	of	the	sanctions	system.	



Conclusion

This	review	brings	into	focus	the	gulf	between	the	
rhetoric	and	evidence	for	the	effects	of	sanctions	in	
welfare	reform.	The	gulf	is	not	just	on	evidence,	but	
also	in	different	approaches	to	preventing	poverty	
and	promoting	opportunity.	In	the	US,	lone	parents	
were	targeted	for	reduced	levels	of	more	conditional	
provision	(and	the	large	evidence	base	resulting	from	
those	reforms	has	dominated	this	analysis),	but	with	
inadequate	reflection	on	the	quality	and	coverage	of	
evidence	and	without	a	systematic	appreciation	of	what	
sanction	effects	to	expect	or	how	to	measure	them.	

The	UK,	on	the	other	hand,	has	committed	itself	to	
reducing	and	ultimately	eliminating	child	poverty,	and	
has	invested	greatly	in	evidence-based	policy-making.	
This	suggests	a	potentially	different	approach	to	‘welfare	
reform’	around	sanctions	–	one	that	takes	a	more	
rounded	approach	to	assessing	and	using	evidence.	
However,	to	date	there	has	been	little	indication	that	this	
is	occurring;	policy-makers	continue	to	justify	extending	
sanction-backed	conditionality	on	moral	grounds	while	
taking	an	ambivalent	attitude	to	the	evidence.	Such	
ambivalence	can	be	identified	in	policy	(green	and	
white)	papers;	evidence	is	marginalised	by	discussion	
of	principles	and	what	can	be	expected	of	claimants	in	
return	for	benefits.

This	review	leads	to	recommendations	to:

1.	 	replicate	the	2009	Arni,	Lalive	and	van	Ours	
study	(‘How	effective	are	unemployment	benefit	
sanctions?	Looking	beyond	unemployment	exit’,	
IZA Discussion Papers,	4509)	in	the	UK	to	test	the	
effect	of	sanctions	on	earnings	and	sustainability	of	
work;

2.	 	put	in	place	better,	more	wide-ranging	cost-benefit	
studies of conditionality and sanctions, to look at 
displacement	and	spill-over	effects;	

3.	 	look	more	closely	at	the	(potential)	spill-over	effects	
of	conditionality	and	sanctions	on	the	grey	economy	
and	informal	work;

4.	 	ensure	that	longitudinal	datasets	can	capture	the	
changes	to	conditionality	already	put	in	place	(for	
example,	by	ensuring	that	the	next	wave	of	the	
Millennium	Birth	Cohort	Survey	assesses	the	effects	
of	new	benefit	conditions	on	lone	parents	according	
to	their	youngest	child’s	age).

About the project

The	review	was	carried	out	over	a	period	of	six	months	
from	July	2009.	Reports,	articles	and	policy	evaluations	
were	identified	through	formal	systematic	literature	
search	and	guidance	from	experts.	The	scope	was	
restricted	to	literature	available	in	English,	published	
since	1986	and	explicitly	concerned	with	sanctions	
operating	within	a	conditional	benefit	system.	

The	review	considered	evaluative	evidence	of	the	
impacts	of	sanctions,	the	wider	literature	on	operational	
context	and	the	experiences	of	claimants	who	have	
been	subject	to	sanctions.	It	also	examined	how	this	
evidence	relates	to	the	political	justifications	given	in	
support	of	sanctions.	
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM ONE PARENT FAMILIES SCOTLAND 

One Parent Families Scotland (OPFS) is Scotland’s national single parent 
organisation. Building on over 65 years of advocacy and service-delivery 
expertise, OPFS provides expert information, advice & support, along with 
training activities, work preparation programmes & flexible childcare. Services 
include: 
 

• National Information Service for  lone parents and others working with 
lone parents:  

• Community based advocacy, family support services and personal 
development programmes in Dundee, Falkirk, Edinburgh, Lanarkshire 
& Glasgow. 

• Marks & Spencer Lone Parent Programme 
• Lone Parent Peer Mentoring Service 
• Specialist Services: young lone parents; lone & contact fathers; student 

lone parents. 
• Training for intermediaries and Lone Parents 
• Flexible childcare services in seven LA’s : Glasgow ; Renfrewshire; 

Lanarkshire; Fife; Dundee; Angus and Aberdeenshire 
• Mobile crèche services 
• Policy, Research and lobbying decision makers at all levels in 

government  
• 200 + staff, turnover of over £2m                                          

 
It is estimated that there are over 165,500 single parents with 281,000 
children in Scotland.1  By 2033, the number of households containing one 
adult with children is projected to rise to 238,000 (24% to 38%) 2 Over four in 
every 10 (43%) children in single parent families are poor, compared to just 
over two in 10 (22%) of children in couple families  3 
Working on a day-to-day basis with families, OPFS is well-placed to represent 
the views of single parents, and to support them to engage with policy makers 
on key concerns. 
 
Partnership working represents an important means of influencing policy and 
OPFS is involved in a significant number of partnerships including: the Early 
Years Collaborative; Parenting across Scotland; Family Learning Network; 
CPAG; Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform, the Poverty Alliance, the 
Ministerial Advisory Group on Child Poverty, and the Scottish Government’s 
Welfare Reform Scrutiny Group.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, June 2012 
2 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, 2008 
3 Households Below Average Income (HBAI) 1994/95-2011/12, Table 4.5db. DWP,2013 
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1. Introduction 
 
OPFS is pleased to be able to contribute to the Welfare Reform Committee 
work on the issue of the revised benefits sanction regime 4resulting from the 
UK Government’s welfare reforms.    
This briefing note will describe what the key issues are for single parents and 
the practical experiences of those practitioners who are working with parents 
who are being affected by benefit sanctions. Through our feedback from 
parents on their experiences we are able to identify the key challenges they 
face in their day-to-day lives. 
 
One Parent Families Scotland’s written submission will explore some of the 
following questions: 
 
 The process for applying sanctions, including how discretion is being 

applied by local jobcentre plus offices. 
 The impact of the sanctions on individuals. 
 Whether particular groups of people are being more adversely affected 

by sanctions. 
 Whether sanctions are encouraging claimants to meet the claimant 

commitment or not. 
 How the financial hardship provisions are working and any potential 

overlap with the Scottish welfare fund. 
 
However before responding to the questions, this submission will provide 
some general background on single parents and the policy context which 
impacts on their situation. 
 
One Parent Families Scotland aims to challenge the myths and stereotypes 
about one parent families whether headed by a single mother or a single 
father. It can be a challenge to bring up your children on your own, being 
solely responsible for their care and the family income.  Single parents do a 
great job and are worthy of recognition as well as support and advice to get 
through hard times. The media’s coverage of single parents is often 
dominated by negative headlines where they are talked about in a negative or 
stereotypical light. The facts rather than the myths about one parent families 
challenge perceptions of lone mums & dads, who deserve to be congratulated 
and not condemned. 
 
 

2. Facts about Single Parents  
 

Profile of Single Parents 
 

 It is estimated that there are over 165,500 single parents with 281,000 
children in Scotland5. 

                                                 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238839/jsa-overview-of-revised-
sanctions-regime.pdf  
5 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, June 2012 
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 By 2033, Lone Parent Households are projected to rise to 238,000 (from 24% 
to 38%)6    

 Less than 2 per cent of lone parents are teenagers 7 

 Around 8% of single parents are fathers8 

 The median age of lone parents is 38.1 9 

 59.2% of lone parents are in work in Scotland, up 14.5 percentage points 

since1997 10 

Single Parent Families and Poverty 
 

 Around four in every 10 (41 per cent) of children in lone parent families 
are poor, compared to just over two in every 10 of children in couple 
families 11 

 The poverty rate for one parent families where the parent works part 
time is 23 per cent, and 18 per cent where the parent works full time 12 

 38 per cent of lone parents said that money always runs out before the 
end of the week/month compared to 19 per cent of couples 13 

Family Life 
 

 At least 9 per cent of single parents share the care of their child 
equally, or nearly equally, with the other parent 14  

 The majority of children have face to face contact with their other 
parent. 71 per cent of resident parents said that their child had direct 
contact with the other parent 15 

 Parental separation by itself is not considered predictive of poor 
outcomes in children 16Parental conflict has been identified as a key 
mediating variable in producing negative outcomes in children. A 
comparison between couple families experiencing high levels of conflict 
with single parent families found that children fared less well in 
conflicted couple families, demonstrating that family functioning has a 
greater impact than family structure in contributing to child outcomes 17 

 
 

                                                 
6 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, 2008 
7 Annual Population Survey (APS), (Labour Force Survey plus boost), 2009 data 
8 Lone parents with dependent children, January 2012, Office for National Statistics 
9 Lone parents with dependent children, January 2012, Office for National Statistics 
10 Working and Workless Households, 2012, Table P. ONS Statistical Bulletin, August 2012  
11 Households Below Average Income, An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2009/10, Table 4.14ts.    
    Department for Work and Pensions, 2011  
12Households Below Average Income, An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2009/10, Table 4.11ts.  
   Department for Work and Pensions, 2011  

13 Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 8.8. DWP, 2010 
14 Problematic contact after separation and divorce. Peacey V. ; Hunt, J. Gingerbread, 2008  
15 I’m not saying it was easy...Contact problems in separated families. Peacey, V., Hunt, J. Gingerbread, 2009  
16 Impact of Family Breakdown on Children’s Well-Being. Mooney, A., Oliver, C., Smith, M. Thomas Coram Research   
    Unit, Institute of Education, University of London, 2009  
17 Impact of Family Breakdown on Children’s Well-Being. Mooney, A., Oliver, C., Smith, M. Thomas Coram Research  
    Unit, Institute of Education, University of London, 2009  
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3. Policy Context 
 
Westminster Government  
 
UK government welfare reform 18changes to the benefits system have had a 
devastating impact on single parents. They are now required to sign on when 
their youngest child is 5 years and to look for employment. In recent years, single 
mothers on welfare have gone to work in unprecedented numbers. 57% of 
working-age lone parents are working; up from 51% a decade ago. A further 23% 
are not working but want to. 19 
 
But with limited skills and work histories, single mothers usually get low-paying 
jobs and remain in poverty. An estimated 40 per cent of all lone parents have no 
qualifications 20 and even those with qualifications are concentrated in low-paying 
occupations. Many researchers have stressed that lone parents with relatively 
poor educational attainment can expect only poorly paid jobs.  
 
Since recipients with higher skills tend to get better jobs, 21it seems logical that 
education and training should play a central role in welfare reform. However the 
UK government has chosen a ‘work-first’ approach which is based on 
conditionality & sanctions , rather then the alternative ‘human capital 
development’ approach which involves long-term investments in education, 
training, skills, health, wellbeing and personal development. 22 
 
This means access to further & higher education for single parents is now almost 
impossible – when their children are under five years barriers to training or 
education are immense including the shortage of flexible childcare; when their 
children are 5 years and over they must sign on and be available for work or lose 
benefit. 
 
With essential living costs mounting, OPFS knows many families have to make 
difficult choices; and the freeze on benefits and tax credits has made these 
choices even harder. Analysis of the chancellor's decision to impose a three year 
real-term cut to benefits by the Resolution Foundation reveals that the losses for 
lone parents are more than ten times as large as for single people without 
children.23  
 

 
4. JSA Conditionality and Sanctions 
 
In addition to cuts to the level of benefit, thousands of lone parents have faced 
sanctions which mean a further cut to their benefit as the government removes 
vital protection from sanctions for job-seeking lone parents. OPFS staff working 
with vulnerable families in local communities are reporting that there has been a 

                                                 
18 https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/simplifying-the-welfare-system-and-making-sure-work-pays  
19 http://www.poverty.org.uk/46/index.shtml  
20 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmselect/cmeduemp/646/64602.htm  
21 Walker and Zhu. (2007). 'The Labour Market Effects of Qualifications', Futureskills Scotland.   
    http://www.futureskillsscotland.org.uk/web/site/home/Reports/WhatEmployersThink/Report_Skill_Gaps.asp  
22 http://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_Poverty139_CanWelfareReformWork_0.pdf  

23 http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/media/downloads/Resolution_Foundation_AS_Reaction.pdf  
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dramatic increase in numbers of lone parents who have been wrongly 
sanctioned. 

 
If you are a lone parent and so have childcare responsibilities, you must be 
available for work to qualify for JSA. However, some special rules can apply. 
24You may be able to restrict your hours to less than 40 a week. If you have a 
child under 13, you only need to be available for work during your child’s normal 
school hours.   
 
If you have caring responsibilities, you can restrict the total hours you are 
available to less than 40 hours a week if: you are available for employment for at 
least 16 hours a week and for as many hours as your caring responsibilities 
permit; and you have a reasonable chance of securing employment despite the 
restricted hours you are available. You do not have to show this if you have 
caring responsibilities for a child under 16 and the Advisor decides that you would 
not satisfy this condition because of the type and number of job vacancies within 
daily travelling distance of your home. 
 
However OPFS Advisors regularly hear from lone parents who have been 
wrongly sanctioned or threatened with sanctions by the Job Centre or their 
private sector Work Programme Advisor. 
 
 
Single Parents Experiences  
 
OPFS has had a number of cases where single parents have been negatively 
impacted by changes to the benefits system. (See Appendix A). Some of the 
issues include: 
 

 Parents are unclear about their rights e.g. at what age can a parent leave 
their child on her/his own to go to work. Can a parent take travel time into 
account? Can a parent refuse a job if they are not better off? Parents feel 
that they are unsure of their rights leaving them in a vulnerable position 
and often unable to challenge decisions. Parents feedback highlights that 
the “ claimant commitment “ disempowers them “. The power imbalance 
means parents are unable to negotiate what’s best for their children. 
 

 Lone Parent Flexibities are not being adhered to, in that lone parents are 
being told to apply for jobs which they would find difficult to sustain given 
their existing caring commitments. JCP interpretation of the new guidance 
on JSA is often flawed. For eg a lone parents need to be able to take 
primary school child to school & pick up after school should take 
precedence over 90 min travel to work expectation. However some 
parents have been told by JCP they need to travel & that it’s okay to leave 
their child unsupervised. 

 

                                                 
24 http://www.gingerbread.org.uk/factsheet_special-rules-for-single-parents  
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 LPs experiencing increasing judgmental attitudes by JCP staff. Signing on 
in hols - told not to bring child. Very little support from JCP when sign on" 
You may have s degree but you're a single mum on JSA so a jobs a job." 

 
 OPFS staff have been told by JCP Advisers anecdotally that JCP have 

targets for sanctions. Also sanctions are automatically applied if rules are 
breached e.g. someone not turning up for an   appointment, so a valid 
excuse is no protection. 

 
 Interaction between welfare reform & devolved areas. Pressure on parents 

from JCP re responsibilities as Job Seeker but what about Rights- cc; 
access to crisis help when sanctioned ; cost of moving when affected by 
bedroom tax. 

 
 SPs say are being pushed into low paid unsustainable, low paid work 

 Children under five , no childcare  if they want to train, access educ. 
Etc 

 Children over five,  required to be available & look for work so 
prevented from taking up further /higher education. 

 
 There is a lack of specialist advice geared to single parents needs – many 

parents feel that  CABs  are not equipped to deal with the tailored  needs 
of single parents. 

 
 

Summary-Key Issues  
 
1. Lone Parents have reported back to OPFS & our partners that there has been 
a cultural shift within some JCP offices where lone parents are treated in a 
judgemental way and with disrespect. 
 
2. Lone Parents are often very unsure of why they were sanctioned and tell us 
that they had not received a letter from the Job Centre informing them of the 
sanction.  
 
3. In many of the cases being sent to OPFS the sanctions had been applied 
unfairly, where lone parents have tried their upmost to follow the directives of the 
Advisor but because of a very narrow interpretation of the rules or for reasons 
that were beyond their control they are being sanctioned. 
 
4. Parents, in most cases had not received any information about how to appeal 
against the sanction.  
 
5. Lone parents with young school age children are being told they need to apply 
for jobs which may involve up to 90 mins. travel a day when it’s clear they don’t 
have access to the out of school care to make that a viable option. 
 
6. Some Lone Parents whose children turn 5 years, months before they are at 
school, are being pressurised to be available for work. Parents who have a child 
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with a disability, behavioural issues or ill health are not being given a tailored 
service and are treated like any other “Job- Seeker” 

 
7. Issues of digital access are being ignored so that sanctions are being applied 
to lone parents who: don’t have access to a PC; don’t have broadband; or don’t 
have the on-line skills required by JCP to meet job search requirements. 
 
8. Lone Parents are being discouraged from accessing volunteering opportunities 
/ participating in training – for example OPFS Big Lottery funded training. 
 
9. OPFS has cases where a parent has been told to attend a JCP course with 
one days notice or face being sanctioned. 
 
10. Lone Parents are being forced into applying for low paid unsustainable jobs 
while their existing skills & qualifications are being ignored. 
 

 
OPFS Recommendations  
 
1. Job Centre Plus should review its communications with lone parents and 
ensure that important information about sanctions and appeals reaches them 
effectively. In particular, clients should understand the reason why the sanction 
has been imposed and how they can appeal against it.  
 
2. Single Parents should also be given information about Hardship Payments25 
and the Scottish Welfare Fund.26 
 
3. Job Centre Plus should ensure that parent’s individual circumstances are 
investigated and taken into account when deciding whether to impose a sanction. 
Sanctions should used as a last resort, when all other avenues of action have 
been explored, including that of providing additional support through partners 
such as OPFS  to the claimant to ensure that benefit conditions are met. 
 
4. Issues of digital inclusion must be addressed. 
 
5. Sanctions should be fair and proportional. Lone Parents should not be 
sanctioned for things that are not their fault, such as administrative errors, or for 
issues that are beyond their control. 
 
6. JCP Advisor training on lone parent issues & the challenge of being a sole 
breadwinner & carer  
 
7. JCP should consider reintroducing specialist JSA Lone Parent Advisors who 
are trained to understand the challenges facing JSA Single Parents. 
 
 
 

 
                                                 
25 http://www.opfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/fs02_changes-to-is-and-jsa_201304.pdf  
26 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/welfarereform/scottishwelfarefund  
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5. Universal Credit - Conditionality and Sanctions 
 

Under Universal Credit, single parents whose youngest child is aged five or over 
will be subject to all work-related requirements as they are under Jobseekers 
Allowance (JSA).  Despite government assurances during the passage of the 
Welfare Reform Act 2012, the flexibilities available to job seeking single parents 
are changing. (See Appendix B)  Only one (out of 12) of the current flexibilities 
has been migrated into new regulations in its entirety. The other 11 have either 
not been accounted for at all or have been qualified to narrow their application. 
 
For example, in Universal Credit regulations, single parents will still be able to 
restrict the number of hours they can work, but only if they can demonstrate there 
are jobs at those hours. Single Parents who are sanctioned will lose £71 a week 
for a minimum of three months– money that is absolutely essential for paying gas 
and electricity bills and the weekly food shop for their families – and can have the 
money stopped for six months or three years for repeat ‘offences’.27   

 
The following regulations for lone parents are among those weakened under new 
universal credit proposals28: 
 

 Limiting job searches to school hours (including travel time) if their child is 
under 13: under new regulations lone parents will only be able to do 
this if they can prove that jobs within school hours are available in 
their local area. 

 Being able to turn down a job if there is no suitable or affordable childcare 
available: downgraded from regulation to guidance. 

 Being able to leave their job if their childcare arrangements fall through 
and they are unable to make alternative arrangements: downgraded from 
regulation to guidance. 

 
6. Conclusion  
  
Two sets of issues recur time and again in the case studies detailed in the 
appendices:  
 

 The system and how it is applied;  
 Advisers getting things wrong. 

 
First, there is often little or no consideration given to a lone parent’s need to fit 
their hours of work around their child-care responsibilities.  This involves JCP 
(and Work Programme agencies) requiring the lone parent to pursue jobs that are 
inappropriate or incompatible with their childcare needs.  Not recognising this, 
leads to sanctions being imposed which in some cases means no money at all 

                                                 
27 JSA claimants currently receive £71 a week and will receive a similar amount under universal credit. 
28 Jobseeker’s Allowance Regulations 1996 as amended by Regulation 11 (8) of the Social Security (Lone Parents 
and Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2008   



WR/S4/14/6/8 
 

 9

coming in to the home.  This is bringing people into severe financial hardship. A 
high percentage of sanctions decisions against single parents are overturned. 
(See Appendix C) 
 
The second set of issues is around wrong advice, bad advice and incomplete 
advice. The common feature of all the case studies is that people are living at the 
margin.  A missed payment or sanctioned benefit means no money coming in to 
the house – directly affecting the children as well as the parent.  Further, the 
system appears to have no flexibility to take account of the impact of sanctions 
on children. Research shows may lone parents and their children already suffer 
poor health. Where lone parents are not working, this is often because there are 
health issues that make work difficult: 33 per cent of unemployed lone parents 
have a disability or longstanding illness 29 and 34 per cent have a child with a 
disability 30These are highly stressful situations for lone parents, and it is no 
surprise that mental health issues have been mentioned several times. 

 
SSAC Recommendations  
 
The Government’s Social Security Advisory Committee (SSAC), in its 2012 
review of conditionality and sanctions in the benefits system, concluded that for 
conditionality to work in practice, three kinds of practical steps were required 31:  
 
1. Communication: ensuring that benefit claimants have a clear understanding 
of the conditions which a benefit claim involves and of the penalties for non-
compliance; where a claimant is under threat of sanction, information on how to 
provide evidence of good cause for non-compliance and how to get a sanction 
reversed. When a sanction is imposed, clear information about why and for how 
long.  
 
2. Personalisation: Conditions need to be unambiguous, achievable and 
demonstrable and tailored to individual claimants’ circumstances. Vulnerable 
claimants need to be identified and given appropriate support. Before a claimant 
is sanctioned their reasons for non-compliance need to be investigated. 
Sanctions should be used only as a last resort.  
 
3. Fairness: unintended consequences of sanctions should be monitored and 
appropriate hardship arrangements need to be available. Claimants should be 
given the chance to learn from their experiences and avoid further sanctions 
where possible. 

 
OPFS recommend that the findings of the SSAC should be implemented swiftly 
and effectively. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
29  Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 3.2. DWP, 2010 
30 Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 12.5. DWP, 2010 
31 http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/pdf/universal-credit-and-conditionality.pdf 



WR/S4/14/6/8 
 

 10

Appendix A: Case studies  
 
Case Studies are from calls to OPFS lone parent helpline & parents 
attending OPFS services. Parents have been anonymised.  All rules are 
based on the existing regulations, not the new Universal Credit 
guidance. 
 
 
1. Find a job of at least 25 - 30 hours or may face sanction  
Ann called the Advice Line as she was very worried & stressed as had been 
told by Job Centre that she must find a job of at least 25 - 30 hours and may 
have to travel 90 minutes or she may get her benefit cut. She has an 8 year 
old child.  
 
The rules: 
 Lone parents with children aged under 13yrs can limit their availability for 
work to fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also 
accepted as good cause to turn down a job. In addition, while regulations do 
say that lone parents in receipt of JSA have to be available for work within 
school hours, travel time must also be taken into consideration.  
 
2. Parent advised its okay to leave 10 year old on own after school to 
take up employment  
Barbara called the Helpline in distress. She is taking part in the Work 
Programme and she reported that the Employability Advisor at the private 
company that delivers the work programme said a 20hr job was not enough. 
Her daughter is 10 and she wants to work part time to fit with school hours. 
She said the Work Programme Advisor also gave her an appointment at 
9.30am and she wanted a later appointment as she needed to travel on 2 
buses and she takes her daughter to school. The Advisor told her to get her 
child into after school care even though the local service is full and also it was 
alright to leave her a couple of hours on her own. The parent said she didn’t 
want to leave her daughter alone as she was too young. 
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours. Under current regulations, being unable to find childcare 
to enable you to take up a certain job protects lone parents from being 
sanctioned.  
In addition, while regulations do say that lone parents in receipt of JSA have 
to be available for work within school hours, travel time must also be taken 
into consideration, so, depending on the school hours of Barbara’s daughter, 
stipulating 9am to 3pm is also likely to be in breach of current regulations.   
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. 
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3. Fear of Benefit Sanction  
Christine was offered a job of 30 hours per week and was happy at first but is 
now worried as it turns out it means leaving her 11 year old son, who is on the 
autistic spectrum, on his own some nights and weekends. She reported that 
she was told by her Employability Advisor based at her Work Programme 
provider not to worry as her son will be ok on his own. Although she is only 
required to work16hrs because of her child’s needs she was worried about 
telling her Advisor she didn't want to take the job at these hours as she had 
heard about the threat of a benefit penalty. 
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also accepted 
as good cause to turn down a job. If a child is aged under 13, you cannot be 
required to leave them on their own after school.   
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. 
 

 
4. Must take a job or face losing benefit 
Debbie had always worked but had to stop due to youngest child’s health. Her 
children are 8yrs & 10yrs.She had been moved from IS to JSA and was told 
by JCP that if a job came up she must take it or face losing benefit. Her after 
school club is full and there is no family to help out. She was advised that in 
Scotland you can leave you child on their own so she can go to work.  
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also accepted 
as good cause to turn down a job. 
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. If a child is aged under 13, you cannot be required to leave 
them on their own after school.   
 
5. Worse off in Work  
Eileen has a long work history, but moved to Glasgow (mother’s home) to 
escape domestic violence in England.   She eventually moved into 
unfurnished accommodation, with a furniture package (£200mthly), which was 
paid by Housing Benefit. She has two children, 5yrs & 6yrs   Mother recently 
diagnosed with terminal cancer.  She is also now acting effectively as her 
mother’s carer. As she is on JSA she is mandated to continually apply for 
jobs, but not made aware by JCP that help with the furniture package would 
stop if she moved into work. This means in most low paid jobs she would be 
much worse off in  
work. JCP requiring her to consider jobs up to 90 minutes travel time away 
from home but she needs to get child to school – breakfast clubs not open in 
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time to accommodate 90 minute travel time.  Eileen is under constant threat of 
being sanctioned if she doesn’t comply. 
   
The rules: 
JCP decision makers need to consider whether someone had good reason 
before imposing a sanction, ie it shouldn’t be automatic. The rules are not that 
unclear about what hours and when a lone parent is expected to be available 
for work – only expected to be available during school hours and allows for 
travel time, when child under 13. 
 
6. Transition from Income Support to JSA  
 
Fiona has one daughter 6 yrs. old.  She is unemployed, and has mental 
health issues.  She also has a key worker. Fiona had to move out of her flat to 
stay with her mother as she couldn’t afford to heat it. She didn’t pick up her 
mail as she was unwell and therefore missed appointments to transition her 
from Income Support to JSA which meant that her Income Support was 
stopped. She called the JCP new claims contact line and they gave her an  
interview/appointment at JCP for the following week and was told that it could 
take 2 weeks for her to receive a payment.  

 
She then called JCP Social Fund Crisis Loan Line. After explaining that she 
had absolutely no income for herself or her 6 year old daughter she was told 
that she had already received her quota of 3 crisis loans. She was refused the 
Crisis Loan. Now frantic Fiona called JCP for an Alignment Payment from 
JCP whilst claim was processing she received £32.12 for herself and her 6 
year old daughter to live on until her full JSA claim was processed. Fiona has 
now abandoned her daughter with her mother who has had to give up work & 
is now in the situation of being a Kinship Carer. 
 

 
The rules: 
 
Since May 2012, changes have be phased in so that lone parents with a 
youngest child aged 5 or above are unable to claim Income Support and are 
expected to look for paid work. While looking for work, they are entitled to 
claim JSA, or Employment and Support Allowance if they are not able to work 
due to a health condition or disability. Parents are notified 8 weeks before 
Income Support will be stopped. They are asked to attend a voluntary 
interview where Jobcentre Plus discusses the changes with and what needs 
to happen next. Jobcentre Plus will then arrange a New Jobseeker Interview 
at the local office after the initial voluntary interview. At this interview, the 
parent will meet with a personal adviser and together they will decide the 
steps the parent need to take in order to improve their chances of finding a 
job.  
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Appendix B: Comparison table of flexibilities in current regulations and 
the provision of flexibilities in Universal Credit draft regulations 
 
 
 
Provision for flexibilities in current 
regulations 
 

Provision for flexibilities in 
Universal Credit draft regulations 

 
Regulations that have no comparable Universal Credit regulation  
 
 
Single parents with a dependent child 
under 13 can limit the hours they 
work to their child’s usual school 
hours, even if there are no 
reasonable prospects of finding work. 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 

 
Single parents with a dependent child 
aged between 13 and 16 can limit the 
hours they work according to their 
caring responsibilities, even if there 
are no reasonable prospects of 
finding work. 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 

 
Refusing a job offer or to follow an 
instruction from an advisor when 
there is no affordable or appropriate 
childcare available 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 

 
Leaving a job because of a lack of 
available and affordable childcare  
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
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Allowing up to seven days to attend a 
job interview to take account of caring 
responsibilities 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 
 
 
 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when a child has been excluded from 
school  
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 
 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when there is no affordable, 
appropriate childcare available during 
the school holidays 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when a claimant is subject to a 
parenting order or contract 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 

 
Regulations that have been limited in Universal Credit regulations 
  
 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a death involving a close 
friend or family member 
 

 
Regulation 99 (3) (d) only applies to 
the death of a claimant’s partner or a 
claimant’s child  

 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a serious illness involving 
a close friend or family member 
 

 
This may be covered in guidance 
relating to regulation 99 (5) (b) under 
temporary circumstances  

 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a domestic emergency 
involving a close friend or family 
member 
 

 
This is covered regulation 99 (5) (b) 
however timeframes are not 
stipulated  
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Regulations that are being matched in Universal Credit 
 
 
A single parent can take up to one 
month to take up paid work and be 
treated as fulfilling the work 
availability requirement 
 

 
Equivalent regulation: 96 (3) (b) 
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WRITTEN SUBMMISION FROM SCOTTISH COUNCIL FOR VOLUNTARY 
ORGANISATIONS 

 
The indiscriminate use of sanctions and the devastating impact this has on the 
lives of individuals and families is fast becoming the top issue of concern for the 
third sector across Scotland. 

Introduction 

In previous briefings for both the DWP and the Scottish Parliament, SCVO has 
highlighted that the current benefits system is being set up to fail people; that it pushes 
them towards destitution, which in turn makes them less likely to be job ready.  

The sense of fear and anxiety which has been created for benefit claimants, and the 
stigma which political rhetoric has successfully reinforced is succinctly described in the 
recent report from the Jimmy Reid Foundation – “In Place of Anxiety”: 

“The wellbeing of citizens cannot be based around widespread and corrosive fear, 
anxiety and insecurity – or on a blame culture which victimises low pay workers, the 
disabled and the unemployed.”i 

Across the third sector, there is increasing evidence of the economic and social impact 
of harsh sanction regimes. We have also highlighted an approach to helping 
unemployed people get back into work – rather than a system which is based on a 
“work first” methodology.   

Along with many of our members, SCVO believes that the exponential growth in the 
application of sanctions undermines the very fabric of our society and dismantles the 
welfare state by stealth.   The sanctioning of claimants has driven greater inequality 
and penalises those who are already vulnerable or in poverty.  In no way can current 
practice be seen to empower and enable people to improve their lives.  
 

The Impact of Sanctions in Scotland 

The third sector is able to provide strong evidence of the devastation caused by 
sanctions, applied incorrectly in many cases.   This issue is fast becoming a key driver 
in increased demand for support as sanctions appear to be taking many people to the 
point of destitution e.g. some 120 people with disabilities have been sanctioned for the 
maximum of three years following the Work Capability Assessment.ii 

Other examples shared by third sector organisations in Scotland include: 

 A 400% increase in sanctions in a very deprived area of South West Glasgow 
alone.iii 

 The impact of sanctions on tenants is affecting the work of Housing Associations; 
the Scottish Federation of Housing Associations has been gathering evidence from 
its members. 

 During April 2012, over 200 sanctions were applied to claimants every working dayiv 
 Citizens Advice Bureaux and other third sector organisations given examples of 

individuals and families left in extreme hardship because of sanctions applied with 
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little or no consideration of personal circumstances and in some cases having wider 
impact on family and support networks (e.g. sanctions on those with caring 
responsibilities).v 

 73% of referrals to food banks were related to benefit sanctions and delays.vi 
 Poor communication around expectations of claimants and when/why sanctions are 

applied causing tremendous worry and stress.  
 There is evidence of “stockpiling” of sanctions – Citizens Advice in Scotland have 

seen a number of cases where sanctions have been applied retrospectively for 
issues which occurred up to 14 months previously.  vii 

 Sanctions are being applied for personal circumstances which a claimant cannot 
change – circumstances which actually create savings for statutory services - for 
example, kinship and unpaid carers. Examples are highlighted in the Coalition of 
Care Providers in Scotland’s response to the Expert Working Group on Welfare.viii 
Anecdotally we are aware of unpaid carers moving towards Jobseeker conditionality 
but with no support for their caring roles to enable them to take up employment.  

 

Specific groups are being hard hit including those with disabilitiesix and lone parents. A 
briefing by One Parent Families Scotland outlines that: 

 Lone parents with young school age children are being told they need to apply for 
jobs which may involve up to 90 minutes travel a day when they don’t have access 
to out of school care to make this a viable option. 

 Parents who have a child with a disability, behavioural issues or ill health are not 
being given a tailored service.x 

 

The fact that so many appeals against sanctions are successful provides further 
evidence of a flawed approach – Dr David Webster highlights that 9 out of 10 appeals 
against the DWP are being upheld.xi  

The right of centre think tank, Policy Exchangexii, has also raised concerns; picking up 
on research commissioned by the Social Security Advisory Committee and from other 
countries, its report says: 

“…sanctions must be administered as fairly and effectively as possible. The second 
and more important point is that there must be an awareness of the ‘post sanction’ 
effects on a sanctioned family or individual. 
 
Whilst a claimant may have chosen to move off benefits and has responsibility for that 
choice, there is still a need to ensure that sanctions are not being counterproductive in 
the long-term, and to consider wider issues about the claimant’s well-being”. 
 
There are a whole range of views on the place that sanctions have in the benefits 
system and on how these should be applied.  What is clear however, is that the current 
system is adversely affecting the wellbeing of people across the country. 

What is more, the application of sanctions represents cost shunting to the third sector 
in Scotland – carer and disability organisations, housing associations, Citizens’ Advice 
Bureaux, condition specific organisations, and mental health charities all report 
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increased demand for support and help as a direct result of welfare reforms. The 
impact of this combined with other benefits changes is continuing to place additional 
pressure on the third sector in Scotland.  This was starkly highlighted in a consultation 
session for the Expert Working Group on Welfare in February this year. 

Increasing presentation of crisis situations diverts organisations from delivering 
preventative support services, as outlined by SCVO’s research into the impact of 
welfare reform on Scotland’s third sector.xiii  Citizens Advice Scotland, SAMH, 
homelessness charities and many others are seeing increasing numbers of people 
whose lives have been devastated by cuts to their benefits and by sanctions.  

More widely, the impact on public services – health, social care and others - will be 
significant. GPs and the Deep Endxiv and work to baseline the impact of welfare reform 
by the NHS show that this impact is being taken very seriouslyxv. 

 

Questioning the Effectiveness of Sanctions  

Sanctions can work against people moving back into employment for a number of 
reasons: 

 Firstly, they are pushed toward destitution and therefore are unlikely to be able to 
take up opportunities to retrain, access employability support etc. In one case study 
supplied by Citizens Advice Scotland, an individual could not afford to make a 30+ 
mile trip to the nearest Jobcentre. Clients in rural areas may have to use a 
significant amount of their benefits upfront to meet stringent conditionality e.g. travel 
to interviews, support programmes  – at a time when the cost of living is already 
placing unbearable pressure on many.  

 
 In dealing with a crisis situation, the focus for families will be on trying to access the 

basics of life – food, shelter, heat – rather than moving back towards employment.  
It appears that the current system takes no account of the complexity of people’s 
lives, the barriers they face in a challenging economic situation – it effectively sets 
them up to fail.  
 

The UK benefits system is already weak in terms of offering incentives to work – some 
of the potential “disincentives” in Universal Credit have been highlighted by the Institute 
of Fiscal Studies and others. xvi xviiStrict conditionality and sanctions regimes do not 
always incentivise people to move back into work – many are already keen to find work 
and express dissatisfaction with the support on offer.xviii   
 
Commentators argue that the impetus in driving stricter conditionality and sanctions is a 
moral one with little recourse to an evidential approach or underpinning rationale for 
policy decisions.xix Populist policies seem to be winning the day – not those which are 
rooted in evidence and positive outcomes. 
 
The complexity of the benefits system is such that inevitably people get ‘lost’ and may 
not be able to meet the requirements to receive benefits. They are penalised for a lack 
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of understanding of conditionality rather than their inability to meet specific 
requirements.xx  
 
As working families find themselves within Universal Credit (UC) conditionality, 
sanctions for not being able to increase their hours in work, for example, might lead to 
greater in work poverty.  Making work pay is an ongoing challenge in a low pay labour 
market – again, people may find themselves penalised through no fault of their own. 
 
 
Economic Impact of Sanctions 
 
The fact that more vulnerable and disadvantaged groups are more likely to face 
sanctions shows a lack of understanding of the economic impact of the sanctions 
regimexxi.  Those who are already disadvantaged then move further away from the 
labour market, not towards it, as poverty increases.  

Alongside the range of policy decisions to cut benefit amounts/access to benefits, 
sanctioning leaves people with little or no income which they are more likely to spend in 
their local area. Less money goes into the community and into local economies thereby 
limiting demand and growth. xxii  

People forced into greater destitution are likely to turn to desperate measures just to 
survive. Their health will be substantially affected (increasing demand for health 
care)xxiii  

Early exit from jobseeker benefits as a result of sanctions (Europe) can lead to poorer 
employment outcomes including lower earnings and job instability. There are hardship 
impacts for children (US)xxiv.  This leads to more dependency on in-work benefits and is 
likely to lead to increased demand for support from other services, including third sector 
organisations.  
 
As more children move into povertyxxv, the medium to longer term effect on their life 
chances will have wider social and economic impact.  
 
 
What Needs to Change 

Fundamental Review of Conditionality 
 
We have little doubt that the effect of sanctions and other changes to benefits has been 
considerable in terms of a reduction in social capital and the ability of people to create 
their own solutions in difficult times. 
 
It is clear that a fundamental review of conditionality and penalties is needed – this is 
promised within the Independence White Paper, Scotland’s Futurexxvi.  
 
Whilst longer term studies of conditionalityxxvii can help ensure we have more evidence 
based policy making, the building evidence of the impact of sanctions is such that 
action is needed much more quickly – we must consider options for change, regardless 
of what happens in September. 
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Work which is right – not “work first”  
A new approach to supporting unemployed people back towards employment is 
missing in the political narrative about sanctions and conditionality. A ‘work first’ 
approach is inherent within the current system which doesn’t take cognisance of the 
barriers people might face to finding sustainable job opportunities.    

There are different approaches e.g. Community Jobs Scotland (CJS) which is a 
Scottish Government funded job creation programme managed by SCVO. Supporting 
wider employability goals, CJS helps young unemployed people access paid work and 
additional training to progress into sustainable employment. It also helps to strengthen 
and develop third sector organisations taking part.  
 
Two evaluations of CJS have shown a range of positive outcomes which far outweigh 
those achieved by e.g. the Work Programme.  
 
Key outcomes include: 
 

 The creation of 1,420 jobs across 383 third sector employers 

 Jobs created across all 32 of Scotland’s local authorities  

 39% entered employment; 9% entered further education or training; 6% 
engaged in volunteering.xxviii  

 
This compares favourably to the Work Programme – both in terms of time on the 
programme but also in relation to outcomes e.g. for those who moved into the 
programme in its early stages, 22.5% of the June 2011 intake achieved a job outcome 
payment.xxix  
 
More importantly, those who take part feel supported through the programme and their 
employer: 
 
“They were positive about their CJS jobs, the support they received from their line 
manager and colleagues, and the training they could access. The experience enabled 
them to learn new skills, take on new responsibilities and get used to the working 
environment.” 
 
Phase two of CJS will offer wage incentivised jobs targeted at disabled young adults 
with a further extension planned for ex-offenders and young people leaving care – 
recognising their distance from the labour market and specific challenges in accessing 
employment.  With increasing evidence that the Work Programme is not reaching such 
groups, this type of approach could provide a baseline for developing more tailored 
employability approaches.   
 
Across the lifetime of the CJS scheme, and previously with the Future Jobs Fund, the 
third sector has created some 6,482 job opportunities since 2009. The total investment 
in the programmes was just shy of £37 millionxxx. This shows the substantial potential of 
the third sector to shape a new approach to employment services – creating real 
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opportunities for unemployed people to move back into the job market on a more 
competitive basis.   
 

A Different Economy 

Increasingly, evidence and analyses from economists, academics and from experts 
within the third sector describe a failing economic model, with a job market which is 
effectively subsidised by the payment of benefits and tax credits.xxxi 

“In Place of Anxiety” – a new Common Weal Paper – outlines succinctly and 
convincingly the economic challenges we face and the fact that the current economic 
model, combined with a fragmented and changing labour market increases 
dependency on benefits and creates an environment which lays the blame for failure at 
the feet of those in poverty and those who are vulnerable.  The paper outlines argues 
for extension of the living wage, investment in social housing and other proposals 
which ensure that people have financial security – it demonstrates the significant 
economic benefits of a different approach to welfare – social security for all. xxxii  xxxiii  
xxxiv 

This quote from the paper highlights the options we have at hand: 

“The pro-anxiety approach to welfare sees welfare payments as a one-stop-shop 
approach – 
cut or withdraw welfare to make unemployment as painful as possible short of 
destitution and 
thereby encourage employment. The ‘social security’ approach instead looks at each of 
the 
causes of insecurity and seeks to tackle these as part of a coordinated strategy – one 
which does not require the vilification of any group of citizens.” 
 
What Kind of Safety Net can we have in Scotland? 

In our response to the consultation on plans to place the Scottish Welfare Fund on a 
legal footing and in other briefingsxxxv SCVO has highlighted the increasing risk that 
there is no safety net at all for increasing numbers of people.  Regardless of who is to 
blame for this situation, morally we must collectively do all we can to help those in 
need.  Here is what we said in a recent briefing to the Scottish Parliament: 

“All actions taken by the Scottish Government to mitigate some of the worst impacts of 
welfare cuts have been welcomed by the third sector. 
 
Whilst there is a little “breathing space” being created by the slow-down in UC 
implementation, now is the time to fully evaluate if this mitigation activity is working in 
the way it was intended, and to ensure that it is reaching people who are vulnerable. 
Shelter’s recent briefing on Discretionary Housing Payments is worth considering. 
 
SCVO responded to the Scottish Government consultation on the planned legislation 
for the Scottish Welfare Fund and highlighted third sector concerns about its operation. 
Anecdotally, feedback from a range of third sector organisations gives us some cause 
for concern. For example: 
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 Individuals not getting to the application stage because they are being told, 
wrongly, that they are not eligible. 

 Lack of choice around goods supplied through Community Care Grants may 
work against independent living. 

 Delay in payment of crisis grants. 
 A lack of flexibility in interpreting the Scottish Welfare Fund guidelines. 
 People being referred to the Welfare Fund by DWP staff when the chances are 

they are ineligible for help. People are left to fend for themselves and to travel 
needlessly between organisations – often without the financial means to do so. 

 A developing bureaucracy surrounding the Fund which creates more worry and 
stress for families. People are being caught between health, social care and 
other services.” xxxvi 

 
We recognize work is being done by the Scottish Government to address many of 
these concerns. However, as the Fund represents the most basic safety net for people 
in need, it’s vital that we get it right, and seek to treat people with the dignity and 
respect they deserve, something which is largely missing from the current debate about 
welfare reform and poverty. We await the results of the ongoing evaluation of the Fund 
with interest. 
 

Conclusion 

There is an increasing evidence base which demonstrates the devastating impact of 
sanctions and from a range of third sector colleagues, worrying examples of wrongful 
application of sanctions.  The sector also has ideas about how to change the current 
system e.g. Citizens Advice Scotland response to the recent DWP independent review 
of sanctionsxxxvii.  

Sanctions combined with other benefit changes have a cumulative impact on 
individuals, families and communities which will continue to place additional pressures 
on third sector organisations of all sizes and all types. 

In a recent briefing and in a debate on “Scotland’s Outlook” – a third sector poverty 
campaign – we made some calls for action which are relevant in the context of this 
session with the Welfare Reform Committee: 

“If we continue as we are – regardless of September’s referendum result – more people 
will find themselves struggling with low pay, and higher living costs. The third sector is 
calling for action. In the debate on welfare reform last week, SCVO asked the Scottish 
Government to work with the third sector and all interested parties: 

 To better understand how many people are being left with little or no income, 
and to ensure that no one gets lost “between systems”, regardless of who is 
responsible for operating them. 

 To assess the reach/impact of welfare mitigation activity, and ensure it is having 
the desired effects. 
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 To give more detailed consideration of the interaction between devolved 
services, the impact of welfare reform and austerity. 

 
Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations 
March 2014 
 
 
About us 
 
The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) is the national body 
representing the third sector. There are over 45,000 voluntary organisations in Scotland 
involving around 137,000 paid staff and approximately 1.2 million volunteers. The 
sector manages an income of £4.4 billion.  
 
SCVO works in partnership with the third sector in Scotland to advance our shared 
values and interests. We have over 1300 members who range from individuals and 
grassroots groups, to Scotland-wide organisations and intermediary bodies. 
 
As the only inclusive representative umbrella organisation for the sector SCVO:  

 has the largest Scotland-wide membership from the sector – our 1300 members 
include charities, community groups, social enterprises and voluntary 
organisations of all shapes and sizes 

 our governance and membership structures are democratic and accountable - 
with an elected board and policy committee from the sector, we are managed by 
the sector, for the sector 

 brings together organisations and networks connecting across the whole of 
Scotland 

SCVO works to support people to take voluntary action to help themselves and others, 
and to bring about social change. Our policy is determined by a policy committee 
elected by our members.1 
 
Further details about SCVO can be found at www.scvo.org.uk.  
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM DR DAVID WEBSTER 
 
JSA AND ESA SANCTIONS 
 
Introduction 
 
1.For 29 years to 2010 I led Glasgow City Council’s housing policy and planning unit 
and I have been a specialist adviser to the House of Commons Environment, Social 
Security/Education & Employment, and Scottish Affairs Committees. I have been 
researching unemployment for 20 years and my PhD by published work is available 
at http://theses.gla.ac.uk/1720. I am currently carrying out a critical examination of 
unemployment benefit sanctions and disallowances in Great Britain since 1911. The 
present submission is based on this work. 
 
The scale and growth of JSA sanctions 

2. JSA dates from October 1996. Full statistics are available from April 2000 to 
September 2013.1 These show that the annual total of JSA sanctions in Scotland 
has more than doubled over the past decade, from under 30,000 to over 80,000 
(Figure 1).  

3. The number of sanctions is obviously influenced by the number of claimants. 
Figure 2 shows monthly JSA sanctions as a percentage of JSA claimants. The level 
and pattern of change has been very similar in Scotland and Great Britain. A big 
increase took place following John Hutton’s appointment as Secretary of State, from 
under 3% to almost 4%. The rate fell back at the beginning of the recession in 2008, 
probably because Jobcentre staff time was taken up registering new claimants. It 
has then risen sharply under the Coalition, with fluctuations which have been due to 
administrative factors. The rate has now reached 6% per month in both Scotland and 
GB.  
 
4. I have also analysed geographical information on sanctions (Webster 2013b) and 
it appears to me that the JSA sanctions regime is effectively identical in Scotland and 
GB. The rest of the data on JSA quoted in this evidence relates to GB. For GB as a 
whole, while Work Programme contractors initiate about half of sanctions, they only 
account for one third of actual sanctions, apparently mainly because of defective 
paper work (Webster 2014b, pp.4-5). When this is allowed for, it emerges that the 
rate of sanctioning across GB by Jobcentres of claimants registered with them 
(rather than with Work Programme contractors) is now an astonishing 9% per month, 
or almost one in ten. 
 
5. Analysis of the changing reasons for sanctions is given in Webster (2014b, 
2013a). Due to the recession, there has been a big fall in disqualifications for 
voluntary leaving and misconduct, so that the increase in the more aggressive types 
of sanction – those aimed at making people do things they do not want to, or may 
not consider sensible - is correspondingly greater. The duration of most JSA 
sanctions was also increased in October 2012.  
 
6. No data have been published for JSA sanctions in Northern Ireland since 
November 2010. A direct comparison with GB can be made for February 2005. JSA 
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claimants under sanction then were about 1.6 per cent of all JSA claimants in 
N.Ireland compared to 2.0 in GB. An approximate comparison can be made for the 
whole period August 2003 to November 2010.2 This shows that up to November 
2010, N. Ireland had not followed GB in its upward sanctions path - in fact N. Ireland 
shows a downward trend from 2006 onward. It appears that N. Ireland may have 
been exempted from the GB drive to increase sanctions over the last 8 years. I have 
not been successful in eliciting any further information from the N. Ireland 
administration but the Committee might want to arrange inquiries itself. 
 
ESA sanctions 
 
7. Sanctions were introduced for ESA claimants in the Work Related Activity Group 
in October 2008, and made harsher in December 2012. Figure 1 shows that the 
number of ESA sanctions in Scotland is relatively small compared to JSA. The 
largest annual total was 2,602 in the year ending June 2010. It then fell to a low of 
289 in the year to October 2011 and has since risen again to 1,871 in the year to 
September 2013. The number is influenced by the size of the WRAG, which has 
grown to reach 72,040 in Scotland in August 2013. Figure 3 shows monthly ESA 
sanctions as a percentage of those in the WRAG. Scotland and GB have followed 
the same pattern, with a steep decline from an initially high rate of 3.5%-4.0%, down 
to a trough of under 0.1% in summer 2011 (likely to have been due to the transfer to 
the Work Programme) followed  by a slow rise to 0.35%-0.55% by September 2013. 
However, the rate has been consistently lower in Scotland, by about 30% overall. 
Unfortunately I have not had the opportunity to investigate the reasons for this. It 
could be due to differences in Jobcentre practice or to structural factors, such as 
differing age structures of the populations of claimants or differences in the reasons 
for claiming ESA.  
 
The process for applying sanctions, including how discretion is being applied 
by local Jobcentre Plus offices 
 
8. Professor Michael Adler of the University of Edinburgh (2013), on the basis of 
evidence running to 2010, has pointed out how few are the protections for claimants 
in the JSA/ESA sanctions regime and its grave defects as a system of administrative 
justice. Under the Coalition, matters have become very much worse. In evidence to 
the current Oakley review (Webster 2014a), I have spelled out many of the changes 
which would be required to provide a proper level of protection. 
 
9. Many of the problems arise from the abolition by the Social Security Act 1998 of 
independent adjudication. Since then, decisions on and reconsiderations of 
sanctions have been acts of the Secretary of State, and Jobcentre staff are merely 
his agents. The judicial system provides only very weak checks. Less than one third 
of sanctioned claimants ask even for internal reconsideration by DWP, and only 
about 2% go to a Tribunal. Involvement by the Courts is rare.3 It is clear from the 
research evidence that the great majority of claimants find the appeal process too 
difficult (Webster 2013a, para.18). Tribunal decisions set no precedent, so that the 
Secretary of State can carry on using the same unfair and unlawful devices over and 
over again. It is not surprising therefore that there is now a huge volume of evidence 
of unreasonable sanctions.4 
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10. Some of the variation in sanction rates for particular reasons between local 
offices is due to differing labour market conditions. Those related to leaving a job 
voluntarily or through misconduct, or to neglect to avail or refusal of a job 
opportunity, occur more often in areas where jobs are plentiful. By contrast, 
claimants are more often penalised for non-attendance or lateness at interviews, or 
for non-participation in training or employment schemes, in areas where jobs are 
scarce. There is a lot of variability between Jobcentre Plus offices in the overall rate 
of referrals for sanction/disallowance, but less in the rate of actual sanctions 
(Webster 2013b). 
 
11. Given all the evidence, there can be no doubt that there is now a deliberate 
policy on the part of Coalition ministers to drive up the level of sanctions to 
previously unheard-of levels through managerial pressure on Jobcentre staff. In 
practice, staff now have very little scope for discretion and are frequently driven to 
impose sanctions on any excuse. 
 
12. A person convicted of a criminal offence will, prior to sentencing, be the subject 
of assessment and reports, and be given a sentence that takes their circumstances 
into account. No such assessment takes place for a sanctioned claimant. 
 
The impact of sanctions on individuals 

13. Official research on the impact of sanctions on individuals is inadequate. 
Ministers are still relying on a study (Peters & Joyce 2006) for which the fieldwork 
was carried out in 2005, when the rate of sanctions was under half its current level. 
At that time disallowances for voluntary leaving and misconduct accounted for over a 
quarter of all sanctions and disallowances; this group of claimants tends to be 
different from others who are sanctioned, because they have just had a job and are 
often eligible for contributory benefit. Moreover the researchers failed to contact one 
third of their selected sample, ensuring that particularly vulnerable groups such as 
homeless people were not represented. There have been various other studies, 
mostly older. 

14. Nevertheless a clear enough picture emerges from the research. Sanctions are 
quite variable in their effects, the main issue being how well situated the claimant is 
in the first place. At one extreme, a claimant on contributory JSA who has just lost a 
job and has good financial reserves, or a young person living with supportive 
parents, may feel more insulted than financially damaged. At the other, people in 
long-term poverty, in debt and without relatives are reduced to extreme degradation. 

15. The research indicates that sanctions have many damaging effects. They 
undermine health, family and friends suffer hardship and damaged relationships, 
they cause homelessness, drive people to Food Banks, increase crime, push people 
into worse jobs to which they are unsuited (with lasting ill-effects), undermine the 
support work of Jobcentre Plus, and make claimants reluctant to complain about 
malpractice by officials, contractors or employers (Webster 2013a, para.21, 23-24). 
They have undermined the usefulness and acceptability of national unemployment 
insurance for everyone; there are now a million unemployed people not claiming 
unemployment benefit, an all-time record. 
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Whether particular groups of people are being more adversely affected by 
sanctions  

16. There are two aspects to this question: Whether some groups are more likely to 
be sanctioned, and whether some suffer more when sanctioned. 

Groups more likely to be sanctioned 

17. Young people aged 18-24 incur sanctions at twice the rate of other groups 
(Webster 2013a, para.6). Risk declines with age. People from ethnic minorities are at 
somewhat higher risk of sanctions, and disabled people are at higher risk of repeat 
sanctions.  The framework for disability monitoring is inadequate (Webster 2013a, 
para.16-17). New data contained in DWP Freedom of Information response 2014-79 
show that since October 2011, on average the rate of sanctions for ESA WRAG 
claimants with mental and behavioural conditions has been one third (33%) higher 
than for those with other conditions.  

18. Homeless people are also at greater risk, although there are no relevant 
statistics. This is particularly because of their lack of a stable address and the fact 
that the crisis of homelessness makes them unable to cope with other issues.5 I was 
invited to speak to a Scottish homelessness conference last November and was 
surprised to find how deep was the concern about sanctions.  

Groups suffering most when sanctioned 

19. As already indicated, the people who suffer most from sanctions are those who 
are most disadvantaged to start with. Sanctions weaken their position further. Poor 
people tend to be in a state of crisis much of the time, and sanctions add a further 
crisis.  

Whether sanctions are encouraging claimants to meet the claimant 
commitment 

20. The ‘claimant commitment’, whereby claimants are expected to document a full 
35-hour week of job search activity, has been introduced in a rolling programme 
starting on 14 October 2013, while the published DWP statistics on sanctions run 
only to 30 September 2013. Therefore the relationship between sanctioning and the 
claimant commitment cannot yet be established. 

21. A more fundamental question is whether it is actually desirable for claimants to 
meet the ‘claimant commitment’. The ‘commitment’ is not evidence-based. It was 
inspired by a highly misleading report by the Policy Exchange (Doctor & Oakley 
2011) which wrongly claimed that JSA claimants were spending only 8 minutes a 
week looking for work, when the true figure as shown by the DWP’s own research 
was 7 hours (Webster 2014a, para.10). The ‘commitment’ aims to raise this to the 
equivalent of 35 hours a week. But there is no evidence that search activity on this 
scale actually helps people to find work. What is obvious is that it will prevent 
unemployed people from doing many other things that they should be doing, taking 
into account that most tend to cycle in and out of low paid, stressful jobs, often with 
unsocial hours. These include making their money go further by shopping around 
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and engaging in DIY, caring for children or sick family members, and spending 
quality time with their relatives. The claimant commitment will also add to the burden 
of employers in dealing with multiple unsuitable job applications.6 

How the financial hardship provisions are working and any potential overlap 
with the Scottish Welfare Fund 

22. It appears that most people, including most politicians and many policy makers, 
know nothing about the ‘hardship’ provisions of the Jobseekers Act 1995. This has 
led them to take at face value official statements that the provisions are designed to 
prevent hardship, and to assume that they do actually prevent it. In fact the 
provisions ensure that people who start poor do actually suffer hardship and 
frequently, destitution. Claimants who are penalised can apply for a means-tested 
‘hardship payment’ of 60% of the JSA rate except for ‘vulnerable’ claimants who get 
80%. ‘Vulnerable’ claimants can apply immediately, but most have to wait two weeks 
before they can even apply. The official DWP Decision Makers’ Guide7 
acknowledges that the two week wait will often damage the claimant’s health (para. 
35099). The criteria for ‘hardship’ are specific to the sanctions regime and are 
particularly harsh – for instance, a person with cash in hand equal to their ‘applicable 
amount’ will be refused even if the money is owed to a payday lender (para. 35198). 
They are designed to ensure that the claimant has no other resources left and has 
exhausted any possible assistance from family and friends. 

23. The Scottish Welfare Fund Guidance (para. 6.9) currently states ‘Crisis Grants 
and Community Care grants should not undermine DWP’s sanctions and 
disallowances. If an applicant is subject to a disallowance or a sanction by the DWP, 
and their benefit is reduced as a result, a Crisis Grant should only be awarded to 
meet expenses which are the consequence of a disaster or the cost of food for their 
children.’  

24. I have been told that some relaxation of this Guidance will take place in the new 
financial year, but have no details. Scottish Welfare Fund payments should not 
replace DWP hardship payments a claimant is entitled to. But sanctions have many 
damaging effects, producing additional demands on many devolved services. 
Therefore, pending reform of the sanctions system, in my view there should be no 
other restrictions on availability of the Scottish Welfare Fund to sanctioned claimants. 
The criterion should be their level of need. 

Weakness of the case for sanctions 

25. Sanctions have become part of what J.K.Galbraith called the ‘conventional 
wisdom’. But it is important to realise that there is no rational basis for the current UK 
regime. Although there is evidence of an effect in getting people off JSA, and a more 
modest effect in getting people into jobs, there is a huge amount of evidence of 
offsetting negative effects. Support for sanctions is associated with belief in welfare-
to-work programmes, but the evidence for their efficacy is itself thin, and the less 
they have to offer the claimant, the more dependent on sanctions they are. There 
has never been any serious official evaluation of the evidence overall. Even 
organizations such as the OECD (an advocate of sanctions) have never undertaken 
any balanced assessment of the evidence. There has also never been any serious 



6 
 

consideration of alternative ways of influencing behaviour. Instead, policy making in 
this area has been characterised by an exceptional degree of sloganising, 
stereotyping and scapegoating.  

26. In my view it is evident that the negative effects of sanctions far outweigh any 
positive. They should simply be abolished. Entitlement conditions would have to 
remain, but they should be based on respect for the claimant and should be 
accompanied by an effective safety net for those who do not meet them. 
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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1 https://stat‐xplore.dwp.gov.uk/default.aspx 
2 Northern Ireland sanctions data are from 
http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/index/stats_and_research/benefit_publications/benefit‐publications‐
archive/jobseekers_allowance.htm, supplemented by earlier data provided by Kevin Comber of Northern 
Ireland Department for Social Development. GB comparison data are from DWP Jobseekers Allowance 
Quarterly Statistical Enquiry, February 2005, and author’s calculations. 
3 In the most recent episode, the Reilly‐Wilson case, the government reacted to losing its case in the Court of 
Appeal by passing a retrospective Act (the Jobseekers (Back to Work Schemes) Act 2013) to set aside the Court 
judgment. The Supreme Court has since upheld the Court of Appeal’s ruling and the final outcome of the case 
remains to be determined.  
4 See for instance some two dozen submissions to the Oakley Review at 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/oakley‐sanctions‐review‐responses‐other‐organisations 
5 http://www.scsh.org.uk/index.php?page=events See also Homeless Watch (2013) and Broadway & St 
Mungo’s (2014) 
6 Employers are receiving 45 applications for each low‐skilled job, but only half of the applicants are suitable. 
Source:  Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development‐Success Factors, Labour Market Outlook, Spring 
2013, p.2. 
7 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/publications/specialist‐guides/decision‐makers‐guide/ 
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