
 

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: 

http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/monitoring_the_use_of_discretionary_housing_payments_in_scotland
http://www.scvo.org.uk/long-form-posts/consultation-on-draft-welfare-funds-scotland-bill/
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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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