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Social Security Committee 

Benefit Take-up inquiry – notes from event in Wester Hailes Education Centre 

 

Date: 14 November 2019 

Location: Wester Hails Education Centre, Edinburgh 

Purpose: The Committee visited Wester Hailes Education Centre to hear from people 
involved with projects/initiatives involved in increasing benefit take-up. The notes and key 
themes are summarised below. Individual case studies have been anonymised. 

Organisations represented – Broomhouse Community One Stop Shop, Calders Residents 
Association, City of Edinburgh Council Housing Support, Maximise! Project, Wester Hailes 
Education Centre 

MSPs in attendance – Bob Doris (Convener), Alasdair Allan, Jeremy Balfour, Michelle 
Ballantyne, Keith Brown, Alison Johnstone, Shona Robison 

Staff: Anne Peat, David Millett, Lynn Robertson, Kate Smith 

1. Introduction by the Maximise! project 

The Committee were told that 1 in 5 children in Edinburgh are in Poverty - around 20,000 
children. Maximise has enabled 90 families gain around £250,000 in benefits they were 
entitled to. 

2. Why do people not claim? 

Mental health – several attendees highlighted that people with poor mental health can really 
struggle with the benefits system, whether it is the digital aspect of Universal Credit, or not 
feeling able to leave their immediate area to seek advice. Often these people will not want to 
see a GP, but by being able to speak to a local advice worker, they develop trust over time 
which results in them applying for the benefits they are entitled to. 

Working families – it can be difficult for working families to get information about what they 
can claim. They often are at work when the advice sessions run, and, in the evening, there is 
nothing for them. They can go online but not everyone can use ICT. This was demonstrated 
by Broomhouse Community One Stop Shop who said its only evening surgery was the 
busiest. 

Complexity of the benefit system – the difficulty in understanding what you might be 
entitled to puts many people off. Some people will always require help regardless of the 
system that is in place, 

Value of the benefit – several participants mentioned that people are put off going through 
the „hassle‟ of claiming a benefit when the amount they receive is limited. People do not 
think it is worth the effort of completing multiple forms, online journals etc, to receive a small 
payment.  

Benefit income thresholds – Some benefits have income thresholds. This means if you 
undertake paid work and earn higher than the threshold you are not entitled to any benefit. 
The Committee were told about the impact an increase to the minimum wage is having on a 
carer. 

Case study - A mum receives carer allowance for caring for her disabled child.  
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5 years ago, she spoke to an adviser at the job centre regarding wanting to get back 
to work, working 2 days a week. She wanted to be a role model for her child.  

She was told that was fine and working wouldn’t affect her carers allowance.  

She works 2 days per week at minimum wage and has done so for 5 years. With the 
minimum wage increase she now receives £131 a week, £8 more than the carers 
allowance income threshold meaning she is no longer entitled to carers allowance.  

Language – Many residents in the Calders do not have English as their first language. It can 
be difficult to engage with the benefit system as help available, in their first language, can be 
limited. 

The use of language used in the media was also raised (e.g. scroungers etc). This can deter 
people from claiming benefits. One group impacted most is older people who can have a  
greater sense of pride. 

 
3. Where should advice services be located? 

A recurring theme amongst all the attendees was that it is important to locate advice 
services where they are needed. Some of the reasons are outlined below: 

Building relationships - Building relationships and trust with people who suffer from mental 
health issues is vital. People can be extremely anxious about engaging with anyone outside 
the community and the thought of using a ICT systems to claim benefits can be „terrifying‟. 
By being situated in the community, all people who use the services build trust and 
relationships with the advice workers and are often helped with multiple issues, in addition to 
the one they originally came with. The Community One Stop Shop moved from Broomhouse 
to the Calder Community Flat for this reason. 

Cost - The cost of travelling to another location can act as a barrier to some people. The 
group were asked about the NHS Community hub set up outside the Calders estate. There 
was unanimous agreement that the hub is too far away for the people who live in the 
Calders. 

Schools and GP surgeries (trusted locations) – The group agreed that these are places 
of „trust‟ where relationships have already been built between families and individuals and 
that advice is accepted here. By moving the advice work into these places, it allows advice 
workers to meet and support people in an environment which they feel comfortable in.  The 
income Maximise! Project is in 21 GP practices across Edinburgh providing advice in a 
trusted environment. 

Referring people for advice – It was suggested to the group that statutory workers, such as 
midwifes and health visitors, should be trained to provide welfare advice as part of their role. 
There was general support that training would be beneficial to enable them to give advice 
but also that they should be a gateway to direct people to professional advice workers. It 
was highlighted that poor advice can be worse than no advice, and as the benefit system 
constantly changes it would require health workers to receive regular training to remain up to 
date. 

4. Is the level of funding enough? 

All participants highlighted the constant struggle to secure funding. Some of the participants 
provided examples of how this impacts on them: 
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 Calder Community Flat advice worker - An advice worker in the Calder community 
flat is only there once a month or every 6 weeks, that is the most they can fund. If 
there was more funding available, then they could run open surgeries in the 
community flat. 

 Broomhouse Community One Stop Shop – They want to help more people, 
especially those in work as shown by the demand for their Wednesday evening 
surgery, but here is no funding available to do more. They did run a Saturday 
surgery, but this has had to stop due to a lack of funding. 

Funding for other organisations – Several participants mentioned the funding for Help to 
Claim received by Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) to provide support for people claiming UC 
for the first time. This was seen as „missed opportunity‟ as many smaller organisations could 
have been funded instead, rather than „blanket‟ funding to CAS.  

5. Could ICT be used to automate some benefits? 

It was proposed to the group that automation could have a greater part to play in the benefit 
system by calculating entitlements and automating some payment. There was not a lot of 
support for this due to the risk of losing the contact and relationships which are seen as 
forming an important part of the welfare services provided. One participant said “money isn‟t 
everything and that some people need family support”. The Committee heard loneliness is a 
major issue which cannot be addressed by ICT. 

6. Universal Credit 

During the discussions, several concerns were raised about Universal Credit and its impacts 
on residents. These ranged from lack of awareness of the move on to UC, to negative 
experiences with the Job Centre. 

The Committee was told that the Help to Claim service run by Citizens Advice Scotland, 
does not do enough to help people moving onto UC. It supports people until the first 
payment, but all participants agreed that this was not long enough. Some people on UC 
need continuous support to help with budgeting and using ICT, key components of UC. 

Job Centres - Whilst the majority of job centre staff do a great job, there needs to be a 
change of culture in job centres, so it is not an intimidating experience. It was suggested that 
the experience of going to a job centre should be like going to a bank where you expect a 
service, rather than going with the expectation that it will be a negative experience. 

Case studies – The Committee heard two case studies about people who had moved onto 
UC in the Calder estate: 

Case study - Female who was on benefits decided to go back to university to 
improve her job prospects.  

She received a student loan, but under UC, the loan is counted as income, so she 
lost her housing benefit portion of UC. This meant she couldn’t go to university.  

(Even if the recipient doesn’t take the student loan, it is still counted as income under 
UC.) 

Case study - Tax rebate – seen as earned income.  

Whilst he was on UC, a man received a tax rebate for work previously undertaken, 
however the rebate was treated as earned income and the UC award for that period 
was reduced.  



4 
 

 

7. Final comments 

The group asked for more funding for smaller organisations so that they can provide the 
advice and support they want to. There are currently too many “silo” funding streams which 
can restrict the ability to be creative to provide support (i.e. funding is received for a very 
specific purpose or piece of work, rather than being to provide a whole service dealing with 
multiple issues). The focus should not just be on families, single people with mental health 
issues and older people need support too and there is nothing for them. 

 


