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1. Introduction
The Outreach Team attended 5 community meetings and 1 virtual conference to 
engage with people with experience of the benefits system during the Covid 
pandemic. 127 members of the public engaged through our work during 
September, October and November 2020. Through partnered community 
engagement we heard from people in Ayrshire, Clackmannanshire, Edinburgh, 
Highland, Fife and officers working across Scotland. 

Two Third Sector interfaces (Clacks TSI and Fife Voluntary Action), Joined up for 
Jobs in Edinburgh, TPAS and Connecting Craigmillar worked with us to find the 
most effective means to hear from people. This included creating a short online 
survey for third sector community meeting partners to distribute with people they are 
supporting. 34 community groups, networks and organisations took part in the 
community meetings. 

We worked with the voluntary sector to hear from those with lived experience of 
the benefits system during the pandemic. Whether as a claimant or potential 
claimant, a frontline worker or operational staff. Specifically, people unemployed, 
recently unemployed and those in out and/or seeking work. In particular people and 
groups who might not normally be expected to participate in the Committee Call for 
Views or invited to give evidence.  

The key themes from the engagement can be broadly grouped into: 
• Impact of the lack of face to face contact

PIP assessments, new claims
Information, communication, trying to access benefits

• ID verification – Migrants, young people, Roma community, people living
with addiction and substance abuse

• Issues with the administration of entitled and discretionary benefits
Waiting times, timing of payment & assessment for UC and knock on impacts.

• Experiences dealing with JCP and other agency staff
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• Economic impact of Covid-19 - Increase of debt & borrowing 
• Emergency support schemes - stigma 
• Increase in the digital gulf 
• Employability – change in demand and clients, access to schemes, 

volunteering 
 
 
2. Key Themes 
This section provides detail on the key themes that came out of the community 
engagement events. 
 
Impact of the lack of face to face contact 
PIP reassessments, new claims  
We heard about difficulties around reassessment, new claims, appeals for people 
claiming PIP, limited capability UC, and the stress and anxiety that this is causing.  
 
Due to assessments being made on the telephone, this added additional difficulty to 
the process. People told us that assessments are being made by telephone without 
warning on blocked numbers. For example, an individual on Limited Capability for 3 
years due to mental health issues with fragile mental health, anxiety and psychosis 
received an unexpected assessment call, and had to seek reassurance for JCP 
adviser that this was a regulated call. There was a general concern about how 
assessments can be properly made over the telephone.  
 
Community engagement quote  
 ‘Applying for PIP is traumatic’  
‘I was told by a Scottish’ mental Health Debt Helper, all PIP applicants have to be 
strong and brave enough to take it to a procedural 3rd stage of being prepared to 
appeal to the Court.’ (Fife community meeting). 
 
‘Some people have told me I should apply for PIP but put off by what I hear about 
the application process’ (Connecting Craigmillar Meeting) 

 
Workers raised the issue that they felt that mental health is not properly being 
recognised during Work Capability Assessments and provided an example of a client 
who had been hospitalised due to domestic abuse and who had suffered mental and 
physical trauma but because she presented well in the interview she failed. (Clacks 
Community meeting) 
Community engagement quote  
‘Our service users are experiencing very challenging PIP assessments by phone. 
Clients have reported suicidal ideation following humiliating assessments. 
Tribunals have been very difficult by phone.’ (Clacks Challenge Poverty Event). 
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‘It was very worrying and stressful to go through the current process…. Was 
refused but later awarded – Going to a Tribunal was hard I was a nervous wreck 
even though I had two people supporting me (Citizens Advice and support 
provider)’ (Survey respondent) 
 

 
Information, communication and trying to access benefits  
From all groups we heard how hard it was for people making new claims or seeking 
advice or welfare support. People are finding it hard to find out where to apply and 
what they were entitled to. Also, people reported spending hours and hours, for days 
and days trying to get through on the telephone, and found the benefit system 
difficult to navigate. 

 
Community engagement quote  
‘0345 numbers where you are left on hold for over an hour and most vulnerable 
adults are stressed and needing to talk to a real person and may run out of credit 
or battery power waiting…’ (Fife community meeting). 

 
‘Have been trying to get information about the Benefits system since Aug 2019 …. 
The uncertainty had a negative impact on my mental health; Will we be able to pay 
bills? Will we have a roof above our heads? The process was lengthy. I was in the 
navy for 40 years.’ (Fife community meeting). 

 
We were told that face to face support from JCP has been withdrawn in prisons for 
example and heard about the impact of new releases trying to find out about access 
to accommodation and welfare support. 
Community engagement quote  
‘I worked with one person released (the first time he had been in prison and was 
now homeless), He was released with £70 to his name, no phone, no credit and 
given a photocopied sheet… (Employability worker JU4J community meeting) 

 
We heard from a single parent with 3 children and a carer for both her parents living 
in rural Scotland. She waited for 6 months emailing Highland Council to try and find 
out what she was entitled to and how to get support. Her benefits had been stopped 
as her eldest child had turned 18 and left full time education. No where nearby for 
access or support. When she eventually got advice and made an application she 
waited 5 weeks for her UC claim to be processed. (TPAS community meeting) 
 
Community engagement quote  
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‘Complicated situation trying to understand what I was entitled to. Was working for 
the council as a tertiary worker…. It has been difficult to speak to someone on the 
phone. Tried repeatedly for sometimes hours and hours per day only to be cut off. 
Tried DWP, local council office and tax office… Waited for weeks to get benefits.’ 
(Connecting Craigmillar community meeting). 

 
Hard to know in advance what you are entitled to and by the time you find out it is 
too late, and you have to go through the whole process again.’ (Fife community 
meeting) 

 
Many people had experiences of trying to use the online system which they had 
found difficult. 
‘My only contact with the system was to advise them (online) of cared-for person's 
hospital admission/discharge. I haven't had a response to this so I'm unsure if it 
was registered.....and I'm somewhat cautious because my previous experience of 
notifying changes online was that it wasn't registered by the system and resulted in 
me getting threatening letters, which was very stressful and time-consuming to sort 
out! (Survey participant1) 

 
 

ID Verification 
Migrants, Young people, Roma community, people with experience of 
addiction and substance misuse 
We heard about the impact of the closure of offices and face to face services on 
groups who do not have ID documents and need to acquire them in order to claim 
benefits and further entitlements. Or who are applying for residential status. 
Community engagement quote  
Appointments are made for a phone call then no one phones. The client might 
receive a call without an appointment and if this is missed they get a message that 
they have missed an appointment, and if they miss 2 more their benefits are 
stopped. Often need to arrange for a translator for calls…’ (Fife community 
meeting) 

 
Action for Children reported the impact on young people who have no birth certificate 
and no passport and how this is a major barrier for them in accessing benefits and 
further entitlements such as training and work schemes.  

 
At the Clacks community meeting we heard how the lack of face to face support 
impacts on people who have experience of addiction and substance misuse and how 

                                            
1Digital Survey circulated to third sector community meeting partners to distribute with people they are 
supporting. 
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some people may not have a bank account and as a result were not applying for the 
benefits that they were entitled to.  
 
 
 
Issues with the administration of entitled and discretionary benefits 
Waiting times, timing of payments and assessments for Universal Credit  
We heard mixed information about accessing the Scottish Welfare Fund, 
Discretionary Housing Payments and Community Care Grants. With requests for a 
standardisation of forms and procedures across Scotland and clarity of what is 
available and open. In Clackmannanshire there was frustration about waiting times, 
Others working across different regions asked for a standardisation of forms and 
processes.  
Community engagement quote  
‘There are delays with this (SWF) and we see a difference across the regions that 
we work in. With a particular problem for Glasgow City Council. (TPAS community 
meeting). 
 
‘Scottish Welfare Fund has been really brilliant in Edinburgh’ (JU4J community 
meeting) 
 
 ‘There has been long waiting times for Universal Credit. There is an increase in 
mental health issues…’ (Fife community meeting) 
 
‘Problems are also with people getting paid 4 weekly, where benefits are monthly. 
‘(JUFJ community meeting) 

 
Concern about UC and seasonal workers who receive payments for shifts which 
change every week, causing variations in benefits. 
Community engagement quote  
‘There is the issue of people who work a bit and end up in the poverty trap…’ 
(JUFJ community meeting) 
 
‘People are waiting up to five days to get a crisis loan. By this time the crisis could 
have passed.’ (Clacks community meeting) 

 
 
Experiences dealing with JCP and other staff 
Many people reported that they found it difficult dealing with staff who were hostile 
and adversarial. This was reported differently in different regions. In the Clacks 
meeting they reported that Alva JCP had made ‘positive changes. In Fife this was 
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reported as not the case. The issue of the recognition of volunteering by job 
coaches, and officials was raised.  
Community engagement quote  
‘People are asked to make a case for themselves and feel like they are getting 
punished for their situation. Their approach is adversarial. (Fife community 
meeting) 

 
Economic impact of Covid-19 
Newly unemployed 
We heard about a big increase in the use of food banks, emergency support and 
homelessness referrals. In one case demand during early lockdown slowed as 
groups went off radar and assumed that services were closed. And how that has 
changed as demand surges.  
 
We heard about the change in the type of people seeking support, newly 
unemployed, freelancers and people who are highly skilled and who have always 
worked. And the impact that has on people with less experience and skills as those 
people take entry level jobs.  
 
All groups described the experience of living on benefits and trying to manage 
poverty during lockdown. And how that situation has worsened over the last 6 
months. 
Community engagement quote  
I am usually very independent, but I have had to accept support from friends 
because welfare and benefit is not enough…. people on a low income are 
supporting others on a low income to give until they have nothing and left with 
heightened anxiety’ (Fife community meeting). 

 
Increase of debt and borrowing 
A number of organisations and individuals raised the issue of increasing debt 
amongst clients due to waiting times for UC or discretionary benefits; housing 
payments being paid to clients rather than directly to landlords, difficulty living on 
welfare and the cost of loans and unsafe debt.  
Community engagement quote  
‘Families are taking out credit cards and maxing them out. Turning up at 
foodbanks for food parcels. We are feeding people’s pets and themselves. 
toiletries and sanitary products for their teenagers.’ (Clacks community meeting)  
 
‘Many people have multiple debt taking more unsafe debt to manage it.’ (Clacks 
Challenge Poverty event). 
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‘With Christmas coming up it would be a temptation that the money (housing paid 
direct to tenant) could get dipped into. People are getting into debt that way’ 
(TPAS community meeting). 

 
 
Emergency support schemes – stigma 
A number were very grateful to have received support for food and welfare. 
However, they were concerned at the way in which food vouchers were given out 
and asked for this to be done in a more sensitive and less stigmatised way. They 
described shame and embarrassment in small close knit communities. 
Community engagement quote  
‘this was sent by text (a food voucher). I needed help to access it. You had to take 
it to Tesco and stand in a queue, for some people it didn’t work, and everyone 
know what they were in for. This has affected people mentally as they feel a loss 
of pride and feel like they don’t want others to see them using these vouchers.’ 
(TPAS community meeting) 

 
 
Increase in the digital gulf 
In every meeting we heard about the increase in the digital divide despite measures 
and funding put in place to address this. Because of the reliance on applying for 
benefits online this has caused major delays, stress and anxiety.  
Community engagement quote 
‘Benefits moving online has had a big impact on people who are struggling to use 
the technology because: they don’t know how, don’t have devices or data or the 
ability to pay for it.’ (Clacks community meeting) 

 
 

Employability  
change in demand and clients presenting, access to schemes and 
volunteering 
At the JU4J community meeting we heard from employability workers about the 
impact on their work and the people they are supporting. How since Covid there is a 
change in the type of support they needed to offer, welfare and social support (for 
mental health issues) and a change in the type of people seeking support. People 
who are recently unemployed, redundant, freelancers, and a change to people who 
are more experienced and skilled and who are now seeking more entry level jobs. 
Workers were concerned about their clients with more barriers to work and how that 
would be supported. 
 
Access to employability support and schemes 
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We also heard about how access to schemes such as the Kick Start Scheme was 
barred for example for 16/17 years were not entitled to UC. How schemes such as 
the Employability Fund was only available for people with a job offer and concern 
about the ending of ILA funding for training (Since extended to March) 
 
 
 
Volunteering  
In the JU4J community meeting we heard that JCP in different regions have a 
different approach to volunteering. In Edinburgh a positive approach has been 
established but in other areas across Scotland this is not the case and is causing 
extreme stress and mental health issues amongst clients. People reported the 
impact on clients and themselves when a volunteering role is questioned by a job 
coach or other. From a number of organisations and individuals we heard that 
people had been suicidal as a result. 
Community engagement quote 
‘The Government and Council do not realise the height of fear wanting to have an 
ability to consider work or volunteering because there is too much judgemental 
departments quick to file a Change of Circumstances and still instantly stop 
housing benefits and stop benefits putting people off not only into the loss of 
benefits while reassessing their circumstances, but this can quickly cause 
depression, fear and suicidal thoughts.’ (Fife community meeting) 

 
 
3. Who will be impacted the most? 

 
At each community session, the participants were asked which groups of people 
were most concerned about the future. They said:  

• Students – In the Clackmannanshire group many people voiced concern 
about students, unable to access Universal Credit, isolated, or for example 
with experience of domestic abuse or care experienced.  

• Young people, in particular 16/17-year olds 
• People with mental health issues – all meetings saw an increase in mental 

health issue in the people they are supporting, and we heard this directly from 
individuals. 

• People managing addiction and substance misuse 
• Those in and leaving the criminal justice system 
• Migrants, young people and those needing ID 
• People with less experience, training and skills to enter the job market 
• Families and people with experience of trauma 
• Single parents 
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• People in debt 
• People being made redundant 

 
 
4. Positive Measures 
We heard in the meetings the impact of some of the measures that had been put in 
place to address the impact of Covid 19. 
 
• Universal Credit top up 
Community engagement quote 
As a result of Covid received a £80 top up (monthly on Universal Credit. Made a 
big difference to wellbeing, and mental health. Don’t want it to end. It should be 
that amount or higher’ (Fife community meeting) 

 
• ‘Support from Foodbank and food vouchers 
‘I struggle with environments I can’t control…. I didn’t get the government one (food 
voucher) because I wasn’t an at-risk person, not physically, this was a great relief 
(help from the foodbank) I said so on a positive note that was really very helpful 
• Third sector measures 
• Clacks Information line 
• Local solutions - referral and signposting  
At the community meeting in Clacks we hear about measures the Third Sector 
Interface had put in place; a public information line; flyers in supermarkets to try and 
target people newly seeking support. They felt this had been successful because it 
was non-stigmatised and from a non-statutory service. 
Community engagement quote 
‘We received a good response, and this opened the floodgates. This opened the 
way to build trust and relationships with people and we were able to offer support 
and signposting.’  
 
Save the Children Fund through Clacks TSI reaches people who are worried about 
being referred to social work/Children’s services, they feel safe with the TSI). 
(Clacks community meeting) 

 
Other groups in the meeting (all members of Clackmannanshire Food Network) felt 
that there was good connections and referral and signposting systems amongst the 
voluntary sector and that they worked well with the local JCP in Alva. 
• Barriers removed during lockdown  
Some people appreciated that they did not have to go in and sign on or submit 
evidence. Organisations felt barriers to accessing funds had been removed during 
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lockdown and wondered why that could not continue. (Connecting Craigmillar & 
Clacks community meetings) 
• Local Trust Funds  
People reported local support such as help from the Edinburgh Trust Fund. 
(Connecting Craigmillar community meeting) 
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5. Recommendations 
 
Information, Access, Communication 
In every meeting people suggested that access to information about what they were 
entitled to, support to apply for it through a real person, face to face, a local and 
trusted person would help. The thing that made the biggest difference was being 
able to speak to someone who was informative, helpful, supportive and friendly. 
• Easier ways to find out what you are entitled to – Turn2Us not good enough. 

Too complicated. Though others found it very useful. 
Community engagement quote 
‘turn2us and entitledto wasn’t very useful as I didn’t fit into one specific category 
and so didn’t know who to approach (TPAS community meeting) 

 
• Access to local face to face support - Local Welfare officer to assist every 

community. 
• Awareness of where to go 
• Social Security Scotland staff available in local offices or services 
• Clear simple information readily available 
• Make the system quicker 
It took me 15 months between applying and my award. There should be more 
contact from DWP and more updates sent to applicants if things take this long it’s 
difficult when you don’t know what is happening. (Survey participant) 
 
‘cannot speak to anyone due to waiting times’ (Survey participant) 

 
Approach 
• Relationship based approach – build trust and establish a relationship and the 

‘floodgates will open’. 
• Training - JCP and other frontline staff - Dignity & respect in dealing with 

people, a non-judgemental approach, listening skills.  
• Rights awareness, representation and advocacy for all 
• Trauma Informed Practice  
Community engagement quote 
‘Use a trauma informed approach to Scottish Social security that is embedded in 
policy, procedure and practice. Over choice, be collaborative, empowering and 
build trust. Many of the people accessing benefits have experience of trauma and 
the system is not supporting people as well as it could. Many people are 
vulnerable and experiencing challenging circumstances.’ (Clacks community 
meeting) 

 

https://www.turn2us.org.uk/
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/
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Scottish Welfare Fund, Community Care Grants, DHP 

• Embed value, choice - Show how you value people. Find a structure to 
embed this.  

Community engagement quote 
‘When moving home if you have been homeless, any element of choice is taken 
away… You will have no choice in the furniture you receive or even the colour of 
your walls.’ (Clacks community meeting) 
 

 
• Standardise DHP & SWF forms across different regions (for advisors) 
• Address regional variations in DHP 
• Not allow the local authority to be in charge of distributing fund locally 

‘We have lot of people applying for welfare/crisis grants and none who have been 
successful. The council make the process very hard for people to complete.’ 
(Survey participant) 

 
Other recommendations 

• Improve laborious processes 
• Remove barriers to identity confirmation 
• Universal Basic Income – a number of suggestions were made for this. 
• Raise the £20 non-declaring work amount 
• Scottish Child Payment – Support for the SCP but asked for it now 
• Access to affordable money and debt advice 
• Employability support - Reskilling training and courses. Valuing 

volunteering. 
• Maximise working with the voluntary and third sector – to address take 

up, stigma, awareness, engagement. 
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Appendix 1 
 

6. People and Organisations Involved 
 
Virtual Community Meetings 
 
Hosted by Clackmannanshire TSI and Clacks Food Network - Wed 30 Sep 10 to 
11.20 on Zoom 
Bob Doris MSP Convenor of the Social Security Committee, Clackmannanshire 
Thirds Sector Interface, Alva Development Trust, Citizen’s Advice Bureau, Sauchie 
Community Group, Clacks Carers Centre, Hawkhill Community Association, Play 
Alloa, Woman’s Aid Clackmannanshire, Who Cares Scotland, Resilience Learning 
Partnership, Wimp Park, Clacks Tenants & Residents Association. (14 individuals) 
 
Hosted by Capital City Partnership on behalf of Joined up For Jobs Wed 7 
October 2 to 3.30pm on Zoom 
Capital City Partnership, Volunteer Edinburgh, Fedcap, Encompass, Action for 
Children. (6 individuals) 
 
Hosted by Fife Voluntary Action on behalf of No One Left behind (zoom) Thur 
29 Oct 2020 2 to 3.30pm on Zoom 
Fife Voluntary Action, No One Left Behind, Fife Migrants Forum, Greener Kirkcaldy, 
EATS Rosyth, Fife Gingerbread, Families in Trauma. (11 individuals) 
 
Hosted by TPAS – Wed 4 November 2 to 3.30pm on Teams 
TPAS, Balintore Residents Association (Highland), Blackwood Homes (Scotland 
wide), Tenant Partnership (South Ayrshire). (4 individuals) 
 
Hosted by Connecting Craigmillar (Part of the Thistle Foundation and Link Up) 
Thur 5 November 2 to 3.30pm on Zoom 
Connecting Craigmillar, Community Renewal and two individuals. (4 individuals) 
 
Online Survey for people with Lived experience 
Circulated to the participating organisations above. (15 people responded). 
 
 
Virtual Conference 
 
Clackmannanshire Challenge Poverty Week 2020 – Main event – Mon 5 
October 2020 
Keith Brown MSP attended on behalf of the Social Security Committee  
73 individuals attended, 14 elected Members, council staff from various service 
areas, Health & Social care partnership, DWP, Forth Valley College, NHS Forth 
Valley and Social Security Scotland. Spaghetti networking event in which speakers 
gave a brief over view of their subject before delegates joined small breakout 
sessions to network with new people and to review a relevant discussion question. 
 
 


