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Scottish Public Services Ombudsman: 

Briefing on the Scottish Welfare Fund Independent Review Service 

Introduction 

1. The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) provides the Independent Review Service for 

the Scottish Welfare Fund (we have since 1 April 2016).  We assess the evidence and any new 

information against the tests set out in legislation and guidance to make (or confirm) the decision 

that should have been made   This differs from our complaint handling role in that as well as 

being able to undertake a new assessment and remake the decision, SPSO decisions are binding 

on councils and must be implemented.   

Statistics  

2. Overview 

What we received 2017-18 2016-17 

Total contacts 1,172 1,112 

Advice and support 424 310 

Review applications 748 802 

Work in hand at the end of the previous year 34 0 

Total workload for the year 1206 1112 

How we disposed of reviews 764 768 

Closed before review 158 331 

Closed at review 6061 437 

Community care grants decision changed 164 (52%) 98 (43%) 

Community care grants decision NOT changed 151(48%) 132 (57%) 

Crisis grants decision changed 102 (35%) 66 (32%) 

Crisis grants decision NOT changed 186 (65%) 141 (68%) 

Work in hand at the end of the year 192 34 

3. In 2016-17 the number of applications reviewed (437) was broadly comparable to that received by 

councils for a tier 2 review in 15/16.  

4. 2017-18 saw a 39% increase in cases the SPSO closed at review compared to 2016-17.  While 

we do not have figures for the full 2017-18 year of all SWF applications across Scotland, we know 

that Quarters 1-3, SWF applications in Scotland increased by 4%.  The reason for this is not 

                                                
1
 3 reviews were closed as “sent back to councils”.  This is an option available to us in the legislation when we conduct a review.  These 3 are 

not included in the numbers for decision changed or crisis grant decision unchanged which are the other two options available to us. This is 
why the total adds up to 603 and not 606.   
2
 This figure is run from our open figures on the first day of the year and the other figures from our closed year-end figures. Changes happen 

constantly to our open figures as cases are received and determined every day and this is why the number is marginally different from what a 
simple calculation would predict (18)  
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immediately apparent but it is possible that the current scheme, which is relatively new, is more 

well-known resulting in more applications being received.   We continue to monitor numbers and 

outcomes.   

5. Significantly in 2017-18 the level of crisis grant reviews as a proportion of total reviews remained 

much higher than the previous system.3  A contributory factor is likely to be accessibility for the 

most vulnerable.  SPSO takes applications over the phone and on-line; previously tier 2 reviews 

had to be in writing. In 2017-18 69% of applications were by phone and 21% by web form. 

6. Applications that went on to be reviewed were received about 29 of the 32 councils (Local 

Authorities).  While City of Glasgow, North Lanarkshire and City of Edinburgh together accounted 

for 60% of these applications, this was to be expected as they are large authorities.  SPSO 

continue to monitor applications numbers generally and will highlight trends and concerns. 

SPSO findings  

7. SPSO’s primary role is to ensure the correct decision was made.  But equally important, we also 

make findings about councils’ decision-making.    

7.1. Material findings identify where we consider the council made an error which causes us 

to disagree with the overall decision   

7.2. Non-material findings identify poor practice but which didn’t affect the correctness of the 

decision.   

8. Findings are fed back to councils on a case-by-case basis and we send an annual letter to each 

council about case numbers and uphold rates, compared with the average uphold rates (these 

are published on the SPSO’s website).  We also publish a SWF annual report4.  

9. In 2017-18 we made 914 findings:   

9.1. 309 were material.  

9.1.1. The main reason for us disagreeing with the council’s decision 2017-18, was they had 

incorrectly interpreted available information when considering the application.  

9.1.2. The next most common reason was that the statutory guidance had not been 

followed.  

9.2. 605 were non-material.  The most common “non-material” finding in 2017-18 concerned 

written communication, particularly, councils not providing clear reasons for their 

decision in decision letters to applicants.  We asked Scottish Government to amend the 

                                                
3
 27% of Tier 2 reviews held by councils from 2013 – 2016 related to crisis grants.  In 17/18 47% of our reviews related to crisis grants.  

4 The Scottish Welfare Fund Independent Review Service Annual Report 2016–17 can be found here  

 

https://www.spso.org.uk/scottishwelfarefund/sites/scottishwelfarefund/files/Documents/SWFAnnualReport2016-17.pdf
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guidance to specify that sufficient information should be provided. The updated guidance 

was published in February 2018. 

9.2.1. Since then, we have recorded several examples of cases where clear reasons have 

not been provided. This continues to be a concern for SPSO in the interests of 

fairness and transparency. 

Driving improvement  

10. Improvement work in 2017-18 included: 

10.1. Reporting trends and themes in our casework in our monthly compendium  

10.2. Best practice event on 8 February 2018 attended by 61 delegates from: 21 councils and 

third sector organisations including CPAG, Deaf Links, the Maggie’s Centre, Menu for 

Change, the Scottish Refugee Council, and the Trussell Trust. The event focused on; 

good decision making, quality assurance, accessibility, and supporting staff when 

managing challenging behaviours.  

10.3. In addition to the ad hoc suggestion about strengthening the guidance in relation to 

explaining decisions, the SPSO gave detailed comments to the Government for 

improvements to the guidance.  Most were accepted (now with the Minister for approval).  

In particular, we highlighted that decision makers should be able to apply greater 

discretion around the period of support given when applicants are experiencing issues 

with their benefits; and the need for more structured decision making. 

10.4. We engaged with councils and representatives of service users through two separate 

sounding boards5. Through these forums we hear about concerns/questions from the 

sector and give and receive feedback about our own performance and practice.  

SPSO performance 

Applications 

Target6 Performance 

95% of crisis grants in 1 working day 
99.3% (100% in 5 working days from 
receipt ) 

95% of community care grant in 21 working days 
99.4% (88% within 30 working days 
from receipt)7 

11. It not possible to directly compare case handling times to pre-2016 because of differences in the 

delivery of the two schemes, but we believe we have delivered a significant improvement.  The 

                                                
5
 The sounding boards meet 2-4 times per year.  

6
 from the point at which we have the information we need to make our decision 

7
 This was an improvement on year 1 when we achieved 77%.  
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closest comparator we have is that 1 April 2013 - 31 March 2016, tier 2 panels held by councils 

handled 83% of crisis grants in 5 working days and 93% of community care grants in 30 working 

days from receipt of application.  

12. A key difference in service delivery from the previous scheme is that SPSO case reviewers 

contact every applicant to discuss their case and explain the review process. They also regularly 

contact relevant third parties for further information including support workers and housing officers 

to ensure we have sufficient information to make a robust decision.  

13. SPSO has six full-time SWF staff (an increase of 1 from April 2016). 

Reconsiderations 

14. SPSO considers it essential, and fair, that users and councils can challenge SPSO decisions so 

invite reviews: we call these reconsiderations.  We set out in our statement of practice that, there 

will be no detriment to the user as the result of any challenge. 

Target Performance 

95% of decisions challenged are correct 
95.5% (1 decision amended of the 22 reconsiderations 
received) 

15. All of the reconsiderations were from applicants (or their representatives).  

16. We changed a further 5 cases on the basis of new information received during the 

reconsideration process.    

Monitoring quality  

17. We monitor service quality through: 

17.1. regular QA which includes quality assurance of our phone work.     

17.2. reflecting on reconsiderations.   

17.3. user-feedback.  In 2017-18 we trialled a new approach as we were concerned about the 

low response rate to the traditional “feedback form”.  The trial was in February and 

March 2018.  39 applicants agreed to participate. We contacted them at three different 

stages: (i) after their initial phone contact, (ii) during the investigation process, and (iii) 

after they had received their decision.   The aim was to differentiate between satisfaction 

with the service and the outcome of the decision.  The results of this pilot are being 

collated for report to the SPSO Leadership Team. 

Future work 

18. We will: 

18.1. help councils develop quality assurance mechanisms for checking their own casework. 
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18.2. develop a decision support tool for SWF decision makers.  

18.3. hold regular engagement events with the sector 

19. We plan to deliver workshops for SWF decision makers focusing on key areas of development 

identified from our casework. This is contingent on obtaining funding. 


