
SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

BENEFIT TAKE-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM The Highland Council 

1. What do we know about how much is unclaimed and why?
The Committee will be aware the Department for Work and Pensions and HM Revenue
& Customs publish annual statistics of estimated unclaimed benefits. For example the
most recent publications detail:

 The Department for Work and Pensions statistics for 2016/17 estimate over £10
billion of means-tested benefits were left unclaimed by some of Britain’s poorest
families who are eligible to claim; this includes £3.5 billion of unclaimed pension
credit and £2.3 billion of unclaimed employment and support allowance.

 HM Revenue & Customs take-up rates for tax credits for 2016/17 estimates £2.9
billion of child tax credit and £3.15 billion of working tax credit went unclaimed by
730,000 families and 1.1m families in the UK respectively.

Under claiming arises as a result of a number of social and economic circumstances, 
administrative structures, and complex eligibility rules.   

Experience within this Council has demonstrated the most significant of these factors 
relates to the level and accuracy of knowledge about an entitlement, the complexity of 
the application process and its eligibility rules, linked with the perceived monetary award 
of the benefit net against claiming and maintaining entitlement.  

To mitigate these factors, advice and information (A&I) services are proven to be a 
critical approach in alleviating poverty and are vital to the health and wellbeing of many 
households, all with varying needs of support. The Council’s commitment to these 
services aligns with its legal duty to provide advice and information services for the 
general population and for specified groups.  These duties are set out below:  

• Social Work (Scotland) Act 1968, section 12: provision of Social Welfare advice;
• Carers (Scotland) Act 2016, Part 6 Chapter 1, Section 34(2)(b): requires local

authorities to provide information and advice on income maximisation for carers.
• Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017 - the provision and accessibility of information,

advice and assistance to parents in relation to
(i) social security matters;
(ii) income maximisation;
(iii) financial support.

The Christie Commission has promoted “prioritising preventative measures to reduce 
demand and lessen inequalities,” and providing services that treat the root cause of 
problems, rather than treating the symptoms. Within the context of reducing poverty and 
inequalities, the Council advocates an emphasis on early intervention and prevention 
with the aim of preventing people reaching crisis point and as a consequence, requiring 
more significant support. As crisis-based interventions are the most resource intensive 
responses to customers’ circumstances, there is an ongoing focus on encouraging 
customer engagement at an early stage. 
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In addition, advice and information services do not choose their customers; the fact that 
supporting individuals and households, all with diverse requirements, is another factor 
driving the need for agile customer-focused service delivery models that are able to flex 
and respond to the changing needs of the customer base.  For example, there is a 
notable increase in customers presenting with drug and alcohol dependencies, mental 
ill-health and adverse childhood experiences.  

Benefit take-up, and ensuring that the right people receive the right benefit at the right 
time provides a variety of positive health and inequalities outcomes which can have a 
significant effect on the most vulnerable in society including: lower stress and anxiety, 
better sleeping patterns, more effective use of medication, smoking cessation, improved 
diet and physical activity, broader and ambitious aspirations, and improved engagement 
with services. In the context of tackling the wider social causes of health, the benefits of 
quality advice services and the positive impact on reducing health inequalities are well 
evidenced. 

More than 22,000 people engaged with support from Council funded advice services 
within the Highlands during the financial year 2018/19. This equated to a 13% increase 
in customers accessing benefit and money advice services compared to 2017/18. In the 
past 3 years customer numbers have risen by 30% overall. Universal Credit and 
Personal Independent Payments continue to present significant challenges for 
customers across Highland and has resulted in additional demand for complex advice.  

In Highland, the Council’s Welfare Support team and Citizens Advice have also reported 
increased demand with the presenting issues being benefit delays and errors and to 
challenge adverse benefit decisions especially in relation to Employment and Support 
Allowance.   

These can be attributed to the wider welfare reform measures all of which are having 
detrimental impacts for households in Highland. Some are impacted simultaneously by 
multiple welfare reform reductions/changes, thereby placing increased pressures on for 
example, their finances, family life, health, relationships and participation in society.   

2. What are the gaps in knowledge/research and how can they be improved?
Whilst a welfare system is essential to support and improve the lives of those most
impacted, a coherent strategy which includes interlinked approaches to health, housing,
education, employment and welfare advice services are essential. Simply reforming the
social security system without addressing these interconnected factors is unlikely to fully
achieve the nation’s long standing aspirations to reduce poverty and deprivation rates.

Austerity has acted as a catalyst for essentially rethinking how services are designed 
and delivered involving transformation. Public bodies are seeking solutions to deliver 
balanced budgets against a backdrop of developing new approaches, building joined-up 
approaches and investing in the preventative activity necessary to deliver savings over 
the longer term. Collaborative and trusted partnerships are at the heart of such 
developments as is community participation. 

In addition, welfare reforms are placing additional pressures on public services and the 
third sector.  It is important to recognise the impacts that such burdens are placing on 
local services.  
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Improving benefit take-up by ensuring that benefit is paid to the right people and at the 
right time needs a tailored approach to service delivery to ensure that it is shaped for the 
differing needs of local communities (e.g. urban and rural) rather than assuming an 
urban solution is appropriate for the whole of the country.  

Governments regularly report the value of under-claimed benefits and the prevalence of 
poverty and inequalities within society. This has value in terms of raising awareness and 
general targeting of support.  

However, to effect a positive societal change and to individually support those who are 
potentially missing out, steps could be taken to securely share such details with local 
authorities, at individual household level. It is often the case that the most vulnerable 
members of society are those who do not take up their full entitlements and are 
therefore disproportionately impacted by the current limits of sharing such rich data. 

The UK Government spends roughly £1 in every £8, or about £100bn a year on welfare 
benefits. This is in addition to the £120bn that is spent on financial support for 
pensioners. 

There are about 1.8 million households of working age who receive at least 80% of their 
income from benefits. However, it should be noted the welfare system supports a 
substantially greater number of households, for example: 

• many more households get smaller income top-ups from the benefits system;
• About half of all working-age households currently receive some benefits. Even

excluding child benefit - which all but the highest-income households are entitled
to receive - the figure is about one in three.

Working-age benefits are not simply supporting an unchanging group. The majority of 
households will require support at some point for a variety of reasons including during 
periods of low income, parenthood or ill health. The following table produced by the 
Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) illustrates the changing expenditure of benefits: 
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In Highland, welfare financial gains derived for customers during 2018/19, by Council-
funded services, exceeded £22.5m. The Council’s Welfare Support team and Citizens 
Advice automatically identify all entitlements due and support clients to take-up their full 
entitlements. 
 
These substantial benefit gains in Highland represent a £14.07 return for every £1 the 
Council has allocated to these services. The wider economic and social impacts of the 
£22.5m benefit gained means more money is spent locally, supporting local businesses, 
strengthening local communities and the Highland economy as a whole.  It is important 
to underline the positive impact that this £22.5m has for local businesses and the helpful 
contribution it makes to the local economy.  

 
3. How can the administration of benefits be improved to maximise take-up? 

Specific examples would be welcomed. 
The Highland Council undertakes several steps to maximise take-up of entitlements 
through automation and to remove barriers that currently exist. Wherever possible, the 
Council aims to make automatic awards as this improves customers' experiences (ease 
of application and speed of payment) and makes for more efficient administration and 
governance from the Council's perspective. The following paragraphs highlight the key 
areas where assessments and payments are either automatic and/or involve 
automation. 
 
Benefit Cap: Once notified by DWP that the benefit cap is to be applied for individual 
housing benefit claimants, the Council automatically awards Discretionary Housing 
Payments (DHPs).. 
 
Barriers to automation: DWP still do not share benefit cap information relating to 
Universal Credit.  As a result, there are potentially individuals within this category who 
meet the DHP criteria and may therefore be missing out on these discretionary 
payments. To mitigate this potential negative impact, the Council regularly reminds local 
Jobcentre colleagues and Registered Social Landlords of this barrier to encourage a 
local organisational approach to DHP take-up from Universal Credit.  
 
 
Suggested improvement: DWP has reported that they are seeking to share customers' 
social security data with private energy companies to mitigate fuel poverty. In the same 
way, if DWP can find a solution to share data with local authorities relating to Universal 
Credit claimants impacted by the benefit cap then that would enable DHPs to be put into 
payment and thereby help mitigate financial hardship. This is particularly important as 
the benefit cap tends to impact on larger families and therefore increases the risk of 
child poverty. 
 
The Highland Council supports any appropriate steps the Committee may wish to take 
to address this information gap. 
 
Discretionary Housing Payments 
A more recent development, the administration and payment of Discretionary Housing 
Payments are now automated for the full range of circumstances that are eligible for 
such payments.   
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Barriers to automation: did not prevail to any great extent within this development. 
Data sharing was closely examined and changes identified, all of which are within the 
Council's control, including a rewording of the claimant's declaration on application 
forms. It is helpful that DHP guidance permits each local authority to design the 
application form to be used locally for this purpose as this flexibility supports the Interim 
Head of Revenues & Customer Service's strategy to minimise the number of application 
forms for Council-administered entitlements. 
 
Free School Meals and School Clothing Grants 
In Scotland, local authorities determine the amount of school clothing grant per eligible 
school pupil in any given financial year. The Council recognises the school clothing 
grant is essential for many low income households in Highland to ensure their children 
have adequate clothing to attend school.  
 
Eligibility criteria for clothing grants is the same as that used for Free School Meals for 
P4-S6 pupils and so a single application form is used for both purposes to maximise 
take-up. In Scotland, school meals for P1-3 pupils are provided on a universal basis with 
no means-testing applied.  
 
Applicants in receipt of Housing Benefit/Council Tax Reduction, who are receiving a 
benefit listed in the eligibility criteria, do not need to re-apply for school meal and 
clothing grant payments each academic year. The Council automatically makes these 
awards from year to year without intervention by eligible parents/carers. While 
assessing applications for other entitlements, for example Education Maintenance 
Allowance (EMA), the Council identifies potential entitlements to free school meals and 
clothing grants and take steps to put these grants into payment for customers. 
 
Barriers to automation: Universal Credit Full Service assessment periods mean that 
claimants have to wait a number of weeks until DWP decide their UC claim.  
Implementation of Universal Credit in Highland therefore introduced a new challenge as 
school meals cannot be backdated once the UC applicant receives their DWP decision. 
A pragmatic approach has therefore been adopted in Highland to automatically award 
free school meals for an initial period of 8 weeks to applicants who are awaiting DWP 
decisions. Once confirmation of UC is received, awards are made on an ongoing basis 
until such time that there is a relevant change in circumstances. 
 
Universal Credit- Local Council Tax Reduction notifications 
Members of the Committee may be aware that for the purposes of Council Tax 
Reduction, DWP notifies the local authority when the claimant initially claims UC. The 
claimant must provide specific consent to DWP for data share to take place for this 
purpose. This notification is known as an LCTR. The Highland Council's policy is to treat 
the LCTR as a claim for Council Tax Reduction thus avoiding the claimant from having 
to complete an unnecessary and avoidable application form.  Where further information 
is required we contact the customer of course but the key is that a claim is considered 
as having been made. Such an approach protects individual claimants through reduced 
council tax bills and safeguards the overall take-up of CTR in Highland. Some other 
local authorities within the UK have adopted Highland Council's UC LCTR policy. 
 
Barriers to automation: DWP's current process relies upon specific claimant consent 
for CTR purposes. There is therefore a risk that claimants don't fully understand the 
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consequences of withholding consent and for whatever reason, don't follow through with 
a separate LCTR application form. 
 
Suggested improvement: if DWP were to automatically data share with local 
authorities for the purposes of CTR at the initial stage of a Universal Credit claim, 
without the need for additional consent, then claimants' CTR entitlements will be 
safeguarded and local authorities would not need to take additional steps to maximise 
take-up. 
 
Various steps have been undertaken to ensure ongoing compliance with data protection 
requirements. This included reviewing declarations and privacy statements used on 
application forms and those published on the Council's website for example. 
 
Barriers to automation: while a positive approach is taken to data protection/sharing 
where it is within the Council’s control, external factors limit sharing of data across tiers 
of government. Naturally, it is up to each system owner within each organisation to 
ensure appropriate security controls are in place for their users. Such external factors 
can limit the Council's ability to offer digital solutions for customers and to automate 
benefit take-up. 

 
4. How far is it possible for technology to create a more automated system, that 

uses information gathered for other reasons to award benefits automatically? 
What would the advantages/disadvantages be of greater automation? 
 
Apply Once (Online single application form for 11 Council-administered 
entitlements): The Council developed an online application form that requires a 
customer to supply their details and supporting evidence only once, and the Council will 
automatically put into payment all entitlements that they are eligible to receive. 
 

This Council would encourage both the UK and Scottish Governments to adopt a secure 
single application process, similar to the Council's Apply Once online application form. 
This would maximise take-up of entitlements for individual applicants as they would be 
automatically assessed rather than having to be aware of the availability of such 
entitlements. A single application forms removes the need for claimants to complete 
multiple forms making the application process easier and accessible for customers. 
 
Despite publicity campaigns and the best efforts of local authorities the amount of 
unclaimed benefits has a significant impact on deprivation and poverty in everyday 
society. The Highland Council suggests a radical strategy review would be helpful.  
 
Sharing more data and enabling it to be used for a wider range of entitlements, would 
support local authorities’ continued aims of maximising benefit take through automation.   
Such an approach also ensures that all entitlements are identified in a single touchpoint 
with the customer.  
 
In Highland, the Council’s wealth of experience with administering benefits and 
entitlements has demonstrated that relying on a system that requires new applications 
acts as barrier, disincentivises applicants and ultimately reduces take-up. Thus, the 
principle of a system that relies on a new application is at least high risk if not flawed. 
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The alternative to a new application is to have a system more akin to a review thereby 
removing the need for the customer to submit avoidable applications and evidence.  
 
During 2018/19, Council funded services increased the take-up of benefits and 
entitlements in Highland by £22.5m. One of the key components to income 
maximisation is simplified processes: relying on a new application runs contrary to that. 
Through the Council’s own knowledge of benefit delivery, minimising the number of 
application processes delivers efficiencies in terms of costs and processing times. 

 
5. What can we learn from previous campaigns to increase take-up? Specific 

examples of projects or approaches that improved benefit take-up, particularly 
those that were evaluated, would be welcomed. 
Previous experience has allowed this Council to identify partnership working as a key 
contributor to removing stigma while also widening access and the provision of quality 
services during benefit take-up campaigns.   
 
The links between poverty and ill health are well established. It is often recognised those 
most in need of benefits are the ones who will not claim the support or engage with 
support services for assistance. Poverty and low income are associated with shorter life 
expectancy, poorer physical and mental health and other indicators of disadvantage 
including education achievement and employment potential. There is a growing 
recognition of the need to approach problems holistically to reduce these issues which 
are experienced strongest by the families and communities who live in poverty. 
 
Recognising the need for a more inclusive approach, the Council continues to take a 
strategic approach with partners such as the NHS, to improve outcomes, maximise 
incomes and improve individual’s overall standard of living.  Some local examples are 
provided below.   
 
Midwifery project: 
The Council previously introduced a universal service to pregnant women from the 
booking appointment with their midwife (approximately 10-12 weeks into pregnancy) on 
all matters relating to income maximisation and money advice. The overall aim of the 
project was to reduce poverty by increasing the number of pregnant women who 
accepted the offer of income maximisation advice at pregnancy booking. 
 
Making Scotland the best place in the world to grow up is the main driving force behind 
the Early Years Collaborative which was developed to ensure the recommendations and 
principles of the Early Years Framework and Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) 
were delivered. The EYC therefore supported the values of the Highland Practice Model 
of early assessment, early support and early intervention to ensure improved outcomes 
for children and families. Performance for this project is detailed below: 
 

 
Midwifery 
Referrals Customers assisted 

1st April 15 to 
31st March 16 1,114 791 

1st April 16 to  
31st March 17 1,355 976 
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Many of the benefits and entitlements are available after the baby is born or upon a 
return to work. Therefore, an adviser may have provided information regarding the 
potential to claim a variety of benefits. For this reason, it was very difficult to calculate 
the actual “financial gains” overall without expending significant follow-up resource. 
However, the potential average gains per customer ranged from £165 to £2,500 
dependent on individual circumstances.   
 
Pension Credit uptake project 2019: 
Recently the BBC announced the removal of free TV Licences for over 75s from 
summer 2020; this will potentially impact on over 300,000 households in Scotland. 
However, those in receipt of Pension Credit will still be eligible to receive a free TV 
Licence.  
 
Approximately 123,000 households in Scotland who are entitled to Pension Credit are 
not claiming this benefit with an estimated value of £322m. Within Highland over 5,100 
households are missing out on £13m. 
 
Therefore, the Council’s Interim Head of Revenues and Customer Services has 
developed a project for winter 2019 in partnership with NHS Highland to promote the 
uptake of Pension Credit by embedding welfare advisors in Flu Vaccination Clinics in a 
small number of GP practices. Emphasis will be placed on the aim of protecting patients’ 
entitlement to a TV licence, through Pension Credit, as a means to engage those 
attending the clinics. 
 
The Interim Head of Revenues and Customer Services has shared this vision with the 
Scottish Public Health Network (NHS Scotland) and the Improvement Service and has 
received a positive response.  Other local authorities are now adopting the Highland 
model. If successful, there is the potential for this collaboration to be integrated into the 
2020/21 Flu Vaccination Programme which, under the terms of the new GP contract, will 
be led by Health & Social Care Partnerships 
 
The Interim Head of Revenues and Customer Services can share the findings of this 
project with this Committee should they wish to consider the outcomes at a later date.  
 
 

6. Are different approaches required for different benefits and different client 
groups? 
 
The current financial backdrop intensifies the need to explore new sustainable models 
for service delivery at the same or reduced cost. In Highland, we have delivered notable 
cost reductions and improved performance. This is particularly important at times of 
welfare reform and the current climate of major changes to welfare policies for example, 
within the context of alleviating poverty for Highland residents and reducing local 
government financial settlements.  
 

There is no simple solution and as included earlier in this response, a one-size 
approach does not work for everyone.   
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In addition to streamlining the benefits system and removing the challenges around 

stigma, some key components to increasing benefit take‐up among eligible non‐ 
claimants are: 

1. Skilled and Accessible Welfare Advisers: Skilled welfare advisers provide a 
critical role in benefit take-up.  As referred to above, Council funded services in 
Highland, increased the take-up of entitlements by £22.5m during 2018/19.   
Advisers need to be accessible, embedded with other services routinely used by 
potential claimants and in Highland, the demand for home visiting services is 
consistently high.   

2. Appropriately and proportionately designed service delivery models: 
Removing barriers to claiming and being cognisant of the plethora of challenges 
facing many individuals and families on a daily basis, underpin increased income 
maximisation.  For example, reducing the burden of evidence on claimants; 
streamlining application processes; and prompt decision making and payment 
help encourage claimants to claim their entitlements.  In Highland, our approach 
is to make maximum use of data within the parameters of GDPR; single online 
application process via Apply Once; and robust processing and payment times, 
for example Housing Benefit as reported by DWP (12 days for New Claims and 2 
days for Changes In Circumstances).   

3. Identification and Reach: The Department for Work and Pensions publish 
statistics on a very limited basis for the majority of benefits in respect of each 
local authority. Sharing performance metrics that are transparent and easily 
accessible would enable local authorities and support agencies to target their 
resources.  Targeting could be on a locality basis, benefit type basis or client 
group basis. For example, the Council’s Welfare Support has a presence in the 
local drug & alcohol hub to support this client group based on their medical 
needs.  The team also supports social tenants at various locations across the 
expanse of Highland with Universal Credit claims.  This response has already 
made reference to supporting pensioners with Pension Credit claims which also 
protects their free TV licence. 

4. Trusted Relationships: Ensuring that the service claimants and potential 
claimants experience is appropriate and positive to ensure that they proceed to 
claim their entitlements.  Building rapport and developing trust with claimants are 
essential to breaking the down the presenting barriers to claiming.   In modern 
society individuals and households are juggling their responsibilities with families 
and work which can be physically and mentally demanding and partly explains 
why benefits are unclaimed on such a large scale.   

5. Embrace the positive socio-economic effect of benefit take-up: Raising 
awareness about the positive socio-economic impacts from maximising incomes. 
This would help dilute the stigma that can be associated with claiming benefits.  

 
 

Ultimately the delivery model for an area as geographically challenged as Highland must 
be accessible i.e. providing support in customers’ homes where this type of service is 
the most appropriate approach and meeting others at mutually convenient locations.   
Within this model, clear performance standards and frameworks should exist to 
maximise the uptake of benefits: 

- measure service delivery;  
- improve awareness of advice and  information services among the 

public; 
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- enhance where possible, data sharing and joint working with other 
public service providers such as the NHS and others, e.g. landlords, 
foodbanks, lunch clubs, etc; 

- deliver agile services around the needs of the customer. 
 

The Council promotes the benefits of financial education by engaging those who are out 
of work, or on low incomes, and those experiencing in-work poverty.  Money 
management is a vital step to giving them the skills and confidence needed to cope 
financially whilst in work and life in general. Positive financial decision making is a key 
life skill that needs nurtured over a period of time rather than being designed in a 
manner that only provides beneficiaries with a one-off service. 

 
7. What kinds of eligibility criteria ensure better take-up? 

“Passporting” is an effective and efficient benefit take-up methodology.  Increasing the 
number and type of passported benefits would naturally increase take-up.  Running in 
parallel, removing the need for application-based benefits, would enable administrators 
to automatically award benefits/entitlements thereby increasing take-up.  
 
Easily understood eligibility criteria will support better take-up as will greater data 
sharing between public bodies as this will enable automatic awards and reduce the 
burden of evidence provision among claimants. 
 
Aligning thresholds and terminology across a range of benefits will also increase 
awareness and understanding, and therefore deliver improved take-up 
 
All 32 local authorities in Scotland deliver the same Council Tax Reduction and Scottish 
Welfare Fund models working to the national guidelines set out by the Scottish 
Government. This has enabled Councils to share best practice and to influence periodic 
reviews of national guidance.  This approach enables local authorities to deliver 
effective and efficient local processing functions while ensuring that appropriate local 
referral pathways and wrap around services are utilised.   

 
8. How might the development of Scottish social security impact on take-up of both 

reserved and devolved benefits? 
The Welfare Reform Act 2012 introduced major reforms to the UK welfare system. The 
aim of the Act was to improve work incentives and simplify the benefits system. The 
Committee will be aware that the impacts of the reforms in Scotland have been well 
documented. 
 
Universal Credit (UC) is an agile system which has been subject to a number of 
changes since initial implementation and throughout the lengthy roll-out period; impacts 
on rent arrears, sanctions, and claimant commitments have been well publicised. 
Vulnerable customers have always required support to claim and to challenge adverse 
decisions.  Vulnerable UC claimants require additional and intensive support to not only 
claim and to challenge adverse decisions but to also maintain their claims.   

 
The Social Security (Scotland) Bill sets out an over-arching legislative framework for the 
administration of social security in Scotland, making provision for operational functions 
such as overpayments, fraud, error, re-determinations and appeals.  
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Whilst the Scottish Social Security agency has introduced a few of the devolved 
benefits, it is too early to reasonably assess how this will impact take-up of reserved and 
devolved benefits in the longer term.   
 
UC was first implemented on a “test and learn” basis and continues to be rolled out as 
an agile system.  This enables DWP to learn from claimants’ actual experiences and to 
introduce improvements in the live environment.  In contrast with other DWP benefits, 
there are no provisions within the UC system to account for “Official Error”.  These are 
delays/errors made by the DWP which lead to claimants being overpaid UC.  
Alternatively, UC only provides for “Claimant Error”.  As a result, all overpayments of 
UC, including those that would otherwise be classified “Official Error” are recovered from 
claimants through ongoing deduction from their UC entitlement, wherever possible.  This 
wholesale approach to classifying overpayments reduces the overall amount paid to 
claimants and reduces take-up nationally.  
 
Implementation of Social Security benefits is being managed on a phased basis starting 
with the least complex.  It may be more challenging for some claimants to navigate a 
welfare system that is now being delivered by an additional layer of government 
underpinning the need for accessible advice and information services delivered locally 
and face to face.  
 
There needs to be a continued sharp focus on the design of new benefits, and in 
particular disregard rules, to ensure there are no unintended consequences on other 
benefits that are detrimental for individual claimants.   
 
The Council is committed to a preventative approach to mitigate the problems 
associated the wider welfare reform agenda. It is essential people are able to access the 
right information and advice as early as possible. Early intervention not only improves a 
customer’s financial circumstances, but also their emotional outlook and levels of stress, 
health and wellbeing resulting in a more positive impact for society as a whole. 

 
9. Are there other questions you think the Committee should consider as part of this 

inquiry? 
 
The Committee may wish to consider rural/inner city impacts on benefit take-up as part 
of this inquiry. 
 
The Highland Council area covers a third of the land area of Scotland including the most 
remote and sparsely populated parts of the United Kingdom. It is 10 times larger than 
Luxembourg, 20 per cent larger than Wales, and nearly the size of Belgium. 
 
Only 25% of the population live in settlements of over 10,000 people and 40% in 
settlements of over 1,000 people. Residents in the Highlands and other rural areas in 
Scotland face many more complexities when accessing support and digital services 
compared to someone living in an inner city, for instance. Highland has a relatively high 
proportion of zero hour and part time workers; it also experiences greater seasonal 
fluctuations in unemployment than the rest of the country due to the nature of the 
dominant service sector economy. 
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It is important to recognise that households experience poverty in different ways and to 
various degrees over their lifecycle with poorer households experiencing worse 
outcomes with regard to physical and mental health, educational attainment and 
employment prospects. 

In 2017, the Highland Council commissioned the Centre for Remote and Rural Studies 
(University of Highlands and Islands (UHI) to undertake a literature review into Advice 
and Information Services. This review highlighted “…to be effective services have to be 
reflexive, dynamic, flexible and establish multiple ways and modes of communicating 
about services and ensure that their services have effective reach.” Therefore, it is 
important there are multiple delivery channels within service delivery models to ensure it 
affiliates with the customer journey. 

The UHI review further highlighted the rural challenge by “The combined impacts of 
remoteness, sparsity, travel distances and changing demographic trends (in particular 
an ageing population) in increasing the vulnerability of some people to debt and financial 
exclusion and in under claiming benefits are widely rehearsed by the literature on rural 
poverty and social exclusion in particular”. 

The challenge for the UK and Scottish Governments is delivering a blended accessible 
communication strategy reflecting effective partnership working and integrated service 
delivery. Improving awareness of all welfare benefits and entitlements requires a co-
ordinated approach involving DWP, Social Security Scotland, public sector 
organisations and advice and support providers. A range of communications, channels 
and formats should be accessible to the claimants including those with diverse needs to 
ensure a better understanding of what claiming a benefit or entitlement means for them. 

It should also be recognised that, although digital communication is a valuable tool and 
cost effective way of communicating with a large audience, it is not always the most 
appropriate method. For example, digital channels (including texting, email, online) are 
not always accessible for people on low incomes, and those living in rural communities. 

The Interim Head of Revenues and Customer Services put forward a suggestion at a 
benefit take-up round table event, chaired by the Scottish Government, that 
prescriptions could be effectively used to promote the availability of benefits and/or the 
adviser support available locally.  The Committee may wish to consider whether this 
idea should be further examined.  

Sheila McKandie, Interim Head of Revenues & Customer Services, The Highland Council 
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