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Social Security Committee 

2nd Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Thursday 23 January 2020 

Benefit Take-up 

 
Introduction 
The Committee will hear first from a panel on the theme of benefit automation 
before hearing from DWP officials. 
 
On the first panel, the Committee will hear from: 
 

 Malcolm Gardner, Senior Business Analyst, Team Netsol 

 Phil Agulnik, Director, entitledto 

 Louise Murphy, Policy and Operations analyst, Policy in Practice 

 Megan Mclean, Policy and Operations analyst, Policy in Practice 
 

Policy in Practice: “provide data analytical and support tools to many local 
authorities, charities and other agencies to assist them to support low income 
households.”  Their products include a benefit calculator. 
 
entitledto provide an online benefit calculator. 
 
TeamNetsol Ltd  provide IT systems such as an online revenues and benefits 
service for local authorities.  Customers listed on their website include Scottish 
Government, Glasgow City Council and Edinburgh Council.  
 
On the second panel, the Committee will hear from: 
 

 Katie Farrington, Director, Universal Credit and Employment Policy, DWP 

 Andrew Latto, Deputy Director; Devolution, Pensioner Benefits and 
Carer‟s Allowance Policy, DWP 

 Derek Kilday, Group Director, Central and West Scotland, DWP 
 
 
Previous meetings 
The Committee had an overview of benefit take-up issues at a roundtable on 5 
September.  On 7 November the Committee heard from academics on the 
difficulties in estimating how many people are eligible for benefits – particularly 
disability benefits and heard from projects working in different settings about 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU40_Team_Nestol_Ltd_and_EntitledTo.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU40_Team_Nestol_Ltd_and_EntitledTo.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU32_Policy_in_Practice.pdf
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/
https://www.teamnetsol.com/aboutus.html
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12357
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how they seek to improve take-up.  On 21 November the Committee heard from 
welfare rights advisors and David Wallace (Social Security Scotland) about how 
the administration and design of benefits affects take-up.  Members also 
attended a Committee engagement event at Wester Hailes Education Centre on 
14 November to hear from people involved with projects and initiatives which 
aim to increase benefit take-up 
 
Panel 1: Automation of benefits 
Automation is often held up as a way to improve administrative efficiency and 
take-up of benefits.  Data sharing can be used to either target potential 
claimants or to award benefits automatically.  In the written submissions to the 
inquiry there was a general view that better use could be made of information 
already in the system.  However data sharing must be compliant with GDPR. 
The prospects for automation can depend on the agency delivering the benefits 
(local authority, Social Security Scotland, DWP or HMRC) and the extent to 
which the benefits it provides are based on information held by other agencies.   
 
Theme 1: Using data to target potential claimants 
To a large extent, Scottish benefits will be either passported from a DWP benefit 
or based on individual assessments of the impact of someone‟s disability.   
 
Local authority payments are more mixed – they include passported benefits 
(free school meals), discretionary payments (Scottish welfare fund) and complex 
means tested schemes with the detailed rules set out in regulations (council tax 
reduction). 
 
The written submission from Policy in Practice describes projects in England 
where local authorities used existing data to target potential claimants. For 
example; Haringey Council used the LIFT dashboard (a Policy in Practice 
product which pulls together administrative data) to proactively promote benefits 
take-up.  
 

“They reach out to mixed-age couples who were eligible for pension 
credit ahead of the May 2019 deadline (from when mixed-age couples 
have been unable to make new claims for pension credit). They identified 
236 households who had lost an average of £9,842 a year; by targeting 
support to these households, the council helped households claim up to 
£2.3 million unclaimed pension credit.” 

 
The submission from entitledto and TeamNetsol discuss potential to go beyond 
data-matching exercises, to  
 

“statistical inference and hypotheses utilising machine learning algorithms 
that automatically apply complex mathematical calculations to big data.” 

 
Data protection requires certain conditions to be met before personal data can 
be shared.  For example, data can be shared where there is a legal requirement 
to do so or where there is explicit consent for processing for that particular 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12384&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/Wester_Hailes_visit_notes_Summary.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU32_Policy_in_Practice.pdf
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/policy-dashboard/
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purpose.1  The written submission from Netsol and entitledto refers to agencies 
sometimes being over zealous in their application of data protection rules.   
 

“One of the biggest blockers to take-up is data protectionism, whereby 
data owners create pseudo data protection rules that places blockers on 
the appropriate sharing of data.” 

 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 the potential for using data analytics to target people likely to be 
eligible for Scottish social security benefits or local authority 
administered payments and inviting them to apply 

 witnesses’ experience of whether GDPR has created difficulties in 
data sharing for the purposes of improving benefit take-up and how 
any such difficulties have been overcome 

 
Theme 2: Automatic award of benefits 
The previous theme related to using data to invite people to apply for benefits.  
In some cases there is potential to go further and award benefits automatically.  
The Committee has already considered issues of data sharing between the 
DWP and local authorities to enable automatic payment of school clothing 
grants.  Glasgow Council‟s use of council tax reduction information to award the 
school clothing grant was mentioned frequently in submissions.  This is possible 
because council tax reduction is a qualifying benefit for the school clothing 
grant.  It is not a qualifying benefit for free school meals and this prevents the 
same approach being taken.   
 
The Scottish Government and COSLA are currently preparing an application to 
the UK Public Sector Delivery Review Board to establish a legal gateway that 
would allow use of DWP data for checking eligibility for free school meals and 
school clothing grants.2  
 
Scottish social security benefits available to date are almost all passported from 
reserved benefits.   
 

 The carer‟s allowance supplement is automated.   

 Longer term (after 2022) the Scottish Government will consider automatic 
award of the best start grant to those getting the Scottish child payment3 

 
However, other passported benefits are not currently being considered for 
automatic award: 
 

 It is not proposed to award the Scottish child payment automatically4  

                                            
1
 For further information on when consent is required see: ICO Does an organisation need my consent? 

2
 Cabinet Secretary letter to Committee on 18

th
 November 2019.  Section 35 of the Digital Economy Act 

2017 provides for regulations to add to the list of „specified persons‟ who can share information in the 

pursuit of certain objectives.  One of these is for the purpose of awarding a benefit. 
3
 See updated policy position paper on the Scottish Child Payment, October 2019 

4
 “automation is complex, time-consuming, and technically challenging – and simply isn‟t possible if we 

want to get money into families‟ pockets as quickly as possible, while safeguarding as far as possible the 

existing programme of devolved benefits” Updated policy position paper on Scottish Child Payment 

https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/digital-economy-act-public-service-delivery-review-board
https://ico.org.uk/your-data-matters/does-an-organisation-need-my-consent/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/General%20Documents/20191118_CabSecSSOP_to_Convener_on_use_of_DWP_data_update.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/30/section/35
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/30/section/35
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-child-payment-updated-position-paper/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-child-payment-updated-position-paper/pages/3/
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 There is no automatic transfer for existing recipients of healthy start 
vouchers to its Scottish replacement, best start foods5  

 It is not proposed to provide automatic awards of best start foods6  
 
David Wallace (Social Security Scotland) told the Committee that: 
 

“we are nowhere close to a Scottish child payment being able to simply 
appear in somebody‟s bank account.  This would be a significant move 
when we have an additional benefit coming into an already crowded and 
complex programme of activity. […] I am not close to knowing how, in the 
longer term, we could get a Scottish child payment to appear 
automatically.  A significant body of work would need to be done to get 
there.”7 
 

Examples were provided in the written submissions of automation in the 
reserved system.  These included: 
 

 Use of real time earnings information for universal credit.8  

 HMRC are notified when a disability benefit is awarded or stopped in 
order that the correct premiums can be applied to a tax credit award.9  

 Child benefit information shared with DWP for UC purposes.10  
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 The potential for automatic award of passported benefits 

 The feasibility of extending data sharing so that when someone 
informs one part of the system about a change of circumstances, 
that is shared with all other relevant departments and agencies – 
across DWP, Social Security Scotland and local authorities 
             

Theme 3: Benefits entitlement calculators 
There are a number of benefit entitlement calculators available, including those 
provided by today‟s witnesses.  Some provide a free online version and a more 
comprehensive version for welfare rights advisers or local authorities which is 
charged for.  Examples include: 
 

 Lisson Grove – no free online version 

 entitledto – free and charged for version 

 Turn2us – free and charged for versions 

 Policy in Practice – free and charged for versions 

                                            
5
 “People who currently receive Healthy Start Vouchers will be invited to apply for Best Start Foods on a 

phased postcode basis between August and the end of March next year. However people will be able to 

apply at anytime from 12 August to move on to Best Start Foods Payment.”  Letter to Cttee 31 July 2019 
6
 BSF criteria is similar to BSG/Child Payment except that it also includes an income threshold.  It is 

therefore similar to the criteria for free school meals.  The Scottish Government chose to legislate for BSF 

under UK legislation rather than the 2018 Act, which makes it more difficult to make an award without 

having received an application. 
7
 Committee Official Report 21 November 2019 col 27 

8
 Low income tax reform group 

9
 Low income tax reform group 

10
 Policy in Practice 

http://www.lissongrovebenefits.co.uk/
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/benefits-calculator/startcalc.aspx?utm_source=BAdviser&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=GovUK
https://benefits-calculator.turn2us.org.uk/AboutYou?utm_source=BAdviser&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=GovUK
https://www.betteroffcalculator.co.uk/#/free
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/General%20Documents/20190801_SGofficial_to_Cttee_Clerks_BSF_update.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12384&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU10_LITRG.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU10_LITRG.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU32_Policy_in_Practice.pdf
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Policy in Practice state in their written submission that:  
 

“More widespread and mainstream access to tools such as this would 
enable those that are able to simply seek out relevant and personalised 
information. It would also enable those who come into contact with 
vulnerable claimants, who many not be experts in the benefit system, to 
provide benefit take-up advice.” 

The DWP do not provide an online benefit calculator, but do provide information 
about entitlement on their gov.uk website and signpost people to the benefit 
calculators provided by entitled to, turn to us and policy in practice. 
 
The rate of change and complexity of social security law means it can be very 
challenging to create a completely accurate benefit calculator that covers the 
entire social security system.  There are also benefits based on individual 
assessment – such as disability benefits, which are less suitable for calculators.  
They tend therefore to focus on the main means tested benefits. Gov.uk notes 
that for free online calculators: 
 

“You cannot use the calculators if you‟re under 18, and they will not give 
accurate results if you‟re: 
 a prisoner 
 a student 
 not a British or Irish citizen 
 on strike 
 living outside the UK 
 living permanently in residential care or a nursing home” 

 
Social Security Scotland do not administer benefits that require a means test 
calculation.  Local authorities administer council tax reduction (devolved) and 
housing benefit (reserved) both of which have a complex means test.   
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 How free, online benefits calculators fit within the broader context 
of welfare rights advice 

 Whether the DWP should provide a free online benefit calculator  

 Whether there are any additional difficulties in providing benefit 
calculators for devolved benefits and devolved local authority 
payments11 compared to providing calculators for benefits 
administered by the DWP or HMRC  
 

Theme 4: Concerns about automation 
The written submissions highlighted a number of areas where automation made 
it more difficult to claim benefits. Concerns included: 
 

                                            
11

 Disability assistance, best start grant, best start foods, funeral support payment, young carer grant, 

Scottish child payment, carer‟s assistance, employment injury assistance, cold weather and winter heating 

assistance.  Local authority payments: discretionary housing payments, Scottish welfare fund, council tax 

reduction, free school meals, school clothing grants, education maintenance allowance. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU32_Policy_in_Practice.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/benefits-calculators
https://www.gov.uk/benefits-and-prison
https://www.gov.uk/student-finance/extra-help
https://www.gov.uk/claim-benefits-abroad
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 Accessibility of a „digital first‟ approach to claiming benefits, particularly
for universal credit,

 „Impersonal and remote‟ call centres (eg. Rights Advice Scotland,)

 Automated phone systems are not intuitive/client friendly (Action Group).

 It can be difficult to identify and therefore challenge inaccurate
information and bias in automated systems.  The Low Income Tax
Reform Group note that real time earnings information can be wrong or
incomplete. 

 Despite automation in practice, legally it may still be the claimant‟s
responsibility to pass on information.  This can limit the opportunities for
redress when systems fail. (Low income tax reform group)

 Certain types of decision making requires a person.  For example SFHA
see potential in automation but “algorithms do not lend themselves to
nuanced decisions based on dignity, fairness and respect.”

Inclusion Scotland referred to Philip Alston‟s recent report to the UN which 
warns of the detrimental impact of the way increased automation in welfare 
systems is being pursued largely as a cost cutting measure. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 What kinds of automation are to the benefit of the claimant, and of
these, which are the more realistic to achieve in the short term

 What kinds of automation are to the detriment of the claimant and
should be avoided if we are seeking to encourage take-up

Panel 2: DWP 

The Committee wrote to the DWP asking what it did to promote benefit take-up.  
The reply, on 9th July, referred to the website gov.uk and also noted the range of 
locations in which benefit information was available: 

“In addition to Jobcentre Plus offices and Pension Centres, these include 
local authorities, law centres, Citizens Advice, post offices, doctors‟ 
surgeries, libraries, the internet, community groups, welfare rights groups, 
advice centres and various voluntary organisations who all share 
information on what assistance is available.” 

Theme 1: Statistics on benefit take-up 
While there is extensive data on people actually claiming benefits (see 
StatXplore), the Committee has discussed the difficulties in estimating how 
many people are eligible for a benefit.  Estimates of eligibility are needed in 
order to establish the level of take-up.  The DWP publishes estimates of take-up 
of some income related benefits.  The most recent estimates are for 2016/17 
and were published in November 2018.  These show take-up of 62% for pension 
credit and 93% for child benefit (HMRC data).  Other estimates are for benefits 
being replaced by universal credit so are not relevant to increasing take-up.  
The Committee has heard that there needs to be a more robust evidence 

base.12  
12

 eg Neil Cowan, Poverty Alliance, Committee Official Report, 5 September 2019 col 28 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU44_Rights_Advice_Scotland.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU39_The_Action_Group_and_Lothian_Centre_for_Inclusive_Living.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU10_LITRG.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU10_LITRG.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU10_LITRG.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU46_Scottish_Federation_of_Housing_Associations.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/poverty/pages/srextremepovertyindex.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/General%20Documents/20190709_Minister_SE_to_Convener_Benefit_take_up.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/digital-economy-act-public-service-delivery-review-board
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/login.xhtml
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up--2
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/851148/Child_Benefit__Child_Tax_Credit_and_Working_Tax_Credit_take-up_rates_2016_to_2017_restated.pdf
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One of the policy aims of universal credit is to increase take-up by combining six 
benefits into one.  Chris Goulden (JRF) told the Committee13  that one 
advantage of universal credit is that people do not have to claim different 
benefits when moving in and out of work and that this should help with take-up, 
particularly for those without children.14  However, as universal credit is still 
being rolled out, take-up estimates are not yet available. 
 
It is difficult to estimate underclaiming for certain benefits, such as disability 
benefits, because they are based on assessment of individual circumstances.  
Professor David Bell told the Committee that estimates are generally based on 
household surveys, and that: 
 

“to go from the set of responses to such questions to an accurate 
assessment of whether people are eligible for a benefit is a fairly big 
step.”15  

 
Professor Paul Spicker considered that it was not possible to get accurate 
estimates but that it was possible to look at a number of surveys: 
 

“to take pointers together to see whether things are changing in a positive 
direction or negative direction. That is about as much as we can look 
for.”16  

 
While there aren‟t official estimates for disability benefits, the Committee has 
heard that there may be significant underclaiming.  Rob Gowans (CAS) told the 
Committee that: 
 

“in the past year we achieved a client financial gain of more than £84m in 
benefits payments in Scotland, of which £30m related to PIP, £16m to 
DLA and £10m to universal credit.”17  

 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 The difficulties in making accurate estimates of benefit take-up 

 When take-up estimates of Universal Credit will be available  

 Whether DWP has a view on whether there is significant 
underclaiming of disability benefits 

 What the DWP is doing to improve the evidence base on 
underclaiming benefits              

 
 
 

                                            
13

 Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 8 
14

 Currently JSA stops once someone is working 16 hours but, if they are single, without children, under 

60 and not disabled, they cannot get working tax credit until they are working 30 hours, by which point 

their income may mean they are not eligible for much benefit.  In contrast universal credit continues in 

payment for all claimants until earnings get too high, regardless of number of hours worked. 
15

 Committee Official Report 7 November 2019 col 3 
16

 Committee Official Report, 7 November 2019 col 4 
17

 Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 9 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12357&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12357&mode=pdf
file:///C:/Users/s804582/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/PMR5ZB7E/Committee%20Official%20Report%205%20September%202019%20col%209
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Theme 2: Benefit take-up campaigns 
The written submissions include examples of where targeted awareness raising 
has led to increased take-up.  For example:  
 

 CPAG mentioned a pension credit awareness campaign in 2003 which 
used data matching to target people who were potentially eligible, using 
direct mail, TV and press.  

 

 Haringey Council, used the recent change in eligibility to pension credit 
and their administrative data sets to target those likely to be eligible, prior 
to the rule change, achieving £2.3m in additional benefit.18 

 
General publicity around changes to benefits may also impact on take-up.  The 
Office for Budget Responsibility has suggested that one impact of tying free tv 
licences to receipt of pension credit could be to increase take-up of pension 
credit.19 
 
Increasing take-up also includes ensuring people are aware of whether they 
might be eligible.  The DWP has run advertising campaigns to „debunk myths‟ 
about Universal Credit, although the advertising standards authority found some 
of the claims were misleading.20 
 
Russel Gunson (IPPR Scotland) told the Committee that: 
 

“there is a lot of evidence to suggest that awareness raising campaigns 
work when they are done, but there are far fewer being done at the UK 
level than in the past.”21  

 
Judith Paterson, (CPAG) gave an example of a parent who had missed out on 
15 year‟s of DLA for her child because she was unaware of the benefit.22 
 
Rob Gowans (CAS) told the Committee that what is required is „an on-going 
strategy‟ rather than „one-off‟ campaigns.23  This was echoed by others 
suggesting that awareness raising must be linked to provision of advice and 
„embedded in practice‟ at both national and local levels.24  (See theme below on 
welfare rights advice). 
 
One reason people may not claim is stigma associated with certain benefits.  
Neil Cowan (Poverty Alliance) said there is a need to: “change the narrative 
around the social security system.”25 
 

                                            
18

 Written submission from Policy in Practice 
19

 OBR (July 2019) How much might it cost to means-test free TV licences for the over 75s? 
20

 BBC news, 6 November 2019, Universal credit adverts banned as „misleading. 
21

 Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 11 
22

 Committee Official Report 21 November 2019, col 8 
23

 Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 4 
24

 For example Steven McAvoy (Enable), 5 September, Judith Paterson (CPAG) 21 November 
25

  Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 27 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU32_Policy_in_Practice.pdf
https://obr.uk/box/how-much-might-it-cost-to-means-test-free-tv-licences-for-the-over-75s/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-50304322
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12384&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12384&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
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The introduction of devolved benefits adds a new dimension to improving take-
up.  The Committee has heard suggestions that the Scottish Government and 
DWP should work together to promote benefit take-up.26 In that context, the 
Committee has discussed whether the fiscal framework would prevent the 
Scottish Government running a campaign on a reserved benefit such as pension 
credit.  Aside from the funding issues, there is the issue whether either 
Government has a role in promoting benefits provided by the other government.  
David Wallace (Social Security Scotland) said:  
 

“I would be nervous of an overt strategy that targets something that is not 
our responsibility to deliver.”27 

 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 What benefit take-up campaigns have been run by the DWP in 
recent years 

 The DWP’s strategy for ensuring people are not mistakenly 
discouraged from claiming Universal Credit 

 How DWP works with local organisations to help target benefit take-
up activity 

 How a benefit take-up campaign can address ‘stigma’, to ensure 
people feel able to claim their entitlements 

 How the DWP and Scottish Government can work together to 
promote benefit take-up of both reserved and devolved benefits 

 
Theme 3: Benefit design and administration  
The Committee has heard about the complexity of the benefits system and how 
this can affect take-up if people are unclear what their entitlements are.  Steven 
McAvoy (Enable Scotland) told the Committee that the system is complex and 
getting more complex: 
 

“Since I started working in advice the level of complexity has skyrocketed.  
Its getting increasingly more difficult to work out people‟s entitlement.‟28  
 

The level of complexity creates additional cost as it is linked to the need for 
advice. Chris Goulden (JRF) suggested that: 
 

“in an ideal world, as few people as possible should need advice.  It could 
almost be an indicator that your system is not working if demand for 
advice increases.”29  

 
Another illustration of complexity and its link to underclaiming is the number of 
people who do not get their full entitlement first time.  In 2018/19 around 1.1% of 
the value of benefits, (or around £1.5bn) was underpaid (GB wide) due to official 
or claimant error.30 Of this the largest single category was PIP, of which £330m 
was underclaimed due to claimant error.           

                                            
26

 eg. CPAG written submission, Lesley Newton, (Citizens Advice) 5 September 2019 
27

 Committee Official Report 21 November col 35 
28

 Committee Official Report 5 September 2019 col 13 
29

 Committee Official Report, 5 September 2019 col 18 
30

 DWP (2019) Fraud and error in the benefit system 2018-19 estimates 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU31_CPAG.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12384&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12239&mode=pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/fraud-and-error-in-the-benefit-system-financial-year-2018-to-2019-estimates
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Rob Gowans (CAS) said priorities should be: 
 

“ensure the application process, the eligibility rules and the assessments 
for benefits are as straightforward as they possibly can be” […] “another 
priority is to automate elements of the process where eligibility 
information is already known.”31 

 
The Committee has heard about various administrative barriers which witnesses 
considered could affect take-up.  For example Richard Gass (Rights Advice 
Scotland) referred to the need to phone for a PIP application pack and the 
requirement for mandatory reconsideration before appeal.  He considered that: 
“it feels like they have been introduced deliberately to limit benefit claims or 
expense.”32  
 
Judith Paterson (CPAG) told the Committee about: 
 

“the increasing difficulty of dealing with officialdom.  [advisers] are 
hanging on the phone for 45 or an hour just to get one part of a claim 
progressed.”33  
 

In the written submissions, suggestions for administrative improvements that 
would increase take-up included: 
 

 Allowing multiple application channels 

 Clear accessible communications – including involving service users in 
designing forms  

 Accurate information and decisions  

 Improving staff knowledge of the benefit they are administering and of 
other benefits a claimant may be entitled to 

 
The introduction of devolved benefits is potentially an additional administrative 
complexity.  For example, the DWP needs to supply the Scottish Government 
with data on people claiming qualifying benefits for Scottish benefits and 
claimants will have to be directed to the correct agency.  The Committee will 
have heard from the previous panel about the potential for more automated 
processes to affect take-up.  As discussed above, automation can be beneficial 
or detrimental to the claimant, depending on how it is implemented. 
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 Whether the DWP agree that the benefits system is becoming 
increasingly complex, the reasons for that, and the impact that has 
on take-up 

 How the DWP is working to reduce underclaiming due to claimant or 
official error 

                                            
31
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32

 Committee Official Report 21 November 2019 col 3 
33

 Committee Official Report 21 November 2019 col 28 
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 How the DWP is using automation and data-sharing to improve 
benefit take-up  

 Examples of how DWP has identified and removed administrative 
barriers to claiming 

 Whether DWP will make it easier for people to access Universal 
Credit over the phone if they are not comfortable using the online 
system 

 How the DWP and Social Security Scotland are working together to 
ensure no-one ‘falls between the cracks’ between reserved and 
devolved benefits.  For example, what administrative arrangements 
are in place to ensure that DWP staff will refer people to Social 
Security Scotland where relevant  
 

Theme 4: Welfare rights advice 
A strong theme in the written submissions to the inquiry was the importance of 
welfare rights advice in ensuring people are able to take up their benefit 
entitlements.  
 
The Committee held a session on welfare rights advice funding on 16 May, 
exploring some of the complexities.  Funders include local authorities, Scottish 
Government, DWP, trusts and charities.  There was a general view at that 
roundtable that funding for local authority advice services is reducing while 
demand is increasing.  Welfare rights advice is often provided in conjunction 
with other types of advice or in conjunction with other services.  The Committee 
heard about the value of co-location of advice services with other agencies – in 
particular in health settings. 
 
The Committee has heard about the importance of partnership working, of 
delivering advice and information locally in a way that can address a client‟s 
issues – whether these relate to reserved or devolved issues.  For example 
Catherine Henry (Citizen‟s Advice Scotland) said: 
 

“A person might come in through the help to claim programme but then it 
turns out that they have entitlement to Scottish benefits and have income 
maximisation issues and problems with their gas and electricity.”34 

 
The session on 16 May also discussed the „help to claim‟ service for Universal 
Credit, awarded last year to Citizens Advice. Previously, DWP had funded local 
authorities to provide support. Sandra McDermott of Glasgow City Council told 
the Committee that the funding did not include funding for budgeting support or 
funding for advice to help someone maintain their online claim.35  The issue of 
„help to claim‟ funding also arose at the visit to Wester Hailes in November. 
Several participants referred to this as „missed opportunity‟ as many smaller 
organisations could have been funded instead, rather than only funding CAS. 
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

                                            
34
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 How DWP funds welfare rights advice, particularly advice to help 
people maintain claims as well as making initial applications 

 Whether funding arrangements are changing now that parts of 
social security are devolved.  If so, what changes are being made? 

 Whether the DWP and Scottish Governments jointly fund advice 
projects to ensure people do not miss out on entitlements.  If they 
are not already doing so, is this something they would consider? 

 
 
Camilla Kidner,  
SPICe 
15 January 2020 
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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

BENEFIT TAKE-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM Malcolm Gardner, Team Netsol Ltd & Phil Agulnik, entitledto.

There are many factors behind low take-up of benefits, as detailed in other submissions to 

the enquiry. However, a persistent theme is that the hassle of applying for benefits put some 

people off, particularly as it often involves filling out multiple forms. 

For people who are unable or unwilling to use the internet then the existence of multiple 

paper forms, and complicated rules, is a difficult issue to resolve without investing significant 

amounts in benefits advice (instead of, for instance, increasing benefit levels). But for an 

increasing proportion of the population the issue is principally about how they access 

benefits via the internet. Even people who are happy with, and in some cases prefer, digital 

channels, still face a system where many do not know their entitlements or are put off by the 

difficulty of application process. 

The approach adopted by some LAs  in combining forms (see for instance the submission 

from Highland Council about their single application form - 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSCS519BTU04_The_Highland_

Council.pdf). But because different benefits are administered by different agencies there will 

always be limits in terms of how far this approach can go.    

The limits are: 

 inconsistencies in the requirements and the intentions of different benefit schemes,

and

 rigid interpretation of data protection rules, agency and organisational reluctance to

share data (in the case of private sector companies to share anything that could

undermine their market share), and

 a failure to ensure that there is a golden thread running from data collection through

assessment to outcomes.

This combination of limits means that most analytical assessments used to identify potential 

impacts on current claimants can only superficially indicate potential take-up.   

Most welfare Impact assessments have not really been more than data matching exercises 

that are reactive to known events. To create successful take-up four process are required: 

1) Simplified application form that utilises known data (from a range of data sources)

and elements of AI and machine learning to identify citizen’s needs.

2) Real time analysis of conditions that can not only react to changing situations but

also predict both actual and likely changes to circumstance. This form of analytics

goes beyond data matching and data filtering by making deductions through
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techniques such as statistical inference and hypotheses utilising machine learning 

algorithms that automatically apply complex mathematical calculations to big data. 

3) More ambitious is data interoperability1 which would allow policy makers and

administrators to target, not only those citizens who we know are need of support but

critically those that are hidden from us.

4) A communications platform that utilises direct communication with the citizen,

focusing on information, and prompted (email, SMS, push) notifications to helping

applicants and claimants to ensure that changes to their circumstances are

maintained– thus avoiding overpayments

Data interoperability can be supported by a range of appropriate data sources, such as, 

data owned by the Scottish Government, Local Councils and through Open Banking, 

HMRC tax data, DWP data.  GDPR permissions should be incorporated into the data 

collection and the single application form to safeguard personal data. 

One of the biggest blockers to take-up is data protectionism, whereby data owners create 

pseudo data protection rules that places blockers on the appropriate sharing of data.  A 

recent report by HMRC “Customer Experiences of Tax Credit Overpayments” highlights that 

customers are unclear about what details they have to report and to who.  There is an 

expectation that information reported to one agency will be shared with another.  While this 

may not be treated as carte blanche sharing, it is expected that data should be shared 

where it is in the best interest to do so. 

It is clear, that the citizen would be more inclined to take up benefits if they were assured 

that the application is simple and appropriate data is reused and shared where it prevents a 

detrimental impact on another benefit or support. 

As a Benefits Manager for a large urban town, I was often asked by elected members to run 

take-up campaigns.  The key issue for any of my campaigns was communication and 

simplifying the application process.  Any campaign will achieve improvement in take-up.  

The inherent difficulties are, for a short period of time, alleviated by the additional resources 

allowing that assistance is given in completing claim forms. And where communication is 

targeted to selected groups or cohorts, and resources are made available to ensure quicker 

assessments.   

But for take-up to be successful then it must be a living and continuous process.  We 

believe that new technology and modern direct media allows for the process of take-up and 

claiming to be streamlined and automated.  We would not do this alone.  Both Team Netsol 

and EntitledTo would see that to architect a quick and efficient welfare system does not 

need to merge benefits but to manage data flows, machine learning and communication so 

that support can act as a hive resource interacting directly with the citizen.  

1
 Data interoperability addresses the ability of systems and services that create, exchange and consume data 

to have clear, shared expectations for the contents, context and meaning of that data. 
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As providers of entitlement calculators and claim forms we want to play our part in reducing 

the difficulty of finding out what you are entitled to and then applying for it and ensuring that 

your claim is properly and efficiently assessed, awarded and maintained. 

We partner with other providers for the range of skills and services needed for modern 

technological solutions.  Whether that is AI and Machine learning from the likes of 

XpertRule Ltd or telephony and push services suppliers or data sources such as Ascendant 

Solutions Limited or Experian.  Equally, we believe that the technology is the tool to deliver 

policy and strategy and not in itself the driver of better services.  Therefore, we always see 

our primary partner is regional and local government. 

Team Netsol Ltd ran the electronic Scottish census in 2011, the most successful online 

census in Europe.  It also has 20 years’ experience in collecting data and managing 

sophisticated multi-benefit electronic applications forms. 

EntitledTo is one of the most trusted providers of an award-winning multi-benefit calculator, 

used by local authorities, social housing providers and welfare advice agencies. 

Both Malcolm and Phil have long experience in social policy.  Malcolm started his career in 

ICT but spent the last 25 years running revenues and benefits departments, counter-fraud 

teams and the Welfare Reform Club.  He has now returned to his technological roots as 

business analyst for Team Netsol.  Phil is a foremost expert in benefit policy and its 

application, and this knowledge has ensured that EntitledTo has remained the best 

calculator of its kind. 

Between the two companies we cover 75% of Scottish Households. 
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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

BENEFIT TAKE-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM POLICY IN PRACTICE 

Policy in Practice welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence on benefit take-up to 

the Scottish Social Security Committee. We provide data analytical and support tools 

to many local authorities, charities and other agencies to assist them to support low-

income households. 

Integral to this is the targeting of benefit take-up and income maximisation. Through 

our work with frontline organisations and service users, and through our analysis and 

research, we have developed an understanding of the volume of unclaimed benefits 

and the barriers to benefit take-up. We are committed to ensuring that those who 

need assistance are identified and supported and are given the opportunity to 

escape the constraints of poverty. 

Income maximisation through benefits entitlement is a lifeline that too many 

households miss out on. We are therefore pleased to present our evidence to the 

Committee. 

1. What do we know about how much is unclaimed and why?

DWP analysis estimates that over £10 billion of income-related benefits went 

unclaimed in the UK in the financial year 2016/17.1 Policy in Practice has undertaken 

similar analysis using local authority household-level data for low-income households 

in Wales2. 

Our analysis found that over one-third of low-income households in Wales are under-

claiming benefits.3 That translates to 75,109 households, of whom over a third 

(36.3%) are in relative poverty. 

Research shows that Pension Credit is a benefit with an especially low take-up rate: 

DWP data indicates that only 6 out of 10 eligible households claim it. This translates 

to £3.5 billion of unclaimed money, or an average loss of £2,500 per year per 

household. Research by Policy in Practice found similar results: 48.9% of eligible 

1 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/i
ncome-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf 
2 Analysis was done using SHBE and CTRS data for 16 of the 22 Welsh Local Authorities 
3 This analysis identifies households who were underclaiming pension credit, JSA-IB, ESA-I, Income Support, 
Child Tax Credits, and severe disability premia within Housing Benefit and DWP benefits 
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households within the low-income cohort in Wales are not claiming Pension Credit 

(34,655 out of 70,783 households) – this is £22.6 million of unclaimed money. 

We also know that a significant amount of Council Tax Reduction (CTR) goes 

unclaimed. Data published by the Scottish Government shows that there has been a 

reduction in the number of households claiming Council Tax Reduction over the last 

six years. The number of households receiving CTR in Scotland fell by 14% between 

April 2013 and April 2019, from 552,380 to 477,800.4 A similar reduction has 

occurred in Wales and England. Although this drop-off cannot be entirely attributed 

to a decrease in take-up (as it may reflect better economic conditions), this trend 

does coincide with the introduction of Universal Credit in 2013. There is a risk that 

since households do not have contact with their local authority under Universal 

Credit (unlike the previous Housing Benefit (HB) application), knowledge of CTS is 

reducing. The Welsh Government is concerned about this trend and has 

commissioned Policy in Practice to undertake research into the relationship of 

reduced CTR caseload with Universal Credit. This research will be published by the 

Welsh Government in Spring 2020. 

2. What are the gaps in knowledge/research and how can they be

improved?

The major gap in research about benefits take-up relates to households who are not 

visible as they are not currently claiming any benefits. Although research by Policy in 

Practice analysed take-up of benefits amongst households in receipt of HB or CTR, it 

does not capture households who are claiming no benefits at all. Local authority 

administrative data cannot capture those households who are not engaged with any 

benefits system - these households are likely to be the most distant from benefit and 

support agencies. 

Larger scale analysis, such as that done by the DWP, attempts to overcome this 

barrier by combining administrative data with Family Resources Survey data. 

Although this helps uncover some information about households who are 

underclaiming, the Family Resource Survey does not map easily onto eligibility 

criteria. For example, it cannot be used to identify households who are eligible for 

disability benefits such as PIP and DLA, since survey information about disability 

does not coincide with eligibility criteria for disability benefits. It is also limited in 

providing an understanding of the take-up of locally administered benefit as the data 

does not hold postcodes. 

Greater data sharing between the DWP and local authorities would help close this 

gap. Some local authorities in the UK have been innovative in their use of data to 

4
 https://www.gov.scot/publications/council-tax-reduction-scotland-annual-report-2018-19/pages/6/ 
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identify and target support including benefit take-up. Under Housing Benefit, local 

authorities had access to rich household-level data which enabled a proactive 

approach to supporting residents. Under Universal Credit, this data is retained by the 

DWP who appear reluctant to share it. This reduction in data held by local authorities 

hinders local authorities being pro-active around benefit take-up. London Councils5 

have recently issued a report (Supporting Low-Income Londoner's - The future of 

Local Welfare, London Councils, October 2019) which identifies this lack of data as a 

serious risk to the local support of residents. 

Scottish local authorities hold rich administrative household-level data in respect of 

Housing Benefit and CTS claimants. Although quarterly CTS returns are made to the 

Scottish Government of aggregate CTS awards, the rich household-level data 

remains with the local authority. The Scottish Government could work in partnership 

with Scottish local authorities to collate this data and use it to inform a centralised 

campaign. Policy in Practice has successfully worked with the Welsh Government6 

and London local authorities7 on similar projects.   

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

up? Specific examples would be welcomed.

The „Digital by Default‟ nature of Universal Credit and the reduced contact with local 

authorities such as Housing Benefit risks lowering benefits take-up. The reduction in 

contact between claimants and local authorities means that vulnerable claimants (for 

example, those that have learning difficulties, poor English, or who are not digitally 

able) no longer have the holistic support previously offered by most local authorities. 

This local contact was often the bridge to benefits application and income 

maximisation. There is the risk that reduction in contact with local authorities will also 

reduce knowledge around local welfare support such as CTR and DHPs. In addition, 

by reducing face-to-face support, changes to people‟s circumstances which make 

them eligible for certain benefits (for example, a deteriorating health condition) are 

less likely to be picked up. 

Claimants that are not computer-literate, or who do not have access to the internet, 

face significantly reduced access to information about benefit entitlement. Central 

Government is „Digital by Default‟ and increasingly local authorities are also only 

providing information online. In some instances, this online information is hard to 

locate even for those that are computer literate. Policy in Practice recently surveyed 

information on locally administered CTS in Wales and found that for over half the 

local authorities surveyed the information was not easily accessible. Simple to use 

5
 https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/our-key-themes/tracking-welfare-reforms/local-welfare-

provision/supporting-low-income-londoners 
6
 http://policyinpractice.co.uk/wales/ 

7
 http://policyinpractice.co.uk/low-income-londoners-and-welfare-reform-2/ 
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benefit calculators that are easily accessible, through many platforms, would assist 

understanding of benefit eligibility and advice. Many local authorities, Housing 

Associations and charities in the UK use the Benefit and Budgeting Calculator to 

advise on benefit eligibility and often have this available in public spaces as well as 

online. We know that this is used by over 10,000 citizens per week to check benefit 

entitlement. 

Specific measures could be taken to increase benefit take up; 

 Local authorities should use their data to proactively engage with residents. Many

already use the LIFT dashboard but this use of data needs to be widespread and

funded.

 Central government needs to share data with local authorities to facilitate local

targeted take-up.

 The Scottish Government should work in partnership with Scottish local

authorities to utilise Housing Benefit and CTR data, held by local authorities, to

inform an understanding of gaps in benefit take-up.

 Online information should provide a simple to access route to understanding of

benefit eligibility. Public agencies should review access to information and

simplify this where necessary.

 Benefit eligibility calculators need to be widespread and easily accessible.

 Central government needs to work in partnership with local and community

organisations that come into contact with vulnerable households and could use

this relationship to provide face-to-face advice (e.g. local authorities and GP

surgeries). The importance of using relationships to ensure take-up has been

recognised by the Government through the “who knows me best?” approach to

Universal Credit managed migration.

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?

Technology can facilitate better data-sharing between government departments 

(both central and local) and to some extent this is already in place. For example, 

Child Benefit information is already shared with the DWP for Universal Credit 

administration purposes. However, there are still widespread gaps. An example 

would be that all those receiving state pension below Pension Credit level should be 

automatically invited to apply for Pension Credit. Likewise, if someone experienced a 

change of circumstances which may make them eligible for other benefits, this 

should automatically be followed-up. Our experience is that this does not occur even 

within the same Government department. An example being the significant number 

of households that were in receipt of means-tested benefits from the DWP who were 
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eligible for, but not receiving the Severe Disability Premium, even though this is also 

administered by the DWP. 

Universal Credit provides an opportunity to provide greater automation of benefit 

take-up as it merges out-of-work benefits with benefits for those in work. This 

provides greater centralised visibility over low income households which could be 

used to inform eligibility for other benefits. In addition, Universal Credit administration 

requires up-to-date income information allowing an even greater understating of 

household circumstances. 

If Universal Credit data was shared with public bodies outside the DWP there is the 

opportunity to increase benefit take up. This is because engagement can build on 

already existing relationships. Shared data is also likely to improve claimants‟ 

experience of the benefits system, since they would not have to disclose the same 

information to other agencies. 

Technology can also help people navigate the welfare system and understand what 

benefits they are eligible for. Online benefit calculators, such as the Benefit and 

Budgeting Calculator, allow people to find out which benefits they are eligible for. 

This knowledge can empower people to make their own decisions on benefit 

application and income maximisation. Because the calculator personalises 

information, it not only signposts users to eligible mainstream benefits but also 

highlights less well known additional support, such as the Best Start Foods card and 

the Warm Homes Discount. An example of the information available to users is given 

below: 
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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.

The Royal Borough of Greenwich use the LIFT dashboard as part of their benefits 

take-up work. By using administrative data from the dashboard, they have identified 

£20m per annum in unclaimed benefits. They successfully contacted 55 households 

eligible for the Severe Disability Premium, and in doing so delivered an annual 

increase in support of over £180,000. Greenwich acknowledged the difficulty in 

increasing benefits take-up: previous campaigns using mailshots and phone calls 

were resource heavy and saw a response rate of only 10%. By using administrative 

data through the dashboard, they could be „smarter and targeted‟ with their support. 

For example, they identified households who were in receipt of ESA and financially 

in crisis (i.e., households whose income did not cover their costs). They then focused 

on these households and encouraged them to make an application for PIP or DLA if 

they were eligible. This data-led approach aligns with the duty to promote take-up 

through administrative data outlined in Scotland‟s Social Security Act 2018. 

The possibilities for proactive benefit take-up using data analysis is illustrated below. 

This shows how large and complex datasets can be narrowed down by those 

impacted change and allows the local authority to engage with those most at risk. 
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Haringey Council also used the dashboard to proactively promote benefits take-up. 

They reach out to mixed-age couples who were eligible for pension credit ahead of 

the May 2019 deadline (from when mixed-age couples have been unable to make 

new claims for pension credit). They identified 236 households who had lost an 

average of £9,842 a year; by targeting support to these households, the council 

helped households claim up to £2.3 million unclaimed pension credit. 

The Benefit and Budgeting Calculator (previously referenced) allows individuals to 

take control of their own benefits take-up and enables advisors to provide wider 

ranging support. More widespread and mainstream access to tools such as this 

would enable those that are able to simply seek out relevant and personalised 

information. It would also enable those who come into contact with vulnerable 

claimants, who many not be experts in the benefit system, to provide benefit take-up 

advice. This approach has been used by Guinness Housing Association who have 

used the calculator to claim many thousands of pounds of benefit for their tenants8. 

6. Are different approaches required for different benefits and different
client groups?

No response provided. 

8
 http://policyinpractice.co.uk/the-guinness-partnership-client-story-the-benefit-and-budgeting-calculator/ 
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7. What kinds of eligibility criteria ensure better take-up?

Generally, simple eligibility criteria which can be easily communicated and 

understood encourages high take-up. Child Benefit has very simple eligibility criteria: 

any household responsible for a child and with income below a set threshold is 

eligible. It also has an extremely high take-up rate: in 2016-17, the Child Benefit 

take-up rate was 93%, compared to 83% for Child Tax Credit and 65% for Working 

Tax Credit.9 Policy in Practice is increasingly providing analysis for local authorities 

in England who are examining the possibility of simple criteria for localised support, 

particularly CTS. An example would be a guaranteed award set at a percentage of 

liability for all those with income below a threshold. These simplified criteria enable 

councils to provide a straightforward, easy to understand, message for take-up and 

promotion. 

Complex criteria for eligibility appear to have the effect of reducing take-up. Disability 

benefits such as PIP and ESA have complicated eligibility criteria and an application 

process which involves many steps. In turn, they have low take-up rates: 43% of 

ESA applicants do not make it to the Work Capability Assessment stage of their 

application.10 As well as deterring eligible people from applying for these benefits, 

the inherent complexity means that eligible claimants can be incorrectly denied 

benefits. 6% of people assessed for PIP and ESA were wrongly denied benefits the 

first time around.11 This will affect take-up, since whilst some people will stay 

engaged with the system and appeal a wrongful decision, others will disengage after 

the first decision. 

A further example of complexity deterring take-up is the severe disability premium 

part of legacy benefits which is frequently under-claimed. Since it is a premium 

added to other benefits rather than a benefit in its own right, many households who 

are eligible for it do not know that it exists. In addition, due to its complicated 

eligibility criteria, many households will unknowingly become eligible due to a change 

of circumstances, such as an adult child moving out of the home. Policy in Practice 

found that there are 16,408 households in Wales who are eligible for a severe 

disability premium within a DWP benefit and who are not receiving it, and another 

306 who are eligible for a severe disability premium within their Housing Benefit but 

not receiving it. 

Universal Credit introduces greater simplicity to the benefits system for working-age 

households. Previously low-income households had to ascertain which benefits they 

should apply for, and which agencies administered these benefits. Universal Credit 

9

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763597/
Child_Benefit__Child_Tax_Credit_and_Working_Tax_Credit_take-up_rates_2016_to_2017.pdf 
10

 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmworpen/829/82904.htm 
11

 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmworpen/829/82904.htm 
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unites benefit support for those in work and those out-of-work and so does not 

require application to different agencies if economic circumstances change. This 

simplification was initially welcomed by all parties in the hope that it would increase 

benefit take-up and smooth transition into, or out of, work. However, early indications 

are that some claimants are reluctant to claim Universal Credit or do not make it 

through the application process. There are a number of reasons for this including the 

wait for first payment, lower benefit rates for certain groups of claimants, the digital 

nature of application, and ongoing reputational damage. Policy in Practice, along 

with other research and support groups, has made representations to Government 

on how the benefit could be improved. Many of these submissions can be found at 

http://policyinpractice.co.uk/publications/. However, even if Universal Credit was 

amended to overcome the main issues that deter some claimants, reputational 

damage may be harder to overcome. This illustrates that simplified eligibility alone is 

not sufficient to increase take-up. It needs to go hand-in-hand with adequate 

information and support to claim, adequate benefit rates, and flexibility around the 

needs of claimants. 

8. How might the development of Scottish social security impact on take-
up of both reserved and devolved benefits?

No response provided. 

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

No response provided. 

About Policy in Practice 

Policy in Practice is a socially-minded software company that works with councils, 

government, housing and community organisations to target and improve welfare 

support for people. Combining cutting-edge tech, insightful data and expert analysis, 

we help organisations to understand what‟s working, what can be improved, and 

how. 

Our award-winning Benefit and Budgeting Calculator helps around 10,000 people 
every day find out what support they may be eligible for. Our data analytics 
services help organisations find relationships in datasets and visualise the drivers of 
poverty. We use our policy expertise to drive change via research, publications, 
media coverage and blog posts. 

We have provided evidence to Government Select Committees around our research 
into the causes and impact of poverty and have undertaken research in collaboration 
with central Government, local government, and external agencies (such as JRF). 
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/ 

SSC/S5/20/2/3

http://policyinpractice.co.uk/publications/
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/software/
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/data-analytics/
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/data-analytics/
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/policy/
http://policyinpractice.co.uk/
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To learn more about our work in Wales, London or with other councils, and 
how this could be applied in Scotland, please contact us using the contact 
details below. 

Contact: Louise Murphy, Data Analyst, Policy in Practice 
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Scottish Parliament’s Social Security Committee Inquiry into 
Benefit Take-up. 
 

Submission from the Department for Work and Pensions on 
estimates of take-up for the evidence session on 23 January 
2020. 
 
Figure Correction 
 
DWP has a correction to make to the take-up analysis that was presented in 
the papers relating to this session. 
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Meeting%20Papers/SSCPubl
icPapers_20190905.pdf 
 
Table 1 on page 3 of the papers states that the estimated (caseload) take-up 
rate for Income support and income related employment and support 
allowance in 2016/17 was 80%.  This is incorrect.  The published value is 
84%. 
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-
2016-17.pdf 
 
Table 1 on page 3 of the papers states that the estimated (caseload) take-up 
rate for JSA in 2009/10 was 60-67%.  This is incorrect.  The published value 
is 69%. 
 
The most up-to-date figure we published for estimates of take-up of income-
based JSA relates to 2015/16. The estimated (caseload) take-up rate was 
56%. 
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/645577/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-
2015-16.pdf 
 
Take-up 17/18 Publication Timescales 
 
The Income-Related Benefits: Estimates of Take-up 2017/18 publication has 
been postponed to February 2020 to allow further time for quality 
assurance.  This is to ensure it meets the standards for the Code of Practice 
for Statistics. The publication date will be confirmed and pre-announced at 
least 4 weeks ahead of publication date to meet the standards of the Code of 
Practice for Statistics. 
 
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/code-of-practice-for-statistics/ 
 

https://www.gov.uk/search/research-and 
statistics?content_store_document_type=upcoming_statistics&keywords=take
-up&organisations%5B%5D=department-for-work-pensions 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Meeting%20Papers/SSCPublicPapers_20190905.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Meeting%20Papers/SSCPublicPapers_20190905.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/645577/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2015-16.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/645577/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2015-16.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/645577/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2015-16.pdf
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/code-of-practice-for-statistics/
https://www.gov.uk/search/research-and%20statistics?content_store_document_type=upcoming_statistics&keywords=take-up&organisations%5B%5D=department-for-work-pensions
https://www.gov.uk/search/research-and%20statistics?content_store_document_type=upcoming_statistics&keywords=take-up&organisations%5B%5D=department-for-work-pensions
https://www.gov.uk/search/research-and%20statistics?content_store_document_type=upcoming_statistics&keywords=take-up&organisations%5B%5D=department-for-work-pensions
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Take-up Methodology Complexity – General 
 
The methodology for deriving the estimates of take up is complex. Figures in 
the report are based on DWP administrative data, Local Authority 
administrative data and data from the Family Resources Survey (FRS). The 
survey data from the FRS are then modelled using a static microsimulation 
model known as the Policy Simulation Model (PSM). The PSM is a model of 
the tax and benefit system of the UK. The source data for the model comes 
primarily from the FRS with benefit/credit entitlement and tax/National 
Insurance liability calculated for each FRS family.  
 
This flow chart helps to outline the different stages in the methodology. 
 

 
 
To produce the take-up estimates, information can be taken from DWP 
administrative data sources to look at the average number of those in receipt 
of the benefit along with the average amount claimed. However, because 
administrative benefit entitlement datasets do not exist, survey-based 
estimates of the population and unclaimed amounts of those who are entitled 
but not receiving (ENRs) are required. A combination of an adjusted dataset 
from the PSM, which includes survey data linked to administrative data, and 
reported receipt from the FRS are used to produce these estimates.  
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The estimates for the ENRs are calculated with confidence intervals which 
provide a lower and upper range for the average number of ENRs and the 
average amount claimed. These estimates, along with the central estimates 
are incorporated into the take-up formulae. Caseload and expenditure take-up 
rates are estimated. A point estimate is calculated. The lower and upper 
bound estimates of those not in receipt are used to estimate lower and upper 
take-up bounds. Statistical tests are performed on the point estimates to 
identify significant differences between the take-up rates between years and 
between groups.  
 
There are limitations to this methodology but it aims to produce the best take-
up estimates based on the evidence available. Specifically, with regards to 
calculating ESA entitlement, it is not possible to perfectly model ESA eligibility 
because there are no data available for the PSM to use on the outcomes of 
individual Work Capability Assessments or doctors’ certificates that people 
would have if they applied to claim ESA.  
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-
2016-17.pdf 
 
Take-up Methodology Complexity – Universal Credit 
 
Universal Credit (UC) was introduced in April 2013 in certain pathfinder areas 
of North West England. In November 2018 when we published the 2016/17 
estimates UC was available to all types of claimants in certain areas of Great 
Britain and is being introduced in stages by postcode area.  
 
As UC is being rolled out it will affect the take-up estimates in the future as 
eligibility for current benefits changes.  
 
From an analytical perspective there are challenges in producing take-up 
estimates for income-related benefits generally.  Then there are specific 
challenges in creating a UC take-up measure and interpreting and 
communicating its results within the scope of the Code of Practice for 
Statistics. 
 
Quality means that statistics fit their intended uses, are based on appropriate 
data and methods, and are not materially misleading. 
 
Quality requires skilled professional judgement about collecting, 
preparing, analysing and publishing statistics and data in ways that 
meet the needs of people who want to use the statistics. 
 
The challenges include: 

- Roll out schedule – different types of claimants at different times and 
geographical coverage 

- New administrative data systems and admin data availability 
- The number of UC cases being picked up in the Family Resources 

Survey 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/757268/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-2016-17.pdf
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- Identifying eligibility in the PSM.  As noted below it is currently difficult 
to assess eligibility in the model.  This is likely to continue for some 
time. 

- Time lags in the data for analysis. 
 
Whilst there is an increasing amount of UC administrative data becoming 
available for use in the department, there is only a small number of cases that 
reported receipt of UC in the Family Resources Survey (FRS) in 2016/17. At 
this point in the UC rollout schedule, there is no practical way to distinguish 
between Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) and UC at entitlement level for the 
purposes of estimating take-up statistics. Therefore, the JSA data are not of a 
suitable quality to be published. We are also unable to estimate UC take-up 
rates at present.  
 
We are monitoring the situation and will make changes in the future as 
required. 
 
Non-take up evidence 
 

Take-up of benefits can be affected by a number of factors. Trying to explain 
the reasons for non-take-up is difficult and we do not have the data in our 
modelling to do this. In our publication we do refer to European Research 
looking at the issues in more detail. 
 
A working paper reviewed the literature available on issues relating to take-up 
of benefits. Trying to explain the reasons for non-take-up is difficult and we do 
not have the data in our modelling to do this. But in helping put results into 
context, it is useful to outline some of the broad factors that have been found 
to have an effect. Take-up may be affected by factors such as the size or 
other attractiveness of the benefit, lack of awareness of the benefit or 
application procedure, lack of awareness of their entitlement, the perceived 
stigma of receiving a benefit, or other factors. 
 
Access To Benefits, working paper (2014) Eurofound. 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/access-to-benefits-in-times-of-crisis     
 
A working paper reviewed the literature available on issues relating to take-up 
of benefits including the availability of take-up analysis in other European 
countries. Available here:  
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2015/social-
policies/access-to-social-benefits-reducing-non-take-up 
 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/access-to-benefits-in-times-of-crisis
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2015/social-policies/access-to-social-benefits-reducing-non-take-up
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2015/social-policies/access-to-social-benefits-reducing-non-take-up

	Social Security Committee
	2nd Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Thursday 23 January 2020
	Benefit Take-up
	Policy in Practice welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence on benefit take-up to the Scottish Social Security Committee. We provide data analytical and support tools to many local authorities, charities and other agencies to assist them to suppor...
	Integral to this is the targeting of benefit take-up and income maximisation. Through our work with frontline organisations and service users, and through our analysis and research, we have developed an understanding of the volume of unclaimed benefit...
	Income maximisation through benefits entitlement is a lifeline that too many households miss out on. We are therefore pleased to present our evidence to the Committee.
	1. What do we know about how much is unclaimed and why?
	3. How can the administration of benefits be improved to maximise take-up? Specific examples would be welcomed.
	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?
	7. What kinds of eligibility criteria ensure better take-up?
	Our award-winning Benefit and Budgeting Calculator helps around 10,000 people every day find out what support they may be eligible for. Our data analytics services help organisations find relationships in datasets and visualise the drivers of poverty....
	We have provided evidence to Government Select Committees around our research into the causes and impact of poverty and have undertaken research in collaboration with central Government, local government, and external agencies (such as JRF).
	http://policyinpractice.co.uk/
	To learn more about our work in Wales, London or with other councils, and how this could be applied in Scotland, please contact us using the contact details below.
	Contact: Louise Murphy, Data Analyst, Policy in Practice
	louise@policyinpractice.couk
	0330 088 9242




