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9 July 2019 
 
Dear Convener,  
 
Increasing take-up and uprating of social security assistance 
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 June 2019 advising of the Committee’s intention to explore 
take-up of reserved and devolved social security benefits.  I was interested to read about 
your planned roundtable to be held in early September and look forward to seeing the output 
from that. 
 
As you note, the Scottish Government will publish a benefit take-up strategy later this year.  
Publication is required by 21 October, one year from commencement of the relevant Act 
sections.  The strategy will focus on Scottish social security assistance being delivered at the 
point of publication. 
 
You also sought information on the Scottish Government’s work to date to promote take-up. 
Given our responsibility for devolved benefits, recent activity has focussed on our new Best 
Start Grant payments. 
 
We have been working hard to ensure that information regarding the Best Start Grant 
reaches its targeted audience to encourage uptake.  A co-ordinated communications plan is 
being implemented and we are working with Health Boards, Local Authorities and third 
sector organisations who support those who may be eligible to raise awareness and 
encourage applications for benefits. 

 
A range of resources have been made available to stakeholders, including guidance 
documents, leaflets, posters, model articles and social media content that can be copied or 
adapted across a range of their channels.  We have also developed, in conjunction with 
COSLA and local authorities, potential suggestions of how local government can support 
take-up of the Best Start payments through existing services. 
 
An integrated marketing campaign ran from 25 February - 19 May 2019 to raise awareness of 
the Best Start Grant Pregnancy and Baby payment, the financial help it could deliver and to 
encourage eligible parents to apply. This campaign used media channels relevant to the target 
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audience and stakeholder engagement activity to drive interest in the grant. The Scotland-
wide campaign targeted low income expectant parents and parents with babies up to 6 
months. A range of media channels were used including radio, outdoor advertising digital 
advertising and social media advertising (Facebook and Instagram) to complement the 
stakeholder activity.   
 
As you know, the number of claims for Best Start Grant Pregnancy and Baby Payment has 
vastly exceeded those expected.  Since opening for applications on Monday 10 December to 
28 February, 16,490 applications were received and £3.5 million payments were made by 
Social Security Scotland for BSG Pregnancy and Baby Payment to low income families.   
  
We have now also launched two further Best Start Grant payments - Early Learning and 
School Age Payments and communications campaigns were run to raise awareness of these 
payments and encourage applications. More than 11,000 applications were received in the 
week after the launch of  Early Learning Payment (29 April 2019) and more than 14,000 
applications were received in the week after the launch of  School Age Payment (3 June 
2019).  
 
Now that all three payments have gone live, we will carry out further evaluation of who has 
applied to try and identify if there are any groups that are underrepresented and to use 
insights to refine our approach to ensure best value whilst also maximising uptake – getting 
as many people as possible the money they are entitled to. 
 
In addition to building upon the work done to date to promote Best Start Grant, we also have 
integrated communications and marketing plans for benefits that will be introduced this 
financial year.  A primary objective of all of these plans is to drive take up and the strategy 
and approach has been tailored for each benefit and audience.  
 
As part of launch activities for these benefits, we will use insight to identify appropriate media 
channels and – as with everything we will do – will evaluate the effectiveness of this and 
refine our ongoing approach.  
 
As an example, initial evidence from the Pregnancy and Baby Payment marketing campaign 
has shown that partnership working has yielded some of the greatest return on investment. 
We will continue to build upon the partnerships that we have put in place for this campaign 
and look to form further relationships to ensure that people are aware of all the benefits 
available.  
 
Local Delivery Relationship Leads continue to work with partners around the country to raise 
the profile of Social Security Scotland and its services.  They are engaging with a range of 
organisations and attending local meetings to encourage take up of assistance. 
 
As you will be aware, we established Experience Panels to shape the new Scottish social 
security system.  The panels involve people with lived experience of the benefits that are 
being devolved to the Scottish Government.  A programme of research has been established 
and this includes a standalone strand of work with more marginalised, sensitive and 
dispersed ‘seldom heard’ groups. Scottish Government researchers are in the process of 
commissioning external contractors to recruit and undertake fieldwork with a wide range of 
these groups to explore their views and needs.  We are working with those contractors to 
embed research themes which relate to low take-up; the reasons for it and the most effective 
ways of solving it. This is in addition to our standalone research with ethnic minorities which 
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is ongoing and is providing valuable findings on the barriers faced by a people from a range 
of ethnicities and with English as a second language.  
 
The Scottish Government will also take forward our own work on take-up with seldom heard 
groups.  Engagement with seldom heard groups during the charter development process 
revealed that different communities often have substantially different reasons for not 
accessing their entitlement.  For example, during the process of developing the charter we 
found that many BME women were surprised to learn about the extent of the support 
available and, in some cases, were not even aware that a social security system existed at 
all.  This is in contrast to other groups, e.g. gypsy/travellers and the Chinese community, 
where the Equality and Human Rights Commission have cited evidence that low take-up is 
more a product of cultural attitudes.  In short, in addition to more national level work aimed at 
publicising entitlement, we believe there is also significant value in more detailed, 
deliberative policy work to engage with communities and understand in more detail how they 
view social security; with a view to developing bespoke strategies to deliver improvement.  
My officials have started this work, and expect to build initial findings into the first take-up 
strategy. 
 
I hope this information is useful to the Committee in advance of its roundtable in September. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 

 
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
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� �t 
Thank you for your letter of 17th June to the Secretary of State asking about DWP's 
plans to promote the take-up of its benefits. 

The Department does all it can, through its information providing services, to ensure 
that people are aware of the benefits to which they may be entitled and how to claim 
them. To make it visible to those most likely to need it, advice is available in English 
and Welsh, different formats, and different locations. 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. 

Information on benefits is also available on the Government website at www.gov.uk. 
This is the best source of information for anybody concerned about what might be 
available given their particular circumstances. It provides the widest range of online 
information regarding help from the Government, with sections on financial support, 
disability rights, employment and much more. The website has been designed to 
allow people to find the information they are looking for in a way that is simple, fast 
and clear. 

Taken together, this ensures that people have access to enough information to make 
informed decisions about claiming the appropriate benefits. 

(�J; �I

/� 
Alok Sharma MP 

Minister of State for Employment 
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Social Security Committee 

19th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Thursday 5 September 2019 

Benefit Take-up 

Introduction and Background 
This paper provides suggested themes for discussion for a roundtable on take-
up of reserved and devolved benefits.  The roundtable is intended to inform the 
remit for the Committee‟s forthcoming inquiry on benefit take-up. 

Non take-up of benefits is not just a recent issue or confined to the UK.  
Eurofound1 note that: “Previous literature reviews have identified the 
phenomenon consistently in recent decades in a wide range of EU Member 
States.”  However the exact extent of the problem is unknown because of 
difficulties estimating eligibility.  The UK Government estimates take-up for 
some benefits but not all.  Estimates that do exist suggest a wide variation in 
take-up across different benefits.  See table 1 below. 

The Scottish Government is required2 to publish a take-up strategy for Scottish 
social security in October.  The Scottish Fiscal Commission‟s estimates for the 
„wave 1‟3 benefits are all below 80% take-up by 2024 (see table 1 below). 

Action to improve take-up can include: 

1. Campaigns to raise awareness of a specific benefit, group of benefits or a

specific claimant group (such as older people or families on low wages).

2. Provision of welfare rights advice to help people claim and challenge

decisions

3. Improving benefit administration and design to ensure they are

straightforward to claim.

4. Reducing any stigma around claiming benefits.

1
 A useful overview of benefit take-up across the EU and reasons for non-take-up has been 

produced by Eurofound.  See: 
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1536en.p
df Their diagram on reasons for non-take-up is reproduced in the annex to this paper. 
2
 Section 8, Social Security (Scotland) Act 2018 

3
 Best start grant, best start foods, carer‟s allowance supplement, funeral support payment.  The 

SFC don‟t forecast the young carer‟s grant because of it‟s relatively low overall cost. 
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Take-up rates are particularly important this year for the Scottish budget.  

Expenditure on disability benefits in Scotland this year (2019/20) will be the 

major factor in calculating the amount in relation to social security to be 

transferred to the Scottish budget for 2020/21.4 

The roundtable is an opportunity to discuss how to improve estimates of benefit 
take-up rates and what governments and others can do to improve those rates.  
It is also an opportunity to discuss what the Scottish Government should include 
in its take-up strategy for Scottish benefits. 

The Committee will hear from: 

 Lynn Naven, Public Health Research Specialist from Glasgow Centre for
Population Health: Healthier Wealthier Children Project5

 Chris Goulden, Deputy Director of Evidence and Impact, Joseph
Rowntree Foundation

 Neil Cowan, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, The Poverty Alliance

 Steven McAvoy, Senior Welfare Rights Advisor, ENABLE, Scotland

 Russell Gunson, Director, IPPR Scotland

 Rob Gowans, Senior Policy Officer, Citizen‟s Advice Scotland

 Lesley Newton, Deputy Manager, Inverness, Badenoch and Strathspey
Citizens Advice Bureau

The following suggests three broad themes for discussion.  As the intention is to 
inform the inquiry remit, members may also wish to ask participants what their 
priorities would be for the inquiry.   

Theme 1: How many people don’t claim? 
Estimates of take-up are available for some benefits (see table below) but there 
are significant gaps.   

In particular, there are no official estimates of take-up of non means tested 
disability benefits.  This is mainly because these benefits are based on 
individual assessments of whether someone meets specific criteria.  While there 
are estimates of numbers of disabled people, not all these people will meet the 
criteria for disability benefits.  Research for the DWP in 2007 described 
estimating the size of the eligible population and take-up rate for disability 
benefits as: “a difficult, if not impossible, task.”  

One approach would be to assume that the number of people who report in 
surveys that they are disabled would be an upper limit to potential eligibility.  In 

4
 The transfer of financial responsibility for all benefits still to be devolved (except cold weather 

and winter fuel payments) is due to happen in April 2020.  After the baseline year, the baseline 
figure is increased or decreased by the change in spend in England and Wales and relative 
difference in population change England and Wales compared to Scotland. 
5 Launched in November 2010, Healthier, Wealthier Children works across NHSGGC tackling 

poverty through health and money/welfare advice services working together to develop referral 
and information pathways for pregnant women and families at risk of, or experiencing, poverty. 
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its welfare trends report 2019, the Office of Budget Responsibility (OBR) 
commented that:  

“If one assumes that all disability benefit recipients are among those 
reporting a disability that limits day-today activities, as derived from the 
FRS (family resources survey), the difference between reported disability 
prevalence and the prevalence of disability benefits receipt is an 
indication of the combined effect of policy design and take-up behaviour 
among potential recipients.” 

Because disability benefits will form the largest part of devolved benefits, this 
means there is likely to be considerable uncertainty about take-up rates of 
devolved benefits.  

Another major gap at the moment is that there are no official statistics on take-
up of universal credit.  This is because it is still being rolled out.  This also 
means that take-up estimates of „legacy‟ benefits will become less useful over 
the next few years as people move to universal credit.   

Table 1 below summarises the caseload take-up estimates for those benefits 
where official estimates are made.  It also gives the forecast take-up for the 
Scottish benefits that have been legislated for. (i.e. „wave 1‟ benefits). 

Table 1: Take-up estimates (caseload) 
Great Britain benefits (estimates of take-up in 2016/17) 
Pension credit 60% 

Housing benefit 80% 

Income support and income related 
employment and support allowance 

80% 

Child benefit 93% 

Child tax credit 83% 

Working tax credit (families with children) 81% 

Working tax credit (families without children) 31% 

Scottish social security: (SFC estimates of take-up by 2024/25) 
Best start grant (baby) 53% 

Best start grant (early learning and school) 77% 

Funeral support payment 65% 

Best start foods 68% 
Notes and sources 
Carer’s Allowance take-up was estimated at 65% in 2010.  See: Richard Berthoud for DWP 
(2010) The Take-Up of Carer’s Allowance: A Feasibility Study.   
JSA and UC take-up rates are not available due to the roll out of UC.  JSA was included in older 
statistics – in 2009/10 take-up was estimated at 60 to 67%.  Council Tax Benefit was estimated 
at 62 to 69% take-up in 2009/10.  It has since been replaced by Council Tax Reduction. 
DWP (2018): Income related benefits: estimates of take-up for financial year 2016/17  
HMRC (2018)  Child Benefit, Child Tax Credit and Working Tax Credit take-up rates 2016/17 
SFC Scotland’s economic and fiscal forecasts May 2018 

The DWP statistics note the complex methodology involved in estimating take-
up.  The government uses the Family Resources Survey to estimate those who 
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might be entitled but do not claim and compares this to administrative data on 
number of claimants.  

Take-up varies by benefit and by type of claimant.  For example, the overall 
housing benefit take-up is 80%, but it is 59% for couples with children 
(compared to 87% for singles with children), 69% in the private rented sector 
(compared to 86% in social rented) and 58% for those in work (compared to 
93% of non-pensioners out of work).6 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 Evidence (quantitative and qualitative) of the extent of under
claiming.

 How non-take-up varies by types of claimant and type of benefit.
 What research is required to improve estimates of benefit take-

up – particularly disability benefits.
 What should be in the Scottish Government’s take-up strategy in

relation to estimating take-up rates.

Theme 2: Take-up campaigns 
The Committee wrote to the UK and Scottish Governments asking what they did 
to promote take-up of benefits. 

Alok Sharma, MP, Minister for Employment highlighted information services in 
different languages, formats and locations, and different methods of applying for 
benefits – both online and offline.7   

Shirley-Anne Somerville, MSP, Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older 
People wrote8 describing Scottish Government actions to promote take-up of 
devolved benefits.  This included: 

 Communications activity to promote best start grant and the benefits
starting in 2019.

 Social Security Scotland‟s local delivery relationship leads “engaging with
a range of organisations and attending local meetings to encourage take-
up of assistance.”

 Experience panel research with those from seldom heard, marginalised
groups to look at low take-up.

 Research with people from ethnic minorities to understand barriers to
take-up.

 Plans for “detailed deliberative policy work to understand how people
from various groups view social security” which may lead to bespoke
strategies for different groups.

6
 DWP (2018) Housing Benefit take-up statistics 2016/17, Housing Benefit tables 

7
 Letter to Committee, 9

th
 July 2019. 

8
 Letter to Committee, 9

th
 July 2019 
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The Scottish Government has run a number of campaigns to raise awareness of 
UK and Scottish, benefits.  These include: 

 Spring 2017: Scotland wide campaign with Citizen‟s Advice Scotland to
encourage people to check their entitlements.

 Summer 2017: focused on young carers to promote carer‟s allowance

 Autumn 2017: Scotland wide campaign, via local authorities, NHS boards

and third sector organisations to encourage take-up.

 Autumn 2017: focus on people aged 65 and older with the slogan „You‟ve

earned it‟.

 November 2018: The Financial Health Check service launched, run by
Citizen‟s Advice Scotland.  The service is now known as „Money Talk‟
and a national advertising campaign will run until mid September.9

The „You‟ve earned it‟ campaign in 2017 encouraged people over 65 to contact 
Citizens Advice Scotland to check their benefit entitlement.  It also sought to 
create more positive language around benefit entitlement.  The overall budget 
was £280,000.  An evaluation found that CAS received 463 calls during the 
campaign period and increased clients‟ income by a total of £152,000. 

Publicity associated with the introduction of new benefits can lead to increased 
take-up.  The Office of Budget Responsibility‟s „Guide to welfare spending‟ 
states that: 

“The introduction of pension credit in 2003 was accompanied by a 
campaign to raise take-up; the caseload increased by more than 50 per 
cent between 2002-03 and 2005-06. Similarly, benefit take-up among 
low-income families with children increased from around 60 per cent for 
the family income supplement to 90 per cent for the system of tax credits 
that replaced it.” 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 What more should be done by DWP, Scottish Government, local
government and others to promote take-up.

 Lessons from previous take-up campaigns by the Scottish
Government and others.

 The capacity of welfare rights providers to respond to any increases
in referrals that might result from work to improve take-up.

 The role of governments in influencing public attitudes to claiming
social security benefits.

 What should be in the Scottish Government’s take-up strategy in
relation to take-up campaigns and reducing stigma.

Theme 3: Benefit design and administration 

9 Scottish Government, News release 19
th
 August 2019 Money talk team benefit thousands of

families 

SSC/S5/19/19/4

5

https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-security/benefit-take-up/
https://financialhealthcheck.scot/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/youve-earned-benefit-uptake-campaign-october-2017-evaluation-report/
https://obr.uk/forecasts-in-depth/brief-guides-and-explainers/an-obr-guide-to-welfare-spending/
https://news.gov.scot/news/money-talk-team-benefits-thousands-of-families
https://news.gov.scot/news/money-talk-team-benefits-thousands-of-families


Take-up campaigns can improve awareness of benefits and address public 
attitudes to benefits but there are other factors that affect whether someone 
actually receives a benefit they are entitled to.10  These include: 

 The application process and administration

 Design issues such as whether eligibility criteria are simple

 The amount of benefit provided

One of the expectations for universal credit is that, by designing a benefit which 
combines six benefits into one, take-up will improve.11  Under the legacy system 
someone might miss out if they didn‟t realise, for example, that they were 
entitled to housing benefit as well as job seeker‟s allowance.  While this won‟t 
happen under universal credit12 the administration and digital nature of the 
benefit has been criticised for making it difficult to claim,13 thus potentially 
reducing take-up.   

Scottish social security benefits are being designed to try and minimise the 
complexity of claiming.  For example, funeral expenses payment is a benefit that 
has been criticised for having long and detailed forms that require very personal 
information.  The Scottish Government intends that the devolved equivalent -
funeral support payment will be simpler to apply for and paid more quickly.14  
This may impact on take-up. 

One design feature of the new Scottish social security benefits available so far is 
that they are essentially passported benefits. With very few exceptions they 
require someone to be in receipt of another benefit.  Passporting has the 
advantage that eligibility is usually easy to establish, and receipt of another 
benefit can be a useful proxy for targeting the intended claimant group without 
having to design complex eligibility criteria.  For example, Glasgow City Council 
passport their school clothing grant from council tax reduction and housing 
benefit enabling them to automatically identify who would be eligible for the 
clothing grant from their existing records.15 

However, the take-up of passported benefits cannot be higher the take-up of the 
benefit to which they are linked.  This could limit the extent to which the 
passported benefits reach the people they are intended for.  For example, if a 
Scottish benefit is dependent on receiving working tax credit (which has an 
estimated take-up of 65%) then it its reach is limited.  A benefit linked to child 
benefit or child tax credit on the other hand may be better targeted to its 
intended group because take-up rates are much higher.  

10
 See for example: DWP estimates for benefit take-up note, Scottish Fiscal Commission: 

approach to forecasting social security and Eurofound 
11

 DWP (2012) Universal Credit impact assessment 
12

 Because entitlement to help with housing costs will be assessed along with entitlement to 
benefit for being out of work as part of the same benefit. 
13

 See for example, CAS news release 23 July 2018, “Universal credit claims falter due to 
complicated application process and lack of support.” 
14

 See https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-security/funeral-expense-assistance/ 
15

   This is not possible for free school meals because CTR and HB are not eligibility criteria for 
free school meals.  See letter to Committee 15 May 2019  
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Another relevant factor is the whether the amount of benefit that would be 
received is worth the effort of claiming.  A paper for Employability Scotland 
commented that: 

“Across all benefits, the fact that take‐up rates by expenditure are higher 
than those by caseload suggests that a significant proportion of those 
who do not claim benefits would be entitled to only a small amount of 
money, and have rationally made the decision that this small sum is not 
worth the transaction costs (or perceived stigma) involved in asserting 
their entitlement.”  

Co-location of services is another administrative approach which can make it 
easier to claim.  Social Security Scotland is developing „pre-claims support‟ with 
staff based in every local authority area, usually co-located with other services.  
Their website states: 

“Over time, we aim to build up a network of locally-based staff, who will 
provide people with one-to-one support and help them understand what 
devolved benefits they are entitled to, help complete applications, support 
people through the process and any follow up actions relating to their 
case. By the time we are fully operational we expect to employ around 
400 people to work on local delivery of social security services around 
Scotland.” 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 Participants’ experiences of why people have not claimed benefits
they are entitled to.

 Examples of where benefit application processes could be
simplified in ways that would increase take-up.

 Whether the apparent simplicity of passported benefits is
outweighed by the fact that they can’t exceed the take-up of the
benefit to which they are linked.

 The value of co-location of information and advice with other public
services in improving benefit take-up.

 The likely impact on take-up of Scottish Government policies such
as local pre-claims support, a different approach to assessment for
disability benefits and an emphasis on ‘dignity and respect.’

 What should be in the Scottish Government’s take-up strategy in
relation to benefit design and administration.

Camilla Kidner 
SPICe Research 
27 August 2019 
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http://www.employabilityinscotland.com/media/129095/tpb_-_benefit_uptake.pdf


Annex: Reasons for non-take-up 
Reproduced from Eurofound  (2015) Access to social benefits: reducing non-
take-up 
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https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2015/social-policies/access-to-social-benefits-reducing-non-take-up
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2015/social-policies/access-to-social-benefits-reducing-non-take-up
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