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1. PREFACE 

 

I would personally like to commend Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network for the production of 

such a thorough and well researched report, findings of which will leave many of us appalled and 

disillusioned.  The sanctions described are only one aspect of the Welfare Reform measures, which 

we in Scotland have had no influence or control over are now hitting the people of Midlothian hard. 

The case studies shown in this report highlight the local impact upon some of the most vulnerable, 

being left without money, often without any warning, is extremely distressing and the human impact 

upon families, the sick and disabled is obvious from the amount of presentations to the Midlothian 

Foodbanks and Welfare services put in place to deal with people in crisis and hardship situations. 

On a slightly more positive note, I am delighted to hear about the collaborative and innovative 

partnership work which is being carried out across Midlothian in order to mitigate the impact of 

these reforms.  The amount of funding which has recently been secured through these partnerships 

overseen by the Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network is immense, circa £550,000 to date.  

Through this funding the innovative MARCH project has been set up, which is in place to provide a 

seamless referral process for service users, along with providing welfare rights advice and fuel 

poverty assistance.  The Midlothian Foodbank was established in July 2013 and has since helped a 

total of 2,476 local people, this has ensured families, the disabled and young people have been 

provided with food in times of hardship.  Scottish Legal Aid Board Funding has amounted to a total 

of £450,000 in client financial gains through the work carried out by Melville Housing and Midlothian 

CAB’s. The Scottish Government is also funding pilots in Midlothian to take forward innovative work 

with local Health Services along with a project which will enable access to training to digital services 

in our local libraries. 

All these initiatives are a great reflection of the achievements which can be made through the strong 

partnerships established as a result of Community Planning in Midlothian.  Services and Agencies 

working together and ensuring the needs of the service users are central to the design and delivery 

of services.  

 

Councillor Jim Bryant 

Midlothian Council 
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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Research 

Feedback from advice agencies and local councillors throughout Midlothian and work with other 

organisations identified important issues and concerns around Welfare Reform and Sanctions.  In 

February 2014 MFIN agreed to undertake research on this issue.  Between April and July 2014 a 

questionnaire was developed by Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network.  The questionnaire was 

circulated to organisations by the Network and Midlothian Voluntary Action.  Twelve questionnaires were 

returned.  Agencies were also encouraged to provide relevant case studies and further details at a series 

of follow up meetings with organisations.  A full list of organisations who participated in the research can 

be found at Appendix II of this report. 

Key Findings  

Impact on Services 

 The majority of organisations reported a large increase in the number of clients sanctioned 

on JSA and/or ESA. 

 Increasing numbers of clients are coming through their doors experiencing great hardship 

when they are sanctioned. 

 The overwhelming majority of organisations dealt with sanctions at the Low Level category 

 Some agencies report claimants as being unable to cope with the bureaucratic requirements 

of claiming JSA 

 Housing Associations are worried about tenants who have been sanctioned sustaining a 

tenancy  

 The most popular referral to a specialist agency was to a CAB 

Impact on Claimants 

 The majority of clients experienced either four or thirteen week sanctions 

 The most common reason given for sanctions being imposed by the DWP was Failing to 

Attend a Mandatory Interview 

 Family crisis including illness and travel costs are the most common reasons given by 

claimants for failing to comply  

 Claimants are unable to pay for public transport to get to an interview or internet facilities 

when they have been sanctioned 

 Organisations report of clients who are unable to meet the cost of their Jobsearch, often as a 

result of a previous sanction 
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 Those with literacy or limited computer skills appear disadvantaged from the start of the 

claiming process 

 Claimants often do not know why they have been sanctioned or do not know they have 

been sanctioned until their money stops 

 Communications to ESA claimants are not clear enough that failure to attend work focussed 

interviews could result in a sanction/loss of benefit 

Challenging a Sanction Decision 

 Many claimants are unaware of their right to challenge a sanction decision 

 Some claimants do not understand the cumulative effect of sanctions 

 The process of appeals has not been clearly explained to clients 

 Claimants have very varied experiences of how much information they received from the 

local Jobcentre 

 Organisations reported a wide variety in different timescales between claimant’s benefit 

being stopped and their money being reinstated after a successful challenge 

Consequences of Sanctions  

 Organisations are concerned at the range of unintended effects of benefit sanctions on their 

clients including severe hardship and homelessness  

 Vulnerable young people particularly struggle to navigate the system 

 Claimants were too stressed and worried about having no money after receiving a sanction 

to concentrate on their jobsearch 

 Vulnerable tenants are particularly at risk of accruing rent arrears as a result of being 

sanctioned 

 Claimants who are subject to a sanction referral or decision often have no money to buy 

food and have to rely on local charities such as Midlothian Foodbank to supply emergency 

rations 

 The majority of organisations reported high levels of fuel poverty/personal indebtedness 

and worsening levels of physical/mental health amongst their clients who have been 

sanctioned 
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Source: www.scotland.gov.uk 

3. LOCAL CONTEXT - MIDLOTHIAN  

Midlothian is a semi-rural local 

authority area that lies to the south of 

Edinburgh.  The population of 

Midlothian increased by 2.8% to 83,200 

from 2001 to 2011 and is now 

projected to be 84,700 (2013) living in 

approximately 36,009 households.  

Midlothian has the second smallest 

population of any mainland local 

authority in Scotland.  In Scotland, the 

number of lone adult households is 

projected to increase by 49 per cent 

over the period 2010 – 2035. In Midlothian, the number of lone 

adult households is projected to increase by 56 per cent, and the 

number of larger households in Midlothian is projected to fall, with the number of households 

of 2 or more adults with children decreasing by 17 per cent over the 25 year period. The average 

household size is projected to decrease from 2.27 in 2010 to 2.05 in 2035. Throughout 

Midlothian, households headed by 60-74 year olds are projected to increase in number by 17 

per cent, and those headed by the 75+ age group are projected to increase in number by 103 

per cent between the years 2010 and 2035. Midlothian has a smaller proportion of its working 

age population with qualifications at all levels than Scotland and the UK overall. 

 

4. MIDLOTHIAN FINANCIAL INCLUSION NETWORK 

4.1  Introduction 

Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network was constituted in May 2004 to raise awareness of 

money advice and increase access to money advice services.  Membership of MFIN includes 

money advice agencies, local organisations and statutory bodies. MFIN is run by a voluntary 

Board of Directors and MFIN’s key objective, as outlined in its Memorandum of Association is: 

“To relieve poverty and to advance public education in all matters 

relating to the management of personal finances.” 

4.2 Aims 

MFIN aims to:  

· increase awareness of money advice 

· increase access to money advice services  

· target help to vulnerable groups and areas and  

· build the capacity of community-based groups to support their clients  
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4.3 Financial Inclusion Strategy 

During the past year MFIN has extensively updated their Financial Inclusion Strategy and this 

document now covers the period 2012 - 2015. The purpose of the Strategy is to:  

 provide background on financial inclusion issues affecting Midlothian  
 

 identify current and planned activity on financial inclusion in Midlothian  
 

 identify gaps in provision and outline a plan of action to address these gaps  
 

Copies of the strategy can be downloaded from the Midlothian Financial Network’s website: 

www.mfin.org.uk   The Strategy also links in to other local financial initiatives, including the Child 

Poverty and Mental Health Strategies.   

4.4 MFIN’s website 

MFIN’s website, which went online in autumn 2008, is designed to provide information on financial 

inclusion for organisations working in this field, as well as local residents.  The website gives details 

of MFIN’s membership, research reports, newsletters, minutes, etc. in addition to a number of 

useful links to other organisations.   Recent additions include a recruitment section and information 

on the MARCH Project.  The website can be found on www.mfin.org.uk.   MFIN also has a Facebook 

page and can be found on Twitter. 

4.5 Newsletter 

MFIN’s quarterly newsletter updates organisations and individuals on the projects that they are 

involved with, informs organisations about other projects with similar aims and aspirations and 

provides information that MFIN hopes will be of use in supporting clients with financial inclusion 

issues.   Copies are available from the website, or contact Shirley Lamb on mfin54@googlemail.com 

for a paper copy. 

4.6 Training 

MFIN and Midlothian Council have recently run Welfare Reform training sessions in conjunction with 

the Child Poverty Action Group.  The first session on Welfare Reform: Children and Families took 

place in April 2012 and was over- subscribed.  Training held in 2014 included the Scottish Welfare 

Fund and The Claimant Commitment, Sanctions and Reconsiderations on 5 November. 

4.7 Consultations 

As well as the Financial Inclusion Strategy, MFIN has recently responded to consultations on The 

Scottish Welfare Fund, Credit Unions and The Big Lottery Fund.     

4.8. Partnership Working 

MFIN also works in partnership with other local organisations to promote financial inclusion.  

Furthermore, MFIN has an extensive mailing list for information on local training and articles of 

http://www.mfin.org.uk/
http://www.mfin.org.uk/
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interest.   MFIN also publishes a quarterly newsletter.  A number of organisations also attend MFIN’s 

regular meetings held in Dalkeith.   

4.8.1. MARCH Project 

The Midlothian Area Resource Coordination for Hardship Project (MARCH) is one of a number of 

local projects funded until March 2015 to supplement local services to help mitigate the effects 

of welfare reform.   

The March Project was launched on 6 November to coordinate and improve resources available 

for hardship in Midlothian.  The Project is a partnership between Midlothian Council, 

Changeworks and MFIN.  MARCH employs three people and has four strands: 

1) Crisis Response: Improving services to people in hardship by providing a single point 

of contact for organisations whose clients are in need. 

2) Increase the Range of Hardship Support: The Hardship Coordinator has worked with 

local organisations to increase the range of hardship provision 

3) Welfare Advice: provides additional welfare advice by the creation of a Welfare 

Rights Officer post, who targets people affected by the welfare reform changes and 

provides increased outreach in local communities and with high risk groups 

4) Financial Skills Training: Targeting people in hardship due to welfare reform, the 

Affordable Living Adviser provides budgeting skills, fuel poverty advice and food 

waste advice to people on very low incomes 

4.8.2  Digital Access Point Pilot Project 

Following a successful bid to the Scottish Government’s Welfare Reform Resilience Fund, a 

Project Officer for the Digital Access Point Pilot Project has been employed by MFIN in 

Gorebridge Library.  The Pilot, which will work in coproduction with other users and agencies 

such as disabled people and the CABx, will assess and address the support needs of staff and 

users of the library, including training and security issues.  It is hoped to develop a working 

model, including a manual that can be reciprocated elsewhere.  

4.8.3. Research 

This report on Sanctions follows our 2013 Welfare Reform report on Employment and Support 

Allowance.  Copies of this document and our recent report on Money Advice in Midlothian can 

be obtained from our website www.mfin.org.uk. 

 4.9 Welfare Reform 

The Welfare Reform Act 2012 provides for the introduction of a ‘universal credit’ to replace a 

range of means-tested benefits and tax credits for working age people which started in 2013.  

http://www.mfin.org.uk/
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The Act follows on the Government’s 2010 White Paper, ‘Universal Credit —welfare that works’.   

As well as introducing Universal Credit and related measures the Act makes significant changes 

to the benefit system, including the introduction of Personal Independence Payments to replace 

Disability Living Allowance and caps on the total amount of benefit that can be claimed.   In an 

assessment of the welfare benefit reforms, Rights Advice Scotland estimated a total annual loss 

to Midlothian residents of between £7,785,130 - £9,160,861.1 

5. METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Introduction 

Feedback from advice agencies and statutory bodies throughout Midlothian identified 

important issues and concerns around sanctions.  At the MFIN meeting on 20 February 2014 and 

following the Welfare Reform Elected members meeting on 10 February, members of Midlothian 

Financial Inclusion Network agreed to undertake research on the impact of sanctions in Midlothian.     

5.2 Aims 

It was expected that the results of this research would: 

 Identify the number of people in Midlothian who have been affected by sanctions  

 Identify the reasons why people are being affected by sanctions 

 Highlight the key issues and impact on clients 

 Identify to what extent and where support is needed 

 Present the research to elected members so that any concerns raised by the research can be 

fed back to the appropriate authorities 

 Inform MFIN’s future workplan 

 Provide evidence to support funding applications 

5.3. Process 

Between April and July 2014 a questionnaire was developed with input from members and key 

agencies and thereafter distributed to organisations.  A copy of the questionnaire can be found in 

Appendix III.  A balance was sought between finding out relevant information from which to draw an 

analysis and not over-burden organisations with requests for data.    As well as the tick box 

questions, organisations were encouraged to expand their answers to questions.  Once data had 

been obtained it was entered into several spreadsheets for analysis.   Follow up meetings with key 

agencies were also undertaken over a period of several weeks to discuss relevant case studies and 

other key issues.  Citizens Advice Scotland kindly supplied additional case studies from Dalkeith and 

Penicuik Citizens Advice Bureaux.    

 

A request was also made to the Department of Work and Pensions for the researcher to visit the 

local Jobcentres in Dalkeith and Penicuik to speak to staff regarding sanctions. Unfortunately this 

was refused with the reason given that the “...DWP does not participate in external surveys. 

                                                             
1 People, Councils, the Economy, Rights Advice Scotland, September 2010 

http://www.scottishpovertyforum.org.uk/ImpactReport.pdf
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Information about sanctions and statistical information which is in the public domain is published on 

the DWP and gov.uk websites.”   The DWP local Partnership Manager did however meet the author 

of this research to discuss the Department’s response to the Oakley Report. 

 

This report sets out the background, examines the research findings and the possible implications for 

future work undertaken by MFIN. 

6.   BACKGROUND 

6.1 History  

Sanctions have a long history and two of the main employment sanctions (misconduct and leaving 

voluntarily) date from 1913 with the introduction of Unemployment Benefit. The stated purpose of 

sanctions is to ensure that claimants comply with the responsibilities associated with the benefit 

entitlement.   Sanctions are used to counter the undesirable disincentive effects that are believed to 

be associated with the availability of benefit. 

 

This approach of increased sanctioned-backed conditionality has grown incrementally over time but 

has also broadened to include ‘new’ claimant groups such as lone parents and sick people.  The 

extension of benefit conditionality and use of sanctions has not been confined to the UK, but is in 

evidence throughout Europe, North America and Australasia, with international and European 

bodies, such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the 

European Union (EU), overtly promoting the use of (sanction-backed) activation policies. 

 

6.2 Recent developments 

A series of social security reviews conducted by the Conservative Government between 1979 and 

1997 led to the introduction of a ‘stricter benefit regime’ from the late 1980s which led to the 

introduction of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) in 1996, a pivotal change which intensified monitoring of 

unemployed claimants’ job-seeking behaviour.   The incoming Labour Government in 1997 adopted 

a ‘work first’ and ‘work for all’ approach, embracing JSA’s monitoring of claimants’ job search 

activities, backed up by benefit sanctions in cases of non-compliance.  A range of measures were 

also introduced to ‘make work possible’ and ‘make work pay’, including increased financial support 

for childcare, as well as the introduction of the National Minimum Wage, higher levels of Child 

Benefit, and tax credits to assist families on a low income. 2    

 

The Work Programme (WP) was introduced in 2011 which consolidated previous employment 

programmes and contracts out responsibility for employment support to private companies and 

third sector organisations with a significant ‘payment by results’ element.  The number of sanctions 

issued by WP providers has escalated rapidly, with over 290,000 issued in 2013, up from 185,000 in 

2012 and over double the level issued by equivalent programmes before 2010. 3  

                                                             
2 Welfare Sanctions and Conditionality in the UK, JRF Foundation, 2014 

3 Independent review of the operation of Jobseeker’s Allowance sanctions validated by the Jobseekers Act 

2013, Matthew Oakley, July 2014 
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A revised sanctions regime for JSA came into effect from 22 October 2012 and a revised sanctions 

regime for Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) came into effect from 3 December 2012 under 

the Welfare Reform Act 2012.  

 

6.3 Welfare Reform Act 2012 

The Welfare Reform Act increased the level of sanctions, the way that sanctions were applied and 

the range of things which an individual can be sanctioned for.  For example whereas in the previous 

regime a Jobseeker’s Allowance claim could face a sanction of up to 26 weeks, the Act detailed 

sanctions of fixed lengths depending on the type of failure and whether it is the claimant’s first, 

second or third.  The Act divided claimants into four conditionality groups: 

 
 

Conditionality Group 

Full Conditionality those subject to ‘all work related requirements’ and required to be 
available for and actively seeking work – currently those claiming 

Jobseeker’s Allowance. 

Work Preparation (and work 

focussed interviews) only 

Currently those in receipt of ESA and in the Work-Related Activity 
Group. 

Keeping in touch with the 

labour market (work 

focussed interviews only) 

Lone parents with children over one, but under 5. 

No Conditionality ESA claimants in the support group and lone parents with children 
under one. 

 
It is felt by the Government that the new sanction rules make the consequences of non-compliance 

with conditions clearer and impose more proportionate sanctions for claimants who repeatedly fail 

to meet their responsibilities.   This ‘conditionality’ encourages participation in back to work 

schemes and ensures there are consequences for those who do not comply with the requirements 

placed upon them.  For example, failure to participate in training/employment schemes and not 

‘actively seeking work’ are now the main reasons given for JSA sanctions.  

6.4  Level of Sanctions 

The new JSA sanctions regime has the following sanctions: 

 

 higher level sanctions (for example for leaving a job voluntarily) will lead to claimants losing 

all of their JSA for a fixed period of 13 weeks for a first failure, 26 weeks for a second failure 

and 156 weeks* for a third and subsequent failure (within a 52 week period of their last 

failure) 

 intermediate level sanctions of 4 weeks for a first failure, rising to 13 weeks for a second or 

subsequent failures (within a 52 week period of their last failure) may be applied following a 

period of disallowance for not actively seeking employment or not being available for work 
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 lower level sanctions (for example for failing to attend an adviser interview) will lead to 

claimants losing all of their JSA for a fixed period of 4 weeks for the first failure, followed by 

13 weeks for subsequent failures (within a 52 week period of their last failure) 

 

*The number of JSA claimants who had received a 3-year sanction rose to 962 by 30 September 
2013, up from 700 by 30 June 2013.  
 

The new sanctions regime for people on ESA in the Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) was 

introduced from 3 December 2012. Under the new rules ESA claimants in the WRAG who fail to 

comply with the conditions for receiving benefit receive an open ended sanction, followed by a fixed 

period sanction when they re-comply. The fixed period sanction will be 1 week for a first failure, 2 

weeks for a second failure and 4 weeks for a third and subsequent failures in a 52 week period.  The 

table overleaf gives an overview of the revised sanctions regime in relation to Jobseekers 

Allowance.4  

                                                             
4 The Scottish Parliament Welfare Reform Committee 4th report 2014 
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Claimant Commitment is a record of the 

claimant’s responsibilities and requirements 

whilst they are receiving benefit 

6.5 The Sanction Process 

 

The Jobcentre Adviser can raise a sanction referral.  The processing of the benefit payment halts at 

this point.   This referral means that in the opinion of the Adviser it would appear that the claimant is 

not fulfilling the conditionality requirements and may not therefore be entitled to receive a payment 

of JSA.  At this point staff should explain to the claimant that they are being referred and the reasons 

for doing so.   

 

The referral is then made to a Decision Maker who decides whether a sanction should be imposed.  

In effect this means that the claimant may experience hardship long before it is decided, clarified or 

proven whether a claimant has failed to meet his/her responsibilities.  Once the claim has been 

referred to a Decision Maker no further payment will be made until the outcome is decided.  A 

decision to impose a sanction is called an Adverse Decision and the claimant should be informed in 

writing of the decision to impose a sanction and how long it will last.     

 

6.6 The Claimant Commitment 

The ‘claimant commitment’ is at the heart of the new 

conditionality regime.  It outlines what job seeking 

actions a claimant must carry out while receiving 

Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA).  When someone 

makes a new claim for JSA or returns to JSA from 

the Work Programme they will attend an interview 

with a work coach. At the interview they will agree 

a personal plan outlining what the claimant will do 

as part of their Claimant Commitment in exchange 

for receiving benefit.   This could include regular 

specific tasks, further education and training 

opportunities.  The plan will be reviewed regularly 

with the work coach.   Furthermore the default 

requirement is that claimants must ‘treat looking for work as their full-time job’.  The introduction of the 

new sanction rules in October 2012 is reflected in the sharp increase in adverse decisions as illustrated 

below.  The figures for 2013 also remained high, despite the impact of a sharp fall in the number of JSA 

claimants from 1.548m in February 2013 to 1.263m in September 2013. The rate of sanctions for ESA 

WRAG claimants is much lower than for JSA claimants but it is increasing - In the year to 30 September 

2013 there were 22,840 sanctions imposed on ESA claimants in the Work Related Activity Group.  This is 

the highest for any 12-month period since sanctions were introduced for ESA WRAG claimants in October 

2008. 

The proportion of claimants leaving JSA due to a sanction has doubled from 13% under the last Labour 

government to 26% under the current UK government.  This figure peaked in January 2013 when 

sanctions comprised 42% of stopped claims.   
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Jobseekers Allowance Sanction decisions by month from July 2011 to December 2013  

 

Date Month Decision to apply a 
Sanction (adverse) 

2011  July 46,962 

  August 48,740 

  September 47,392 

  October 46,470 

  November 52,226 

  December 42,883 

2012 January 55,168 

  February 56,991 

  March 66,991 

  April 61,558 

  May 73,573 

  June 64,767 

  July 74,914 

  August 69,570 

  September 67,660 

  October 83,143 

  November 73,413 

  December 57,118 

2013 January 72,812 

  February 60,329 

  March 62,897 

  April 71,168 

  May 74,585 

  June 66,985 

  July 82,331 

  August 76,255 

  September 75,842 

  October 88,449 

  November 75,022 

  December 64,118 

  Source: https://sw.stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk 

There has also been a significant increase in the numbers of sanctions that have been applied to 

Jobseekers in Midlothian from October 2012 to September 2013, as illustrated in the table below.   
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Jobcentre Oct 

12 

Nov 

12 

Dec 

13 

Jan 

13 

Feb 

13 

Mar 

13  

Apr 

13 

May 

13  

Jun 

13 

Jul 

13 

Aug 

13 

Sept 

13 

Total 

Dalkeith 55 170 72 84 101 87 76 123 92 88 86 130 1112 

Penicuik 15 22 11 20 26 27 26 29 28 35 20 31 277 

 

6.7 Oakley Report 

During the research an independent review of the operation of Jobseeker’s Allowance sanctions 

validated by the Jobseekers Act 2013 was published by Matthew Oakley.  The review considered 

benefit sanctions for claimants of Jobseeker’s Allowance who have been sanctioned after being 

referred to a mandatory back to work scheme.  The review details a number of improvements 

particularly in relation to communications with clients.  The Government’s subsequent response to 

the Review was published on 22 July 2014 and accepted all the recommendations.   

7. FINDINGS  
 

7.1  Introduction 

The Sanctions questionnaire had seven questions with several sub-sections focussing on the number 

of clients sanctioned, level and reasons given for imposing sanctions and reconsiderations.   Twelve 

completed questionnaires were returned.  A full list of organisations who participated in the 

research can be found in Appendix II. The first question asked for details of the person and 

organisation completing the questionnaire.  

7.2. Question Two – Number of Enquiries 

Organisations were asked whether they had experienced an increase or decrease in the number of 

clients sanctioned on JSA and/or ESA.  The majority of organisations reported a large increase or 

increase in numbers with only three organisations reporting similar figures during the period.  None 

of the organisations reported a decrease in number of clients sanctioned.   

Furthermore,  research from Citizens Advice Scotland reports that 94 per cent of bureau advisers 

believe they have seen an increase in people coming to bureaux in the last two years because of a 

benefit sanction.5 

 

                                                             
5 Sanctions and the Impact on local people in Midlothian – the CAB perspective, Citizens Advice Scotland, 

August 2014  
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   Case Studies 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who has been sanctioned for five 

weeks as he failed to attend an appointment. The client is ill following a period in 

a coma - this has left him vulnerable and his memory is quite poor. He has 19 

pence left in his bank account. 

 

 A Midlothian organisation reports a client was sanctioned for four weeks for 

being late for an appointment. He had been awarded a hardship payment but 

would not get any money for another nine days following his interview. He has no 

money, food, gas or electricity. He has applied for a Scottish Welfare Fund Grant 

but was advised this may be refused because he was on a sanction.  

 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a young client who was sanctioned.  He had 

taken over the tenancy after his mother had died and had no father.  Money from 

his mother was held in a trust.  He missed an appointment and received a four 

week sanction leaving him with no funds and putting his tenancy under threat.  

The agency had to make several telephone calls to Housing Benefit and the local 

Jobcentre to try and sort it out.  It took three workers to get his money 

reinstated.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Some organisations indicated that increasing numbers of clients were coming through their doors 

experiencing great hardship and difficulty when they were sanctioned.    
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7.3. Question Three (a) – What level of sanctions 

Organisations were asked what level of sanctions their organisation most often had to deal with.  

Whilst some of the organisations dealt with all levels of sanctions, the overwhelming majority 
experienced low levels of sanctions as noted below:- 

 

 

  

7.4. Question Three (b) – What length of sanctions 

Agencies were asked what length of sanction their clients experienced.  The majority of 

organisations dealt with either four or thirteen week sanctions as noted in the chart below.  There 

appeared to be a wide lack of awareness amongst clients that they had actually received a sanction, 

with several instances where they only knew they were sanctioned when no money was paid into 

their bank account.   
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   Case Studies 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who did not attend at her 

medical appointment because she had not received notification.  She only 

realised she was sanctioned when her money was stopped and she had no 

family support.   She was forced to apply for a crisis loan and be referred 

to the local foodbank for support.   
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who was sanctioned for four 

weeks for not attending an advisor interview.  She was not well and her 

husband attended the JCP to notify them that she was sick.  Client was 

still sanctioned for four weeks.  This was made worse as she was the lead 

claimant in a joint claim. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Organisations also reported that claimants may be sanctioned even when they try to keep their 

Adviser fully up-to-date with their circumstances.  Some agencies also described claimants as being 

unable to cope with bureaucractic requirements due to a lack of skills or resources.  Housing 

Associations in particular are becoming increasingly concerned about the impact on sanctions will 

have on clients sustaining a tenancy.   

7.5. Question Four (a) – What in your experience are the reasons given for imposing sanctions? 

Organisations were asked for the different reasons given for sanctions being imposed on their 

clients.  Agencies reported a number of reasons from losing a place on a training programme to 

failing to comply with the claimant commitment.  As perhaps is expected the CABx, Welfare Rights 

and the Bridges Project experienced the widest range of sanctions.  The most common reason given 

was Failing to Attend a Mandatory Interview with ten responses, as noted in the chart below:- 
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Sanctions should not apply where the claimant has shown ‘good reason’ for failing to participate.  

Good reason is not defined in legislation, but decision makers should take into accont all relevant 

information surrounding a client’s circumstances and the reason for their failing to comply.  As well 

as gathering in evidence from advisers and work providers this should also include feedback from 

the claimant.  Organisations reported that frequently this did not take place.  Those with literacy or 

limited computer skills appear disadvantaged from the start. The following question looked at the 

reasons given for failing to comply. 

7.6. Question Four (b) – What are the most common reasons given by clients for failing to 

comply? 

The two most common categories were family crisis or illness and/or no money for travel costs to an 

appointment, as illustrated in the pie chart below.   In many cases the sanction decision seemed 

unfair with claimants penalised for situations which had arisen that were clearly outwith their 

control such as a bus diversion at short notice.  Also of concern are the difficulties experienced by 

claimants in using technology and clients struggling to get by on a day to day basis at the same time 

as meeting increasing demands of their Jobseekers Agreement.  Furthermore, Jobcentres appear 

keen for claimants to do their jobsearch through the Government’s online Universal Jobmatch 

system, as this makes it easy to monitor claimants’ jobsearch activity.  However, a CAS survey of 

bureau benefit clients in 2013 found that 36 per cent of respondents said they never used the 

internet and a further 11 per cent said they hardly ever used it.6  This information, plus the following 

case studies would suggest that Decision Makers were not fully taking into account the good reasons 

given by clients for non complience:- 

 

 

                                                             
6 Sanctioned: What Benefit?, Citizens Advice Scotland 2014 
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   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a young man with lifestyle and 

literacy problems who was sanctioned because he was late.  He was told 

to come back the next day by Jobcentre staff and then had to wait 

for 20 minutes to see an adviser.  He had forgotten his job seeking 

booklet but had written his jobsearch on a bit of paper.  He did not 

receive any information on further help or support by the Jobcentre. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

   

   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a young vulnerable client who had 

no money for bus fares.  He walked in the pouring rain from 

Gorebridge to the local jobcentre only to be told he was 7 minutes late 

and he had to come back at a different time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organisations also report of clients who are unable to meet the costs of their jobsearch, often as a 

result of a previous sanction.  If clients have little or no income they may find it difficult or 

impossible to pay for the public transport to get to internet facilities.  They may not be able to afford 

to operate a mobile phone or landline and cannot give or receive communications from the 

Jobcentre or apply for jobs online. 
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   Case Studies 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client in receipt of JSA who was 

cited as a witness in a court case in Edinburgh (he was also the victim in the 

case). The case lasted for two weeks and as a result when he signed on there 

was a doubt about whether he had met his Job Seeking conditions. The 

decision was made to sanction him. He had made an application for a 

Hardship Payment but had not received this. As things stood he had not 

received any money for four weeks and had to walk 5 miles to the drop-in as 

he had no bus fare. He has not eaten for 11 days - he has just been drinking 

water. 

  

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client on JSA and who attends A4E 

meetings every 3 weeks. The client has had his JSA sanctioned for missing 

an A4E meeting but claims he did not receive the appointment letter. If he 

had he would have attended - he has not missed one in 6 months. It is known 

that appointment letters are now handed to clients – this indicates there 

was an issue regarding the receipt of letters. The client has appealed the 

sanction and has applied for a hardship payment. As he has to wait for both, 

he has no money for food, gas, or electric. He has been told by the 

Jobcentre that as he has been sanctioned he cannot get a crisis grant. 

 

  A Midlothian organisation reports of a client whose JSA had been stopped 

as she had not been entering her jobsearching account on Universal 

Jobmatch.  The client was very upset as she had been applying for jobs, 

attending the job club, etc. and keeping an up to-date diary, but she had 

difficulty in using the computer as English was not her first language.  The 

Jobcentre had sanctioned her because she was not entering details into 

account for at least 20 hours per week.  

 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a young client who was sanctioned for 

13 weeks for not attending an appointment which he did not know about.  

(This was not his first sanction).  He had contacted the Jobcentre about 

getting a hardship payment and this was due to be paid but he had two court 

appearances before then and had no bus fares to get to court in Edinburgh.  

The client was signposted to the local CAB for help in challenging the 

sanction decision. 
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7.7. Question Four (c) – Did your clients receive a written notice prior to a sanction being 

applied? 

Because of the process used to apply sanctions, the majority of organisations do not believe the 
sanctions regime is working effectively with sixty six per cent of agencies stated that their clients do 
not usually, or never receive notification of a sanction prior to their money stopping.  Once a 
sanction has been applied a number of organisations felt that their clients often did not know why 
they had been sanctioned, or worringly did not know how to avoid sanctions in the future.  Letters 
that were received by clients appeared long and unclear both in their content and tone.  In some 
cases clients have received letters informing them of the sanction dated after the sanction has 
started.  Communications to ESA claimants are also not clear enough that failure to attend Work 
Focussed Interviews could result in a sanction and/or loss of benefit.   
 
7.8. Question Four (d) – Did your clients either seek, or were referred by your agency to 

specialist support to provide good reasons not to be sanctioned by a DWP Decision Maker? 

Nine organisations either gave help in house or referred clients on to another specialist agency to 
help the client provide good reasons not to be sanctioned.  The most popular referral was to the 
local CABx.  
 
7.9 Question Five (a) – how many reconsiderations or appeals to a specialist agency has your 

organisation undertaken in the last six months? 

From October 2013 new rules were introduced for challenging a benefit decision made by the 
Department for Work and Pensions.  If the DWP makes a decision the claimant is not happy with 
they have one month to ask them to reconsider the decision.  Hence it is not possible to move to the 
next stage of an independent tribunal without this first step which is now known as a mandatory 
reconsideration.    There is no statutory requirement for the DWP to respond within a set timescale 
to a request for a mandatory reconsideration, but the DWP has agreed with the Tribunal Procedure 
Committee to introduce time limits to stipulate how long the DWP has to respond to an individual 
appeal.  Their introduction means that the DWP has 28 calendar days to provide an appeal response 
in benefit cases. 
 
Not surprisingly the rule change has led to an increasing number of challenges by claimants who 
believe they have been unfairly sanctioned.  However, many claimants still seem unaware of their 
right to challenge decisions, or are too distressed to do so.  Other claimants thought that the right to 
appeal had been taken away, because they did not understand the Mandatory Reconsideration 
Route.  Some claimants decide to muddle through or get by on a four week sanction being unaware 
of the cumulative effect of sanctions.  Local agencies feel that the process of appeals has not been 
clearly explained to clients by the local Jobcentres with people having very varied experiences of 
how much information they received.    
 
Altogether organisations reported a total of 168 reconsiderations undertaken by the local CABx, 
Welfare Rights, Melville Housing, Substance Misuse Team, Criminal Justice, Working for Families, the 
Bridges Project and Castle Rock/Edinvar, the majority of which were undertaken by Welfare Rights 
and the local CABx.  Appeals totalled 103 with the majority undertaken by the CABx.  Organisations 
generally referred cases on to the local CABx and Welfare Rights if further assistance was required.  
Some cases have taken much longer to be dealt with than the recommended 14 – 16 days with 
certain cases dragging on for months. 
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   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who was sanctioned 

for failing to attend a medical.  GP refused to give evidence 

saying she was agoraphobic to support a mandatory 

reconsideration, preferring to wait until DWP requested as then 

he could charge for the cost of a letter.  Reconsideration was 

refused and appeal lodged.  Meanwhile the client was receiving 

crisis grants and food parcels.  New claim requesting backdating 

resulted in client losing one week’s benefit as backdating allowed.  

However this did not alleviate 10 weeks of hardship and 

accumulation of rent arrears pending backdated benefit award. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In some cases the medical profession refused to give evidence to support a mandatory 
reconsideration preferring to wait until DWP request evidence for an appeal , so that they could 
charge for the cost of the letter as illustrated in the case study below:- 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.10 Question Five (b) – When there has been a successful challenge and decision reversed by 

mandatory reconsideration: how long is it on average between claimant’s benefit being stopped 

and their money reinstated? 

Organisations reported a wide variety in different timescales on average between a client’s benefit 
being stopped and their money being reinstated after a successful challege.  The average was 
around three to four weeks with one organisation reporting a delay of three months and another 
stating a six months delay.  This can cause particular difficulty for clients who are experiencing 
substance misuse issues, whereby they are presented with a considerable lump sum after  a 
successful challenge following months of severe hardship. 
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7.11 Question Six – What in your opinion have been the consequences of benefit sanctions on 

your clients? 

There are concerns that sanctions lead to a range of unintended  effects, including distancing people 
from support, causing hardship and homelessness with negative impacts on ‘third parties’ 
particularly children.  Local organisations reported a number of undesirable consequences for their 
clients including food poverty, homelessness and the impact on mental health.  Not one organisation 
felt that clients had increased motivation to find work after receiving a sanction.  The common 
consesus was that clients were too stressed and worried about having no money and this impeded 
their job search.   
 
Organisations helping vulnerable young people felt that they particularly struggled to navigate the 
system and were more likely to be sanctioned and suffer more adverse consequences.  Statistics 
confirm that under-25s face a substantially higher risk of being sanctioned than older adults, with 8 
per cent of this age group now affected per month, compared to around 5.5 per cent of all 
claimants.7  Other clients had ended up in jobs which were not sustainable and only lasted a couple 
of weeks :- 
 

 
 
 

Rent arrears 
 
Housing Benefit plays a crucial part in Scotland’s develolved housing system with almost 60% of 
housing association tenants in Scotland currently relying on Housing Benefit to pay their rent either 
in part or in full.8  Local organisations also repeatedly reported concerns regarding the impact of 
sanctions on the receipt of Housing Benefit, leading to rent arrears and causing some tenants to give 
up their homes.  Organisations described how Housing Benefit was suspended during the course of 
the sanction, leaving the tenant with no income to pay rent.  Vulnerable tenants are particularly at 
risk of accruing rent arrears as a result of being sanctioned as the following case studies illustrate: - 

                                                             
7 Benefits Sanctions are adding to bleak prospects for young people, JRF Foundation, September 2014 

8 Cause for concern? Scottish Federation of Housing Associations, April 2014 

http://www.ymca.org.uk/component/docman/doc_download/92-signed-on-and-sanctioned
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   Case Studies 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who is living on hardship 

payments following a 3 month JSA sanction. He has rent arrears, is at 

risk of homelessness and has fuel arrears. He is also subject to a rent 

restriction due to under occupancy rules. He cannot afford to make 

payments to his rent to offset the HB overpayment recovery and under 

occupancy reduction. There is concern that his over payment of housing 

benefit will continue to be recovered from ongoing benefit payments 

throughout the bankruptcy process. The client cannot afford to make up 

the shortfall so will continue to be in debt when the bankruptcy is 

complete. He may lose his home due to rent arrears and is at risk of 

repeat homelessness.  

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who was homeless and 

whose ESA had been stopped.  He had encountered a negative 

experience at the local Jobcentre and was experiencing a chaotic 

lifestyle with money problems.  It took nine months before his benefit 

was reinstated.  In the meantime he was dependent on food parcels and 

other charitable help. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

   

   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client was sanctioned for two 

weeks.  He could not afford to put money on to gas/electric meters.  He 

also could not afford to buy food and required a food parcel.  This then 

impacted on his mental health and he started to self harm again.  He 

could also not have his child to stay over and he could not afford to 

feed him or pick him up as he did not have the bus fare, which caused 

further family breakdown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food Poverty 

Claimants who are subject to a sanction referral or decision often have no money to buy food.  

Some claimants are able to rely on friends or family to help out, but frequently they are 

struggling on low incomes themselves.  This can led to fractured family relationships and further 

hardship.  Local organisations reported that clients frequently had no one to turn to and 

increasingly have to rely on local charities to provide food as illustrated below:- 
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   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who has been sanctioned 

from Jobseekers Allowance for two weeks. He was unable to access funds 

for electricity for his prepayment meter and required a food parcel. He 

sought help as his electricity was about to run out.   He was seeking a 

mandatory reconsideration as he felt the sanction has been unjustly 

imposed, he has literacy issues and feels that the Jobcentre are setting 

unrealistic goals which he cannot achieve.  He expressed concern that 

without electricity for two weeks his health would be severely affected 

due to the cold and lack of food; and in some cases this could lead to 

death due to deprivation or desperation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The latest foodbank statistics from the Trussell Trust show that 913,318 people received help during 

2013/2014 compared to 346,992 in 2012/13.  The Trust also reports that 83% of foodbanks confirm 

that sanctioning is causing increasing numbers to turn to them.9  Since its opening on 9 July 2013 

Midlothian Foodbank has fed 2474 people, 1634 adults and 840 children with 3 days emergency 

food parcels and has recently opened a satellite foodbank in Dalkeith to cope with demand. 

Fuel Debt and/or worsening fuel poverty 

The majority of organisations reported fuel debt and/or worsening fuel poverty.  Many of their 

clients who have been sanctioned have pre-payment fuel meters installed. To ensure they have 

fuel, people have to top these meters up with money in advance, and usually they are more 

expensive than other tariffs.  If they have no money and once they have used up the small 

amount of emergency tariff they are instantly ‘self disconnected’.  

 

 

Claimants who have been sanctioned are expected to continue their efforts to seek employment 

under their Claimant Commitment but will have difficulty maintaining their personal appearance 

with no hot water or electricity to wash clothing. 

 Impact on physical and mental health 

Claimants arriving at local organisations for help and advice after being sanctioned are stressed and 

often display anxiety, anger and confusion.  Many do not know why they have been sanctioned and 

are in a panic about paying for food and their bills with no money.  Sadly clients who actually 

express suicidal feelings are increasingly presenting at local agencies.    

 

                                                             
9 Latest Foodbank Figures top 900,000, Trussell Trust, 16 April 2014 



Welfare Reform: Sanctions Page 28 
 

   

   Case Study 
 

 A Midlothian organisation reports of a client who is now seeking help 

with her mental health to get off benefits as she does not want to 

endure such hardship again.  The impact of having no food or fuel has 

been detrimental to her health along with the fear of court proceedings 

due to increasing rent arrears. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal Indebtedness 

When claimants are subject to a sanction not only can they not pay their food or fuel costs but they 

cannot meet their other bills as well.  People who have been sanctioned at first may try to borrow 

money from friends and family, but ultimately may be forced to consider payday lenders or 

illegal moneylenders with prohibitive interest rates, making it impossible for them to pay the 

loan back.  Organisations also felt that it impacted on their client’s ability to meet their 

jobsearch commitments under their JSA Agreement, particularly when it required clients to 

spend long hours on the internet for the Universal Jobmatch. 

7.12 Question 7 - In your experience to what extent are claimants aware of the help available to 

them through Jobcentre Plus, e.g. how to appeal, applying for hardship payments, SWF crisis 

grants (since April 2014) etc. 

Once sanctioned, claimants can apply for hardship payments.  To be eligible for such payments 

claimants are required to prove they are at risk of financial hardship.  Again, decisions over hardship 

payments are made by Decision Makers.  In determining whether a claimant can get a payment the 

Decision Maker should take into account whether there is a substantial risk that the claimant will not 

be able to buy essential items such as food, heating, clothing and accommodation.  If claimants are 

eligible for hardship payments, unless they are identified as being in a vulnerable group they will 

probably receive 60% of their usual benefit rate from the 15th day of the sanction period.   

Some claimants may be able to get help from the local authority social work department, particularly 

those with children or ‘vulnerable’ adults.  The local authority has powers under section 22 of the 

Children (Scotland) Act 1995 and under section 12 of the Social Work (Scotland) Act 1968 allowing it 

to assist people in need.  The social work department may wish to establish whether alternative 

assistance, such as a crisis grant is available before they will help. 

The majority of organisations reported that their clients had not been informed of help that was 

available including hardship payments and crisis grants.    Most did not receive information on how 

to appeal.  Furthermore in some cases clients had been told that no help was available to them.   

This is in line with a DWP study carried out in 2013 which found that only 23% of claimants who had 

been sanctioned were told about hardship payments.10  Other claimants were told to just go to the 

                                                             
10 DWP Research Report No 852, Department of Work and Pensions, 2013 
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CAB for help.  Claimants are undoubtedly confused as to what they can do, what they can apply for 

when sanctioned and who they contact re housing benefit and council tax. 

8. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

8.1 Conclusion 

The issue of benefit sanctions is of great concern to Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network.  

Evidence from agencies throughout Midlothian indicates lack of detailed written notification of 

decisions to impose sanctions, with insufficient information given to identify errors, 

misunderstandings or good reasons to challenge sanction decisions.  Frequently the claimant 

does not receive any communication at all.  This is a key issue for advisers who try to assist 

clients who have been sanctioned.  The claimant often does not know he or she has been 

sanctioned until their money is stopped. 

Claimants who do not fully understand what it expected of them, or cannot fully explain the 

steps taken by them or the good reasons why certain tasks could not be fulfilled are receiving an 

inappropriate sanction.  Undoubtedly there are some claimants who are disadvantaged in 

fulfilling conditionality and there is growing concern about the number of claimants who are 

referred for a sanction decision for a failure, rather than a refusal, to comply. Sanctions should 

be the last resort option but are increasingly being deployed for minor transgressions.   

Furthermore, there is an increasing expectation that claimants will use JCP’s online jobsearch 

facility, Universal Jobmatch, an expectation that is often enforced by its inclusion in JS 

Agreements.   However organisations report this requirement being imposed on people who 

have limited literacy and/or IT skills. Even for those with higher literacy/IT skills, there is limited 

provision by JCP of computers and internet access, meaning that claimants can be sanctioned 

for failing to use a system which they cannot access and/or lack the skills to use.  

Sanctions are causing great hardship to our clients, with increasing referrals to the local 

foodbanks, escalating rent arrears and/or personal indebtedness.  In some cases it has also had 

a profound effect on people’s physical and mental health.   No evidence was found that it 

increased people’s motivation to find work, in fact quite the reverse.   

The Oakley report mirrored many of MFIN’s concerns and we look forward to working with the 

DWP locally, who have confirmed their intention to improve communications with,  and 

facilities for, their clients. To this end, MFIN has made a number of recommendations, which we 

believe would improve the system.   

8.2  Recommendations 

 Claimants should have a full understanding of their responsibilities when claiming JSA or 

ESA and what they need to do to avoid a sanction.  This should be clearly stated by the 

work coach/adviser at their initial meeting with the client. 

 Claimants must be informed in writing when a sanction referral is made, when a 

sanction is imposed, its duration and the reasons for it.   
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 Letters should be individualised, not generic and be clear and concise. 

 Claimants should receive written notification 14 days in advance of a sanction being 

imposed. 

 Clients should receive a warning for failure to carry out tasks as part of their Claimant 

Commitment before referral for a sanction.  

 Sanctions should only be imposed as a last resort to deter people who deliberately 

consistently refuse to engage with jobseeking requirements. 

 Claimants should receive detailed information on their right to challenge the decision by 

Jobcentre staff. 

 Information on hardship payments, crisis grants and other sources of help should always 

be given to claimants who have been sanctioned. 

 Better information sharing, so that all DWP advisers are aware of when and why 

sanction referrals have been made. 

 Better communication between the DWP and private sector providers from mandatory 

work schemes. 

 Better interaction with the local council to ensure that housing benefit entitlement 

(where appropriate) continues when a client is sanctioned. 

 
Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network 

The research has also indicated a number of issues for MFIN to take forward at a local level 

including:- 

 Improved networking, co-ordination and co-operation in Midlothian to ensure that 

organisations are aware of changes that will impact on their clients. 

 Liaison with local Jobcentres and the local partnership manager with attendance at MFIN 

meetings where possible.   

 Increased demand for locally based, free training for organisations re sanctions and other 

Welfare Reform including Universal Credit. 

 Work together to increase provision of computers and IT training to ensure that claimants 

have local access to computers, broadband and sources of help.  This will be especially 

important in the move over to Universal Credit nationally which is scheduled for 2015. 

 Continue to up-date and adapt the MARCH Hardship Guide to ensure that local 

organisations are fully aware of sources of help.  
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 Roll out the current Digital Access Point Pilot Project in Gorebridge library to other libraries 

in Midlothian.  

 Revisit sanctions in 12 months time with a short questionnaire to ensure that the 

recommendations for improvement detailed in the Oakley report have been carried through 

at a local level.  

 

* * * * * * * 
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9. FURTHER INFORMATION/WHAT DO YOU THINK? 

 

 

Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network is committed to listening to the views of other agencies and 

most importantly, the people who live in Midlothian.  If you have any views on the Sanctions Report, 

or require any additional information on the contents of this report please contact:  

 

 

 

 

Shirley Lamb Sue Peart 
Development Worker Chair 
MFIN MFIN 
E-mail mfin54@googlemail.com E mail: suepeart@penicuikcab.casonline.org.uk 

 

 
 
© Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network, November 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Versions of this document are available on request on audiotape, in 
Braille, large print, or your own language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mfin54@googlemail.com
mailto:suepeart@penicuikcab.casonline.org.uk
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APPENDIX II - List of Organisations  

 

The following organisations participated in the Research 

 

Dalkeith Citizens Advice Bureau 

 Penicuik Citizens Advice Bureau 

 Midlothian Welfare Rights  

 Castle Rock/Edinvar Housing Association 

 Melville Housing Association 

 Working for Families, Midlothian Council 

 Deaf Action 

 Midlothian Area Resource Coordination for Hardship (MARCH) Project 
 
 Criminal Justice Social Work, Midlothian Council 

 Substance Misuse Team, Midlothian Council 

 The Bridges Project 

 Midlothian Foodbank 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Welfare Reform: Sanctions Page 35 
 

MFIN QUESTIONNAIRE – WELFARE REFORM SANCTIONS 

Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network is a local charity that deals with issues of financial exclusion.  

Much of our recent work has focussed on mitigating the impact of Welfare Reform.  As a result of 

Welfare Reform the UK now has a much tougher sanctions system for Jobseekers Allowance and 

Employment and Support Allowance.  We are undertaking research to find out more about the 

impact of sanctions on Midlothian residents.  This research will help us to look at how we can better 

support local people with financial exclusion issues. 

The data will be added to a database, which will in turn be collated and will form part of a report on 

sanctions published in September 2014.  All information will remain strictly confidential and 

individuals will not be personally identified in the report. 

1. Your name ........................................................ Organisation.................................................. 

2. In the last six months has your organisation seen an increase/decrease in the number of 

clients sanctioned on JSA and/or ESA 

 

Large increase (20%+)           Increase   About the same Decrease 
 

............................................................................................................................................

  

Please describe a recent example where a client was sanctioned 
 

.............................................................................................................................................. 

 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

...............................................................................................................................................

  

3. a)  What level of sanctions does your organisation most often have to deal with: 

 

Low Level*   Intermediate Level*   High Level*  

 * Please see note on page 3. 
 

b) Has your organisation dealt with people experiencing the following? 
 

Length of Sanction Mostly  Sometimes Occasionally Never 

 

4 weeks 

13 weeks 

26 weeks 

 156 weeks 
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.............................................................................................................................................. 

 

4. a)  What in your experience are the reasons given for imposing sanctions? 

 

Failing to attend a mandatory interview   
 

Failing to comply with the Claimant Commitment    
 

Refusing to attend a training course or programme 

 

Losing through misconduct a place on a training programme 

 

Refusing or failing to apply for a job 
 

Claimant not actively seeking and/or available for work 
 

Leaving a job voluntarily  

 

Failure to participate in the Mandatory Work Activity  
 

Administrative, e.g. failing to supply National Insurance Number 

or signed declaration     

 

Other ......................... ......................................................    
 

 b)   What are the most common reasons given by your clients for failing to comply? 
 

Family Crisis, e.g. childcare, illness, etc.                  No money for travel costs to appointment
   

IT/technology difficulties                    Other .................................................... 

 

 c)  Did your clients receive a written notice prior to a sanction being applied?   

        

      Yes          No      Don’t know  

 

d)   Did your clients either seek, or were referred by your agency to specialist support  

      to provide good reasons not to be sanctioned by a DWP Decision Maker?  
 

      ............................................................................................................................ 
 

5. a) Reconsideration is the first stage in challenging a decision to sanction.  How many 

reconsiderations/appeals to an independent tribunal or referrals on to a specialist agency 

has your organisation undertaken in the last 6 months?  
 

Reconsiderations ..........          Appeals to an independent tribunal     ............. 

 

Referred on to a specialist agency ........................................ 
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b) When there has been a successful challenge and decision reversed by mandatory 

reconsideration: how long it is on average between claimant’s benefit being stopped and 

their money being reinstated?     ........................................  

 

6. What in your opinion have been the consequences of benefit sanctions on your clients? 
 

Fuel debt and/or worsening fuel poverty           Mortgage or rent arrears         Food poverty

    

Impact on physical health      Impact on mental health          Personal indebtedness  
 

Increased motivation to find work   Other..................................  

Please describe a recent example 

................................................................................................................................................ 

................................................................................................................................................. 

................................................................................................................................................. 

7. In your experience, to what extent are claimants aware of the help available to them 

through Jobcentre Plus, e.g. how to appeal, applying for hardship payments, SWF crisis 

grants (since April 2014), etc. 

................................................................................................................................................. 

 

................................................................................................................................................. 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR TIME 

 

*Note:  Question 3 Level of Sanctions - Definitions 

The new JSA sanctions regime, which was introduced from 22 October 2012, has the following sanctions: 

 higher level sanctions (for example for leaving a job voluntarily) will lead to claimants losing all 
of their JSA for a fixed period of 13 weeks for a first failure, 26 weeks for a second failure and 156 
weeks for a third and subsequent failure (within a 52 week period of their last failure) 

 intermediate level sanctions of 4 weeks for a first failure, rising to 13 weeks for a second or 
subsequent failures (within a 52 week period of their last failure) may be applied following a 
period of disallowance for not actively seeking employment or not being available for work 

 lower level sanctions (for example for failing to attend an adviser interview) will lead to 
claimants losing all of their JSA for a fixed period of 4 weeks for the first failure, followed by 13 
weeks for subsequent failures (within a 52 week period of their last failure) 

The new sanctions regime for people on ESA in the Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) was introduced 
from 3 December 2012. Under the new rules ESA claimants in the WRAG who fail to comply with the 
conditions for receiving benefit receive an open ended sanction, followed by a fixed period sanction 
when they re-comply. The fixed period sanction will be 1 week for a first failure, 2 weeks for a second 
failure and 4 weeks for a third and subsequent failures in a 52 week period. 

 



Welfare Reform: Sanctions Page 38 
 

 

Welfare 
Reform:Sanctions 
 
 
] 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Midlothian Financial Inclusion 
Network  
E-mail: mfin54@googlemail.com  
Web: www.mfin.org.uk  
 
 

                                 
 
 
MFIN receives funding from the 
Fairer Scotland  
Fund  
 

 
Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network is a 

registered Charity No.: SCO35964. Registered 

as a Company in Scotland: SC282964. 

  
 
 
 
 

2014 

 

Welfare 
Reform:Sanctions 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Midlothian Financial Inclusion 
Network  
E-mail: mfin54@googlemail.com  
Web: www.mfin.org.uk  
 
 

                                 
 
 
MFIN receives funding from the  
Fairer Scotland Fund  

 

 
Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network is a 

registered Charity No.: SCO35964. Registered as 

a Company in Scotland: SC282964. 

  
 
 
 

2014 

 


