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‘Wheatley Housing Group’ 
Wheatley Housing Group formed in September 2012. The Group currently manages 44,000 tenancies 
and consists of Glasgow Housing Association, Cube and West Lothian Housing Partnership. Loretto 
formally joins the group from early 2014, allowing our Group to offer a wider range of care services 
across west central Scotland. Wheatley also has two commercial subsidiaries; YourPlace – with almost 
25,000 customers and Lowther Homes, a development company that owns a range of full market and 
mid-market rental properties. Glasgow Housing Association was formed in 2003 following the 
successful completion of a large stock transfer from Glasgow City Council. GHA, the largest RSL within 
the Wheatley group and in Scotland, had a turnover in 2012/13 of £193 million.  Over £1.3bn has been 
invested in GHA housing stock over the last 10 years to ensure all our homes meet and surpasses the 
Scottish Housing Quality Standard.  
 
There are 67 RSLs with stock in Glasgow totalling 63,000 properties, 40 of these RSLs have more than 
500 properties. 
 
The Glasgow Housing Association alone manages 39,914 tenancies. 28,500 of our households receive 
housing benefit - 62% receive full housing benefit and 11% receive partial housing benefit. This means 
that GHA is reliant on housing benefit for almost 70% of our entire rental income.  
 
Customer Profile 
 
From our customer conversations with the 6000 of our customers affected by bedroom tax, the 
particular customer groups we have identified as vulnerable include:  
 
 Over 20% (1219 households) have drug and/ or alcohol dependency issues 

o Glasgow City has the highest incidence of drug dependency in Scotland with around 12,000 
people who use addiction services annually. There are likely to be many people with 
addiction issues that do not engage with services or do not reach the threshold for access to 
the services and who lead chaotic lifestyles 

 
 Almost a half (2759 households) have a disabled household member 

o Glasgow has a particularly high proportion of residents who are disabled. There are 51,280 
people of working age in Glasgow who are claiming ESA/ Incapacity Benefit. (This is 6.3% 
of the UK total, 8% of the Scottish total and 12.2% of the Glasgow population)  

o 5210 people of working age in Glasgow are in receipt of DLA and are therefore likely to have 
a more serious disability.  

o 4234 families in Glasgow have a disabled child and are therefore entitled to DLA.   
 
 
 

Background 

 

We welcome the opportunity to respond to the independent review of the Jobseekers Allowance 
conditionality and sanctions framework.   

 

In 2012 a review of the conditionality and sanctions regime by the Social security Advisory committee 
concluded that if conditionality was going to work there had to be: 

 Good communication 

 Personalisation, and 

 Fairness 
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We agree with this conclusion and note that the scope of the review takes account only of the first point.  
This is unfortunate as a comprehensive review of JSA sanctions really does need to consider both 
fairness and personalisation as they are interlinked.  If the conditions and consequences of non-
compliance are not communicated properly and clearly and then do not take account of the personal 
circumstances of claimants then it increases the chance of unfairness. It is within this context that we 
have framed our response. 

 

There are a number of consequences and impacts that this review may not easily pick up and we invite 
you to urge DWP and the Coalition government to consider these.  Reviewing the communication to 
claimants will not necessarily address these but is in many ways linked to some of the outcomes for 
claimants. 

 

 Impact on homeless people – because of the conditionality homeless people are being acutely 
impacted upon – prolonging periods spent in homeless accommodation and increasing 
hardship. Lack of stable housing has a negative impact on accessing jobs and maintaining 
stability  

 Impact on poverty generally and food poverty, specifically and, on indebtedness 

 Changes to the decision makers’ guide enabling decisions to be verbally communicated without 
a written decision can lead to: abuse; claimant misunderstanding; and undermine the ability to 
appeal or get proper representation. 

 No recorded proof of receipt of communication from DWP which could lead to a sanction unfairly 
puts the burden of proof on the claimant  

 Inadequate diagnostic assessment of claimant vulnerability can lead to inappropriate conditions 
and work search directives.  Consequently, this increases the likelihood of sanctions being 
imposed and increased hardship for vulnerable people 

 The assessment of eligibility for hardship payments does not adequately consider resources 
and can result in increased indebtedness eg to payday lenders and reliance on food banks    

 Notification of a sanction to housing benefit departments is not shared with claimants resulting in 
suspension of housing benefit and consequent rises in rent arrears thereby increasing hardship 
and threatening tenancies 

 Evidence shows claimants are not uniformly being advised that they can request a 
reconsideration and appeal a decision – there is a lack of consistency in how sanctions are 
being determined and communicated   

 No recourse to Legal Aid at Tribunal seriously undermines fairness. 

Sanctions are meant to have a positive effect on claimant behaviour, so one would expect that if the 
system were working the number of sanctions would fall as claimants develop positive relationships 
with Jobcentre and Work Programme advisers and do all the activities needed. Instead, the system has 
become overly bureaucratic and the focus has shifted from getting into employment to seeking work.  
The subsequent hardship has increased the demand on foodbanks to potentially unsustainable levels 
which will have a long term impact on communities and health outcomes.  

We recommend that the Principles of Good Administration set down by the Parliamentary and Public 
Health Ombudsman for public bodies (see appendix 1) are fully adopted and enshrined in the DWP’s 
communication strategy and cascaded down to individual staff members.  They can be summarised as: 

 Getting it Right 

 Being customer focused – treating people with sensitivity, flexibility and responsive to individual 
needs 

 Being open and accountable  

 Acting fairly and proportionately 

 Putting things right  

 Seeking continuous improvement  
 
We further recommend that: 

 A proper assessment of claimant need is conducted and informs the subsequent process 



4 

 

 All communication about the claimant commitment and or sanctions is sent or confirmed  in 
writing and sent by recorded delivery 

 At every stage information about the appeals process; hardship payments; other forms of 
support available is given to claimants.  
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 Response to review questions 

1. To what extent do JSA claimants understand that when they are referred to a 'back-to-work' 
scheme (such as the Work Programme) their benefit may be sanctioned if they don't take part? 

It is our view, based on the experiences of our customers, that although they are aware, generally, that 
they could be sanctioned if they do not take part in the Work Programme, they are not given sufficient 
information or guidance about JCP’s expectations; how they might fulfil the conditions, especially when 
there are conflicting pulls on them and, the support that they should be able to access to help meet the 
requirements. For example, we have seen examples where a claimant has been sanctioned for not 
turning up for their appointment despite the reason being their attendance at a job interview.  

This is particularly relevant where the claimant is vulnerable, including literacy issues or sensory 
impairments. The initial diagnostic assessment or triage of a claimant’s need for support or help is 
insufficient and there is no consistent approach to this assessment where it does occur.  Indeed, the 
Department for Work and Pensions Parliamentary committee’s recent inquiry into benefit sanctions 
noted that this was not always working well. 

Consequently, the extent to which claimants understand the conditionality linked to the Work 
programme is intrinsically linked to an assessment of their ability to understand the framework; 
consequences of non-compliance, and an assessment of any barriers that specific customers may have 
to meeting conditions, including affordability.  The increased requirement to attend job search clubs and 
JCP interviews and access the internet can be financially prohibitive for claimants and lead to non-
compliance and subsequent sanctions.   

For example, where claimants do not have access to internet to complete the required on line job 
search requirements (or if access is restricted because they cannot pay the bill) claimants are not 
routinely referred to on line support services.   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Case study 1 – inadequate assessment of claimant needs 
 
One of our tenants has literacy and numeracy problems but, as he has always had manual jobs, 
these issues had not previously proved insurmountable. When he was made redundant he went to 
the Jobcentre Plus and made the Jobsearch Advisers aware of his problems when they explained 
the concept of the ‘Claimant Commitment’ to him. He was sent on computer literacy ‘training’ to an 
organisation approved by Jobcentre Plus in order that he could learn how to log in and do a 
jobsearch – his literacy and numeracy problems were never addressed. Our customer went to the 
‘training’ and the ratio of trainers to trainees meant one to one training was impossible. Our 
customer’s log into the DWP Jobsearch database did not work and on informing one of the trainers 
his log in and password was reset; these new details were marked down for him and he placed them 
in his wallet.  With the help of another trainee he logged in and did his Jobsearch. 
 
The next time he was due to sign on the Jobsearch Adviser informed him that as he had not logged 
into the system for several weeks he had breached his claimant commitment and would be 
sanctioned.  
 
Our customer relayed the story of the log in problem and produced the replacement details for the 
Adviser. Unfortunately, they were unable to access this account and totally disbelieved what our 
customer had told them; he was advised that he would be sanctioned and he should appeal if he 
disagreed. 
 
The Customer’s Housing Officer then contacted him as HB was suspended when he was 
sanctioned; after an appointment was allocated for him to see a Welfare Benefit Adviser an appeal 
was submitted on the grounds that the Customer had made the Jobcentre Plus fully aware of his 
literacy problems from the outset, he had obviously been sent to the wrong type of training, he had 
fully committed to everything that was requested of him by JCP and no consideration was given to 
the fact that he produced replacement log in details provided by the company who were contracted 
by the DWP to assist customers with difficulties. The customer had the decision reversed on appeal 
though only after a significant period of distress and much waste/ duplication across the various 
service points.  
 

A comprehensive assessment of this claimant’s requirements and barriers to compliance would 
have helped to avoid sanctions and subsequent appeal process and would have helped ensure that 
appropriate training and support was put in place.   
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2. To what extent does a claimant’s failure to meet their conditions arise from them not having a 
sufficient understanding of what is expected? Are there ways in which this could be made 
clearer to them?  

As we note above we believe that many cases of JSA sanctions are a direct result of claimants not 
being given enough comprehensive information about the conditions and the extent of compliance 
required; the support available to help claimants to comply; how to access that support; the way that 
JCP will determine non-compliance; and how to avoid a sanction if there is a barrier to compliance e.g. 
what to do if you have a doctor’s appointment etc.  

 

We are aware of claimants being sanctioned because they had health appointments or were complying 
with Jobsearch requirements making them slightly late for JCP appointments and were consequently 
sanctioned.  Clearly, claimants are not being advised properly of the interpretation of non-attendance 
and the consequences i.e. the interpretation appears to include being late even if it is justifiable and 
does not take account of doctors or other essential appointments. The unfairness of the way sanctions 
are being applied cannot be divorced from the quality and clarity of information being given.   In many 
circumstances, it is clear that claimants are not intentionally breaching the conditions and evidence 
points to sanctions being handed down for trivial reasons which are linked to a lack of detailed 
information being given to claimants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Case study 2 – insufficient information about expectations and conflicting requirements 
 
The  claimant was sanctioned for 4 weeks as failed to attend the JCP for an interview, he 
informed them he was at the Job Club that he had to attend, (or be sanctioned), but they still 
sanctioned him. He was confused about how to meet conflicting conditions; he would have been 
sanctioned for not attending the Job Club. The client’s Housing Benefit was also ended for the 4 
weeks causing an overpayment of Housing Benefit, which is taken from his current entitlement of 
Housing Benefit at £10.80 per week, he now has arrears with his landlord, due to being 
sanctioned. This was only discovered when he was called in for a manager’s interview, due to rent 
arrears.  He was unaware of the suspension of housing benefit until he was contacted at later 
date by the housing benefit department. 
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It is unclear whether or not JCP staff test the understanding with the claimant to ensure that they are 
clear about what constitutes non-compliance.    

Compliance is often interpreted in a very narrow and inflexible fashion as evidenced by the number of 
decisions being reversed.   Impartiality is weakened as the administrator is both party to the ‘contract’ 
with the claimant and the judge of the level of compliance. 

 
Recommendation: 
There is nothing in the claimant commitment documentation to indicate what is ‘good reason’ for failure 
to fulfill a commitment; we recommend that examples are provided to claimants and that the 
documentation should specify any issues affecting the claimants ability to complete the commitment; 
exactly what support the JCP has put in place and how to access it. We would ideally like to see in the 
post-interview communication with the applicant that this advice is further confirmed in writing.   This 
advice should include any financial assistance available to meet the requirements.  

 

3. Do sanctioned claimants understand why they have been sanctioned, and if not are there 
ways in which this could be made clearer to them?  

Claimants are finding it increasingly confusing to understand what the sanctions regime expects, and 
many sanctions appear to happen when people are trying to do the right thing, but they just cannot find 
their way through the perceived bureaucracy. It is clear from our evidence that there is a lack of 
consistency in the way information about sanctions is given since the decisions can be given verbally 
now, per recent changes to the decision makers guide (with no automatic recourse to a written 
decision) making it difficult to challenge.  Customers who are only advised orally about a sanction 
decision are at a disadvantage.  Many customers lead chaotic lives or are vulnerable because of other 
issues – it is critical that they are provided with enough information in format(s) suitable for them to 

Case study 3: 

Claimant was a homeless, vulnerable young man in receipt of JSA therefore we arranged with him to 
have the sign up for his tenancy completed for a Friday afternoon at 3pm to enable him to come 
along to our local housing office. 
 
The customer failed to show up and at 15:30 we called him to check that all was ok and to see if he 
was still coming along and in the background the following statement could be heard clearly  “get off 
that phone now, you are not allowed phones in here, are you wanting sanctioned”. 
 
The customer called later and advised that he had been called into the Jobcentre to be placed on a 
work experience project starting on the following Monday and that the hours were between 08:30 
and 5pm.  The customer apparently advised the Jobcentre that he was due to sign up for a house 
and claims the JCP staff member said they were not interested and that the claimant would be 
sanctioned if he left to come and sign up for the house. 
 
Customer was also apparently told that he would not be allowed to take time off whilst on the work 
placement to complete a sign up or for any other matter and if he were to do so he would be 
sanctioned. 
 
Customer was in the North of the city and the job centre was located there and the property that they 
were signing up for was in the East.  Customer had to rely on public transport to reach us and 
therefore was unable to attend until early evening.  For health and safety reasons two members of 
staff volunteered to stay after closing time to enable the tenancy sign up to be completed..   This is 
potentially unsustainable for us and other RSLs who may not be willing to do this. Unless claimants 
can get into secure housing, this will dramatically undermine their ability to seek work and sustain a 
job over the long-term.  
 
This problem continued as the customer was unable to attend during office opening hours to collect 
his keys and this again had to be done out of office hours to prevent the customer being sanctioned. 
 

As a landlord we agreed to offer the man a house and after viewing the property we made an arrangement 
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understand the reason for a sanction so that they don’t then get multiple sanctions. They should  be 
able to seek a review and, where necessary, representation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is an abundance of evidence to support the view that many sanctions are being given for fairly 
trivial reasons and, in many cases claimants have had the decision reversed.  Whilst addressing the 
communications will help to give claimants an ‘audit trail’ it will not help poor decision making in the first 
instance.  Nevertheless, providing robust written and verbal information to claimants could aid 
understanding and help steer them through the bureaucracy.  

 

The fact that the proportion of decisions being reversed or cancelled has risen from 15% in the years up 
to 2010 to 30% currently indicates that there is a fundamental flaw in the decision making process. 
Resolving this should also take much waste and duplication out of the system, saving government 
money.  

 

Recommendation: We recommend that all decisions and the reasons for making them are put in 
writing and sent recorded delivery to ensure that claimants have a clear record of not just their claimant 
commitment but also a better understanding of why a sanction was handed down.   

The documentation could cover: 

 The reason behind the decision to sanction 
 The reason the claimant gave for not fulfilling the commitment 
 How to request a review 
 What it means for a JCP adviser to review a decision 
 What the criteria for assessing a decision are, or how the 2nd adviser will obtain information 

about the claimant’s circumstances 

Case study 4 
 
A customer in receipt of Employment Support Allowance received a letter from Jobcentre Plus to 
advise that as he failed to attend a ‘Work Capability Assessment’ and for not responding to a letter 
requesting the reasons for non attendance, a decision maker had decided that he was fit for work 
and no longer entitled to Employment and Support Allowance.  The customer advises that he 
never received a letter advising him to attend a ‘Work Capability Assessment’, nor did he receive a 
letter requesting that he give an explanation as to why he did not attend.  The customer advised 
that he found the process concerning, as if you don’t receive a letter then you are not aware that 
you have an appointment and that letters of such a nature should be sent recorded delivery and 
have a process for the customer to be able to confirm that they are attending if they receive a 
letter.  A non-response from a vulnerable customers should trigger a telephone call to confirm the 
customer is aware of the appointment.  
 
In the case of this customer he did not receive the letter, or the follow up letter. There is an 
ongoing issue with the mail at this block of multi-storey flats which we have highlighted to the Post 
Office.  Despite the housing officer writing confirmation and faxing this information to the JCP our 
customer was given no help or support.  Instead the letter that they received finally advised that 
they were unable to appeal until the Mandatory Reconsideration had been completed and when 
they contacted the DWP about this they apparently told the customer that they could not give a 
timescale of how long the Mandatory Reconsideration would take. 
 
The customer also advised that he did not feel informed about the process and he was not offered 
any help or support.  He said he felt that he was not given any help or support when they went into 
the Jobcentre.  He also claimed that he was not told anything about hardship payments etc or any 
other support that he could be entitled to.  This was extremely distressing for this customer who 
has had previous addictions issues and had been  making progress to resolve his situation.  His 
experience has left him in debt and further hardship; his housing benefit was suspended and his 
rent account is in arrears.   
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 Whether there are any firm timescales within which the claimant commitment review must be 
completed 

 Whether the claimant will be interviewed by the 2nd adviser or the decision will be made entirely 
based on the paperwork 

 Whether any additional financial support is available to help claimants meet increased work-
search requirements.  

 The right to representation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do sanctioned claimants feel informed throughout the sanctions process, and if not how 
could their awareness be improved?  

Our experience is that our customers do not feel fully informed throughout the sanctions process – 
some customers do not understand why they are being sanctioned, how long for, how to ask for a 
review and where and how to get support. The approach taken by individual JCP staff members is 
inconsistent both within and across offices leaving customers reliant on individuals rather than a set 
process that it transparent and that claimants know what to expect, why, when ,for how long and how to 
appeal and access support.  

We recommend that customers are given a full written and oral explanation of the reason for a sanction; 
how long it will be in place; the opportunity to challenge the decision immediately and through a formal 
automatic decision making review process; and, information about hardship payments ,where 
applicable and other sources of support. If the review highlights other difficulties or barriers for the 
claimant fulfilling the claimant commitment then support specific to those difficulties should be available 
ie a personalized approach.  At the very least claimants should have the right to an automatic review of 
decisions to sanction their benefits. 

5. To what extent are sanctioned claimants aware of the help available to them from Jobcentre 
Plus? For instance are they aware of how to appeal a decision or how to seek help through 
hardship payments? Are there ways in which this could be made clearer to them?  

 

As noted throughout this response information given to claimants is inconsistent, can be given orally 
alone, is not routinely linked to a rigorous assessment of need and capability, and is not as 
comprehensive as we feel it should be.  The number of cases our welfare benefit and money advisors 
are dealing with give us a clear indication of the scale as well as the issues.  Many of our customers are 
unaware of the review process and the existence of hardship payments.  However, we also have 
evidence of some customers being told routinely about how to request a review and apply for a 
hardship payment.  This indicates that the communication process is inconsistent – the decision 
maker’s guide allows this information to be given orally thereby undermining the ability of claimants to 

Case study 5 
 
A customer who had been sanctioned noted that she was not clear about why she had been 
sanctioned; she was not made fully aware of how long the sanction would last and what the full 
reasons for the sanction.  The customer also stated that she was not sure if she could appeal the 
decision or not either.  She was not advised about hardship payments or any other form of 
support.  When we referred her to our wrap around advice services we assisted her to seek a 
hardship payment and to seek a review; given that the customer had a health issue.  The decision 
maker reversed the decision to sanction but in the meantime our customer had her housing 
benefit suspended and her rent account went into arrears; she experienced severe hardship and 
had to resort to a Foodbank.  
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challenge decisions effectively.  Statistics on the number of appeals in proportion to the number of 
adverse decisions is an indication that many claimants were unaware of the appeals process.  When 
one examines the percentage of adverse decisions that are reversed it suggests that there are 
underlying flaws in the  process that don’tadhere to the basic principles of good administration as set 
down by the Ombudsman.  

We recommend that all decisions, reasons, appeals process, follow the best practice set down by the 
Ombudsman and all communication is sent by recorded delivery.  Communication should be in a format 
suitable for the claimants needs and oral decisions should always be confirmed in writing sent by 
recorded delivery. 
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Appendix 1 

 

The Parliamentary and Public Health Ombudsman set down the Principles Of Good Administration as a 
guide for public bodies.  The following is a summary of those principles. 

Good administration by public bodies means: 

1. Getting it right  
 Acting in accordance with the law and with regard for the rights of those 

concerned. 
 Acting in accordance with the public body’s policy and guidance 

(published or internal). 
 Taking proper account of established good practice. 
 Providing effective services, using appropriately trained and competent 

staff. 
 Taking reasonable decisions, based on all relevant considerations. 

2. Being customer focused  
 Ensuring people can access services easily. 
 Informing customers what they can expect and what the public body 

expects of them. 
 Keeping to its commitments, including any published service standards 
 Dealing with people helpfully, promptly and sensitively, bearing in mind 

their individual circumstances 
 Responding to customers’ needs flexibly, including, where appropriate, 

co-ordinating a response with other service providers 
3. Being open and accountable  

 Being open and clear about policies and procedures and ensuring that 
information, and any advice provided, is clear, accurate and complete. 

 Stating its criteria for decision making and giving reasons for decisions 
 Handling information properly and appropriately. 
 Keeping proper and appropriate records 
 Taking responsibility for its actions. 

4. Acting fairly and proportionately  
 Treating people impartially, with respect and courtesy. 
 Treating people without unlawful discrimination or prejudice, and ensuring 

no conflict of interests. 
 Dealing with people and issues objectively and consistently. 
 Ensuring that decisions and actions are proportionate, appropriate and 

fair. 
5. Putting things right  

 Acknowledging mistakes and apologising where appropriate. 
 Putting mistakes right quickly and effectively. 
 Providing clear and timely information on how and when to appeal or 

complain. 
 Operating an effective complaints procedure, which includes offering a 

fair and appropriate remedy when a complaint is upheld. 
6. Seeking continuous improvement  

 Reviewing policies and procedures regularly to ensure they are effective. 
 Asking for feedback and using it to improve services and performance. 
 Ensuring that the public body learns lessons from complaints and uses 

these to improve services and performance. 

 


