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The Early Warning System (EWS) is a framework 
which has been developed by Child Poverty Action 
Group (CPAG) in Scotland to collect and analyse 
case evidence about how welfare changes are 
affecting the wellbeing of children, their families 
and the communities and services that support 
them.

Since March 2014 the Early Warning System has 
been gathering information, including more than 
1,300 anonymised case studies from four sources1:

•	 84	frontline	workers	across	Scotland,	including	
welfare rights officers, housing advisers and 
support workers 

•	 CPAG	in	Scotland’s	second	tier	benefits,	tax	
credits and welfare rights advice line 

•	 Feedback	from	frontline	workers	attending	CPAG	
training courses 

•	 A	qualitative	research	project	following	the	lives	
of 12 low income families across Scotland  

Between March 2014 and August 2015 a wide 
range of issues relating to the impact of welfare 
reform and the operation of the social security 
system have been identified through the Early 
Warning System. However, cases relating to 
sanctions	and	conditionality	quickly	emerged	as	
one of the most significant themes. This was due to 
both the number of cases received (76 in the first 
year)	and	the	extent	to	which	household	income	
and family wellbeing was undermined in each 
case. 

INTRODUCTION

The objectives of this report are to: 

 Highlight the case evidence collected 
through the Early Warning System to date 
and analyse the impact that sanctions are 
having on children, families and the local 
and national services they access. 

 Set out policy considerations for the UK 
Government, Scottish Government, local 
authorities and their planning partners, 
drawing on our analysis and discussion with 
frontline workers and policy makers at an 
Early Warning System Policy Seminar (see 
Appendix	I).	The	recommendations	can	be	
found on page 12 of this report.

We acknowledge the support of the Scottish 
Government through the Third Sector Early 
Intervention	Fund,	managed	on	behalf	of	the	
Scottish	Government	by	the	Big	Lottery	Fund.

As well as informing this report, the cases 
collected have informed submission to the Oakley 
Review2,	evidence	to	the	UK	Parliament’s	Work 
and Pensions Committee3, the Scottish Welfare 
Reform Committee4 and correspondence with 
the Secretary of State for Scotland. They have 
also been used to develop and inform training 
materials for frontline early years workers across 
Scotland. 
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http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-response-JSA-sanctions-call-for-information-Jan-14.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-response-JSA-sanctions-call-for-information-Jan-14.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/submission-work-pensions-committee-inquiry-benefit-sanctions
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/submission-work-pensions-committee-inquiry-benefit-sanctions
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system


What are sanctions? 
Sanctions are a reduction in benefit, often to nil. 
They are applied to people who are held not 
to have complied with conditions attached to 
their	jobseekers	allowance	(JSA),	universal	credit,	
income support or employment and support 
allowance (ESA). The period of a sanction can 
range	from	one	week	to	three	years.	For	a	single	
person, a sanction could result in a loss of income 
of £73 per week or £115 per week for a couple. 

How are people sanctioned?
The sanction process begins when a person is 
considered to have failed to meet one of the 
conditions attached to their benefit entitlement. 
These conditions vary from being available 
for	work	to	having	to	apply	for	a	job	which	an	
employment officer has recommended. This 
perceived	‘failure’	can	result	in	the	claimant	
being	referred	by	a	Jobcentre	Plus	employment	
officer or Work Programme provider to a DWP 
decision maker. The decision maker then decides 
whether a sanction should be applied. Before 
the individual can challenge that decision at 
tribunal, he or she must ask the DWP to carry out 
its own review - a process known as mandatory 
reconsideration. Cases highlighting the difficulties 
faced by some claimants as a result of the 
process of mandatory reconsideration can be 
found in CPAG in Scotland Policy Bulletin on 
Mandatory Reconsideration and Delay which you 
can view online at:  
www.cpag.org.uk/ews-policy-briefings.

BACKGROUND TO  
SANCTIONS

Who is being sanctioned?
As Chart 1 shows, use of sanctions in the UK 
increased	dramatically	between	2008	and	2013	
before falling over the last two years. This fall is 
widely thought to be a result of the reduction in 
the	number	of	people	claiming	JSA5. Sanction 
rates remain high though, with DWP figures 
showing	5.49%	of	JSA	claimants	are	sanctioned	
each month6. According to 2014 figures 
published	by	Dr	David	Webster	approximately	one	
dependent	child	will	be	affected	for	every	six	JSA	
claimants who are sanctioned7.

JSA originally adverse decisions, by monthBased on DWP JSA sanctions statistics published May 2015 

Support for those who  
have been sanctioned
In	some	circumstances,	people	who	show	they	
will	experience	hardship	as	a	result	of	a	sanction	
can access hardship payments which are paid 
at	60%	of	the	claimant’s	personal	allowance	(or	
80%	if	a	JSA	claimant	or	a	member	of	his	or	her	
families is pregnant or seriously ill). Such payments 
are not available for the first two weeks of a 
sanction unless the individual can show that they 
are	vulnerable	(as	well	as	at	risk	of	experiencing	
hardship). 
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http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Policy%20Bulletin%201b.pdf


CONCERNS RAISED ABOUT SANCTIONING 
THROUGH THE EARLY WARNING SYSTEM (EWS)

CONCERNS RELATING TO 
THE ADMINISTRATION OF 
SANCTIONS
The EWS cases also raise concerns about 
administration of the sanctions regime and, in 
particular, evidence of poor communication 
on the part of the DWP – both internally and 
externally.		In	many	cases	this	led	to	seemingly	
unfair, unnecessary and sometimes apparently 
unlawful sanctions. As was identified in the 
findings	of	the	Oakley	Review	(see	page	8	below)	
claimants appear to “regularly receive conflicting 
information from the Jobcentre and Work 
Programme provider.” 

A 19 year old woman failed to attend 
an appointment with Jobcentre Plus 
because she had been told by her 
Work Programme provider to do unpaid 
work experience at the Commonwealth 
Games on the same day. Despite 
providing signed and date stamped 
evidence of this she was sanctioned for 
13 weeks (because this was her second 
sanction).

General concerns
Evidence received through the Early Warning 
System suggests that sanctions are forcing many 
people	into	extreme	financial	hardship.	The	
income shock caused by sanctions can have a 
dramatic impact on the lives of claimants and 
their families.  More than twenty cases received 
through the EWS to date involved households 
who had to be referred to food banks as a result 
of sanctioning. Other cases involved families 
left without enough money to pay for gas or 
electricity.	In	some	cases,	individuals	were	unable	
to access hardship payments because they could 
not	afford	public	transport	to	the	Jobcentre	to	sign	
on for them.

A 56 year old claimant was sanctioned 
for missing one appointment (he admits 
the error). As a result of the sanction 
the claimant had no money to travel 
14 miles each way to sign on for his 
hardship payment. The Jobcentre 
adviser moved his appointment to the 
middle of the day so he would have time 
to walk the 28 mile round trip in daylight. 
The client had to access a food bank as 
a result. 
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On 8th October a client was told he was 
being sanctioned for not coming to a 
meeting on 15th September. The work 
programme providers said they had 
sent him a letter about the meeting but 
he states that he didn’t receive it. He 
has made an application for a hardship 
payment but won’t get anything for 
another two weeks. He has no food or 
electricity in the interim.

These cases are in-keeping with UK wide research 
which suggests that sanctions are one of the 
main drivers of increased food bank use in the 
UK. Emergency Use Only, which involved data 
collection	in	six	food	banks	across	the	UK	–	
including one in Scotland – found that between 
19%	and	28%	of	people	using	food	banks	were	
doing so as a result of sanctions8.

http://www.trusselltrust.org/foodbank-report


A client was sanctioned for missing an 
appointment with his Work Programme 
provider. The letter informing him of the 
appointment arrived at his home on 27th 
June 2014. It was dated 26th June 2014 
and informed him of an appointment 
which he had to attend on 25th June 
2014. Despite showing this letter to 
Jobcentre Plus staff and being assured 
a sanction would not be applied, he was 
subsequently sanctioned. 

Cases also caused concern that some DWP staff 
may be failing to consistently inform claimants of 
their rights, both in relation to challenging sanction 
decisions and applying for hardship payments. 
In	many	cases,	people	were	not	even	informed	
that they were likely to be sanctioned. While the 
DWP have indicated that they are reviewing their 
communications on sanctions9, as yet, there is no 
timetable in place for doing so. 

One client was sanctioned for missing 
an appointment with Jobcentre Plus. He 
had not been told about the sanction 
until he attended a subsequent 
appointment, where he asked to use a 
phone to apply for a hardship payment. 
He was told that Jobcentre Plus phones 
were not for public use. After several 
visits to the Jobcentre he was eventually 
provided with assistance to apply for a 
hardship payments but it was several 
weeks before he could access it. He 
was arrested for shoplifting food in the 
interim.
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A pregnant woman with two young 
children failed to complete mandatory 
work activity because she did not have 
access to a computer. Her sanction was 
applied on Wednesday but she was 
not informed that she could apply for a 
hardship payment until the Friday. She 
was told on the Friday that she would not 
be able to access the payment until the 
following Monday and had no money to 
get through the weekend.  

Other cases highlighted that DWP staff are not 
following DWP Guidance relating to when a client 
has good reason for failing to satisfy the conditions 
attached to their benefit claim. DWP guidance 
states that sanctions should not be applied where 
the claimant has a reason for their failure to 
comply ”which would probably have caused a 
reasonable person to act as the claimant did10”

A client could not sign on because his 
children were left with him unexpectedly 
by the parent with care. He was 
sanctioned and, given that he was not 
classed as vulnerable, was unable to 
access hardship payments for 15 days. 

The client, who has a three year old and 
a 15 year old, was sanctioned for being 
10 minutes late for an appointment 
because of problems with public 
transport. She was assured by the 
receptionist and an adviser at her Work 
Programme provider that she should not 
worry as she would not be sanctioned. 
Despite this, the client was subsequently 
sanctioned.

The lone parent of a five year old 
child was sanctioned for 4 weeks for 
failing to keep an appointment with 
her careers adviser. This was despite 
the fact she was in the Jobcentre for 
her first appointment but, due to being 
misdirected to the wrong area of the 
Jobcentre, did not hear them call 
her name. A new appointment was to 
be sent by post but the client never 
received this.

At the Early Warning System policy seminar held 
in 2014 wider concerns about the administration 
of sanctions were raised. These included 
technical	problems	relating	to	job	searches,	a	
lack of communication with clients and a failure 
to consider family circumstances. Comments 
included the following: 

“We’re seeing sanctions due to not 
showing job seeking. But there are a lot 
of problems with digital job searching 
and unreasonable claimant commitment 
agreements for clients with individual 
difficulties such as addictions, mental 
health issues, learning difficulties.” 
Local Authority Advice Service Co-ordinator

“[Jobcentre Plus]advisers do not recognise 
the challenges that lone parents face 
because of sole caring responsibilities. 
They are sanctioned for things that are 
beyond their control as parents.”
Policy Manager, One Parent Families Scotland



Cases collected through the Early Warning System suggest a need 
to	ensure	review	existing	sanctions	policy	and	procedures	and	
ensure	current	guidance	is	being	implemented.	In	particular;

•	 The	DWP	should	take	steps	to	ensure	that	all	claimants	and	
Jobcentre	employment	officers	are	aware	of	the	factors	(such	
as disability and caring responsibilities) which must be taken into 
account when deciding upon the conditions contained within 
each	jobseekers	agreement.	

•	 There	is	a	need	to	review	the	extent	to	which	employment	officers	
are taking personal circumstances and practical barriers into 
account when considering whether the claimant has good 
reason for satisfying certain conditions and whether sanctioning is 
appropriate.

•	 Claimants	should	be	made	aware	immediately	if,	when	and	
by how much they are likely to be sanctioned. Reasons for the 
proposed sanction and how to challenge it should also be 
made available to the client in a format they can understand. 
Claimant’s	benefits	should	not	be	suspended	until	a	decision	is	
made as to whether or not the claimant should be sanctioned. 

•	 The	DWP	should	publish	clear	and	accessible	information	for	staff,	
advisors	and	claimants	detailing	the	procedure	for	requesting	a	
mandatory reconsideration, lodging an appeal and accessing 
hardship payments. Where possible, this process should also be 
explained	both	verbally	and	in	writing	to	all	claimants.

The Oakley Review	(published	in	July	2014)	was	an	independent	
review	of	aspects	of	the	current	sanctions	regime.	It	identified	serious	
concerns and made 17 recommendations for improvement. These 
included recommendations that benefit should not be stopped due 
to a sanction prior to the claimant being notified of the decision by 
letter,	that	these	letters	make	it	clear	what	is	required	of	the	claimant	
and that all claimants be advised of the possibility of accessing 
hardship payments. The Government has not yet issued a timetable 
for instituting these improvements. 

Subsequently,	on	18th	March	2015	the	House	of	Commons	Work	and	
Pensions Committee published its report ‘Benefit Sanctions Policy 
Beyond the Oakley Review’.	Amongst	other	recommendations,	the	
Report called on the UK Government to11:
  
•	 Implement	the	Oakley	Review	in	full.	

•	 Carry	out	a	broad	independent	review	of	benefit	conditionality	
and sanctions to investigate whether sanctions are being applied 
appropriately, fairly and proportionately.

•	 Issue	guidance	to	help	Jobcentre	staff	identify	vulnerable	clients.

•	 Develop	an	evidence	base	to	showing	the	extent	to	which	
sanctions are an effective means of getting people back to 
employment.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE DWP  
AND JOB CENTRE PLUS

WIDER CALLS FOR IMPROVEMENTS 
TO THE SANCTIONS REGIME

Further	recommendations	can	be	found	in	CPAG	in	Scotland’s	
Policy Bulletins on Sanctions ( Published November 2014, available 
at www.cpag.org.uk/ews-policy-briefings)

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Policy%20Bulletin%20Sanctions%20follow%20up%20Nov14.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Policy%20Bulletin%20Sanctions%20follow%20up%20Nov14.pdf


Early Warning System cases suggest that access 
to timely, reliable advice might reduce rates of 
sanctioning by ensuing that claimants understand 
the conditions attached to their benefit and how 
to fulfil them. As previously noted, several cases 
highlight the fact that that many people are not 
aware	of	the	existence	of	hardship	payments	or	of	
their right to challenge sanction decisions.

A vulnerable 22 year old care leaver was 
out of contact with his local authority 
and did not understand the process for 
claiming JSA. As a result he failed to 
attend several appointments and was 
sanctioned for 13 weeks. He was not 
informed of the sanction until he went 
to withdraw money and there was none 
there. 

Several EWS cases also highlight a concern 
that	claimants	are	not	being	given	adequate	
information and advice about their right to 
challenge sanction decisions. Access to advice 
on	the	process	of	requesting	an	appeal	could	
significantly reduce rates of sanctioning. The 
DWP’s	own	figures	show	that	only	20-25%	of	
people	ask	the	Jobcentre	to	review	decisions	and	
only 0.14% challenge sanctions at tribunal level. 
Despite low rates of appeal, more than 50% of 
tribunal hearings find in favour of the claimant12.

While increasing the availability of information 
and advice available from public and third sector 
sources might be an effective way of overturning 
and avoiding sanctions, many of the frontline 
workers who attended the EWS Policy Seminar 

THE WIDER IMPACT OF 
SANCTIONS AND THE ROLE 
OF DEVOLVED SERVICES
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INFORMATION AND  
ADVICE SERVICES

In	2014,	CPAG	in	Scotland	held	a	Policy	Seminar	
on sanctions,  bringing together academics, 
frontline advice workers, local authority and 
Scottish government representatives and staff 
from third sector organisations working with lone 
parents, vulnerable families and homeless people 
(full	attendance	list	can	be	found	in	Appendix	
I).	Together	with	the	cases	collected	through	the	
EWS, discussion at the Policy Seminar provided 
an opportunity to consider how sanctions 
are affecting local and devolved services. 
Consideration was also given to the steps that 
local and national Government, policy makers 
and planners might take to help prevent or 
mitigate the impact of sanctions – both on their 
own services and on the health and wellbeing of 
children and families. 

noted that agencies do not have the capacity to 
broaden their service or to actively target those 
at	risk	of	sanctioning.	Indeed,	many	reported	
experiencing	increased	pressure	on	resources	
(both in terms of staff capacity and financial 
resource) partly as a result of the sanctions 
regime.

“Advice agencies still need to deal with 
crisis and react to emergency situations. 
The sanction regime has made this worse. 
Income maximisation services are seeing 
people they cannot do much for. Council 
services are also having to signpost 
customers that have never been known to 
them before really - as they have always 
been good payers of rent and council tax. 
Clients are stressed and there are impacts 
on advice workers. Advice workers have a 
more difficult and challenging time to get 
positive outcomes for people. There is not 
much focus on the preventative, making 
it more difficult for agencies to shift its 
service delivery etc.” 
Advice Worker, Glasgow

“Our resources are being increasingly 
stretched, both in terms of staffing and 
financial constraints. Our money advice 
team are just about coping as more and 
more families seek advice about multiple 
debt. The money advice team regularly 
advise on bankruptcy, trust deeds and 
endeavour to assist those facing eviction 
from their homes.” 
Local Authority Advice Service Manager



HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE SERVICES

Early Warning System cases raise concerns that 
the mental and physical health and wellbeing of 
claimants is being undermined by the sanctioning 
regime. These concerns stem from evidence 
that people with poor health or young families 
are being left with insufficient income to feed 
themselves and heat their homes. 

A father with dyslexia, spinal arthritis 
and COPD was sanctioned for not 
attending a work-focused interview. He 
had told the Jobcentre in advance that 
he did not have enough money to get to 
the office, as it was not local to him. He 
was told to walk to appointment, but was 
unable to due to health conditions. He 
was sanctioned for 13 weeks. Advisors 
helped him access food parcels and 
apply for a crisis grant.

At our Policy Seminar, concerns were raised 
that parental stress caused by income crisis 
is particularly worrying given the strong links 
between maternal stress and poor mental health 
amongst children13. 

Concerns were also raised that demand on health 
services was being affected - not only as a result 
of increased demand for services – but because 
families with very little income were  unable to 
access services as a result of financial barriers. 

7

“We had to arrange transport because a 
family could not afford to get their child 
to the hospital and no ambulance was 
offered. We had to arrange a taxi. The 
child had a right to have equal access to 
health care services.” 
Local Authority  Early Years Worker

 
Policy Seminar attendees reported that increased 
incidence of income crisis had undermined the 
ability	of	some	children’s	social	care	services	to	
carry out their core functions (such as supporting 
vulnerable families and promoting wellbeing) 
because resources increasingly need to be 
focused on ensuring that families can access 
essential such as food, warmth and clothing.

“We are funded to provide services to 
vulnerable children and young people – 
young homeless and looked after children. 
The point of the service is to promote the 
wellbeing of these children and young 
people and give them the best possible 
chance by developing their knowledge, 
skills, aspirations and opportunities. This 
work is consistently undermined by cuts, 
sanctions and delays. We spend so long 
getting families through the immediate 
financial crisis that we have much less 
time to spend fulfilling our core role. We 
help fewer families as a result.” 
Children’s Services Manager

Some	Policy	Seminar	participants	also	expressed	
a concern that the income crisis caused by 
sanctions	had	even	resulted	in	local	authorities’	
child protection teams having to become 
involved with families. The EWS cases and wider 
qualitative	research14, however, seem to suggest 
that	most	parents	will	go	to	extreme	lengths	to	
ensure the wellbeing of their child is not affected 
by a drop in household income.  A more pressing 
concern is that fear of being perceived as 
neglecting their children could put families off 
looking for assistance from local authorities. 

One client felt her children had been 
classed as lacking care and protection 
and taken into emergency care because 
she had accessed the local food bank 
-  although it is important to note that the 
family had been subject to social work 
intervention in the past.

Several participants at the policy seminar reported 
that sanctions were having a direct impact on 
locally authority finances as a result of increased 
demand for payments under section 12 of the 
Social Work (Scotland) Act (assistance to promote 
social welfare) and section 22 of the Children 
(Scotland) Act 1995 (assistance to safeguard the 
wellbeing of children).

“There is resulting demand on social work 
for section 12 and 22 payments because 
entitlement to Scottish Welfare Fund 
expired or maxed out. Arranging food 
parcels is a major task for us on a daily 
basis.”
Policy Manager, One Parent Families Scotland

http://www.maternal-and-early-years.org.uk/topic/0-3-years


CRIMINAL  
JUSTICE

HOUSING RELATED 
SERVICES

EWS cases and the testimony of frontline 
workers at our policy seminar suggest 
that services with a role in the delivery of 
criminal	justice,	including	Police	Scotland,	
the Scottish Prison Service and the Scottish 
Court Service could all be affected be 
increasing use of sanctions. 

One client was wrongly 
sanctioned for apparent failure 
to attend a Work Programme 
appointment. This was despite 
the fact that the Work Programme 
providers had already notified 
the DWP that he had in fact been 
at the relevant appointment. The 
client admitted that he had been 
forced to break the law in order 
to feed himself in the meantime,

Frontline	workers	also	reported	seeing	
increased criminality as a result of the 
stress and financial pressure caused by 
sanctions.
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At the EWS policy seminar housing 
providers reported increased incidences 
of arrears and tenancy abandonment 
as	a	result	of	sanctions.	Frontline	workers	
explained	how	this	can	add	pressure	
to homelessness and housing support 
services.  Concerns about homelessness 
and inappropriate living conditions were 
also highlighted. 

A father was sanctioned for 
being 15 minutes late for an 
appointment with Jobcentre Plus. 
He only received two hardship 
payments throughout his 13 
week sanction period because 
he was not informed that he 
still had to sign on every two 
weeks in order to access them. 
This situation contributed to the 
client becoming homeless, at 
first sleeping on a friend’s floor 
and then subsequently sleeping 
rough. He was assaulted and 
hospitalised during this time 
and has had no contact with 
his children since becoming 
homeless.

“Young people in crisis are 
made especially vulnerable to 
exploitation because of lack of 
money, ending up abandoning 
tenancies because of inability to 
look after them, heat light etc. 
They are moving in with relative 
strangers and are hungry, dirty, 
goes against SHANARRI [wellbeing 
principles].” 
Children’s Service Manager

“A few clients are resorting to 
shoplifting, prostitution, drugs, 
gang involvement i.e. reoffending. 
We are seeing an increase in 
mental and physical health 
deterioration.” 
Policy Worker, Women’s Aid organisation

 
As well as being indicative of an increase 
in petty crime, several EWS cases 
also highlight a tension between the 
requirements	attached	to	community	
payback orders (previously known as 
community service orders) and those 
attached	to	claiming	jobseeker’s	
allowance. Despite guidance on the 
issue being available15, in some cases 
claimants report being sanctioned by 
Jobcentre	Plus	for	failing	to	perform	work	
related activity whilst they were busy 
fulfilling the conditions attached to their 
community payback order.
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The EWS cases also highlighted that 
sanctioning is sometimes resulting in 
local authorities discontinuing payment 
of housing benefit. This appears to occur 
when staff receive notification that an 
individual’s	benefit	(ESA	or	JSA)	has	been	
stopped but are not informed that this is 
the result of application of a sanction. 
They	then	wrongly	assume	that	JSA	or	ESA	
has been stopped because the individual 
concerned	no	longer	qualifies	for	means	
tested benefits and may, therefore, no 
longer be eligible for housing benefit. 
Housing benefit payments are then 
stopped as a result. 

The client’s housing benefit 
was wrongly stopped because 
he had been sanctioned. He is 
accruing rent arrears as a result. 
He is looking for alternative 
accommodation and has been 
threatened with eviction. The 
client’s daughter stays with him 
one night per week, but clearly 
this cannot continue if he is 
evicted. 

“Housing benefit is being 
suspended during sanctions period. 
If a tenant does not contact us 
for assistance this leads to rent 
arrears. Usually we try to contact 
the tenant after receiving a letter 
from HB department informing us 
of HB suspension. We then offer 
tenant assistance of Money Advice 
Service to  assist in applying to SWF, 
hardship payment or MR. We also 
notify HB department of sanction.” 
Money Advisor, Registered Social Landlord

“This client had been paying a 
rent contribution by standing 
order which he had to stop to 
avoid charges. He also needed 
help to negotiate with his housing 
association not to pursue him for 
arrears until full housing benefit 
was in payment again. This was 
not something he would have 
been able to deal with without 
an intensive casework service 
supporting him”
Welfare Rights Officer, Local Authority

This is an issue which was covered 
extensively	in	the	Oakley review  but cases 
received through the EWS more recently 
suggest that it is an ongoing problem.

Representatives	of	a	Women’s	Aid	
organisation at the EWS seminar reported 
that their resources were increasingly 
being	used	to	resolve	complex	benefit	
issues (including accessing the Scottish 
welfare fund and pursuing employment 
and support allowance appeals) rather 
than	supporting	women	experiencing	
violence. 

“Women’s Aid groups in Scotland 
have reported seeing increasing 
numbers of women and children 
who have experienced benefit 
delays and sanctions. We have got 
to increasingly deal with resolving 
complex benefit issues, crisis loans, 
SWF, ESA appeals - taking support 
away from delivering emotional 
therapeutic, practical support 
to women and children. We are 
working with our members to look 
at the impact on their ability to 
deliver the specialist domestic 
abuse service they have developed 
and committed to deliver.” 
Policy Worker, Women’s Aid organsiation

WOMEN’S AID  
SERVICES

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335144/jsa-sanctions-independent-review.pdf


Under the Children and Young People (Scotland) 
Act 2014, public bodies with a role in providing 
services to children will have a duty to work 
together	to	create	a	local	Children’s	Service	Plans.	
These plans must outline how local services will 
work together to promote and protect the health 
and wellbeing of children. 

CPAG believes the plans will provide an 
opportunity	to	recognise	and	address	the	extent	
to which child poverty, welfare reform and the 
use of sanctions are undermining child wellbeing. 
They also provide an opportunity to ensure that 
children’s	service	planning	has	a	clear	role	in	
tackling and mitigating these effects. 

The relevance of Children Services Plans is 
acknowledged	in	the	Scottish	Government’s	Child	
Poverty Strategy 2014-17, which states that, 

“Poverty remains a key barrier to improving 
the wellbeing and outcomes of children. 
Through the [Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act 2014], local authorities and 
health boards will now jointly develop 
children’s services plans that show how 
services across the whole of a local 
area will affect the wellbeing of children 
and young people. The guidance to be 
developed on these plans will highlight 
the importance of the plans showing how 
services can take account of child poverty 
and support vulnerable children, young 
people and families.”

ROLES AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES

A	lack	of	flexible,	affordable	childcare	was	
identified at the policy seminar as a problem 
that was resulting in increased use of sanctioning 
as parents, particularly lone parents, struggle 
to comply with increasingly stringent claimant 
commitments	and	jobseekers	agreements. One 
participant noted that schools and teachers were 
noticing an impact as a result of sanctions and 
delays. 

“Head teachers of primary schools 
report staff clubbing together to fund 
food parcels for parents who have been 
sanctioned.” 
Academic, Joseph Rowntree Foundation

EDUCATION AND 
CHILDCARE

TRANSPORT

A lack of affordable, reliable public transport 
was identified as a factor which might increase 
the likelihood of sanctioning for some individuals. 
Several EWS cases highlight how transport 
problems often results in claimants being unable 
to	get	to	Jobcentre	appointments	and/or	
complete work related activity. Transport was also 
identified as a factor that prevented families who 
had already been sanctioned from accessing 
services that might offer them other kinds of 
support	such	as	the	Scottish	welfare	fund	and/or	
food bank.

“The cost of transport in and outside cities 
sometimes makes job seeking impossible. 
Folk miss appointments all the time 
through no fault of their own.” 
Welfare Rights Worker
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The case evidence above suggests that 
sanctions are undermining each of the 
Scottish	Government’s	indicators	of	child	
wellbeing, as defined by the Children and 
Young People (Scotland) Act 201416.  
 
Safe According to guidance produced by 
the Scottish Government a child is not safe 
when its most basic needs are not met17. 
Advisers and other frontline workers report 
coming across children whose parents 
cannot	afford	food,	basic	clothing	and/or	
bedding for them as a result of sanctions.  
 
Healthy	Advisers	expressed	concern	
that relying on use of food banks could 
have	a	detrimental	impact	on	children’s	
health given the lack of availability of 
fruit, vegetables and fresh produce.   
Participants at the Policy Seminar also 
expressed	concern	about	the	impact	
that parental stress could have on child 
wellbeing.   
 
Achieving The evidence gathered through 
the Early Warning System suggests that in 
some circumstance the sharp decrease in 
income may have a negative impact on 
children’s	ability	to	achieve	and	perform	
at school. Anecdotal evidence emerged 
at the seminar of teachers bringing food 
into school to share with children. 
 

USING CHILDREN’S SERVICES PLANNING  
TO ADDRESS CHILD POVERTY: 

11

Nurtured EWS cases show that a steep 
drop in family income can interfere with 
family	relationships,	undermining	children’s	
sense	of	security.	In	one	case,	for	instance,	
a father became homeless partly as a 
result of sanctioning. This meant his child 
could no longer stay with him. 

Respected	The	qualitative	research	
conducted through the Early Warning 
System	provides	examples	of	children	
perceiving that they are being bullied 
because	they	are	seen	as	‘poor’	
by classmates. This is likely to be 
exacerbated	by	the	application	of	
sanctions.  
 
Active Cases submitted through 
the Early Warning System show that 
children in families whose income has 
been dramatically reduced will have 
a reduced opportunity to partake in 
leisure activities such as swimming.

Included Participants felt that a strong 
emphasis should be given to removing 
financial, social and economic, barriers 
that prevent children and families from 
accessing services and engaging with 
their friends and their wider community. 

Several cases highlight the difficulties 
that families on the lowest incomes can 
have accessing public services.

Indicators of child wellbeing 
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•	 It	would	be	advisable	for	local	and	national	
service planners to consider the impact that 
sanctions are having on demand for services – 
and role that services might have in mitigating 
their effects. This should include considering the 
role of services not generally seen as having a 
role in poverty reduction, such as education, 
transport	and	criminal	justice.	

•	 Guidance	developed	under	Part	3	of	the	
Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 
should highlight the need for public bodies 
to consider welfare reforms and child poverty 
when	developing	Children’s	Services	Plans.	

•	 Service	planners	and	those	commissioning	
services should consult with organisations 
delivering services directly to children and 
families with a view to understanding how 
demand may change as a result of increased 
use of sanctions. This might result in changes to 
how services are commissioned or funded. 

•	 The	Scottish	Government,	local	authorities	and	
their planning partners should continue to 
consider how to improve access to information 
and training for frontline workers who come into 
contact with children and families (including 
teachers, NHS staff and social workers for 
instance)	to	ensure	they	are	equipped	to	
signpost	and/or	advise	families	in	the	event	of	
sanction. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NATIONAL  
AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT

The cases collected through the Early Warning System and discussion at the Policy Seminar highlighted steps that could be taken locally 
to mitigate the impact of sanctions and benefit delays on children, families and the services they access. These included the following:
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•	 There	is	a	need	to	consider	how	information	
and advice can be made meaningful and 
accessible to low income families who may 
have insufficient resources to travel long 
distances or use services which have other 
cost implications. Suggestions made at the 
policy seminar included making advice and 
information available in places regularly 
frequented	by	low	income	families	such	as	
schools, nurseries and supermarkets. 

•	 There	is	a	need	for	continued	investment	to	
ensure	that	existing	funds	and	resources	are	
available and accessible to those at risk of or 
subject	to	sanctions.	The	permanent	Scottish	
welfare fund scheme, for instance, should 
continue	to	be	available	to	households	subject	
to sanctions. 

•	 There	is	a	need	to	ensure	that	all	staff	
administering	housing	benefit	and	council	tax	
reduction are aware that sanctions should not 
affect	eligibility	for	HB/CTR	or	relevant	non-
dependent	deductions.	Failures	in	this	area	
can	exacerbate	the	impact	of	sanctions,	
threaten the stability of housing arrangements 
and put further pressure on homelessness 
services, registered social landlords and private 
landlords.

•	 In	the	event	of	sanctions	being	applied	to	
families, as much help and support as possible 
should be made available to families in order 
to prevent them from reaching crisis point. 
Consideration might be given to how any 
perceived disincentives to families seeking 
assistance (such as potential referral to social 
services) can be minimised.

•	 Local	authorities	and	their	planning	
partners should ensure those planning and 
commissioning	children’s	services	have	a	strong	
understanding of sanctions, delays and their 
potential impact on families.  This would help 
facilitate	a	‘joined	up’,	cross-sector,	response,	
enabling services to work together to avoid 
family crisis.  Participants at the seminar felt this 
could be an effective means of ensuring that 
families	didn’t	fall	down	the	cracks	between	
services. 

•	 There	is	a	need	for	more	effort	from	the	public	
sector and third sector to ensure politicians and 
others with the power to influence are aware 
of the impact that sanctions are having on the 
ground – particularly for children and families. 
Frontline	staff	and	members	of	the	public	should	
be	encouraged	to	inform	their	MP/MSP	about	
negative	experiences.	The	press	should	also	
be made aware of the negative impacts of 
sanctions and delays.

For more information please contact Hanna McCulloch, Policy and Parliamentary Officer at 
hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk or 0141 611 7090

mailto:hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk


APPENDIX I:  ATTENDEES

Advice Works Renfrewshire
Atrium Homes
Barnardo’s
Children in Scotland
Child Poverty Action Group
Dundee Council
Fife Council
Glasgow Centre for Population and Health
Glasgow City Council
Glasgow Community Health Partnership
Glasgow NHS
Glasgow University
Improvement Service
Inverclyde CHCP
Inverclyde Council
Joseph Rowntree Foundation
Lewis CAB
NHS GGC
NHS Health
OPFS
Poverty Alliance
Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
Scottish Drug’s Forum
Scottish Government 
Shelter Scotland
South Lanarkshire Council
University of Edinburgh
University of Stirling
Scottish Women’s Aid
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