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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM HOMELESS ACTION SCOTLAND 
 
The impact of benefit sanctions on homelessness 
 

Introduction 
 
The impact of benefit sanctions by the Department for Work and Pensions is likely to 
have a knock on effect on homelessness and housing services across Scotland.  
Whilst, justifiably, much attention has been given to mitigating the bedroom tax, the 
impact of sanctions is less well understood.  We are concerned that the toughening 
of the DWP’s policy direction may lead to a spike in homelessness in Scotland 
unless a joined up approach is taken to supporting people who are threatened with 
homelessness because of a sudden or prolonged halt to their benefits. 
 
Recent statistics1 have shown that: 
 

 The number of sanctions per month has reached the highest rates recorded 
since the start of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) in 1996 

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

 There has been a dramatic increase in the number of successful appeals by 
those sanctioned claimants who take their cases to an independent tribunal, 
suggesting that sanctions have become more unreasonable.  However, only 
about one in 50 sanctioned claimants appeal to a tribunal because the vast 
majority of claimants find the process too difficult 

 
Some of our members have highlighted that the majority of sanctions for homeless 
people appear to be related to failure to attend appointments, a view backed up by a 
survey of service users by the Glasgow Homelessness Network which concluded 
that the main reasons for sanctions being applied are job search requirements not 
being met and failure to attend interview with the Personal Advisor.   
 
Impact on vulnerable people 
 
We have appended a number of case studies from within our membership that 
illustrate some of the problems and complexities arising from the sanctions regime.  
 
Examples from elsewhere in the country should serve as a warning of the potential 
impact of sanctions on homelessness.  A replication of the situation in England, 
where sanctions are disproportionately affecting homeless people, must be avoided 
if progress on eradicating homelessness is to be maintained.   For example, of 45 
services responding to HomelessWatch 2  (research on sanctions carried out by 
Homeless Link, the national membership organisation for agencies working with 
people who are homeless in England), 23 said clients had been evicted as a result of 
sanctions.   HomelessWatch also found that young homeless people are increasingly 
affected by sanctions, along with those affected by mental health issues, substance 
use issues and learning difficulties.  In addition, rent arrears and evictions were 
common amongst homeless claimants who had been sanctioned because they did 
                                                            
1
 http://paulspicker.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/sanctions-stats-briefing-d-webster-19-feb-2014-1.pdf  

2
 http://homeless.org.uk/sanctions  

http://paulspicker.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/sanctions-stats-briefing-d-webster-19-feb-2014-1.pdf
http://homeless.org.uk/sanctions
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not know to notify the local authority of their circumstances, and subsequently lost 
their housing benefit. 
 
Housing benefit should not be terminated or suspended if the housing benefit office 
finds out that a tenant's Income Based Job Seekers Allowance has been sanctioned.  
This is because the claimant retains an underlying entitlement to Income-Based JSA 
which is a passported benefit to housing benefit, and the claim for Income-Based 
JSA has not been stopped - it is just the payments that have been stopped / 
reduced.3  Ensuring that this happens in practice requires a ready flow of dialogue 
between the housing benefit office, Job Centre Plus, and the person in receipt of 
benefit.   There are a number of reasons why this communication may not happen as 
well as it should and where the constituent parts of the system are disjointed a 
person’s benefit may be cut further, making a bad situation worse.    
 
A systematic review 4  by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation of the international 
evidence on the impact of sanctions showed that in practice sanctions often create 
perverse effects that can cause severe hardship and create higher costs in the 
longer term and have a spill-over effect, such as increasing crime rates.  When seen 
in this light we question the logic behind a 3-year sanction, and we urge the Scottish 
Government to discourage the DWP from imposing sanctions of this length. 
 
Evidence from our members suggests that young people are particularly vulnerable 
to the sanctions regime.  If this were to lead to an increase in homelessness 
amongst young people this may in turn result in a range of serious consequences for 
an already-vulnerable demographic5.   An increase in the number of sanctions being 
imposed, particularly the lengthier sanctions, may also lead to an increase in tenancy 
failure.  Among other reasons, tenancy failure must be mitigated to avoid the large 
direct costs incurred by local authorities6. 
 
Mitigating the impact of sanctions 
 
It could be argued that the sanctions regime is placing a disproportionate financial 
burden on homelessness and housing services in Scotland.  This is because the 
legal duty to provide temporary accommodation means that there will be a cost 
incurred when a person is threatened with homelessness as a result of a sanction.  
This is not the case in the rest of the UK where such a duty does not exist.  One 
voluntary sector organisation from within our membership estimates that the number 
of hours that they spend dealing with the impact of sanctions on their client group is 
equivalent to an additional full-time post. 
 
The duties on local authorities to assist homeless people will continue regardless of 
the impact of welfare reform, and there will undoubtedly be pressures on local 
authorities in Scotland to deal with cases of rent arrears that have arisen as a result 
of a client being sanctioned.    We are aware of one local authority that is working up 
a communication protocol between housing support and Job Centre Plus staff to 

                                                            
3 HB Notes: factsheet on sanctions 
4
 http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/review-of-benefit-sanctions  

5
 http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Youth/Youth%20Homelessness%20in%20Scotland%202013.pdf  

6
 http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/The%20Cost%20of%20Tenancy%20Failure%202011.pdf  

http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/review-of-benefit-sanctions
http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Youth/Youth%20Homelessness%20in%20Scotland%202013.pdf
http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/The%20Cost%20of%20Tenancy%20Failure%202011.pdf
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ensure that clients are supported and sanctions are avoided, and we would 
encourage this approach to be adopted where it doesn’t exist already. 
 
The effect of the application of sanctions under Universal Credit is, as yet, unclear.  
Anecdotally, we are aware of some issues concerning the new Claimant 
Commitment that replaces the Jobseekers Agreement, where failures in 
communication have resulted in sanctions being applied because of missed 
appointments.  Whilst we recognise that the DWP is monitoring sanctions and that 
there are a number of longer term studies looking at the impact of sanctions and 
conditionality, it is important that the Scottish Government can act quickly with 
mitigation action.   
 
It is our understanding that the Scottish Government and Cosla are working together 
to develop knowledge and evidence on the impact of sanctions.  This work, if not 
already doing so, should:  
 

 attempt to quantify the additional resource being expended to keep people in 
services as a result of sanctions by looking the impact of sanctions on local 
authority resources, as well as that of social landlords, voluntary organisations 
providing services, and temporary accommodation providers  

 in respect of the above, make funding available to assist services, and, 

 produce a baseline figure for rough sleepers in Scotland and examine what 
impact sanctions may be having on rough sleeping rates 

 
We hope that this work will ensure that a consistent approach is being taken across 
Scotland, linked to Scottish Government priorities for homelessness prevention, and 
in conjunction with landlords in both the social and private rented sectors, to 
supporting people who are homeless or are threatened with homelessness as a 
result of benefits sanctions.  This will be vital in mitigating the unpredictable impact of 
sanctions and to prevent a spike in homelessness in Scotland. 
 
Homeless Action Scotland is happy to elaborate on any of the points raised and for 
the content of this briefing to be made publicly available. 
 
 
Kelsie Pettit 
National Policy and Practice Coordinator 
Homeless Action Scotland 
March 2014 
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Appendix 1 – two case studies from the Scottish Refugee Council 

Case study 1 - unreasonable sanction decided by Job Centre Plus advisors 
 
C is a single man from Cameroon. His mother tongue is French but his English skills 
are good and he does not require an interpreter. He arrived in Glasgow and claimed 
asylum in June 2013 and was granted refugee status on 11 July 2013. His support 
from the Home Office stopped on 7 August as a result. This meant that he had to 
start applying for mainstream benefits and seek homeless assistance.  
 
On 17 July, he came to the Scottish Refugee Council and was referred to the 
Refugee Integration Service (RIS). A RIS advisor arranged an appointment with the 
Bridgeton Job Centre Plus to start claiming Job Seekers Allowance and arranged a 
language assessment with the Workers Educational Association (WEA).  
 
On 23 July 2013 C attended his appointment at Bridgeton Job Centre Plus and 
started his claim for Job Seekers Allowance.  
 
By the end of his appointment, C had registered for a volunteer information session 
with the Scottish Refugee Council, was referred to the Bridges Programmes for 
employability support and was referred to Anniesland College for an English 
language course.  He also provided his Post Office account to the DWP to enable 
payment of his benefits. At this time, Bridgeton Job Centre Plus appeared happy with 
C’s attempts to find work. 
 
In September 2013, C started a part-time, non advanced college course. In the same 
month, as a result of a housing nomination from the Scottish Refugee Council, C 
moved to settled accommodation on 16 September.   
 
As a result of his move, C started signing on to Maryhill Job Centre Plus.  
 
On 26 September, C informed his Scottish Refugee Council advisor that he had 
been sanctioned because his Job Centre Plus advisor did not believe he was looking 
for work. There was no warning of this sanction.  The Scottish Refugee Council 
challenged the sanction as C attended employability support at the Bridges 
Programme and was referred to two work placements and awaited confirmation of 
start dates. He had been attending employability workshops and had a good CV, 
which he was using to apply for Jobs. 
 
On 10 October, his RIS advisor was informed that C’s sanction had been overturned 
and C received a backdated payment on his account the following day.  
 
 
Case study 2 - contradictory information from the DWP 
 
B, a 28 year old single man with fluent English, is a refugee from Iran. He was 
granted status in January 2013 and has been claiming Job Seekers Allowance since 
then.  B has made considerable effort to enhance his employability.  He has acted on 
feedback he has received from interviews and actively sought out new voluntary 
work experiences. 
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On 11 December, his Job Centre Plus advisor told him that a doubt had been raised 
and upheld regarding his job seeking activity for the period 14 November to 27 
November and that his benefit was to be sanctioned.  B strongly disputed the 
decision as he had been available for and actively seeking work and complied with 
the terms of his Jobseekers Agreement. 
 
B made a telephone request on 11 December for a mandatory reconsideration of the 
decision, the same day he was advised by his Job Centre Plus advisor of the 
decision.  B regularly sought updates from the DWP via both the Job Centre Plus 
and the contact centre but did not receive any call back regarding his request until 5 
February from a contact centre. On this call he was told that the DWP had reviewed 
the decision but that this did not constitute a mandatory reconsideration and that a 
statement of reasons would be sent out to him.   B was advised on the telephone 
that he could request a mandatory reconsideration whilst on the call but that this 
would mean he would not receive a statement of reasons for the DWP’s decision.  B 
advised that he wanted a written statement of reasons for the decision. B was told on 
the phone that his benefit had been sanctioned because his Job Centre Plus advisor 
had reported that there were jobs advertised that he had not applied for.  
 
When B had signed on his advisor had told him there were a number of jobs that he 
had not applied for.  B was advised that the jobs that he had not applied for had 
been restaurant and cleaning posts. B had not applied for these as he had been 
concentrating on those posts most suited to his skills and experience. 
 
B received a letter explaining the DWP’s decision in the post on Friday 14 February. 
The date on this letter was 5 February.  The letter indicated that his Job Centre Plus 
advisor had pointed out admin vacancies to him on 27 November and that he had 
not applied for these.  B’s universal job match records indicate that on that same day 
he had applied for an administrative assistant job.  No mention was made of the 
restaurant and cleaning posts referred to in the phone call B had received. 
 
B was unable to access his universal job match records for the period 14 November 
to 20 November as his records beyond 6 pages are no longer accessible to him and 
he is thus unable to challenge the decision to sanction his benefit.   B sought the 
advice of the Scottish Refugee Council and a written request for mandatory 
reconsideration was sent on 19 February.  B is awaiting a response to this request. 
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Appendix 2 – case study from the Open Door Accommodation Project, West 
Lothian 
 
The homeless young people between the ages of 16-25 in West Lothian that the 
Open Door Accommodation Project supports are increasingly being subjected to 
sanctions.  This is having a real impact on their ability to sustain their housing, 
especially where they are already subject to the bedroom tax.  Sanctions have 
become increasingly prevalent amongst Open Door’s client group and are taking 
even more staff time to resolve, placing an increased strain on staff teams that are 
already stretched.   Even a short term sanction can have long term implications for 
the young people that are supported by the project, as demonstrated in the case 
studies below (some names have been changed): 
 
Annemarie   
 
Annemarie was sanctioned in December 2012 for four weeks for failing to do the 
requisite number of job searches.  She applied for 27 jobs instead of 28 within a two 
week period.  This left Annemarie without the money she needed to heat her home 
or to be able to buy food. Annemarie could not access the hardship fund until the 
15th day of her sanction, leaving her with no money for over 2 weeks.  Annemarie felt 
her only option was to borrow money through a payday loan, enabling her to buy 
food as well as small Christmas gifts for her family.  Fortunately, Annemarie was 
able to access seasonal part time work to assist her throughout this time. Annemarie 
is still paying back the loan now, more than 12 months after the initial sanction. 
 
Kayleigh 
 
Kayleigh worked for less than 16 hours per week at her local Pizza Hut and her 
income was supplemented by JSA.  As part of her role Kayleigh was expected to 
participate in training.  After one training course Kayleigh had worked for 16.5 hours 
in a week (although the training was unpaid).  The Job Centre Plus continued to pay 
Kayleigh JSA for one month after this occurred.  However, once they realised that 
Kayleigh had worked over 16 hours she was sanctioned for 2 months. Kayleigh had 
to rely upon friends and family to lend her money to supplement her wages 
throughout this time to buy food and necessities. 
 
Adam 
 
Adam was sanctioned while on a work placement scheme as the driving assistant for 
the van of a local charity shop.  Adam’s appointment to sign on coincided with his 
work placement.  He phoned the Job Centre Plus and was told he had to come in 
and sign on.  Adam arranged this with his work and went to his appointment.  The 
next day the Job Centre Plus told Adam he would be sanctioned because he’d 
missed a day at work.  Adam was told he should have arranged for the driver of the 
van to drop him off and then make his own way back to the van.  Adam explained 
that this was not a practical or feasible option, because after signing on there was no 
way he could have met the van on time.  The Job Centre Plus told Adam that this 
was not their problem.    
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Appendix 3 – summary of experiences in one rural local authority in Scotland 
 
An Area Housing Officer in a rural local authority in Scotland was discussing an 
issue with a Job Centre Plus employee regarding job seekers having to travel to sign 
on for their benefit.  Specifically, job seekers who do not have money to cover the 
bus fare to the Job Centre Plus are being sanctioned for not turning up. 
 
The Officer advised that job seekers from the rural area concerned all have to travel 
to a Job Centre Plus elsewhere to sign on for their benefit.  The distances can 
involve an up to 80 mile round trip.   If they don’t travel to the Job Centre Plus, they 
get sanctioned.  
 
The Job Centre Plus employee said that travel wasn’t an issue and nobody ever 
complained, and advised that the DWP always give the fare back when the job 
Seeker gets there. 
 
The Area Housing Officer is of the view that a sanction in this case is a 
disproportionate measure, particularly where a job seeker does not have the ready 
cash to cover the bus fare in the first place.  Though this may also happen in cities 
and towns, there is typically a better and more affordable public transport network in 
urban areas which runs regularly.  Distances may also be shorter. 
 
The Area Housing Officer feels that the impact on Housing benefit is what affects 
their service the most. If job seekers are sanctioned, the Housing benefit office is 
notified and their Housing benefit is subsequently stopped which causes arrears.  
The Officer is not suggesting there should never be sanctions, but is under the 
impression that the DWP probably has targets and that job seekers are sanctioned 
much more than they used to be. 

 
 
 


