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“This consultation gives women the opportunity to talk about issues which are            

important to them around social security. Women’s input is vital in ensuring that 

our voices are not forgotten. We are 52% of the population. We are the majority of 

carers, the length and breadth of the country. We are mothers. We have                     

disabilities. We need to be heard.” 

 

Agnes Tolmie, 

SWC Chair 
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Introduction 

As part of the Scottish Government’s consultation ‘A New future for Social Security in Scotland’, 

the Scottish Women’s Convention (SWC) has engaged with women, discussing issues around 

social security which are important to them, their families and communities as a whole. An 

online survey was undertaken, asking women’s opinions on the broad themes of the                     

proposals contained within the consultation. Individual roundtable discussions were held in and 

around Glasgow with women of different ages and from different backgrounds, all of whom had 

experience of accessing social security support under the present UK system. 

 

This event, which was held at the Hilton Grosvenor Hotel, Glasgow on Saturday 29th October, was 

organised to encourage further discussion on more specific issues, concerns and ideas for 

change. Invited speakers provided attendees with wide and varied experiences of social security. 

Women were then given the opportunity to ask questions. After lunch, facilitated roundtable            

discussions allowed issues to be explored further. 

 

The SWC believe it is vital that women’s voices are heard as part of this debate. It is important 

that women are given the opportunity to put forward their views about a new social security            

system in Scotland. The work undertaken ensured that their views, issues and concerns are 

heard. The information gathered through consultation with women in a variety of ways was used 

to inform the SWC’s response to the consultation, which will shape the future of social security in 

Scotland.  

 

The organisation would like to thank the women who attended this event, as well as those who 

participated in the online consultation and individual roundtable events.  

Agnes Tolmie 
is Chair of the Scottish Women’s Convention. Agnes has been an active                 

campaigner in the women’s movement for over 30 years.  

Agnes welcomed women to the event, outlining some of the information gathered by the SWC 

over the last few years about women’s experiences of the current social security system.                 

Specifically, that: 

 Those claiming benefits are treated as scroungers. 

 They are made to feel like second class citizens. 

 No one understands how difficult it is to ask for money.  

 

Agnes also highlighted the flexibility of Universal Credit payments which will allow the Scottish 

Government to pay this benefit at a different time to individuals from the rest of the UK. 

 Universal credit is paid to those on low incomes and must be applied for through the                

Jobcentre. It covers a number of benefits including working tax credits and housing benefit. 

 Under the scheme introduced by the UK Government, a monthly payment would be paid 

only to one person within a household. The likelihood is that, in many cases, this would see 

the man receiving the money. This has the potential to put women at risk of having little or 

no financial independence, particularly if they have an abusive or controlling partner.   

 The SWC would like to see payments made automatically to individuals, with an option to 

choose joint payment. This would ensure that women have money of their own and are 

able to budget for their families needs. 

 Another concern raised by the UK Government’s proposal to make payments on a 4 weekly 

basis is that many women are used to working with a 2 weekly payment. Some women 

face really difficult choices, increasing the risk of significant debt or further poverty.  

 The SWC is calling on the Scottish Government to consider the impact of 4 weekly                  

payments when looking at the provision of Universal Credit. 
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Sandra White MSP 

Sandra spoke as Convener of the Social Security Committee, outlining priorities for a new social 

security system for Scotland. 

 Keen to change the language used - for example, using ‘entitlement’ rather than benefit as 

it has more positive connotations. 

 The new system must also exist to support those people who are able to work to enter into 

and sustain a decent job. 

 “Women are hardest hit in the benefits system.” 

 Many women are sanctioned when they are unable to attend appointments and interviews 

because they have caring responsibilities. There is not enough recognition of the unpaid 

work that women do. 

 Workers within the DWP, many of whom are women. are struggling to be able to help            

people because of the culture of the organisation and the perceived ‘sanctions targets’ 

they are encouraged to achieve. 

 “The most vulnerable people are affected, with Glasgow one of the hardest hit areas.” 

 The new system needs to ensure the dignity and respect of individuals, recognising that 

people are human beings who have the right to live their lives. 

 The Committee has found that most people want to receive payments fortnightly, with 

money for rent being paid directly to the landlord for those who receive Housing  Benefit. 

 The use of private companies to carry out medical assessments must also be examined. If 

there is information available from a person’s doctor, caseworkers etc, why should an             

outside agency be paid to ask the same questions? 

 In establishing and developing new assessment procedures, medical professionals must 

be consulted. 

 “If we can get this right, it will be a good way of demonstrating what the Scottish                       

Parliament can do for good.” 

works in the Scottish Government’s social security team. 

Olive gave an overview of the consultation, advising of its progress and next steps. 

 “This is a marathon, not a sprint. This consultation is the beginning of a journey to the               

creation of a new system of social security for Scotland.” 

 The UK Government currently spends around £18 billion per year on benefits.                          

Approximately 15% of this will be devolved to the Scottish Parliament under the Scotland 

Act 2016. 

 This may seem like a small proportion, but it must be recognised that it still touches a lot 

of lives. About 1 in 4 people in Scotland will receive some form of support which is being 

transferred to the Scottish Parliament. 

 The Scottish Government will publish its response to the consultation in early 2017,                 

outlining what it intends to do in order to begin to establish a completely new social                 

security system.  

 The analysis of the consultation will be carried out independently. 

 We will have to ensure that the UK and Scottish social security systems work well together.   

 The language used in the new system is important. The media has to take some                  

responsibility over the way it portrays claimants, however society overall is so used to  

hearing derogatory terms and phrases that a big change is required. The Scottish                    

Government does not want to hear that type of language going forward. 

 One of the most important aspects of the new system is that the user experience is placed 

front and centre. 

 

Olive Hill 

is the SNP MSP for the Glasgow Kelvin constituency. Sandra is also             

Convener of the Scottish Parliament Social Security Committee. 
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Jennifer McCarey 

Jennifer provided a trade union perspective on the priorities for a new social security system. 

 The largest proportion of people who are in receipt of benefits are in work, have just left 

work or are currently seeking work. 

 Poverty is not just about how much money people get. It is about shame, stigma and a  

denial of rights. Individuals in poverty are judged, looked down on and never feel that they 

are good enough. Those are the consequences of the current benefits system.  

 More needs to be done to challenge stigmatisation and derogatory language. The system 

is stacked against the principle of fairness. Scotland has the chance to change this. 

 There needs to be more recognition of the difference between income and expenditure for 

the first few months of a person getting in to work. Money coming into a household can be 

insecure and unsteady. This should be reflected in the social security system, in order to 

ensure that people are not left worse off. 

 There is also a need for someone to be “by your side” during the application process and 

beyond. The provision of guidance through difficult situations can be the difference                

between a positive and a negative outcome. 

 The current Work Programme is not effective. Instead of being used to punish and                 

sanction, as it is at present, it should provide genuine grounding for sustainable, decent 

employment. 

 “Employability schemes need to provide decent work, taking into account the cost and 

availability of childcare and transport.” 

 The length of time it takes a person to go through and come out of a drug and/or alcohol 

dependency journey must be taken into account as part of the new system. 

 “The new system should create opportunities for people in low paid work to enhance skills 

and opportunities, to allow them to grow, develop and move on.” 

Lynn Williams 

Lynn spoke about her and her husband Derek’s experiences of the transfer from Disability Living 

Allowance (DLA) to Personal Independence Payment (PIP), as well as Carer’s Allowance. 

 “Talking about dignity and respect doesn’t just make it happen. There needs to be strong 

actions to support it. Dignity and respect don’t pay the bills or feed your family.” 

 Work can become virtually impossible for carers. There are few employers who are able to 

be as flexible as carers need, for example if they have to accompany the person they care 

for to many appointments. Many have no other choice but to give up work which has a             

significant impact on their financial circumstances. 

 The process of transferring to DLA to PIP is “horrific in every sense of the word.” 

 It throws into a claimant’s face, at every opportunity, that they have a disability or illness. 

They stop becoming a person in their own right and their value is based on what they can’t 

do, rather than what they can do. Every part is intrusive and demeaning.   

 Claimants have to gather significant medical evidence, plus complete a 40 page PIP form. 

The process is expensive, costing £40 for a GP letter. There is little recognition of this              

additional expense.  

 The experience of being forced to undergo a face to face assessment with ATOS cannot be 

described. Even though medical evidence demonstrated his condition, Derek’s mobility 

was questioned on more than one occasion and Lynn’s role was described as nothing more 

than ‘lifting and laying’. It was clear that the purpose of the questioning was to do no more 

than reduce the benefit paid.  

 “Poverty is part of life for people with disabilities and their carers.  It doesn't have to be. 

Political choices can be made which seek to change this - to show how we value people as 

citizens. Many of us who are part of the benefits system don't want to be here.  We need a 

system which reflects the fact that people's lives can change overnight.”  

 

is Chair of Glasgow Trade Council and an Organiser for UNISON.  

is an unpaid carer for her husband, who has a high lesion spinal injury. Lynn 

has campaigned for a number of years on issues affecting unpaid carers. 
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Question and Answer Session 
There is a ‘hidden army’ of women who are providing care but who do not qualify for Carer’s             

Allowance for various reasons. They care for those with both physical and mental ill health               

conditions and disabilities. These women can struggle to access advice, advocacy and social 

care services for person they’re looking after. How do we address this issue? 

 

What is going to be done around training for people working within the new system? Many                

currently hold attitudes about ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ claimants. They need to be able to 

see people as individuals. 

 

If we are looking at maximising uptake of benefits, what are the plans for training of staff so 

they can ensure claimants are maximising their income, as well as offering holistic advice across 

all social security support available, even those outwith devolved remit? 

 

Sandra White (SW) 

“I have spoken to PCS members in Jobcentres who want to help but who have to adhere to strict 

rules and targets, particularly around sanctions. All staff working in the Scottish social                

security system must be given training on the correct language to use and how to treat people as 

human beings, showing respect and empathy. We need to recruit people who have a knowledge 

and understanding of benefits.   

 

The uptake of benefits is another significant issue. We need to make people more aware of what 

they’re entitled to claim. More information is also necessary about the linkage with other                

benefits, for example if claiming one will have a knock on effect on another and will result in a 

person either being worse or better off.”  

 

Panel from L-R: Jennifer McCarey, Lynn                 

Williams, Olive Hill, Sandra White MSP 

and Agnes Tolmie 

Olive Hill (OH) 

“At the moment the Scottish Government puts 

a lot of money into advocacy services and 

there are so many good organisations                   

providing this. As part of the consultation, we 

are asking people if independent advocacy   

services should be available.   

 

It is important to note that negative press can 

also have an impact on staff, most of whom 

are trying to do their best in an organisation 

with a specific culture. Their dignity and                 

respect is  important too. In terms of language, 

strong leadership is important. The use of             

language by people at the top is felt all the way 

down to the frontline worker.”  

Jennifer McCarey (JM) 

“The concept of a hidden army of carers is very important. So many people, mostly women,     

support their families in all sorts of ways but they are not considered carers. One of the main 

reasons many work part time is because their job is near their house and they look after             

someone in their family. Society would collapse without them. More could be done with regards 

to reasonable adjustments in workplaces to make it easier for these people to stay in work.  

 

PCS the union have been engaging with DWP staff to make sure they can co produce a new,  

effective system. They have systematically identified where the faults have arisen, noting that 

the culture of targets is damaging and effects the whole of the operation. The voice of people 

experiencing the system also needs to be strongly represented and have power in developing a 

new system.”  
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Lynn Williams (LW) 

“There is a social care crisis in Scotland, which is very hidden. We don’t invest enough in social 

care and that leaves families dealing with horrific situations, Those who do not qualify for Carers 

Allowance and the people they look after get lost in a system that doesn’t serve them. There are 

so many things that can be done that seem very minor but which can actually make a huge              

difference to people’s lives, a lot of which the Scottish Government has power over at the                

moment. 

 

People undoubtedly need to be given information about what they’re entitled to. We also have to 

remember that many are just over the threshold for qualification because they might have             

savings. They are not financially well off, but because they may have a small amount of money 

they can’t claim any further support. Their resilience is being continually tested.”  

 

 

 

Many women face challenges, particularly those with large families from BME backgrounds, in 

accessing accommodation. They are often housed in temporary  accommodation in which they 

are overcrowded. Most of the time private accommodation is the only option, but private                  

landlords do not always accept tenants who are on benefits. They also have to pay a deposit 

which many don’t have access to. How can the system help these women? 

 

How can we make sure there is a recognition by frontline staff of the sensitivities faced by               

different communities and cultures, particularly women who are refugees or asylum seekers. 

How can we make sure this is done differently in the new system? 

 

LW 

“There is simply not enough social housing in Scotland and overcrowding is something of a               

hidden problem. The Scottish Government, however, has power over all aspects of housing. In 

some council areas there are deposit schemes, where someone who has to seek a private let 

will have their deposit paid by the Local Authority. This is in recognition of the significant                  

financial outlay involved in paying such a large sum of money upfront.” 

JM 

“There is a real lack of accommodation 

for large families, because it is much   

easier to build 1 or 2 bedroom houses 

than 4 and 5 bedroom homes, even 

though communities still need those. 

We need to be able to offer services to 

all families, no matter what size or 

shape they are. There are also                     

significant barriers for asylum seekers 

and refugees. 

These include difficulties in getting National Insurance numbers to be able to get benefits etc. 

Similarly, PIP is not available to refugees, meaning they have no access to disability benefits. We 

don’t want to make the experience of people who come from difficult, desperate circumstances 

worse by an unsympathetic system.” 
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During lunch, women were asked to express their views and ideas around the language that 

should be used as part of a new system of social security in Scotland.  

OH 

“The consultation asks about extending Universal Credit flexibilities to individuals in the private 

sector, which could help some landlords to start accepting people on benefits as tenants.                 

Payment of a deposit could also be considered under community care grants through the            

Scottish Welfare Fund.” 

 

SW 

“Staff need to be trained to understand and deal with specific issues, especially for asylum                  

seekers. This is a problem which has been raised at the Social Security Committee. Housing           

issues often stem from the legacy of selling off council houses which has made it difficult for 

people to access decent social housing. Most of the larger homes were purchased when right to 

buy was popular.”   
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Roundtable Discussions 

The Scottish Government have noted that one of the key problems with the current benefits 

system is the negative way that it makes claimants feel. 

 

Do you have any suggestions as to alternative words for ‘benefits’, ‘claimants’ and 

‘assessments’ which would improve the experience for those who use the system? 

One of the most important aspects of a new social security system for Scotland is the language 

used. This is the case both for describing the system itself, as well as those who use it. Women 

have welcomed the change in terminology from welfare benefits to social security implemented 

by the Scottish Government.  

  

“It’s so undignified constantly having to ask for money to be able to live. I am unable to work, but 

I still get treated as a ‘scrounger’ by society. I would love to be able to get a job but I can’t so              

instead I need to rely on state support.” 

  

The language used often promotes a culture of ‘them’ and ‘us’, stigmatising everyone who relies 

on financial support because they are unable to enter into employment. Television programmes 

about people on benefits are often extremely biased and judgmental. 

 

“They tar everyone with the same brush. Yes there are people who live like that but not                

everybody does. Why should I be made to feel ashamed because of the way the media portrays 

those on benefits?” 
 

Broadly, some women believe that changing words used – such as claimants, benefits and              

assessments – would go some way to demonstrating the Scottish Government’s commitment to 

ensuring  dignity and respect in the new system.  

 

“So much of the language used at the moment is so negative. We in Scotland need to be seen to 

be changing those attitudes and start being a lot more positive. Why not use the words ‘clients’ 

‘individuals’ instead of claimants? The stigma associated with the word benefits could be taken 

away if we start talking about ‘support’ or ‘payments’.” 

 

It is very difficult, however, to achieve consensus as to the correct wording which should be 

adopted. The use of ‘clients’ or ‘customers’, instead of claimants, is seen as too corporate and 

could, arguably, be more impersonal than current terminology. The words must be positive, for 

example service user or individual.  
 

Regardless of the terminology used, it is vital that respect and dignity, which the Scottish                   

Government is so keen to achieve as an integral part of the system, are borne in mind if                   

words and phrases are changed.  

After the Q&A session and lunch, women broke off into roundtables to discuss specific aspects 

of the consultation on social security. The information below provides an overview of the varied, 

interesting and informative discussions which were carried out.  

 

Women’s experiences, views and ideas were included in the SWC’s overall response, which can 

be accessed here: https://www.scottishwomensconvention.org/content/resources/Social-

Security-Consultation-Reponse.pdf 

https://www.scottishwomensconvention.org/content/resources/Social-Security-Consultation-Reponse.pdf
https://www.scottishwomensconvention.org/content/resources/Social-Security-Consultation-Reponse.pdf
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Conversely, some women have said that the stigma is not so much to do with the language 

used, but the experience of accessing the system which needs to be changed. If people are  

genuinely treated with dignity and respect, from the moment they first get in touch until they are 

in receipt of the support they require, then existing words will take on a new meaning. 

 

“Even if new words and phrases were used, they will quickly acquire the same negative                     

connotations. It is the system which must develop public confidence rather than the vocabulary 

used which is the issue.” 

 

Appropriate language and terminology must be made clear to the staff who will be there to help 

and support those through the system. They must also be provided with sensitivity training to 

understand the importance of the words they use and the experience that an individual can have 

as a result of the way they are treated.  

 

“It doesn’t matter if the words are changed or not. It all comes down to the frontline staff and 

their attitude to clients. That’s one of the most important culture changes that needs to come out 

of the new system, not getting bogged down with individual phrases. Treat people with respect - 

it’s that simple.”  

The Scottish Government has set out five key principles for social security. These are: 

 Social security is an investment in the people of Scotland. 
 Respect for the dignity of individuals is at the heart of everything that the Scottish                

 Government does. 
 Processes and services will be evidence based and designed with the people of                

 Scotland. 
 Strive for continuous improvement in all policies, processes and systems, putting the 

 user experience first. 
 Demonstrate that services are efficient and are value for money. 

 

What needs to be done to ensure that the new social security system abides by these                

principles in order to provide the best support and assistance for individuals? What would 

you like your experience to be when you enter the Jobcentre or phone to make a claim? 

From application to assessment and onto award, women have had significantly more negative 

experiences under the current system than they have positive. The way in which individuals are 

treated at the Jobcentre can be extremely off putting. 

 

Womens experience of the current welfare benefits system often depends upon the way they are 

treated by frontline staff. Some have been described as “cruel” and “mean”, unable to treat                

people as individuals or take into account personal circumstances. There are, however, others 

who are “an asset to the job”, who go the extra mile and ensure individuals receive all of the 

help and support they deserve. The attitude and professional nature of staff has a significant 

impact on those accessing the benefits system.  

  
“I know so many women who are scared to go to the Jobcentre because they’ve had such a bad 

experience. It’s not uncommon to hear of people having sleepless nights and panic attacks in 

the run up to an appointment. You can have two staff members sitting side by side in the             

Jobcentre who treat people completely differently. Those who make claimants feel like they 

have to beg for their money should learn a lesson from the ones who can provide so much                

assistance.” 
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More training for those who work in the Jobcentre is necessary. At the moment, workers can be 

disrespectful and too often do not take individual circumstances into account. 

  

“I had to go to the Jobcentre because I was made redundant from my previous job. I was treated 

like scum and made to feel like I was inconveniencing them because I wanted a bit of help to 

find more work. These people need to remember that the system is for everyone.” 

  

There needs to be more emphasis on the role of DWP workers as public servants, ensuring that 

their primary role and duty is to help and assist those who access the system.  

 

“People are singled out as ‘scroungers’ or ‘work shy’ from the minute they indicate that they           

require financial support from the state. The system should be there to lift people, to improve 

their lives and maximise income. This has to start with the people delivering on the frontline.” 

 

There is a perception that men and women are treated differently in some cases when asking 

for assistance at the Jobcentre. Men can appear confrontational towards staff, whereas women 

tend not to be. 

  

“Some men will go in shouting and swearing. I understand that it must be horrible for the staff, 

but that doesn’t mean they need to take it out on the women who come in. It’s as if they                        

deliberately nitpick because they know a lot of the time women, especially vulnerable women, 

will just sit and take it.”  

 

The above can contribute to negative experiences with staff members.  

 

“There’s so much shouting between staff - they don’t think anything of calling to their               

colleagues, not realising that the information they’re asking for or passing over is sensitive or 

personal to the individual.” 

 

BME women report particular difficulties around claiming benefits and getting into work. Letters, 

information booklets and other forms of communication should be translated into a full range of 

language options. At present, information on social security is only openly offered in some                 

languages. This can disadvantage women who do not speak any of these languages – they may 

be unaware they can ask for the document relevant to them. Similarly, more bilingual staff 

would be a welcome addition to the system.  
  

Under the present system, claims for various benefits must be made over the phone and cannot 

be done face to face at the Jobcentre. The lack of different language options available with this 

service is a barrier to access for many BME women.  

  

“The lack of language support when applying for benefits can put women off. Telephone                  

interpreters need to be made more readily available to support those who do not speak English.” 

 

In order to apply for any benefit, long and often complicated forms have to be completed online. 

This assumes that everyone has access to, as well as the skills to use, a computer and the                   

internet. Many women have been advised not to attempt to fill in certain applications by                   

themselves, because they are unlikely to be able to complete long, complicated forms without 

missing important information or incorrectly answering questions. 

 

“These forms take a long time to complete. There’s only so much you can do with half an hour’s 

free access in a library. Some people aren’t able to use a computer or don’t want to because it 

means their personal information being visible in a public place. The timescales built into the 

DWP website mean that claimants are often ‘timed out’ of their applications, so lose a lot of, or 

all of, the information that’s been put in. It’s really frustrating.” 
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Feedback from the Event 

www.scottishwomensconvention.org 

@swcwomen or find us on 

The SWC is funded by the Scottish Government to communicate and consult 

with women in Scotland in order to influence  public policy.  

Very interesting, informative 

and relevant. Thank you! 

Another fabulous event. Extremely 

thought provoking. I will take a great 

deal away from today.  

Speakers were excellent and the             

session overall was very informative.  

Keep up the good work! Thank you so much for organising 

this important event. It was great 

to have my voice heard. 


