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Foreword  
from the Chair

Role of the Welfare 
Benefits Unit
The Welfare Benefits Unit offers 
specialist welfare benefits advice 
to those who work with members 
of the public. Our experienced 
advisers provide independent 
support through our advice line, 
publications, training, consultancy 
and projects.

We provide:

   Accurate advice, training  
and publications about  
an increasingly complex  
benefit system.

    A professional and quality 
assured service to ensure  
that specialist advice can be 
accessed through local support 
agencies and cascaded to a 
wide number of individuals. 

   Information to promote the 
take-up of benefits and 
awareness of entitlement.

    A focal point for welfare  
rights work across North 
Yorkshire and York offering 
networking opportunities, 
updating and information. 

The Welfare Benefits Unit aims to 
maximise benefit take-up, helping 
to reduce the incidence and 
impact of poverty and in doing  
so improve health, well-being, 
financial and social inclusion.

As Universal Credit has rolled out 
across York and North Yorkshire,  
so demand for our services has 
remained at an all-time high.  
Thanks to the generous support of  
our two main funders – North Yorkshire 
County Council and City of York Council 
– we have been able to sustain an 
Advice Line which is open from 9am  
to 5pm each weekday, as well as 
running a variety of training courses. 
We have also continued to publish  
our very popular Advisers’ Guide.

The statistics in this review speak  
for themselves. Perhaps even  
more important is the feedback,  
both qualitative and quantitative, 
which we are now capturing in new 
and more sophisticated ways.  
This suggests that our advice and our 
courses are consistently well-received.

Behind the scenes we have  
been improving our IT with better 
security and networking capability.  
The Trustees also demonstrated their 
confidence in the organisation by 
agreeing to some additional staffing 
resources, building on the support 
offered by our very strong team of 
highly experienced advisers. We are 
committed to providing them with 
additional training and development 

opportunities in a time of continuing 
change in the benefits system.

Finally, the year covered by this  
review contained a highly significant 
milestone: our 50th birthday. We were 
able to celebrate this through a very 
well-attended event at which our 
founder (and, for many years, the Chair 
of the Trustees), Professor Johnathan 
Bradshaw CBE, shared his personal 
reflections on our history. He was  
able to show some fascinating archive 
footage of our humble origins behind  
a stall in York Market. He was joined  
by one of our key supporters, Alison 
Garnham, Chief Executive of the Child 
Poverty Action Group, who gave us  
her thoughts about the future  
direction of welfare policy.

Whether or not the WBU will still be 
here in 50 years’ time, it is certain  
that our services will be needed for 
many years to come, and we are well 
placed to provide them.

 
Paul Murphy 
Chair of the Board of Trustees

Welcome to our review of the 2018-19 year.
It’s been another very busy year for the 
Welfare Benefits Unit.
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Our Services
It has been another year of upheaval  
in the benefits system, and claimants 
across the country are facing 
uncertainty, shifting boundaries  
and widespread mis-administration. 

The services that the WBU offer are 
vital in ensuring that advisers across 
North Yorkshire and York can access 
expert support and provide accurate 
and confident advice to their clients. 

Research has continued to highlight 
the impact of austerity and legal aid 
changes on the provision of welfare 
benefits advice, making it harder  
for claimants to access the support 
that they need. Organ and Sigafoos 
(University of Liverpool, 2018) 
highlighted that, at a time of 
continuing welfare reform,  
a reduction in advice provision 
exacerbates the impact of changes 
and is likely to affect disabled people 
disproportionately. Farr and Cressey 
(University of Bristol, 2018) notes that 
advice has positive outcomes for 
individuals as well as having a broader 
impact on reducing costs by preventing 
escalating debt, supporting mental 
health and wellbeing, and avoiding 
homelessness. JRF’s UK Poverty 2018 
report shows a continuing rise in 
poverty, particularly in-work poverty.  
It remains essential that individuals 
can access the advice they need to 
ensure they get the financial support 
that they are entitled to. 

By offering a specialist welfare  
benefits service to anyone working with 
claimants in North Yorkshire and York 
the WBU ensures that residents can 
access detailed advice from whomever 
they receive support. The WBU advises 
a wide range of organisations, some 
who have little involvement with 
benefit issues and others in which 
advice provision is central. Knowledge 
gained from the WBU, through our 

Organ and Sigafoos  
(University of Liverpool, 2018)

The impact of LASPO on routes to 
justice

www.equalityhumanrights.com/
sites/default/files/the-impact-of-
laspo-on-routes-to-justice-
september-2018.pdf

Farr and Cressey  
(University of Bristol, 2018)

The social impact of advice 
during disability welfare reform: 
from social return on investment 
to evidencing public value 
through realism and complexity

www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/1
0.1080/14719037.2018.1473474

advice line, publications and  
training, is cascaded through the  
work of these agencies. With national  
appeal successes continuing to run  
at approximately 70% it is clear that 
advice on challenging DWP decisions 
remains essential, as well as support 
maximising the likelihood of a 
successful initial decision.

We deliver our service to a wide  
range of organisations including 
statutory services, such as social 
services’ benefits and care charges 
assessors, family support workers, 
housing advisers, youth workers, 
employment advisers, student welfare 
teams and hospital social workers.  
We are also accessed by a wide range 
of voluntary organisations including 
Age UK, Citizens Advice, disability  
and carer organisations, advocacy 
support, grant-making charities, 
housing support, family mediation  
and agencies for specific groups  
(such as travellers, young people).

Who we help
WBU advised a Carer Support 
Worker supporting two brothers in 
their 50s who were moving out of 
their family home. Both had 
learning difficulties and their 
parents wanted them to learn to 
live independently. Detailed 
benefit calculations were needed 
as the move would prompt a 
claim for Universal Credit for 
housing costs. This was 
particularly important as one of 
the brothers was in employment 
and could have been worse off by 
over £100 pwk because he would 
lose his Working Tax Credit. 
Complex analysis also took into 
account whether they would be 
better off if the tenancy was in 
joint names or sole tenancy. 
Maximising their income allowed 
them to have fewer concerns 
whilst adapting to a new situation.

A Benefits and Assessment 
Assessor was working with a 
woman on a very low income. 
They were assessing care charges 
and were aware that the woman 
had missed out on benefit 
entitlement for a number of  
years. There was an option to 
delay a Universal Credit claim 
whilst waiting for a disability 
benefit decision, and leading to 
long-term increased financial 
support. The risks of not claiming 
UC promptly were outlined and a 
comparison of out comes 
provided. This ensured that the 
woman was clear about her 
options and could make an 
informed decision at a time when 
her health had deteriorated.
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Advice Line
The advice line is available to anyone 
working with a claimant in North 
Yorkshire and York. This effective 
service is available by phone and email 
during office hours, Monday to Friday. 

“Quick and accurate  
responses. Incredibly helpful.”

In 2018/19 the advice line received 
1542 contacts generating 2374 queries. 
Over two-thirds of the contacts involve 
complex queries requiring advanced 
reference material or extended 
responses. 

“A fantastic service to  
professionals working with  
people in the community.”

Queries received cover the whole 
benefit system, the main focusing  
on Universal Credit, Employment  
and Support Allowance, Personal 
Independence Payment and Carer’s 
Allowance. The complexity of queries 
has increased as the interaction of 
Universal Credit and legacy benefits 
requires more detailed consideration 
and discussion.

Continuation funding received through 
the Improving Finance, Improving 
Lives (CYC Financial Inclusion Steering 
Group) for the Universal Credit Focus 
project allows us to extend the support 
we provide York with complex 
Universal Credit cases, offering follow 
up and help with challenging decisions, 
as well as providing information 
briefings. This funding allows us to 
build on our core services and provide 
a broader range of support to York 
advisers and other agencies.

Training
The Welfare Benefit Unit’s training is 
provided contractually to City of York 
Council and North Yorkshire County 
Council staff, as well as to North 
Yorkshire Citizens Advice staff and 
volunteers. The most popular being 
‘Introduction to Universal Credit’ and 
the 3-day ‘Introduction to Benefits’.  

YorkNorth Yorkshire
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Number of calls by area and type of organisation

Citizens 
Advice

Carers Education Health Housing Members of 
the public

Other Social 
Services

YorkNorth Yorkshire
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All our trainers are qualified to NCFE 
Level 3 in Education and Training.

“Excellent course with 
superb resources.”

A total of 25 courses were provided, 
both contracted and bespoke,  
to 450 delegates. 

The WBU delivered training from  
our annual training programme  
to 290 delegates from North  
Yorkshire and York and 33 from  
outside North Yorkshire.

Bespoke training provides an  
important revenue stream whilst 
offering quality provision; supporting 
those in the statutory, voluntary and 

housing sectors to work effectively  
with residents. This year we provided 
training to 127 trainees at North 
Yorkshire County Council, Carer’s 
Resource, Avalon Group, and Craven  
and Harrogate Citizens Advice. 

“Very knowledgeable  
trainers who were very 
personable and professional.”

Joseph Rowntree Foundation funding 
provided free training sessions to 85 
representatives from 18 community 
organisations in York, increasing access 
to specialist knowledge and encouraging 
use of the WBU advice service. The 
Universal Credit Focus project also 
provides briefings to York organisations.
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Trustee Board 
and Staff 
Trustee Board: 2018–2019
Paul Murphy 
Chair

Robert Jenkinson 
Treasurer to November 2018

Richard Bridge 
Treasurer from November 2018

Prof Peter Ball

Helen Edwards

Prof Charlotte O’Brien

Prof Christine Skinner

Nicola Welch

Staff: 2018–2019
Liz Wilson 
Chief Executive

Kathryn Ayres 
Office Coordinator

Amy Blythe 
Welfare Rights Adviser to August 2018

Andrew Davies 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Kate Fincham 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Jenny Shaw  
Welfare Rights Adviser

Kathryn Wordsworth 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Forum meetings and 
collaborative working
Our Forum meetings provide an 
opportunity to attend an updating 
session and share information. In May 
2018, Charlotte O’Brien and Alice 
Welsh, University of York, presented  
on EU worker status. In November 
2018, Jenny Shaw and Dave Waller, 
DWP Partnership Managers, provided 
an overview of DWP escalation routes 
and the work coach role.

WBU liaises with the DWP, attending 
the Customer Representative Meetings 
and feeding back on issues; information 

Welfare Benefits Unit 
17 Priory Street, York YO1 6ET 
T: 01904 646058 
E: admin@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

Advice Line 
For advisers in North Yorkshire and York 
T: 01904 642512 
E:  advice@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

Registered Charity 1164225

Finances 
The Welfare Benefits Unit is 
supported by North Yorkshire County 
Council and City of York Council,  
with agreements in place to 2022. 

This recognition of the importance 
of specialist benefits advice supports 
the work of council staff, voluntary 
organisations and other statutory 
services, as well as enhancing the 
lives of residents. The funding also 
provides a firm foundation for the 
revenue-raising activities carried  
out by the Welfare Benefits Unit. 
Additional revenue raised through 
training and publication sales is 
essential to ensure service provision.

We received continuation funding 
for the Universal Credit Focus 
project, funded by City of York 
Council’s Financial Inclusion Group. 
Full copies of our accounts are 
available on request or from the 
Charity Commission website.

Publications
Our concise Advisers Guide continues 
to be very well received. Provision is 
free, under our contracts, to City of  
York and North Yorkshire County 
Council staff, and Citizens Advice in 
North Yorkshire; approximately 1000 
were distributed. National sales of the 
Advisers Guide supports the work of 
the WBU and approximately 2000 
copies were sold, alongside rates  
cards and wallcharts.

“… it is an excellent book.”

Our quarterly Benefits e-Bulletin 
provides up to date information 
offering details of changes to 
legislation, guidance and case law; 
available without charge to all who  
join our mailing list. Resources, 
including our detailed factsheets,  
are available on our website with 
regular ‘News in Brief’ emailings 
providing prompt, succinct updates. 

“We were looking at your 
website (really impressed) ...”

The WBU also produce leaflets for 
members of the public, Benefits for 
people aged 65+ and Benefits if you 
are disabled. Nearly 4000 copies were 
distributed regionally, on request. This 
resource provides clear information 
and supports advisers in their work.

is disseminated through our mailing 
list. The Chief Executive attends the 
North Yorkshire and York Benefits 
Managers Group which provides  
an opportunity for closer working 
and representation of claimant  
and advice agency experience. The 
WBU are involved in local advice 
meetings, such as Advice York, and 
attend regional meetings, such as 
the Armed Forces Covenant 
meeting. The Chief Executive also 
attended a City of York Scrutiny 
Committee for Financial Inclusion, 
providing additional information 
following the meeting.

Concerns about the impact of 
Universal Credit on disabled 
students was highlighted to MPs in 
York and North Yorkshire. We also 
referred into Child Poverty Action 
Group’s Early Warning System 
which led to the claimant in 
question becoming involved in a 
significant judicial review decision.


