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“Invaluable” 
Advisers Guide

2000 
advice line 

hours accessed 
by more than  

60 organisations 

“Thorough, 
accurate and 

accessible” 
training

Advisers Guide  
to Benefits
April 2021 – April 2022

£9.00

  WBU Advice Line (phone and email): for 

anyone working in North Yorkshire and York

  Publications: Advisers Guide, Benefits Bulletin, 

News in Brief, leaflets and online resources

  Training: extensive training programme  

and bespoke in-house courses

  Consultancy, campaigns and projects:  

access to expert advice to support advisers, 

disseminate information and influence policy

The Welfare Benefits Unit provides independent, 

specialist welfare benefits advice to advisers. 

Welfare Benefits Unit

17 Priory Street, York YO1 6ET

admin@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

01904 646058

@WBUadvice

www.welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

© Welfare Benefits Unit

Charity number 1164225
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Advisers Guide  to Benefits
April 2021 – April 2022

£9.00

  WBU Advice Line (phone and email): for anyone working in North Yorkshire and York  Publications: Advisers Guide, Benefits Bulletin, News in Brief, leaflets and online resources  Training: extensive training programme  and bespoke in-house courses
  Consultancy, campaigns and projects:  access to expert advice to support advisers, disseminate information and influence policy

The Welfare Benefits Unit provides independent, specialist welfare benefits advice to advisers. 

Welfare Benefits Unit17 Priory Street, York YO1 6ETadmin@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk01904 646058
@WBUadvice
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6
specialist benefit 
experts providing 
“excellent quality 

support”

Improving financial 
security & wellbeing
Income maximised, tenancy secured 

Our advice identified extra income for a 
carer who needed to leave employment 
to meet her adult son’s increasing 
needs. Substantial financial hardship 
was lifted, supporting her to cope in 
very difficult circumstances. Working 
with Citizens Advice we provided the 
analysis and guidance needed to 
challenge a complex Housing Benefit 
overpayment decision and identified 
ongoing financial support with her rent, 
enabling her and her son to continue 
living in their home. 

Challenging misinformation to protect 
a disabled student’s education 

Transition when moving into further 
education can have harsh financial 
consequences for both a young person 
and their family. The NYCC Benefits  
and Assessment Officer identified that 
information provided by the DWP could 

be challenged. We provided detailed 
information about complex rules and 
opaque workarounds to ensure the 19 
year old could afford to continue with 
education, avoiding further anxiety 
and a potential loss of income.

Complex advice following  
an unexpected bereavement

Financial support was identified  
and reassurance about claimant 
responsibilities was given at this 
difficult and stressful time. Ryedale 
District Council identified the 
complexity of the situation as rules  
for Bereavement Support Payments 
changed for parents who were in  
a cohabiting relationship following  
a High Court judgement. We advised 
on protecting entitlement as there  
was a delay before the government 
issued a remedial order and 
maximised benefit entitlement. 

The Welfare Benefits Unit offers 
specialist welfare benefits advice 
to those who work with members 
of the public. 

We aim to maximise benefit 
entitlement, helping to reduce 
the incidence and impact of 
poverty and in doing so improve 
health, well‑being, financial and 
social inclusion.

Role of the Welfare Benefits Unit
Our experienced advisers provide 
independent support through our:

 advice line

 publications

 training

 consultancy 

   projects
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Foreword 
from the Chair

And the next sentence writes  
itself, does it not – what an 
extraordinary year we have lived 
through! The terrible pandemic has 
had a direct, and in some cases tragic, 
impact on all our lives. It’s already 
becoming clear, though, that the 
indirect effects may have much 
longer‑lasting consequences.  
Many people have lost permanent 
employment and many others have 
experienced a worsening in their 
physical or mental health. All of this 
is starting to manifest itself within 
the benefits system, with significant 
numbers needing to claim Universal 
Credit for the first time.

Unsurprisingly, therefore,  
the demand for our expert, 
independent advisory service has 
remained remarkably high, despite 
the reduced levels of interactions 
within the community. That advice 
has, however, had to be updated 
constantly and rapidly in response  
to ever‑changing government 
announcements. And at the same 
time, the Team has had to adapt the 
ways in which we deliver the service, 
contending with the technical and 
other challenges of providing the 
Advice Line from remote locations, 
and our training courses over the 
internet. This would have been 
impossible without some expert 
technical IT support, and a flexible 
response from our funders.

In my view the Team has risen  
to these multiple challenges 
magnificently, and I would like  
to convey the appreciation of  

the Board of Trustees for everything 
they have achieved. We are proud  
of the fact that the Advice Service 
has operated without a break and 
that our online training continues  
to receive magnificent feedback.  
The Team has remained stable and 
committed throughout the year,  
and this has enabled us to introduce 
a new role of Advice Service Manager, 
which in turn will enable the Chief 
Executive to devote more time to 
sustainability and strategy.

The Trustees are also grateful for  
the additional funding we received 
from the Two Ridings Community 
Foundation and from government 
business support grants during the 
pandemic. In addition, as Chair,  
I would also like to thank my fellow 
Trustees (drawn from a wide range  
of backgrounds including academia, 
DWP, law, local government and  
the advice sector) for their advice  
and support during this most  
difficult of years.

For all these reasons, and in  
the knowledge that our service  
has never been more needed,  
we are approaching 2021‑22  
with confidence.

Paul Murphy 
Chair of the Trustee Board

Welcome to our review of the 2020/21 year.

Our 
Services
Government Covid-19 
welfare changes 
magnified the need for 
specialist benefit advice. 

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. 

    Social policy action to influence  
local and national decision‑ 
making, working with partners  
to promote claimants’ rights.

With continued and increasing 
economic consequences, concern  
is growing about the financial shock  
on individuals and families and the 
consequent social, health and 
community impact. Many people  
have accessed the benefits system  
for the first time. The pace of change  
in an already complex benefit system 
was unprecedented and WBU 

Continued overleaf 
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introduced a pro‑active follow‑up 
system, updating advice as it 
developed. Even experienced advisers 
struggled to navigate the fast‑paced 
and significant changes.

Helping people make informed  
welfare choices is crucial and has  
a long‑term financial impact: 

“I don’t know what I would do 
without you … it’s marvellous to 
know there is a dedicated team 
untangling the benefit system 
so that I can give the best and 
timely advice to my customers.”  
(WBU survey, June 2020)

Our training ensures that advisers and 
others can access quality provision that 
provides clear, accurate information 
about the complex benefit system and 
how to maximise benefit entitlement 
and identify correct decision‑making. 
The training is supported by our popular 
Advisers Guide which provides a 
concise overview of welfare benefits. 

Welfare at a (Social) Distance research, 
2021 (www.distantwelfare.co.uk ), 
identified that eligible claimants at the 
start of the pandemic failed to claim 
Universal Credit because of a number 
of factors, including limited advice 

provision, concerns about the hassle 
and stigma. The Welfare Benefits Unit 
makes a tangible difference to the local 
economy and helps address poverty. 
Anyone supporting North Yorkshire and 
York residents can access our in‑depth 
independent expertise and advice at 
times of difficulty, receiving support  
to navigate welfare benefit choices. 
This promotes personal income 
maximisation and gives clarity around 
complex issues and claimant choices. 

The WBU service is used by both 
experienced advisers and those to 
whom benefit advice is a peripheral 
role. 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).

Our Service Review produced great 
results with 98% rating our service  
as a whole at 8 or more out of 10, 
where 10 is very useful (70% gave 10; 
mean score 9.6). We got very positive 
results across all of the service: advice, 
training, publications, Forum. The 
results show that we are providing a 
valued, quality service and that we 
have maintained our reputation as a 
provider of accurate and up‑to‑date 
advice, provided by knowledgeable  
and friendly experts. It was also  
helpful to receive a few suggestions  
to take forward. We asked about the 
experience of the advisers accessing 
our services and the changes required 
during the pandemic, feeding back 
relevant information to partners and 
decision‑makers, for example sharing 
information at the regional Poverty  
and Debt Taskforce. 

The WBU restructured in July 2020, 
creating an Advice Service Manager 
post which was recruited internally.  
The new structure will ensure that Chief 
Executive time is protected to focus on 
strategy, sustainability and governance. 
The advice service will be strengthened 
with focused management support.

Figures
Advice Line
The WBU Advice Line (phone and 
email) is available all day Monday to 
Friday to anyone working with a North 
Yorkshire or York resident. Queries are 
usually answered on the same day, 
unless further research is required. 

“Easy to access, approachable 
staff, reliable advice.”

The WBU received 1322 contacts  
from April 2020 to March 2021, these 
concerned 2034 separate benefit 

issues. Two‑thirds related to complex 
queries that required significant  
research using advanced reference 
material and extensive explanations.

Universal Credit continues to account 
for over a third of calls; the complexity 
of these queries and the interaction 
with legacy benefits often requires 
detailed consideration and discussion.

“Helps us to offer more rounded 
support to those we help.” 

We experienced a marked spike  
in queries with the arrival of the 
Covid‑19 pandemic. We extended  
our service to follow up cases when 
guidance changed, necessary in 

approximately a third of enquiries in 
the early months of the pandemic. 

“It’s a lifeline to me in my work.”

In 2020/21 WBU continued to receive 
funding from Improving Finance, 
Improving Lives (City of York Council) to 
run the Universal Credit Focus project. 
This had three main strands: proactive 
follow‑up, training and in‑depth advice 
provision (follow up and challenging 
decisions). This funding allows us to 
build on our core service and provide a 
broader range of support to York 
advisers and other agencies, thereby 
strengthening our social policy actions 
to engender change. 
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Queries by type of benefit (note, one call may cover a number of queries) YorkNorth Yorkshire
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Training
Welfare Benefit Unit training  
is provided contractually to City  
of York Council (CYC) and North 
Yorkshire County Council (NYCC)  
staff, as well as to North Yorkshire 
Citizens Advice. The courses are  
open to other advisers; providing  
an invaluable source of information‑
sharing and revenue. Our courses 
reflect the queries we receive and 
requests for training; they offer a 
practical, interactive approach.  
Moving online was challenging  
but allowed a review of key content 
and development of new delivery 
techniques. Quality was assured by 
running with two trainers initially  
and continuing with co‑training  
for exercises and discussion. 

“The training is comprehensive 
without overloading you with 
information. The trainers are 
friendly and happy to answer 
all questions. They really seem 
to know their stuff.”

Courses included our popular  
three‑day Introduction to Benefits; 
Universal Credit;  Benefits Overview 
(working age); Benefits for State 
Pension Age; Personal Independence 
Payments – how to get the right 
decision; Limited Capability for Work 
and Challenging Decisions. Training 
was delivered to 342 delegates;  
using Zoom attracted advisers  
from a wider geographical area. 

“People attend from a  
variety of settings which is 
useful … shared experiences 
are interesting.”

We also delivered talks to service users 
and carers, funded by JRF York Grant. 
Bespoke training was very limited this 
year with only one course running, this 
appears to reflect the demands on 
organisations and changes of priority 
whilst they adjusted to remote working.

Publications
The WBU Advisers Guide to  
Benefits is a concise annual  
publication which provides an  
overview of welfare benefits,  
including eligibility and calculation.  
It is written for people who give 
information and advice, with its clear 
format ideal for accuracy and quick 
reference. It is an invaluable resource, 
currently used across a wide range of 
statutory and voluntary organisations, 
including advice, community, health, 
housing and probation services. 

“Up to date information 
written in a clear and 
understandable way.”

Advisers have positively identified  
that our quarterly Benefits e‑Bulletin, 
regular News in Brief mailings and 
factsheets provide invaluable  
support when working with residents. 
They offer a rich source of in‑depth, 
significant information and essential 
updates on legislative, policy and 
guidance changes.

“Don’t know what I’d  
do without my Advisers  
Guide and rates card.”

WBU leaflets for members of the  
public (Benefits for people over State 
Pension Age and Benefits if you are 
Disabled) are available online; nearly 
4000 printed copies were distributed 
regionally, on request. This resource 
provides clear information and 
supports advisers in their work.

“Good quality,  
concise information.”

Forum meetings, 
social policy and 
collaborative working 
Our Forum meetings provide  
updating material and an opportunity 
to share information and network.  
In May 2020 the Forum moved  
online following Covid‑19 restrictions. 

  May 2020 via Zoom:  
Coronavirus and Benefits  
Update with WBU advisers

  Nov 2020 via Zoom: Benefit 
entitlement for EEA national  
post Brexit with Rebecca  
Walker, author of the Benefits  
for Migrants Handbook. 

“Networking opportunities,  
speakers, learning new skills  
and updating old skills.”

We regularly attend the Joint  
Working Meeting (Local Authority, 
Housing Associations and Jobcentre 
Plus), Advice York and Community  
First Strategic Leaders Group.  
We have welcomed the opportunity  
to be part of the City of York’s 
Financial Inclusion Steering Group 
and the Poverty and Debt Taskforce, 
and to work with partners to identify 
actions to support residents. 

WBU works with local and national 
partners to raise issues affecting  
a number of claimants. We have 
responded to local and national 
consultations (eg. Council Tax 
Reduction Scheme and Statutory  
Sick Pay). We have also fed into  
the Early Warning System (Child 
Poverty Action Group) and provided 
cases for legal action; this included 
issues relating to the Benefit Cap, 
mixed age couples on UC and the 
discriminatory affect of banded 
Council Tax Reduction Schemes.  
We liaise with local authorities to 
highlight social policy issues.
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Monday – Thursday, 9am – 5pm | Friday, 9am – 4.30pm
Available to advisers in North Yorkshire and York 

Please do not give our contact details to members of the public

Welfare Benefits Unit Advice Line 01904 642512
advice@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

BenefitsBulletin is compiled by the Welfare Benefits Unit, 17 Priory Street, York YO1 6ET Registered Charity 1164225

welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk
twitter.com/WBUadvice

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. 
Unfortunately, sales were greatly 
reduced during the pandemic and we 
saw a fall of approximately one third 
in publication and training revenue. 
Covid‑19 specific funding helped  
cover the cost of additional expenses 
(largely IT) and we were able to obtain 
government funded business support.

Additional funding enables us to 
enhance our service offer. We received 
continuation funding for the Universal 
Credit Focus project, funded by City of 
York Council’s Financial Inclusion 
Group. We also received funding from 
Two Ridings Community Foundation  
to support equipment purchases, 
partnership working and service 
development. Full copies of our 
accounts are available on request or 
from the Charity Commission website. 

Trustee Board 
and Staff 
Trustee Board: 2020–2021
Paul Murphy Chair

Richard Bridge Treasurer

Prof Peter Ball

Heather Brock (from October 2020)

Helen Edwards

Prof Charlotte O’Brien

Mark Taylor

Nicola Welch

Staff: 2020–2021
Liz Wilson Chief Executive

Jules Dymond Advice Service Manager

Kathryn Ayres Office Coordinator

Andrew Davies Welfare Rights Adviser

Kate Fincham Welfare Rights Adviser

Jenny Shaw Welfare Rights Adviser

Kathryn Wordsworth Welfare Rights Adviser


