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Social Security

What is Challenge Poverty Week?

Challenge Poverty Week was launched by the Poverty Alliance in 2013. We wanted to
highlight the injustice of poverty in Scotland, and to show that collective action based on
justice and compassion can create solutions. The week is an opportunity to raise your
voice against poverty and unite with others in calling for a just and equal Scotland. Each
year, hundreds of organisations in Scotland do just that, including elected representative,
charities and NGOs, local authorities, faith groups, businesses, school and colleges,
trade unions, professional bodies and more.

Our social security system should treat everyone with dignity and respect

This Challenge Poverty Week, we are focusing on the essential role of advice and
support services in both maximising incomes and helping people access their right to
social security. Investing in advice is a practical step we can take now to strengthen
our social security systems, while building towards the deeper reform needed to
ensure that they provide genuine security for all.

Our social security system is a vital public service. It is a fundamental human right in itself,
and an essential mechanism for realising other economic and social rights like housing, food
and education. It should secure the wellbeing of all of us, providing a safety net when life
takes an unexpected turn and a springboard to support people to participate in society and
reach their full potential.

Most of us will need our social security systems at some point in our lives. Redundancy,
bereavement, iliness and caring responsibilities can happen to anyone, at any time, creating
periods when additional financial support is needed. We need to be able to trust that, when
we do need that support, we will be treated with respect. A compassionate system, rooted in
adequacy and dignity, is therefore an investment in all of us. It should provide the security
people need to live well, participate in their communities and take their next steps in life,
including through education and employment.

But too often, our social security system is falling short of this promise.

Years of unjust policy decisions at a UK level have created a system that is causing
destitution by design. With the UK Government responsible for majority of social security
support - including Universal Credit and the state pension — it is clear that the system that
was created to provide security is instead leaving people facing impossible choices between
essentials, while too often making people feel ashamed, undeserving and stuck.

Scotland has shown that a different approach is possible. Social Security Scotland delivers a
range of devolved payments, including the Scottish Child Payment and disability and carer’s
support, based on the principles of dignity, fairness and respect. We know these principles



can make a tangible difference to how people experience the system. However, for many,
the value of devolved benefits remains insufficient to meet the cost of living, while navigating
social security can still be complex, time-consuming and, at times, stigmatising.

We need action at every level of government to build a social security system people can
trust; one that provides adequate incomes, is easy to access and treats everyone with
dignity and respect.

Advice is a route to rights, security and opportunity

While fundamental reform of social security is needed, there are steps that can be taken now
to improve people's incomes. One of the most immediate is ensuring that everyone receives
the support they are already entitled to.

Maximising the take-up of social security can make a significant difference to household
incomes, helping people to meet the costs of essentials and providing greater financial
security during difficult periods.

Yet people do not always know what support they are entitled to, or how to navigate the
systems needed to access it. The growing complexity of social security, alongside rising
costs and insufficient wages, means that more people are turning to welfare rights and
advice services for help.

Evidence consistently shows that many cannot access their full entitlement without expert
support. We must therefore be clear: advice changes lives. It is an essential part of
Scotland’s anti-poverty infrastructure, turning social security from systems people
struggle to navigate into public services that works for them.

Free, independent and stigma-free advice services help people understand their rights,
navigate complex systems and access the income they are entitled to. Trusted advisers can
provide a consistent point of contact, ensuring that those facing insecurity are not left behind.

When people are able to access the income and support to which they are entitled,
they have greater security, capacity and freedom to make choices about their life and
future.

A practical step towards systems that work for everyone

Maximising incomes through advice is an important and practical step towards a better
social security system, and must be part of a wider approach reform.

People should not need expert help simply to access the income they need to live with
dignity. Advice services can help people overcome barriers within a complex system, but
governments must also take responsibility for making that system simpler, more accessible
and less stigmatising.

Action is needed from both the Scottish and UK Governments to increase benefit take-up,
reduce stigma within social security processes and ensure that support reaches the
communities who need it most.

Improve the experience of accessing social security

For the Scottish Government, this means building on the principles of dignity and respect
that underpin Social Security Scotland. It should continue to improve people's experience of



the system, remove barriers to accessing support and ensure that advisers have effective
routes to resolve problems on behalf of the people they support.

This should include practical measures such as additional communication tools, escalation
routes for advisers and callback services, helping people to access support more quickly and
effectively.

Ensure access to trusted advice

People facing the most complex circumstances can face the greatest barriers to accessing
support. There is therefore a pressing need for trusted, community-based advice that is
rooted in local knowledge and delivered by advisers who understand the communities they
serve.

Local advice services are often best placed to reach people who may struggle to engage
with public services, ensuring that those facing the greatest barriers are not left behind.

Invest in Scotland’s advice infrastructure
Crucially, our advice infrastructure itself must be properly funded.

Advice services support hundreds of thousands of people across the country. Yet short-term
and precarious funding limits what services can deliver, makes it harder to retain skilled
advisers and undermines the stability of the sector.

Long-term, sustainable investment would give advice organisations the stability they need to
plan, retain expertise, develop innovative approaches and respond to changing levels of
need. This would deliver benefits not only for individuals and communities, but for Scotland's
wider public services and economy.

Investing in advice is an investment in people's incomes, dignity and agency. It is a practical
step we can take now to strengthen the social security system, while building towards the
deeper reform needed to ensure that our system provides genuine security for all, is
straightforward to access and is there for everyone when they need it.

To meet our ambitions for tackling poverty, including Scotland's child poverty targets for
2030, the Scottish Government must recognise advice as essential anti-poverty
infrastructure and deliver long-term, sustainable funding for the sector. It must also invest in
targeted support for people and families facing the greatest barriers and work to ensure that
everyone can access the income and support to which they are entitled.

A better social security system is possible: one that provides people with enough
income to live with dignity, is straightforward to access and is there for all of us when
we need it.

Questions MSPs can ask in Parliament

You can use these questions, or questions like these, in parliamentary business to highlight
the essential role of advice and support services in supporting people to access their
entitlements, and hold the government to account:

e What action is the Scottish Government taking to increase social security take-up and
ensure that everyone receives the financial support to which they are entitled?

o How is the Scottish Government ensuring that the people facing the greatest barriers to
accessing social security can access free, independent and trusted advice?



What steps will the Scottish Government take to provide advice services with the long-
term, sustainable funding they need to meet demand and support people to maximise
their incomes?

What further action will the Scottish Government take to make Social Security Scotland
easier to navigate and ensure that people are treated with dignity and respect at every
stage of their journey?
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