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[ntroduction

Expenditure on exceptional
hardship payments

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Local authonties have a range of discretionary powers which can be used
1 the adnunistration of Housing Benefit  This study evaluates authonties
use of discretionary powers 1n making excepnonal hardship payments o
clamants whose Housing Benefit does not cover the cost of their rent
(under regulations m force since January 1996) The main objective of
the research was to invesngate how the svstem of excepuonal hardship
pavments 1s operated by local authornties and, in partcular, why
expenditure has vancd so significantly between authonues and, overall,

has been lower than eapecred

The research methods compnsed visits to 18 Jocal authonties duning which
face-to-face interviews were conducted with Housmg Benefit managers
and assessment staff. and a telephone survey of Housing Benefit managers
in all authonues n Great Britan  Successful mterviews were conducted

i 305 local authorities, a response rate of 75 per cent

Each local authonty has an allocation of funds from cential government
for spending on exceptional hardship payments  An authonty 15 alvo

allowed to spend above this amounic up to a cething, the “permatted total

In the first full year of the exceptional hardship payment scheme (19967
97) local authonues spent 27 per cent of the government allocation of
L1825 nullion The resulis from the survey suggest thar expenditure
increased to around 48 per cent of the government allocanion in 1997/
93 The government tunding for exceptional hardship paviments was,
therefare still under-spent to a considerable degree, and overall
expendreure was well below the aggregate "pernurred total” of £42 nullion

for all authorities

Nearlv a third of the authonties in the survey (30 per cent) spent less than
ten per cent of their government allocation i 1997/98 A small number
of authonties (18) reported spending nothing All the authorines repotting
expenditure m excess of their government allocation mcluding the two
highest spenders who had spent over twice the allocanon were sull within

their permiited rotals

Two our of three Housing Benefit managers thought that their allocation
was about nght’, the most common reason being that it was expected

that demand for exceptional hardship pavments would increase in future

o



Apphcanions for exceprional

hardship payments

Why clarmants apply for
excepuional hardship paymenrs
and how local authorities nuake

decisions

Most local authonties had to deal with very few applications fot exceptional
hardship payments in 1997/98 One m four authonties had fewer than
one apphcation per month eight authonties reported receiving no
apphications at all in the year Application rates tended to be highest 1
the London Boroughs and Metropolitan authonties which have larger

Housing Benefit caseloads than most other authonties

The research findings suggest that applications are mcreasing bur are sull
at a low level From the data on Rent Officer 1esenctions there 1y
seennngly a very large pool of potennal apphicants whose rent 1s not met
in full by their Housing Benefit

There 15 some evidence from the survey that publicising the availabiliry
of exceptional hardship payments i a range of differcne ways, rather than
relymg solely on decision letters, could mcrease applicatnions  Many
authonities were using combinanons of someumes innovative methods

to inform claimants abour exceptional hardship payments

Local authonties can make an excepuonal hardship pavment m any case
where 1t judges that the clamant or members of their fanuly, would
suffer exceptional hardship 1f the shortfall benween the claimant » Housing
Benefit and their rent 1s not met  There v no statutory defimtion of
exceptional hardship” but the DSS has issued guidance to local authonues
i Circular HB/CTB A7/96

The most conunon reasons put forward by claimants i their applicanions

were as follows

* mability to afford rent,

* esstence of a medical condinion illness or disabihiey,

* anability to pav bills

* bemng under 25 years old (and therefore being subject to the ‘single
Toom rate’),

* need tor room for children to suy,

* pregnancy,

* mabihtv to pay for food,

* need to get away from domestic violence

Most clammants mciuded a number of reasons i their applicanions rather

than a single one

Many authonties have developed their own approaches to deciding claims
reflected 1in wntten policy documents, guidance to assessment statt,
applicauon forms, and publiciey matenals  Some authorites relied mamly
on the DSS gmdance  Others reported n the survey that they used
nerther the official guidance nor their own policy  Accordinglv, local
authonues’ approaches to decision making could be charactensed 1n the

following ways




Outcomes of applicanons for

exceptional hardshup payments

+ the ‘comprehensive’ approach, using both DSS and own gwdance
{(adopted by 50 per cent of authorines),

¢ the ‘mdependent’ approach, pnpcipally using own policies (19 per
cent),

» the DSS-based’ approach, principally using the official gundance (23
per cent),

« the ‘case-based’ approach, using neither form of gmdance (mine per

cent)

Using this typology the findings from the survey included the following

» Scotnsh authontes relv on DSS guidance the most, London Beroughs
and Weblsh authonties the least,

¢ the independent approach 1s used most 1n London,

= more metropolitan authonines adopt the comprehensive approach than

orher authonues

The scope and content of the documentation used by local authornities
deciding applicanons vanied enormously  Particularly stnking was the
number of authonties who require applicants to complete detailed
expenditure forms as part of thewr apphicanon  Some authonues had devised

scormg systenis for assessing applications

Housimg Benefit claimants can ask a local authonty to supply them with
a pre-tenancy determunanon giving, an mdication of the lhikely amount of
benefit they would receive 1f they took on a patucular tenancy  The
large majonity of authonues take pre-tenancy deternunarnions into account
when deaiding apphications for exceptional hardship payments, although
the exstence of a determumation would not be a sufticient reason to reject

an application

Of the 305 local authonties in the survey, 288 authonues supphed figures
for the number of excepuonal hardship payments awarded 1n 1997/98

Of these, 248 were also able to supply figures for the number of
unsuccessful applications  Aggregating the responses from these latter
authonities shows that 9,483 excepuional hardship pavments were made
from 22,034 applications, an overall success rate of 43 per cent  The
mean number of payments 1 these authontes was 38 within a range of

between one and 664

One in five authonues were making some relatively hugh weekly paymens,
m excess of £50 and a small number had made payments of over £ 100
per week However almost all authonties reported avergge weekly
payments of £30 orless Excepuional hardship payment cases then tended
to fall into one of two types cases where the nature of the exceprional
hardship was considered temporary, which would be removed when the
claimant found more suitable accommodation, and cases where the nature
of the excepuional hardship was considered permanent and which could

not be alleviated by a move 1o other acconunodanon



Admmistenng the scheme

Exceptional hardship payments

- Sumimary and Discussion

The survey data suggest that people whose circumstances are related in
some way to their health (diabled people those with mental health
problemis, or pregnant women) are the most successful types ot claimant
However, the most numerous beneficianies of exceptional hardship
paynmients were lone parents  Pensioners appeared to fare badly in the
sense that applications were seenungly low compared wich the large

number of pensioners o the population

Wide vanations between local authorties were also apparent in the range
of exceptional hardship payiments made and the average amounts paid to
incdividual claimiants  {n some authonues apparently large weekly payments

and large aggregate amounts were the nonm rather than the exception

Relauvely few unsuccessful applicants pursued their cases to appeal (or
miernal review 1n the first imnstance)  The success rate of about one n

four 1s 1 line with success rates for other means-tested benefies

Just under a half of the authoriues 1n the suevey had expenenced some
difficulties 1n the adnumistration of excepuonal hardship payments and a
small number (eight authoriues) reported that they had had “serious

problems”  The mast conunan dithiculties were

+ lack of guidance on what constitutes exceprional hardship (imentioned
by 31 local authonties},

* computer problents including setting up systers and with
software (43},

» ensuning staff were sufficienty trained and equipped (22

* length of time needed to investngate appheanons (20),

* keeping track of cases and expendiure (13),

* amount of work mnvolved gathenng informanon (17)

There was no consistent pattern 1 the tvpes of difficulues reported by
the eght local authonues with serious problems Only one of the eight

sard that they had had computer-related problems

Variatons between local authonities m the wavs they adnunister aspects
of Housing Benefit policy are the nornt rather than the excepuon  ltas
not surpnising, therefore, to find wide varmations in auchonities

adnumstiation of the exceptional hardship payment scheme

On the basts of this research 101 faw to infer that appheants for exceptional
hardship paymenes and mmportandy potenunal spphcants receive very
different treatment in dufferent local authorty areas  Local varatrons in
rent Jevels, the number and amounts of sent restnicoions and the
demographic constutution of the clanmant population will all contribute
to differences 1n application rates, success rates and value of exceptional
hardship payments Howener, these varatons cannot explain why some
authorities have zero application rites and zeio success rates while other
authornties attract hundreds of apphcations, and some have 100 per cent

Success rates




There 1s some, though not conclusive, evidence from the study that the
low level of apphcations and awards suggest that the gandance set out n
Curcular A7/96 could possibly be drawn too unghtly such that local
authonuies are making decisions that exclude claimants who are suffening
a degree of considerable hardship but not to the extent suggested in the
gindance The policy of exceptional hardship payments may therefore,
not be helping some of the people for whom 1t was intended

The vanauons discovered 1n the documents supplied by local authonties
1n the course of the research suggest that there is 4 case tora good pracuce’
sunde that contans esamples of tugh quabty publicity mawenals, appropnate
wording to be used m decision letters appheation forms, and 1nternal

documents used 1n deciston making

The policv option of reducing the budget for excepuional hardship
pavments 1s always available  The research suggests that the demands on
the budget are mcreasing and hikely to contnue mereasing  Housing
Benefit managers are aware of this also - Any proposed reduction m budgets

1s therefore likely to generate opposition from a large number ot authorines



Policy background

Aims of the research

INTRODUCTION

In Januarv 1998 the Department of Social Security comnussioned the
Social Policy Research Unit to carry out research into local authorinies’
use of new discretionary powers to make exceptional hardship payments
to claimants whose Housimg Benefir does not cover the cost of their rent
The fieldwork for the project was carried out in February to June 1998

Since January 1996, for most new clanms tor Housing Benefit from tenants
m the pnvate deregulated sector, calculanons of awards have not been
based on the actual rent paid by the clanmant but on a local authonry’s
‘local reference rent’ a figure that reflects the general level of rents for
properties of a simular size in the locality  In October 1996, simular
resirictions were placed on smgle clatmants under the age of 25 making
new or renewal claims by wsing a local “single room rent’ for caiculating
Housing Benefit awards rather than the local reference tent The single
room rent 1s a figure retlecting the average cost of non self-contamned
accommodationr wrthout board in the locality  Both changes were
ntended to encourage clanmants to seek "1easonably pnced’ and appropriate
accommodavon However, it has long been recognised that, in excepuional
aircumstances, the welfare of individual claimants and therr fanuhies requires
that a higher amount of Housing Benetit be paid than that allowed under
a stnct application of the regulations  Therefore, for many years, local
authontes have had powers to varv the amount of an award m such
circumstances  In January 1996, when local reference rents were
tniroduced, new powers were mtroduced enabling local authontes 1o
pay an addinional amount te bong Housing Benefit up to the level of the
contractual rent (less mehgble charges) where, in the assessment of the
authornity, the claimant or a fanuly member would otherwise suffer
exaeprional hardsinp  1n October 1996 the scheme was extended to cover
people affected by the introduction of the single room rent’ regulatrons
E~ceptional hardsiup1s not defined i legislatton but local authonities have
guidanice on 1ts meerpretation i a PSS Housing Benefit Circular, A7/
96

In 1996/97 expenditure on exceptional hardship payments was under
£5 nullion compared with the ceilhng on expenduiure (the ‘permmirted
total’) of around £42 nullhon (to which the central government

contribution was £ 18 25 nullion)

The mamn objective of the research was to investigate how the system of
exceptional hardship payments 1s operated by local authores and,
particular, why expenditure has vaned so sigmficantly between authorities

and overall, has been lower than expected



Reesearch destgn

hunal development stage

The specific atms of the progect, set out below, were agreed berween
DSS and SPRU on the basis of the DSS's onginal research speaificanion
and SPRU’s research proposal  Briefly the aimis were to imvestigate the

tollowing research questrons

* Why do local authortties spend verv different amounts on exceptional
hardship payments?

* Why 1s expenditure lower than ¢vpected?

* Whatare local authonnes views about their allocations for excepnonal
hardship payments fiom central government?

* What are the patterns of applications and awards for exceptional hardship
paviments berween local authorines?

* How do claimant. become aware of the availability of exceptional
hardshtp paymene?

* Do particuiar types of claimants tend to be more or less successtul 1n
applying for an excepuonal hardship pavment than others?

* How manv apphcations are made, and how manv are successtul®

* HMow much is the average exceptional hardship paynient?

* How do local authonities make decistons on applications for an
excepronal hardshup payment?

* What coterta do they use?

* Does a pre-tenancy determination affect the decision whether to make
a paynient?

* How easy or ditficult has 1t been to implement the exceptional hardship
payment scheme?®

* What 15 the nature of any problems expenenced?

The main element of the research design was a telephone survey of all
local authonities 1t England, Scotland and Wales  This was conducted
on behalf of SPRU by Public Attrtude Surveys Lid (PAS) of High
Wycombe The survey was preceded by a development stage comprising

visies to 18 local authonities

The poncipal objecuve of the development stage of the project was to
collect information on the main research 1ssues i order to inform the
development of a questionnaire for use n the telephone survey The 18

local authonities were selected on the basis of the following criteria

= size of Housing Benefit workload (using benefit expenditure as an
mndicaton),

* type of authonry,

* geographical area,

* expenditure on excepronal hardship pavments (using DSS data for the
first half of 1997/98)




The telephone strpey

Table 1.1 Sample of local authorities for the development
stage

Number

Englsh District and Unicary authorities 8
English Metropolitan autharities
London authorities
Welsh authorites

Scottish authorities

[oo] I F N (N R VU B Y|

Tortal

In each authoritv we conducted mterviews with a Houung Benefit
Manager and one or more officers with responsibility for making
excepuonal hardship paynient decisions  Fieldwork visits took place n
late February and carly March 1998

A pilot of the telephone mterviews was conducted with siv local
authorities A copy of the final quesuonnaire can be found m Appendin
1 Housig Benefit Managers in the 412 local authonties 1n Great Bntain
were senc introductory letters from DSS and SPRU (reproduced as
Appendiy 2) a background document explaining the research and a copy
of the questonnure'  PAS conducted mrterviews m Apnl and May
Successtul interviews were carmed out with 305 managers a response
rate of 75 per cent  Table 1 2 <hows the response rate tor each local

authotity type

Table 1.2 The achieved sample by local authority type

Possible Achieved Response rate (%)

Enghsh Districe and Uniary authorities 289 221 76
English Metropolitan authorities 3b 27 75
London authorities 13 19 58
Welsh authorities yi 'S 68
Scotush authorities 32 23 7?2
Total 412 305 75

The table shows that London authorities (1 e the 32 London Boroughs
and the City ot London) are under-represented 1n the achieved sample
Since these authorinies are generally larger than most other authontes
their under-representation affects the overall representativencess of the
achieved sample  From data supphed by DSS we compared the non-

response authontes with the total population of authorites by the size of

Dunng the heldwork intormanon was also collected on local authores use of a
separite et of new discrenonin powers auned at niereasing che scope of counter-
fraud icuovity The resulss of this research appear m the DSS' in-house research

TLPOIT serit



Avalable daw

their privately rented sector (using rent allowance evpenditure as an
indicator) and ther expenditure on exceptional hardship puyments (using
data for the Grst half of 1997/98)  Table 1 3 presents the resulis of the

COMparison

Table 1.3  Analysis of non-response

Percentage of authorities in each Non-response All local authornties
quartile of the rent aflowance authorities

distribution

I* quartle 290 255
2 quarule 247 253
37 quarule 194 242
4" quartle 269 250

Percentage of authorities in each
quartile of the exceptional hardship

payment distnibution

I quartle 2012 24%
2 quartle 255 249
3 quarule 245 252
4™ quartile 298 249
Base 94 380

Source Department of Socal Secunity

The table shows that, as suggested above, we have lost from our achieved
sample more of the larger authortes than expected  We have also lost
more of the smaller authorites (by mize of private sector)  From previous
research work with local authonties this cutcome 1s not surpnsing Many
small authouities appear to be reluctant to engage with research projects
someties because theit resources are small, but also because thev do nor
see the relevance of the tesearch to thar authonty  However, the two
most comuton reaons cited by Housing Benefit managers from non-
participating authonnes were mability to meet the nghr deadlmes for the
project, and the amount of woik that would have been needed o gather

the inforimation we reqmrcd

As well as the data generated from the survey the following data were

also made avaulable by the DSS at the local authoriey level

* Expenditure on Houstng Benefit for 1995/96

* Expenditure on rene allowances for 1995/96

* Allocations to local authonities for exceptional hardship pavments for
1997/98,

* Expenditure on exceprional hardship pavments i fire half vear of
1997/98,

* Restncted rent stansties for each local authonty for the first three quarters
of 14Y97/98




Structure of the report

As mentoned earher, the rent allowance and exceprionai hardsiup paynient
expenditure data have been used to group local authonties mto quartles
for the purposes of companng the non-response authorities with all local
authonties  The half vear excepronat hardship payment expenditure
data were used m the selection of local authorities for the development
stage and to calculate expenditure rates for each authonty  The renc
restricrion data were used as provy indicators of the potential demand for

excepuonal hardshrp pavments i each authonty

The final source of data was a selecuon of wnitten policy documents and
list of critena that local authonnes use 1o help them w making decisions
on mdnndual applications tor excepuional hardshup payments These were
requested from 161 auchortties, of whom 88 responded  Their contents

are analysed in Chapeer 4

Chapter 2 analvses local authoniues’ cspendiure on exceptional hardshup
payments usimg offictal DSS stansnics and data from the survey Housing
Benelic managers” views on the allocation of funds and the adequacy of
their allocanons are also explored  In Chapter 3 the suney data on
apphicanion rates are analysed and compared with local authoricres’
approaches to pubhesing the excepnonal hardship payment scheme  The
potential demand and take up for excepuonal hardship payments are also
esammined  Chapter 4 presents the data on why people apply for
excepuonal hardship pavments, and contamns an analysrs of how local
authonties make decisions on apphicauons, including then use of the
PSS gudance and thenr own local policies  Chapter 5 looks at the
outconics of applications, mcduding an analvsis of the amounts awrded
and success and fnlure rates by Jaimane iypes . The dhipter also examinies
the survey data on appeals agamst adverse decisions by clatmanes Chapter
6 turns ws attennion to the adnmseaation of the scheme, and i parccular
idenafies the ypes of problems cncountered by local authornties 1n
mplementing the new regulanons . Chapter 7 presents 1 swmmary of the
findings on exceptional hardship pavmients and a2 discussion of therr

implications for policy development




Introduction

Ovenrall expenditure

EXPENDITURE ON EXCEPTIONAL HARDSHIP PAYMENTS

This chapter analvses the expenditure of local authonties on exceptional
hardship payments 1 the year 1997/98, using the survev data and
compares 1t with the overall budger for the scheme Housing Benefit

managers’ views on the adequacy of their budgets are also exanuned

The amount of money that can be spent on excepuonal hardship pavments
15 cash-limmted  When the scheme was mroduced m January 1996, the
cetling for expenditure was sct at 09 per cent of in-year expenditure on
deregulated tenancies  In Ocrober 1996 this percentage was mcreased to
1 08 per cent, yielding a permutted total of around £42 nullion tor the
vear 1996/97 The cenimal contnibuaen to this budget was £ 18 25 nullion
The mtenoon was that expenditure above that amount would be met
from local authornnes own budgets  Actual expendiwue for the firse tull
vear of the scheme was actually less than £5 nulhon This represents
around 27 per cent of the government contribution and less than 12 per

cent of the pernutted expenditure

For 1997/98 the budger constraints were the same as tor the first year
The central government contribunon was frozen ar £18 25 nulhon with
the permirted toral remanmimg at 1 08 per cent giving an expenditure
cethng of £47 nulhon At the ume the ficldwork was carried out the
DSS had not vet collated details of expenditure on exceptional hardship
payments for 1997/98  Hence, 1 the survey for this project local
authonties were asked to provide as accurate a figure av posable for
exceptional hardship piyment expenditure for the period 1 April 1997 to
31 March 1998  Intormanion was provided bv 295 ot the 305 local
authorities 11 the survey and showed that these authorines spent nearly
L6 mulhion 1 19977938, represenung around 48 per cent of their

government contrnbution

Table 2 1 presents an analysis of local authonues spending as a percentage
of their government allocanion broken down by local authonry tvpe
Spending above 100 per cent 1y legiamate but must be financed trom the
local auchority’s own budpet prosided 1t does not exceed the pernutted

tota| for that authonty




Views about budgets

Table 2.1 Expenditure on exceptional hardship payments
1997/98

Type of authonty Percentage of government allocation spent  Base

(% of authorities)

0-10 11-20 21-50 51 and over

No (%) No. (%) No. (%) No (%)
Enghsh Districe and 66 (31) 45 (21) 64 (30) 38 118) 213
Unitary authorities
Enghsh Metropolitan S (19 4 (i5) G (37) g8 (30) 27
authoriues
London authorities 6 (33) 3 (17) 3 (17 6 (33) 18
Welsh authorities 5 (36) 3 (2i) 4 (29) 2 {i4) 14
Scotush authorities 8 (35 5 (22) 7 (30) 3 {13 23
All authoritres (30} (20) {30) i19) 295

Table 2 1 shows that nearly a third of the authonties in the survey (30 per
cent) spent less than ten per cent ot their government allocation A simall
number of authonties (19) reported spending nothing  These were mostly
sntall District or Scottsh authonities  All the authonnes reporung
expenditure n excess of their government allocanon, meluding the two
highest spenders who had spent over twice the allocation, were still within
therr permitted totals The numbers of London and Welsh authorities 1o
the sample were snuall (18 and 14 respectivelv) so percentages based on
them must be treated with cavnon However, there 1s an indication
from the table that London authorities and English Metropolitan authonities

tend 1o spend larger propernions of their allocations than other authornues

[n the survey, Housing Benefit managers were asked their views about
the amount they were allowed to spend on excepuonal hardship paviments
{1 e therr ‘pernutted total 1ather than their governmment allocauon)  Table

22 presents their responses analysed by then level of expenditure

Table 2 2 Views on local authorities’ permitted totals, by

level of expenditure on exceptional hardship payments

Level of expenditure Views of Housing Benefit managers about Base
{% of government permitted total (percentage of

local authonities)

Too much Too little About night
0-10 46 i 51 84
I1-20 34 5 61 56
21-50 22 7 71 86
51 and over I 9 80 56
All authoriues 29 ) 65 282




The table shows, as nught be expected, that local authonties with low
levels of excepuonal hardship payment expenditure were more hikely o
consider that their pernutted total was too much than higher spending
authonties among which there was a greater tendency to consider their

budgets about nght’

Guiven the number of authorites which could be considered to be 'low
spending’, 1t 1v surprsing that almost two-thirds thoughe their permutred
total was aboutnight  In order to explore the basis for the views expressed

Housing Benefit managers were asked to give reasons for their answen

Of the 29 Housing Benefit managers who said that their permutted rotal

was too much, the majonty menuoned all of the tollowing reasons

* Applymg the DSS guidance meant that very few awards could be
made

» The budget was too large 1n relaton to successtul claims

* There was a lack of demand for exceptional hardship paymene

* There was a lack of awareness among clamants about the availabilicy

ot exceptional hardship payments

The first two of these reasons are simular and make the point that the
cnitena for makmg exceptional hardship payments are (or are percerved
1o be) strict, such that too few clanmants quahfy to justifv the size of their

budgets

Table 2 3 presents an analysis of the reasons given for the pernutted rotal

being about nght

Table 23 Reasons why permitted totals were considered
‘about right’

Reason Number of Housing Benefit %

managers mentlomng reason

Expectation that demand for 77 42
excepuional hardship payments

will Increase in future

Because the local authority 45 25
has not exceeded 1ts budget

The budget allows a certain 36 20
amount of flexibility

Because supply 15 matching demand 19 10

The most common reason tor thinking the budget for excepuonal hardship
payments was about rght, even though current expenditure was low,
was that the demand for excepuional hardship payments was expected to
rise i furure  This comment 15 perhaps more a reflection of some
managers’ desire not to sec the budget reduced rather than an endorsement

of current levels  The general picture that seems to emerge from these

15




Discussion

comiment and fTom analvas of the visns 1o Yocad authoriues i the
development stage » that current levels of allowable expenditure are

generally considered acceptable because they

* are greater than actual expenditure,
¢ are adequate to cope with increases in demand f they happen
» allow local authonities to implement the excepuonal hardship paviment

in their own Wday

Local authonues seented generally to teel that at the current level of

demand exceptional hardsinp pavment budgets are not under stress

In the first year of the exceptional hardship pavment scheme local
authonuies spent 27 per cent of the government allocation to the cash-
Imuted budget of £42 milhon  The results from the survey suggest that
expenditure has increased to around 48 per cent  The budget 1s, theretore
still under-spent to a considerable degree  However 1t 1s to be espected
that expenditure rose in the second full year (1997/98), partucularly since
the scope of the scheme was extended 1n Ocrober 1996 1o cover ‘single

room rent’ (laimant

Low expenditure m the first year 1s also to be expected  Local authonties
will always mmplement new provisions and schemes at ditferent rates
Some authorinies are more prepared or have a greater need than others to
implement measures quickly Fuithenmore 1t 15 to be evpected that
knowledge of the scheme among claimants, and experience of how to
succeed in getting a payment will increase 1o the future leading to higher

rates of apphcanions and awards

-



Introduction

Application rates

APPLICATIONS FOR EXCEPTIONAL HARDSHIP PAYMENTS

This chapter exammes the survey data on apphaations tor exceptional
hardship payments Compansons are made between application rates and
the levels of publicity used by local authornues about exceptional hardship
payments and with an mndicator of the potential demand for exceptional

paymients denived from [DSS data on Rent Officer restrictions

The numbei of applications for exceptional hardship payments for each
authonty 1 the survey was calculated by adding the number of awards to
the number of refusals  Not all authorities were able to gave a figure for
the number of refusals because 1ecords of refusals are not rouunely kept
For the same reason some other authonoes were able to supply estimates
only  The number of applications, based on the sum of the tigures supphed
for successful and unsuccessful apphcatnons 1s therefore also an estimate
Table 3 1 presents an analysis of applicanion rates by type of quthornity for

the 267 authonties which provided dau

Table 3.1 Monthly apphcation rates, by local authonty type
(number of authorities, with row percentages in brackets)

Type of authority Number of applications per month Base
<| >1-5 >5-10 >10
No (%) No (%) No (%) No (%)

English District and 59 (300 8% (45 24 (i2) 27 (1) 199
Unitary authonities

English Metropolitan C (O 3{17) I (o) 14 (78) 18
aucthorinies

London authoriues I (7 2 (14) I (7) 10 (71) 14
Welsh authorrties N 2 (69 rog 2 05 13
Scotush authorities 10 (45) 10 {45) I (5 o) 22
All authorities (27) {43) {10) (20) 267

The table shows that maost authonties had to deal swath few apphcatons
for excepuonal hardship payments m 1997/98  The lowest category
{fewer than one apphcation a month) cludes eight authonnies who
reported no apphicatons at all m the vear  These were mostly small
District authonties  As nught be expected, apphication rates tended to be
highest 1 the London and Mertropolitan authonties which have larger

Housing Benefit caseloads than most other authorities



Levels of publicity and

application rates

Application rates could be related to a number of factois, two of which

the survey and DSS data allow us to explore  Thesc are

* the levels of publicity ginven to the excepuional hardship payment
scheme

* the potenual demand for applcanions

In the development stage of the research pioject, local authonties were
asked how they publicised the availability of excepuonal hardship
pavments  The most comumon responses were (a) decision letters notfymg
clarmants chat therr award of Housing Benefir did not cover the full rent
because 1t had been restncted by the Rent Officer (b) information leatlets,
(c) some form of special apphication form or tear-oft shp on letters, and
(d) m mformanon supphed to local advice agencies  In the survey,
therefore, local authonues were asked 1f they used anv of these forms of
publicity, and ashed to speaify any other pubhaty thev used Table 32

presents local authorities’ responses

Table 3.2 Analysis of how local authorities publicise
exceptional hardship payments

Type of publicity Number of authorities % (of 305
using this form of publicity authorities)

In deaision letters 237 78

Leaflets 183 62

Separate form/tear off slip 102 33

In informauon provided to 208 68

advice agencies
No publicity at all 10 3

There were a range of othet methods of publicity mennoned i the

survey responses including

* Posters 1 public places (imentioned by 20 authorities)

* Meetngs with landlords (15)

¢ Newsletters or local press (13)

* Speaal wformaton packs (9)

* Informmg claimants in contact with local authonty departments (7)
* Meetngs with welfare groups/tenants assocations (4)

* Direce mailshots (3)

It s perhaps surpnising that 22 per cent of the sample (68 authorities) said
they did not publicise excepuional hardship payments in the decision
letters sent to clamants - Of these, ten authanuies reported chat the scheme
was not publicised 1in any way n their authonties (five of which were

small Scottish authonbes )

Trying to 1solate the impact of publicity on apphcanon levels 1s
problematc, partcularly because as we explain m the next secnon we
only have rough mdicators of some of the other factors which nught

have an mfluence, such as the number of claimants whose rent is restncted




Furthermiore we have no informaunon directly fromt clanmants about the
role that publicity anght have played 1 their decisions about applying
for an exceptional hardship pavment Nevertheless we can look at the
relationship berween different levels of publiciry and apphcations The
intention 1s not to establish causal relattonships but to draw lessons for the
development of pohcy and pracuce  Table 3 3 begins by comparing

levels of pubhicity with local authonry type

Table 3.3 Level of publicity for exceptional hardship
payments, by local authonty type (number of authorities,

with row percentages in brackets)

Authonty type Level of publicity Base

None Letter Letter fLetter No letter
only plus plus 1 or but other
one more publicity
other  other
method methods
No. (%) MNo (%) No (%) Neo (%) No (%)
Enghsh District and 3 () 20 (10) 42 (19 119 (54) 36 (1¢) 22
Unitary authoriues

English Metropchran 0 (0 1) 5 (19 18 (07) 3 (ti} 27
authorities

Londen authorities L (5 0 (0 201) (38 5 {24 9
Welsh authoriues (7 V{7 320y 4 £27) 8 [30) 15
Scottish authorities 5 (i2) 3 {13) 2% 5 {22 8 (35 23
All authores (3) ] (18} (52) {19y 305

Including information about exceptronal hardship payments m decivion
letters 15 clearly the sumplest way of telling clasmants about therr availabihicy
However, there 1 research evidence that some social secunty claimants
either do 1ot or cannot read or undentand ofticial letters (Seafford et al ,
1997} Presumably with this in nund, the large majonty of those authontes
who do send informanion 1n lecters also use some other form of publictey,
the most populat being dissenunation of ntormation through local advice
agencles We do not know from the survey data why nearly one in five
authorities have chosen an alternative way (or ways) of publicising
exceptional hardship payments to letters, but Table 3 3 suggests that Welsh
and Scotush authonues tn parucular are more hikely to find alternatives

than Enghsh authonues

The effect of publicity wall depend on 1ts quality as well as 1ts quanuty
We know from the development stage, for example, that there are
vananons 1n the amount of mformation provided n letters and n the
tone and wording used Some authonues provided a very bnief statement
and imated claimants to contact the local authority, while others went

mte more detm)  Some Housing Benefit managers expressed a concemn



Potential demand

to balance the need to infor claimants sufhaently without generiting

excesstve demands or raising false expectanons

Unlike decision letters other forms ot publicity (with the possible
exception of direct malshots) 1re not guaranteed to reach the population
of potentual applicants  However, we cannot conclude from this that
authonties relying on alternatives to letters are taking a restrictrve approach
to publicity  For examiple, our analysts shows that over half of these
authonbes publicised exceptional hardship paymients un at least two other
ways most often through the supply of informaaon to local advice
agenaies  Although the numbers of applications depends on many factors,
a comparison of applicavons and levels of publiciey does vield some useful

mstghts

Table 3 4 Levels of publicity and application rates

Levels of publicity Number of applicatrons per month Base

(% of local authorities)

<! >1.5 >5-10 >19

Letter only 48 48 4 4] 23
Letrer plus one 35 39 I 14 44
ather method

Letter plus two 17 44 I 29 139
other methods

No lewer but other 13 43 12 12 51
publicuy

All authorrues 27 43 10 20 266

The pattern of applicanons for those authorities using decision letters
suggests strongly that additional pubhicity does encourage more clamants
to ask for excepuonal hardship payments The pattern tor the authorities
which use alternatives to letters 1s less easy to mterpret bur the evidence
for example that 12 per cent of these (1 e six authonities i the survey)
sull attracted more than ten applicanons a month posaibly lends support
to the suggestion earlier that the guality of information has an important

mfluence on apphcanion levels

The other factor that nught mfluence application levels that we are able
to explore v the number of people having their rent resincted  Every
Housing Benefit clanmant whaose award 15 bised on a restnicted rent, using
either a local reference 1ent or a single room rate 15 entitled to make an
apphicanon for w excepuonal hardship pavment These claumants represent
the potenual demand for exceptional hardship payments  From the visits
to Jocal authonties m the development stage 1t became clear that although
there was no practical way for Housing Benetit departments to measure
potential demand there may be a large unmet demand for exceptional
hardship paviments among the claimant population  The survey responses

reported in Chapter 2 present a simlar picture although expendizure on




exceptional hardship payments was generally low manv Housing Benefit
managers considered their allocanon to be ‘about nght’ because 1t would

allow them to cope with expected increases i demand in the future

Local authonry benefit departinents do not collect data on the number of
restiicted rent awards they make, but it 1s posuble to get a sense from the
quarterlv returns that local authonues submit to DSS containing data on

the number of Rent Officer restrictions 1 force n the relevant quarter

For the purposes of this research DSS supphed statistics on the number
of Reent Officer restricuons m torce 1 each local authoruey for the first
three quarters of 1997/98 (Q1 to Q3) Thus allows us to get a sense of
the order of magnitude of potenual demand for exceptional hardship
payments For each authonty, the number of Rent Othicer restnictions in
force m Q1, Q2. and Q3 wasknown DBy wahing the maximum value we
have an mdicator of potential demand m a parucular quarter This cannot
be translated mto the potennal demand over the whole year because
there are flows mto and ot of the regmster of resncted rents Many
clammanes will appear 1n the stausucs for all tour quarters of the vear

Furthermore, claimants do not have to apply for a payment when therr
claim 1s decermuned  They my wish to apply at sonme point durmyg the
benetit perniod when they tind they are i hardship What we can sav

however 1s that the potental demand for excepuional hardship payments

cortld not be fess than the maximum figure for renc restrictions in the vear

The distnbunion of chese mastmum figures 1s presented i Table 3 5
below

Table 3 5 Maximum quarterly rent restrictions as indicators

of potential demand for exceptional hardship payments

Maximum quarterly Number of local %
number of rent restrictions authorities

0.500 95 31
501-1000 83 17
1001-1500 39 13
1501-2000 3t 10
Over 2000 56 18
Total 304

The purpose of this table 1s to make a sumple pomnt Table 3 5 suggests
that the potential demand for exceptional hardship payments 1s very much
higher than current apphlication rates the data for which were presented
earher 1n Table 31 That table showed that only 20 per cent ot local
authonues received more than ten applications a month, whereas Table
3 5 suggests that most authornities conld receive applications in the order of

hundreds and somenmes thousands




I21scussion

These results are mtrniguing  Thev suggest that the vast majority of
claimants whose renes are resericeed, and cherefore do nae receive the ful
amount of their rent in Housing Benefit, find some means of meetng the
shortfall A survey of local authoney Housing Benefit managers cannot
arswer the question of how these claimants respond to having their rent
met only m part rather than in full  Evidence from the development
stage suggests that very tew leave their accommodation as a result (since
this would result in benefit awards ceasing and could therefore be idenutied
from Housing Benefit records) However from the face-to-face mterviews
with managers, front-line assessment staff, and fraud officers a large body
of anecdotal evidence emerged Below we list some of the reasons offered

by local authority staff

¢ shortfalls which are small can be met trom clanmants” mcome,

* some claimants negotiate a lower rent with their landlord,

* the rent aited on the Housing Benefit claim was fictitious, the landlord
knowingly exaggeratung the rent in an attempt to obtain a high level
of Housing Benefit, but setthng for what the local authority will pay,

* landlords accept whatever award of Housing Benefit 1s made in payment
for rent, bur treat the shortfall as arrears which 1s offset agamnst the
tenant’s bond when they leave the propeity (This was viewed by

local authontv staff as a particularly cvnical abuse of tenants by landlords )

In the first two full years of the excepuonal hardship payment scheme,
the number of applicanons has clearly fallen well below the expectations
of the DSS and local authonies  The evidence 1s that applications are
increasiig but are soull at a low level  From the data on Rent Officer

restrictions there 1s seenungly a very large pool of potential applicants

There 15 some evidence from the survey that publicising the availlabihity
of exceprional hardship payments in a range of different ways, rather than
relymng solely on decision letters, could ncrease applicanons  Manv
authorities are using conmbinations of sometimes mnovative methods to
inform claimants about exceptional hardship payments  There may be
scope therefore for a good practice guides contaming examples of different
wordings that could be used m decision letters and other forms of written

informanon, and examples of more proactive methods of pubhctty



Introduction

WHY CLAIMANTS APPLY FOR EXCEPTIONAL HARDSHIP
PAYMENTS AND HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES MAKE DECISIONS

Local authonties have had, for many years prior to the exceptional hardship
paynients scheme, powers to pay addinonal Housing Benefic (1 e above
the maxmum prescribed by tegulations) in evieptional araunstares  As
explamed i Chapter 1, from January 1996, when local reference rents
were introduced, new powers were mtroduced enabling local authorines
to pay an addinonal amount to bning Housing Benefit up to the level of
a claimant’s contractual rent (less mehgible charges) where m the
assessment of the authonty, the clanmant or a fanuly member would
otherwise sutfer cveeprional hardship  In October 1996, the scheme wuas
extended to cover people atfected by the mtroduction of the *single room

rent’ regulatons

As mentioned earhier, there 1s no defimnion of exceptional hardship m
law bur DSS guidance 15 contatned in Circular HB/CTB A7/96 The
circular makes 1t ¢lear that local authorities have discreuon to deaide
what constitutes exceptional hardship wathin “its normal everyday meaning
and vsage” However some examiples are given of factors which might

be relevant These include

+ nsk of eviction

» amount of shortfall between the claimant’s rent and their Housing
Benefir,

+ claimant’s other income (ncluding disregarded mmcome), assets and
outgoings,

= possibility of clanmant negonanng a lower rent,

+ availabihity of alternanive cheaper accommodatnon (including friends
or relanves),

» the health of the claimant and/or fanuly i relation to housing
conditions

« effects on children of having to meet the shortfall,

« possibility of financial help from non-dependants n household,

+ rish of (statutory) homelessness

The circular 1s clear that this Iist 1s not exhaustive  Local authonties have
discretion to consider any circumstances they see as appropnate and

relevant

In this chapter we exanune two related 1ssues  First, we look at the
reasons put forward by claimants 1n their apphcauons for exceptional
hardship payments, and secondly we explore how local authonties have
mnterpreted their discretionary powers and the mechanmisms they use for

making decisions




Why people apply for

exceprional hardship pavients

From the development stage of the research, 1t was clear that, in their
publicity matenals, local authonues generallv did not give examples of
what nught constitute ¢ xeepnonal hardship nor disclose how decisions will
be made  [tas left to the clamane to describe their circumstances m their
own wav  During this stage we collected numerous examples of the
reasons put forward by clammants m therr apphicauons  For the survey,
the reasons most frequently mentioned were listed and Housing Benefit
managets asked to say whether, 1in their authonity, the reason was

common’, not common or had not been used by any danant’

Table 4 1 shows the percentage of Housmyg Benefit managers who said

thev had had examples of each reason mn their authoriry

Table 4.1 Claimants’ reasons for requesting an exceptional

hardship payment, distribution among local authorities'

Reason Number of local authonves %
which had heard of reason

in applications

Claimant cannot afford rent 286 99
Claimant has medical condition 269 93
or Iliness

Claimant has a disabiliy 254 87
Claimant cannot afford to pay bills 242 83
Claimant 1s under 25 226 78
Clamant needs room for children 213 73
to stay

Claimant 15 pregnant 185 64
Claimant cannot afford to pay 179 62
for food

Claimant 1s getting away from 136 47

domesuc violence
Claimant has language difficulties 43 I5

Housing Benefit managers were asked for examples ot other reasons that
they had come acioss 1 their local authonties  The following were

nientioned

» claimant unable to find other suitable acconnmmodanon (mentioned by
13 local authonties)

o claimant needs to hve close to fanuly (12),

» clazmant aeeds to live close to schools (12),

» claimant has other demands on their income (12)

o fanmuly member s 1ll or disabled (7)

» relanonship breakdown involving children (7),

* eviction (6)

Anahvas excludes 15 local suchories who had not recaned wnapphaanon in
1 997/98




= clamant 15 vicam of abuse (5),
r 2)"

* claimant 15 drug-dependent (2),

* need to accomumodate cate

* unfan treatment by landlord (2)

* claimant unable to find work (2)

Table 4 1 1~ based on data from all the authonnes i the survey mcluding
those who had only had a small number of applicitions  To ask these
authontes for examples of conumon reasons’ 1s therefore mappropriate
Table 4 2 15 based only on those authorities who had 20 or more
applicanons 1 1997/98 and compares the proportion of Housing Benefit
nanagers who had heard ot the reason with the proporuon who said che

reason was ‘common’ 1 therr authority

Table 4.2 Analysis of ‘common’ reasons for applications in
lacal authorities with 20 or more applications, 1997/98

Reason Proportion of local authorities Proportion of authorities
which had heard of reason where the reason
in apphications was ‘common’
Claimant cannot 99 94
afford rent
Claimant has medical 97 74

condion or 1llness

Claimant has a disabiliy 95 58
Claimant cannot afford to g4 71
pay bills

Claimant 15 under 25 84 46
Claimant needs room 84 36

for children to stay

Claimane 1s pregnant 79 (8
Claimant cannot afford 68 3
1o pay for food

Claimant 1s getung away 55 13

from domestic violence

Claimant has language l6 4
difficulues
Number of authorties 160 160

Table 4 2 pamnts a shghtly ditferent picture to Table 41 Audhonues
which had higher lovels of applications were dearly faced wieh a wade
range of reasons on a regular basis The lugh percentage of authorices
saving that the inabihiey to pay the rent was a common reason for applying
for an excepuonal hardship payment does not necessartly suggest thar
clanmants misundersiand the scheme It would certainty not be an adequate
reason on 1ts own for awarding ant exceptional hardship pavment but
inabthey to pav the rent nught have other consequences of more relevance
Indeed 1t was a finding from the development scage thar appheattons fo1

pavments do nac uwsually rely on ore reason alone  Claimants generally

15



How local authorttes muake
decistons ot exceptional

hardship paviments

put forward a series of reasons which when puc together presented a

cohcrent narauve and plausible argument for excepuonal hardship

The table 15 wlso mecresung in that 1t highlights some of the sousces of
demand for privite scetor rented accommodation Over one m ten of
the authoriues i thisy sub-sample sard that woman fleemg domesuc
violence was 1 common reason for applying for an oxceptional hardship
pavinent nearly one m five cited pregnancy, and over a third ated parents
needing room for childien to stay ovcasionally There mav be sonic
idvantage, theretore, mn providing advice to authonties about how the
exceprional hardship payment scheme should be used m 1clavon to
crrcumstaitees such as these, which in the light of recent socnal trends

might be expected to mcrease m number m future

Some of the reasons cited by clamants fall meo distinetive groups One
gtoup contams reasons related to the consequences that would tollow
from using other parts of the household budget to meet the shortfall in
rent (including mabihtv to pav for food or other bills)  The second
group imply the negative etfects of having to give up the accommodation
(mcludmy, not bemng able to have children 1o sy, changing schools)
Other reasons appear to be concemed maore with excepuional {or dithcult)
curcumstinces rather than the consequences of having a shorefall mr 1ent
Here we could include tllnese and disabihey pregnancy, fleemg violence

and rcanonship breihdown

As menuoned m the mroducton to this chapter local authonues have
wide discretion in deading applications for exceptional hardsinp payntents
In the development stage  however, thete was a perception in some
authonnes that the regulations, as esplamed i DSS Cncular A7/96,
were actually somewhat restnicive When the excepuonal hatdship
pavment scheme was it mtroduced m Januany 1996, the DSS gindance
was the onlv assistance available to Housing Benc fit depaitments Since
then manv authontes have developed thet own approaches to deciding
clanms, retlected i wntten pohey documents, guidance to assessnient

staff apphcation forms and publiuity matenals

The variety of documentation that was adenufied 1n the development
stage of the project suggested that there was no common way of descnbing
theni that would be recognised by all authonnes  We were shown “policy
documents’, minutes of meetmgy tranung materials and assessinent pro-
tornias all of which were used to help dectvion makers o the survey we
devised a lumuted list which might capture these differences and ashed
Housmg Benetic managers to sav tf, n thewr authonty their approach to
decision nahig was informed by one or more of the tollowing

* awntten policy document,

* 4 list of cnitera to aid decision makers

» the DSS gundance crcular




Table 4 3 presents the respornses to this question A combined category
ot policy/cniteria s used 1 the table because of the dithculey of making

a clear distincoion berween the fwo

Table 4.3 Aids to decision making used by local authorities,
by local authority type

Authorioes use of aids to decision making Base

(% of local authorities)

Policy! DSS Neither

criteria guidance
Enghsh District and 73 72 6 08
Unitary authorities
English Metropelitan 66 85 7 27
authorities
London authoriues 71 5% 18 17
Welsh authorities &4 57 29 |4
Scottish authorities 32 73 14 2?2
All authorities 69 73 9 288

The table shows that nearly three—quarters of the sample of authonoes
used the DSS guidance to assist 11 makimg «xeeprional hardship payment
decisions  Almost as many had developed their own policy or set of
critenia m oaddinon or as an alternanve  In contrast nearly one n ten
authorities satd that they used neither - Authonties were alo ashed whether
they deaided each case ‘onis'ments’ Without exception all authonnics

answeired that they did

Manv authonities reported that they used both their own policy/cnteria
and the DSS gudance while others rchied on one form of guidanee or
the other Tt s possible therefore to comstruct a tvpology of authonties
based on whether thoy used thenr own policy and whether they used the

DSS gwidance, as Figure 4 1 shows

Figure 4.1 Decision making typology of local authorities
(based on data from 288 local authorities)

Use DSS guidance?
yes no
The ‘comprehensive’ The ‘independent’
approach approach
yes
Have own policy [44 local atthonnes (50%) 54 local anthonnes (19%)
criteria?
The ‘DSS-based’ approach The ‘case-based’ approach
no
6.5 local authonses (23%) 23 local auihortnes (9%)




Figure 4 1 shows that half the authonties i1 the sample used both therr
own pohey/eritena and the DSS guidance  These authontes could be
described as taking a comprehensive’ approach to decision making One
m five authonies tahe a more mdependent line m using then own
policy/critena m preference to DSS gudance, but that does not imply
that the puidance did not inform the authonry’s own approach  Nearly
a quarter have been content to rely solely on the DSS gudance  Finally,
almost one 11 ten authontics 1esponded that they used neither therr own
policy nor DSS guidance However, they did say that cach case was

considered on its meris mdicarmyg a distinetive ‘case-based” approach

There 15 no mermstc ment 1 any one of the approaches over the others,
bur che typology will be used 1n Chapter 5 to explore whether there 1s
any evidence for a relatonship between approaches to decision making

and the outcomes of applicattons for exceprional hardship payment

Table 4 4 shows the distribunion of local authonty types among the cells

of the typology matrin

Table 4.4 Approaches to decision making by local authonrty
type

Type of authority Local authorities’ approach to Base

decision making

Comprehensive DSS- Independent Case-
based based
No (%) No (%) No (%) No (%)
English Districe and 108 {53) 44 (21) 44 (21) 12 (8 208
Unitary authoriues
Enghsh Metropoltan |6 (59) 7 (26) 2 (7 2 {7 27
authorities
London authorities 8 (47) 2 {12 4 (24) 3 (18 |7
Welsh authoriues 7 (50) I (7 2 (14) 4 (29) 14
Scotush authoriues 4 (18 12 (55) 3 (14) 3 (14 22
All autherimes {50} {23) (19) (% 288

Sonte caution must be excraised in interpreting tlis table because of the
relatively small base numbers for local authonty types other than the
Englhish districts  Nevertheless, there are a number of observations that

can be made

* relance on DSS guidance appears gieater in Scotland than mn other
authorties,

+ London and Welsh authorities rely on DSS guidance the least,

» the case-based approach 15 used most in Wales,

* the mdependent approach s used most v London,

» more Metropohtan authorites adopt the comprehensive approach than

other types of authorney




Relevance of pre-tenancy
deternunations m decision

making

Content analvsis of local

authornties policies/criteria

The relevance of pre-tenancy deterninatons for excepuonal hardship
payments 1s that there might be an expectation that claimants who know
{from a pre-tenancy derermunation) that thev are unhkely to receive
Housimg Benefir which will meert their rent in full would either accept
the tenancy and be prepared to meer the shortfall or look for alternative
accommodation In the survey. Housing Benefit managers were ashed 1l
the existence of a deternunanon played a part in deciding an applicanon

tor an excepuonal hardship payment  Table 4 5 presents then responses

Table 4.5 Relevance of pre-tenancy determinations for
deciding applications for exceptional hardship payments, by
local authority type

Is PTD refevant? Base (number
(% of authonties) of authonities)
Yes No
Enghsh District and Unnary authoriues 2 ] 208
English Metropolitan authorities 93 7 27
London authorities 88 12 17
Welsh authoriues i00 0 14
Scotush authorimes 82 18 22
All authorities 21 9 288

As Table 4 5 shows the large majonty of authonues take pre-tenancy
detenmnations o account when deaiding apphicanions for excepuonal
hardship payments  This finding also retlects the findings from the
development stage of the project  Many of the managers mcerviewed
during that stage emphasised that a pre-tenancy deternunation was relevant
but only one of a range of 1elevant facters  The existence of a

determmation would not be a sufficient 1eason to reject an application

At the nud point of the telephone sunvey, wedennfied local authonties
where a wntten policv or hist of criterna was in use These 161 local
authorntes were sent a request for copies of their documents, of which

88 responded

The documents that were rerurned by local authonties varied enomously
ut therr style and content - Manv were not policy documents in the sense
ot a clear statement ot how the authonty viewed the excepuonal hardship
paymentscheme  Manv documents were applicanon forms that claimanes
were requited to complete However, it 1s probably fair to sav that the
approach of the authontv will be retlected m the formis 1 the scope and

detail of the questions asked

There are a number of observations that can be made from studying the

pohey docuntents, hists of entena, application formis and other matenal

* manv applicauon forms were long and comphcated, some stretching

to manv pages contaning perhaps 20 or more questions




+ often the questions on forms were clearlv based on the examples of
possible relevant factors found i Circular A7/96 (such as have you
tried to 1enegonate the rent with vour landlord? ot whar other
properues have vou looked at®?)

« manv authonoes requited mtormation about daunants expenditure
This was often 1 the form of 1 st of expenditure icmis 1o complere
These commonly covered essential items such as tood, fuel water
clothing, and expenditure on repaving debrs and loans Some withonues
asked for other details such as expenditure on cars telephones or
telovisions, and lewsure spending hke cigarettes and alcohol  The longest
expenditure form contained 68 items for the (lumant to complete
(including presents, children’s pocker monev newspapers and
prescriptions) and an addional form requirmg detatls of creditors,

« 1 mumber of authonines had developed scormg systems for helping
them aswsess the strength of 4 claimant s applicaton,

» some authonties pomted out that then assessment procedures meluded

vistting the clamant i their own home

Local authorites had a 1inge of different approaches to w hat constituted
excepronal hardship In one authontv the working definition n then
gudance notes to staff meluded the requirement that a claimant nuer be
facing eviction from then accommodauon  Another authonty took a
dictionary definition as 1ts guide {and mentioned this in correspondence
to claimants) It was “excepononal means something unusual or
uncommen’ while “hardship™ nieans “sev ere suttering, «xtreme privaion

From a scrutiny ot the documents supphed by local authorniues, the
tollowing hst of factors has been identified that are additional to those
mcluded in the NSS guidance Cocular HB/CTB A7/96 (set our at the

beginming of this chaprer)

= arecent death 1n the household,

» pecnl dietary howong or Laundn requitements,

« whether claimant had apphied for local authonn or Housing Association
accommodation,

» resons for choosing current accommodation,

e how the claimant found out about the current acconmmodation,

» reasons for requinng ‘over-large’ rooms,

* reasons for clamant s tfinanaal posinon

» possibility ot a third paity negouating with the landlord,

» possibiliny of clamant taking on 1 sub-renant

+ acton clamant will take 1f exceptional hardship pavinent s not awarded

+ lhikelthood of changes 1n cncumistances m the near future

» possible mcome from social secuney benelits not claimed,

» possthility of assistance from Social Services Depattment

[t 15 cleir from the documents collected 1n the course of the project that
local authonties have from the common starting, point of Circular A7/
Y6 developed their approach to docision making in verv ditfcrent ways

At this stage 1015 not possible to draw condlusions from this diversiry, but




ID1scussion

one specific concern ¢ be rased It 1w possible that many potennal
appheants will be pur off subnutting an award by the scale 1nd detail of
the mformartion thev are bemg asked to supplv partcularly about then
expenditure  Also questions about spending on personal 1tens, such as
prescriptions pochet money, presents and aigarerttes, could be construed

as unn t‘L(.‘\b.lrll\’ ntrusive

As Chapter 3 demonstrated, the large number of Rent Officer restrictions
on private sector rents has created a large pool of potential appheants for
excepuional hatdship pavinents whose cincumstanices will vary wadely It
ts not surprising therefore to find that local authorities encounter such a

wide 1ange of reasons 1 the apphcavions thev receive

Many of the reasons cited by applicants appear to relate to the arrcumstances
which gave rise to theu claim for Housing Benefit, in other words why
they are m rented accommodanion wath a restricted rent - Other reasons
appear to describe genenally difficule circumstances, such as illness or
disability, which can result i financal pressures on people with low
incomes It seems therefore that the range of factors which the DSS
foresaw as bemng possibly relevant s only partally reflected 1 the 1easons
put forward by Jammants For example few authonties had come across
clatms that evicuon or homelessness would be the result of Housing Benetfit
not meetmy the rent 1 full  In general apphicatons appear to anse
primanly from the fact that claimants have to find some part of the rent

from therr mcome

The results from the sunev suggest that mast authonties (around seven
in ten) have chosen to devise some torm of gumidelmes other than Circular
A7/96 to assist thenr assessment staft  Around haltf have adopted a
‘comprehensive’ approach by uwsng both  The scope and content of
these ‘policy documents appear, from the examples sent by 88 local
authorittes, to vary enormously between authonnes  Parnculaily stoiking
was the number of authonunes who require appheants to complete detatled
expendiure forms as part of their appheation 1t 15 possible that these
could discourage applications The most sophisticated approach to decision
making was found 1 five local authonties which had devised (sometimes
elaborate} scoring systems for assessing applications  (Thiee of these
authorities had success rates for claimants making applicanons of over 60

per cent )




[ntroduction

Successful apphcanons and

success rates

Successful applications

QUTCOMES OF APPLICATIONS FOR EXCEPTIONAL HARDSHIP
PAYMENTS

In this chapter we exannne the outcomes of applications for excepuonal
hardship pavments Successtul applications are analvsed bv the tvpe of
clanmant makmy the application, and by the value of the awards made

Unsuccesstul applicants are analysed by claimant group o explore the
possibility that claimant groups fare differendy when they apply  Finally,

the number and outcomes of appeals against adverse decisions are analysed

The data used m this chapter denve from the survevy Housng Benefie

managers were ashed for the following statisucs for 1997/98

* total number of exceprional hatdship payments awarded,

* number of exceptional hardstup payments awarded by clamant cvpe
* number of unsuccessful applicanons

* number of unsuceessful applications by clamant tvpe,

* Jowest weekly amount of exceptional hardship payment awarded

* highest weekly amount of excepuonal hardship payment 1warded

e average weekly amount of excepuonal hardship payment awarded,

* number of appeals number of succestul appeals

Collecting data for the survey was not straightforward for local authonnes
Almose every local authonty kept records (in varving amounts of detal)
of the numbcr and the amountes of awards and payment periods  Most
kept these on computer as a means of tracking payments and momtormg
ongomg expenditure  Informanon on taled applications was not routinely
held and m manv cases had to be oxeracted manually fiom casepapens
Some authortes did noc mswer the question on wisuceesstul appheanions
because they did not have the resources to do so  For these authorities 1c

has not been posible to calculate numbers of applications or success races

Of the 305 local authenuies in the survey, 288 authonties supplied figures
tor the number of excepuonal hardship payments awarded in 1997/93
Of these, 248 were 1lso able to supply figures for the number of
unsuccessful apphcanons  Agmegaung the responses from these authonues
shows that 9 483 exceprional hardship payments were made fiom 22 034
applications, an overall success rate of 43 per cent The mean numbet of
pavments m these authorities was 38 within a range of between one and
664

The distriburion of the number of awards betw een difterenty authoriry

tvpes 1s shown i Table 5 1




Suceess rtes

Table 51 Number of exceptional hardship payments
awarded, by local authority type

Exceptional hardship payments awarded Total

(number of authorities)

Zero I-10 11-40  41-100 101+
English Dhstrict and 15 89 71 27 14 216
Unrtary authorities
English Metropolitan 0 ) g 7 & 27
authorities
London authorities I ? 5 b 4 18
Welsh authoriues 0 6 5 3 0 14
Scotush authorities 2 12 ) 2 I 23
All authorsties 18 115 95 45 35 288
{6%) {39%) (32%) (15%) (8%)

The raw data have been vsed 1 this table principally because the cell
stzes are too small for percentage figures to be meamingful  Furthermore,
because three—quarters of the authonties in the sample are Enghish Districts,
the percentage figures in the bottom row for all authonues are largely
only a reflection of the distnbution of the Districts Nevertheless the
table does present a picture of widely ditferning espenences between
authoriies  As nught be expected the general pattein for the larger
London and Metropolitan authonties 1s different from the general patrern
tor the smaller authorities in Wales and Scotland  That 45 per cent of
authonites had made ten o1 fewer exceprional hardship payment in 1997/
98 {mcluding 18 authonties which had made no payment) suggests that

the scheme 1s probably not working as expected

There are several possible contributory explanations for the apparently
low number of exceptional hardship payntents mn <ome authorities

mcluding

» more clams are being rejected than allowed

= the criteria used for decision making tend to exclude apphicants rather
than mclude them,

¢ local authotinies may not makmg many awards in order to reduce their
own costs and to keep the central government contribution to the
budget

o clamants are mostly able to meet the shortfall 1 their Housing Benetit

fromi their own resources or negouate a lower rent wath their Lindlord

The datr from the suney allows us ro explore the first two of these
possibilities We cannot make any systematic assessment of the third and

fourth points, however

Success rates were calculated for the 157 authonities with 20 or more

apphicanions 11 1997/93 Table 5 2 shows the results of this analysis Except




tor Enghsh Distnict authonties the numbers of local authonities in each
category were too small to calculate percentages  The raw data are

therefore shown for all authonties

Table 5.2 Success rate of apphcations, by local authority type

Success rates for exceptional hardship Total
payment applications
(number of authorities)
0-25% 26-50%  S51-75%  76-100%
English District and 19 29 39 23 ]

Unitary auchoritres

Enghsh Metropolitan 9 5 3 18
authorities

London authorrcies 5 2 3 13
Welsh authoriues 3 3 0 8

Scotush authoriues I 2 2 3 8

All authorities 36 41 50 30 157

(23%) (26%) (32%) {19%)

Table 5 2 suggeses that there 1s a wide ringe of faurly evenly disernbuted
success rates across the country  There appears to be no intrmsic reason
why some authoniaes granted most of their applicanions tor exceprional
hardship payments (or all applicanons o four local authorities), while
other rejected most  One possible contnbutory explanation nught be
that local authonues have very ditferent standards by which they assess
L, some taking a presumably nght approach to the defimnions of the
words ‘excepuanal” and hardship | and others whking a far wider and

more lllL'USl\.’E lIltt.‘rpI'tit.]thﬂ

Table 5 3 compares the ovetall success rates of applicants with the approach
taken by authonues to decision makng as wdennfied i the previous
chapter  The ‘success rate’ crited 1n the nible 15 calculated from the total
number of applications and the total number of successes across all the

authonties i each of the categories of approaches to decision making
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payment recipients

Table 5.3 Overall success rates compared with decision

making approach of local authorities

Type of decision making approach Overall success rate Base number of

of applications local
authorities

-Comprehenswe {1e based on own pohcy 43 131

and DSS guidance)

DSS-based {using DSS guidance only) 51 47

Independent {using own policy only) 50 48

Case-based (no policy. DSS guidance not used) 30 21

All authorities 43 247

Although the number of local authorities using the case-based” appioach
osmiall the table suggests thar this approach where each case 15 considered
on 1ts merits without reference to any fomm of gudance mav lead o
fewer awaids than other approaches  The table also raises the question of
whether decision makers with more than one source of gudance (the
‘comprehensive category) i practice have to consider more factors m
makuig a decision chan those who rely on either the DSS guidance or the
authernty’s own poliy  The effect of devising an m-house pohicy may
huve been to decrease the likelihood that a climant will sansty che enteria

for exceptional hardship’

One of the quesuions that the research set out to cxplore was whether
particular types of daunant tended to be more or less successful i applymg
for an excepoional hardship pavment than others In the suney, theietore
Housimg Benefit managers weare ashed to break down sucecssful and
uisuccesstul appheants mto the mam claimmant groups of lone parents,
penstoners and disabled people  Although the admimisrrative clasaficanon
of clamants tends to teat these groups as mutunlly exclusive, 1t 1s poswble
for a clamant ro fall mmro mote than one  Hence, the analvsis presented
here 15 used only to indicate btoad brush differences borweon thenuather
than staesncally significant findings Housing Benefit nianagers were
also asked how manv applicants were single people under 25 pregnant
women, people with meutal health problems  or absent parents (agam
recognising that these are overlippmg categortes)  Thissort of mtormation
15 not collected by local authornties in any svstemane wav although the
relevant information 1 wsually contained within the case 1ecord  Some
authorities were not able to supply the data requued others supphed
estmates only - The data are therefore inted  but 1t 1s possible to get a
sense of whether ditferent claimant groups fare better than others m
applving for excepuonal hardship pavimentss Using data from only those
authonities which could supply breakdowns of both successtul and
unsuccesstul apphcants we can calculate an aggregate success rate tor each

clamant group shown in Table 5 4




Table 5.4 Success rates of different claamant groups

Number of Number of % Base
exceptional hardship unsuccessful success (number of
payments made applications rate authorities)
Lone parents 1585 1625 49 221
Disabled people 807 377 68 220
Pensioners 295 306 49 218

The wble indicates that disabled people are more likely to succeed with
an applicanon for an exceptional hardship payment than either lone parents
or pensioners  Nevertheless lone parents were awarded nearly rwice as
many payments as disabled people and five nmes as many as pensioners
It 15 not possible from the survey data to explore the reasons for these
ditferences Clearly the number of awards will be related to the number
of applications from each of the clamant groups which m turm will be
related to how many of each type of clarmant 1» m the Housing Benefic
populanon  Also, from what 1s known about take-up rates for means-
tested benefits generally 1t 1s likely that numbers of applications from
pensioners, will be considerablv lower than for lone parents, for example
The table does indicate, though, 1s that the prnincipal beneficiaries from

the excepuonal hardship payment scheme are lone parents
It was also possible from the survev data to explore the relative success
rates for claimants with parncular characterisues (rather than as members

of specific claimant groups) Table 5 5 presents the results of this analysis

Table 5.5 Success rates of claimants with specific

characteristics
Number of Number of % Base
exceptional hardship  unsuccessful success (number of
payments made apphications rate  authorities)
Single claimant 821 1010 45 223
under 25
Claimant with mental 339 101 77 213
health problems
Pregnant women 173 68 72 215
Absent parents 55 48 53 214

[t 15 1nteresting to compare this table with Table 5 4 Tr appears that in
1997/98 smgle people under 25, whose Housing Benetir will have been
subject to the restrictions imposed by the ‘single room rate’, apphed for
excepuonal hardship payments m comparable numbers to disabled people
and far more than pensioners  Their success rate (43 per cent) was shghtly

lower than for lone parents and pensioners (both 49 per cent)  Applicanions



Value of exceptional hardship
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by pensioners were outstnipped by applicanons from people with mental
health problenms who according to Table 5 5 secured the highest success
rate of all cvpes of appheant Pregnant women were alo relatvely
successful i getting exceptional hardship payiments although there were
few ofthese  Absent parents represented a small fraction of apphcants but

were successtul 1 over half then appheations

We know from the development stage of the project that the value of
excepronal hardship paviments vanes enormousiv depending on the
shorefall between a clammant’s rent and their Housing Benefit Some
clamants are awarded only moedest amounts, sometimes as a contnbution
to the shortfall rather than che full amount, while the circumstances of
other clamants Jusufy verv large payments  In the survey, we asked
Housmg Benefit managers the values of the lowest and highest weekly
pavimients made m their authorities  This allows us to establish the range
within which pavinents were made in 1997/98  We abo asked for an
estimate of the average weckly paviment  Table 5 6 presents the results

from the analysis of lowest and highest weekly payments

Table 5.6 Lowest weekly exceptional hardship payments made
by local authorities

Percentage of local authonties

Value of lowest weekly award

£15 73
£6 10 |7
£1120 6
Over £20 3
Base number of authorives 275

Value of highest weekly award

£1-25 36
£26 50 44
£51 100 17
Cver £100 4

Base number of authoriues 275

Most authornities made some low weckly payments as Table 5 6 shows
This findig ranses an interestang question Can payments ot a few pounds
be a plausible response to a clamant m apparently exceprional hardship?
In other words, what excepuional hardship could resule from a clanmant
having to find onlv one or two pounds from their other 1esources” Several
vahd responses can be made to such questions  First, durning the
development stage we were given examples of clanmants whose budgets,
on a verv low mcome wete so tight that having to find a shortfall of a
few pounds would have had serious consequences for the claimant’s abiliry

to pay tor example for food or essential services  Secondly, 1t must be
b




remembered that local authorines do ot have to meet the shortfall in
full but have the diverenen to make anv level of paviment up 1o the fufl
amount  The small amounts that are sometimes paid could therefore be
in relavon to cases where the Jocal authoney has deaided o make a
contribution to the shortfall  Several managers explained that when there
18 a large shortfall s often the case thar the claimant 15 able (and walling)
to meet some of the extra cost but that exceptioil hardship would
result if thev were forced to pay the full amount  [n such circumstances
an appropriate response is to make an exceprional hardship payment atan

amount that will prevent excepoional hardship but no more

Table 3 6 abso shows that over one 1 five authonues made same relatny el
ligh weekly paymients, m exeess of L5, and a simall number made
payme nts of over £100 per week However these are likely to be isolated
cases wich particularly unusual sets of circumstances since, as Table 57
shows abmost all authonties reported arerage weekly paymients of £330 or

lesy

Table 5.7 Average weekly exceptional hardship payments
made by local authorities

Yalue of average weekly award Percentage of local authonities
£1-10 33

£11°20 50

£21 30 i5

Over £30 ?

Base number of authorities 275

From the development stage of the project it was clear that the
overwhelmmg majority of apphications for exceprional hardshup paymentes
came at the starc of o claim, when a Jdatmane moved into a new property
tather thar as a result of a change i aircunstances once a Housig Beneti
awnd wasin pavment  Excoptional hardship pavinent cases then tended

to ol mto one of two tvpes

« Caves where the nature of the exceprnonal hardship was considered
temporary, which would be removed when the clammant round more
suntable accommodation

o Cases where the nature of the excepuonal hardslup was considered
petmaneut and winch could not be alleviated by a move o other

accomimodation

The first type of case typrcally included claimants who had had to move
tnto new accommaodation as a macter of some urgency tor example as a
result of a relanonship breakdown mvolving children or because of
domestrc violence In such cases, exceptional hardship paymients were
usually awarded for a penod of umie long envugh to enable the clamane

to find alternanve accommodation without adding to the pressure that
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thev nught aiready be under  The second type of case tpicallv included
clamuants who had some form of special needs which were ongomg rathes
than temporary and which required possibly large or high quality
acconunodation  Another example 1 the dammant who takes
accommoadapon m g parvcular (usuallv expensive) area for some faimhy
or domesttc reason, such as to provide care for 1 relative o1 to be near a

particular school

1 the first tvpe of case an exceptional hardslup paviment unght be awarded
for something lthe three to srv months  In the second type of case a
pavment nught be conunuous over several benefit penods [ etther case
the total value of an exceptional hardship pay ment to an mdividual clarmane
can be substantial  From the survev data, 1t was possible to calculate a
rough mdicator of the magnitude of the amounss pad to individual
clammants, using the total expenditure on exceptional hardship payments
and the number of successful claims  Table 5 8 presents the resulis of this

esrnaien

Table 5.8 Estimate of average value of exceptional hardship
payments to successful applicants

Estimated average value Number of local Percentage
exceptional hardship payments authorities

to indwvidual claimants

£1 250 78 28
£25 F-SQO 14 41
£501-750 43 16
£751-1000 18 7
over £1000 21 8
Base number of authorities 274

Tables 57 and 5 8 present a consistent picture of the majority of
exceptional hardship paviments being at the lower end of the range (up to
£:20) which it pad tor a peniod up 1o siv months would accrue to the
clammant a total amount up to £5M)  There ate also some authonties
where clatmants are recerving much larger 1mounts  In paracular Table
58 mcludes 21 authonties where dammants are recenving on avelage,

over £1000 from excepuional hardship payments

A< mentioned earher, the survey data can be used to produce a success
rate for excepronal hardship paymient apphcations of 43 per cent Hence
over halt of all apphcations end i fulure Like all Housing Benefn
decisions a retnsal to award an oxceptional hardshup payment can be
appealed by the cliimant  In the survey data on appeals were provided
by 228 local authonittes In these authorities, 3 272 appeals were lodged,
an appeal rate of around 26 per cent One authonty was an outher
reporting 750 appeals  1f we remove thrs authonny from the calculanion

we arnive at a revised appeal rate of 21 per cent Ofall 3 272 appeals, 822



were successful a success rate of 25 per cent « However removing the
outher authonty produces an aniended succesy rate of 30 per cent (a
figure comparable 10 the success rite of means-tested socual security

benefits)

Most authonties had dealt with verv few appeals  Sinry-two (27 per
cent) reported that they had not received any appeals, a further 96 (42
per cent) had received benween one and five - Only one m five authorities
had had more than ten appeals  Table 5 9 shows the distnbution of
appeals among local authornity types Except for Enghsh Distnct authonties,
the numbers of local authonities in each category were oo simall to calculate

percentages  The raw data are shown mstead

Table 5.9 Number of appeals, by local authority type

Number of appeals Base
{number of authorities)
Zero -5 610 11-20 2150 51+

Enghsh District and 52 77 20 8 9 4 170
Unitary authonties

English Mecropolitan 0 5 ? 5 5 g
authoriuies

London authorives 4 | i 2 4 12
Welsh auchorities 3 2 3 0 I i3
Scotush authorities 6 7 2 0 0 0 15
All authorities 62 96 26 14 16 4 228

Q7% (42%)  (11%) (6% (7% (6%)

Although the cell sizesin the table are generally small, there 1s an mdication
that the lirger authorities » e the London and Metropolitin authonues
recetved more appeals than the smaller aurhorities 1 England, Scotland
and Wales  There wis abo a small number of authornites where appealing
aganst refusals to awad exceptional hardship payments was 1 companson
with most other authonues, a relanvely common expenence, i the ordet

of at least one a week

Appeal rates becween mdividual local authonnies vaned widely  Table
5 10 shows the disinbunion of appeal rates for those authonties with 20

o1 more rejected applictions for an exceptional hardship paviment



Discusston

Table 5 10 Appeal rates within individual authorities with
more than 20 rejected applications ( base = 106 authorities)

Appeal rates Percentage of authorities
<10% 40

i1 20% 23

2t 0% 14

3i-50% I8

=50% 6

Base number of authormes 106

The table shows the wide range of appeal rates amony imdividual
authonties The data from the survey do not allow us to explote the
reasons for the varation but relevant contuibutony factors mighte mdlude
the personal monvation of ctimanis the amount of exceptional hardship
payment mvolved, che avatlabihey of alternative accommodation for
clamants and welfare nights semvices (therr number, avallabihiy and
effecuveness)  Nevertheles at s nteresting that of the 25 authorities
the higher two bands (1 ¢ over 30 per cent) three are London Boroughs

and siv are coastal authonuies (n England. Scotland and Wales)

Appeals against Housing Benefit decistons are decided 1 the first instance
by anwternal admunstranne review  Unsuccessful claimangs have a further
right of appeals to a Housing Benefit review Board compnsing elecred
lacal authoniey counaillors  In the authorrtes visited m the development
stage very few had held a single Review Board  This finding s 10 ime
with findings from previous rescarch (Samsbury and Eardlev, 1991) thar

few unsuccessful clanmants appeal bevond the mtermal review

Chapter 3 demowstiated the wide vartaton between authonties m the
number of apphications for excepuonal hardship payments i 1997/98
This picture of wade varation 1s repeated when we look at the number of
awards that are nuade and the success vates of apphicanes Why some
authonues should apparently have success rates w single figures while
others mde paviments to every clumant who apphed s puzzhng  What
15 clear, however s the which local authonty vou hive in appears to have
a strong buaring on the ikelihood of your apphication tor an exceptional
hardship pavment succeeding The companson of success rates with
authonnies approaches to dedision making, also suggests that how decisiom
are muade (1 e what torms of guidance are used) could have a bearing on

whether applications succeed or not

The suggesnon that the NSS guidance 1 tesimen ¢ and miposes tough
crieenta on appheanes was made by ~some of the Housng Beneht statt
mterviewed i the dovelopment stage of the projece The results from the
survev on this point are moonclusive Sucuess rates for dumuane were

highest w1 authonties relving on the DSS guidance and comparable



those m authonities which used therr own policy (531 and 50 pet cent
respectively) We can meerpret this finding i ditferent wavs It nav be
that local authonties own policies are equally as restncrve as the DSS
ruidance and therefore excluding some clammants iy the same wav It
may 1o be possible that the guidance 1s not as restrictive as suggested bv

the nuanagers mterviewed mn the development stage

From the survev data we caninfer that people whose circumstances are
related m sonie way to therr health (disabled people those with menal
health problems, or pregnant women) are the most successful rypes of
claumant  However the most numerous beneticianies of exceptional
hardship payments were lone parents  Pensioners appeared to fare badly
m the sense that applications were seenungly low compared with the

large number of pensioners i the populanon

Wide vananions between local authonties were also apparent in the range
of exceptional hardship payments made and the average amounts paid to
ndivadual claimants It some authoenaes apparendy large sweekly pavieents

and large aggregaie amounts were the norm rather than the excepuon

Relatnely few unsuccesstul appheants pursved their ases to appedl (o1
mnternal review m the first mstance)  The <ucuess rate of abour one

tour 15 11 hine with suceess rates for other means-tested benefits



Introduction

Views about administration

ADMINISTERING THE SCHEME

[mplementanion of the excepruonal hardship payment scheme has been
undertaken in vanous ways n different authonues  Arrangements for
publicising, decidig applicatrons, dealing with appeals, recording and
momrtoring have all been required  From the development stage of the
project, 1t was apparent that most authonues used their computer svstems

to some degree to heep records and manage expenditure

In the survey Housing Benefit managers were asked the extent to which
adnunistration of the scheme was easy or caused difficulies Table 6 1

presents the responses by local authonty tvpe

Table 6.1 Experience of administering the exceptional
hardship payment scheme, by local authority type

Type of authority Experience of administration Base

by local authorities

Very Mainly Some Serious
easy easy difficulties  problem
No (%) No (%) No (%) No (%)

Enghsh District and 15 (7) 95 (47) 92 (44) 4 (2) 210
Unitary authorities
English Metropolitan O (0} 8 130) 18 {67 ) 27
authorities
London autharues () Ty 8 (47) I (8) 17
Welsh authorities 7 6 (43) 6 (43) ' (7) 14
Seotush authorities 3 {14} 8 (a1 8 (1) I (5) 22
All authorites /] (44) {46) (3) 290

The table shows that just under a haif of the authonues it che survey have
expenenced some ditficulties in the admnistranion of excepuional hardship
payments and that a small percentage (eight authonties) 1eported that
they bad had ‘senous problems” In the survey, Housing Benefit managen
were nvited to explain the nature of the difficulues that they had
encountered  The most conunon among the 142 respondents were as

tollows

+ lack of gindance on whar constrtutes ‘o neeptional hardship’ (menuoned
by 51 local authonties),

= computer probiems, mcluding setting up systems and wath software
(43)

¢ ensurmg staft were sufficientdy tramed and equipped (22),

s length of ume needed to mnvesugate pphcanons (209,

» keeping track of cases and expenditure (18),



Discussion

» amount of work mvolved gathering mformanen (17)
« anformung clammants of new provisions (15)
+ concerns about exceeding the budget (B),

» using manual systems (5)

When we looked at the responses fiom the eyght local authonues which
reported serious problems we found no consistent pattern in the types of’
difficulties described  [nterestngly only one of the erght mennoned that

they had had computer problems

Table 62 compares local authonities” expertences of adimmistering

excepuonal hardship paymenes with the rate of applicanions they received

Table 6.2- Experience of administration, by rate of

applications
Number of apphcations Experience of administration Base
per month {% of autharities)

Very Marnly Some Serious

easy easy difficuities  problem
<] i4 63 23 0 &4
>1.5 4 44 50 pi 13
>5-10 H 37 48 4 27
>0 b 28 37 9 54
All authonties 7 45 45 3 258

The inference that can be drawn fronn this table 1s thar the local authonues
with the higher rates of applicanions tended to report more problems
with unplementation than those with lower apphcavon rates This suggests
that icis possibly the process of routmely having to deal with often difficult
decisions that local authonues have evpenenced as problemanc rather
than say, the rask of introducing appropriate computer systems The
types of problem cied by local authonues (listed above) tend to add
support to this mterpretation suce most are concerned with decision
making processes  The 43 authonues who reported cormputer problems
represent only 15 per cent of the 290 authonties which have implemented

the scheme (1n the sense of having any applicanions to deal with)

The guestion in the survey mterview did not ask specifically about setting
up the scheme but referred more wadely o local authorinies’ expenences
of adimimstering exceptional hardship payments  As mentioned above
many of the problems descnbed were about day-to-day admunstrative
1ssues {such as resource management, traming, and monitonng) that are
essentially within the power of local authonties themselves to alleviate
rather than bemng issues of policy The data from the survey suggest that
few authonnes expenenced senous difficulnes 1n setung up the excepuonal
hardship payment schemme  The lack of problems may m part be the

result of the generally low take-up of payments i the first year and simce




One of the enduning problems (mentoned by over 50 Housing Benefit
managers) concerns the nterpretaton of what constitutes ‘exceptional
hardship”  This difficulev was also mentioned 1 some of the local
authontes mn the development stage of the project Some authorines
would clearly welcome more detaled advice and gusdance  Equally others
are conyfortable with the broad framework of exceprional hardship
payments which allows them the flexaibility 1o devise local pohicies which

fit with the general policy direction of benetfits i their authority



The research questons

EXCEPTIONAL HARDSHIP PAYMENTS - SUMMARY AND
DISCUSSION

One of the mam objectives of this research nto local authonties
discrertonary powers was to mvesugate how the excepuonal hardship
payments scheme 1s operated by authonues and, in particular why
expenditure has been lower than expected while at the same ume varying

so sigmficantly between them

The research was designed to explore a number of spectfic questions
which were set out in Chapter 1 In this concluding chapter, we draw
on the findings of the study to addiess each of these  Finallv we offer

some turther comments on possible policy development m this area

Wiy do local authonnies spend very different amonnts on exceptional hardship

paymenis?
Hour many appleations aie made, and how many are suiceessful?

MDat are the paticmis of applcattons and awards for cveptional hardsing paynients

beaveen local andlronies?

These questions are hinhed but there s clearly no simple answer 1o any of
them In some ways it would be surprising if local authones, given the
diversity of their geographv demography  polincal control and other
factors, displaved consistency in the way thev adnunistered exceptional
hardship payments  The current rescarch can contribute to an
understanding of whv expenditure patterns are so different between
authorities but there 1s a 1ange of other factors which affect spendmyg
which the research could not address A provistonal hist of the prinuipal
factors would mclude the following some of which ase independent and

soime of which are related

1 Demand

Expenditure on exceptional hardship payments s, m the tirst instance,
demand-led No apphcations would mean no expenditure regardless of
any other factors Demand will be influenced by factors which contribute
to levels of rake-up, and non take-up of benefits such as kitow ledge,
value, perceved need, hassle and the monetary and social costs to the
clanmane  Claimants’ knowledge about exceprional hardship paymeints
will i tum be mfluenced partdy by the amount of informanon provided
bv the local authonity 1n 15 letters and other publicity material The level
and effecoveness of local advice and advocacy agencies will akso affect
demand The responses of landlords to tenants whose Housmg Benefur

falls short of the asking rent will also be relevant



e -

2 Need

Excepuonal hardship payments are pavable only to people whose Housing
Benetit does not meer their actual rent The number and size of the
shortfalls depend on the implementaton of local reference rents and single

room rents by the Rent Otheer

3 Local authority policy

The excepurional hardship payment schente s diserenionary T ocal
authornties have the DSS guidelines but are also able to devise thetr own
policies for how the funds are spent  For example there may be a policy
on whether shortfalls are met m full or whether a contnibution only 1s
made mstead  The length of time for which payments are made may also

be a matter ot pohcy

4 Housing Benefit management

Housing Benefit managers will have responsibility for conerolling
expenditure on excepnonal hardship pavients They are likely to monitor
or control the budget How they respond to this responubihty will
mfluence tront-line decision making For example, they may it

expenditure early in the year for fear of overspending later

5 Front line decision making

Decisions are made by a range of ditferent grades of staff  How they
interpret gudelines, local policv etc and the extent to which thev are

allowed to use their own discretion will influence outcornes

It can be seen from this hist there 15 no simple relationship between, for
example, the size of a local authority s Housing Benefit caseload or the
amounts patd out to tenants i private sector accommodation, and the
amounts paid by a local authoney 1n excepaonal hardship payments

Nevertheless, despite the complexity of the picture presented above, the
research can otfer some suggestions as to why the vanations m excepuonal
hardship payment expenditure are so wide Expenditure 15 principally
dictated by the number of awards made and the amounts of those awards

Local authorities have been shown to differ widely m the number of
awards they make (from zero to many hundreds) and n the amounts they
pay (some appatently making modest payments and others occasionally

making very large awards)

The number of awards s linked 1 part to the number of apphcations
made by Housing Benetit clanmants, and again local authonues vaned
widely 1h the number they received  The question is therefore raised of
why apphcation rates vary so much (as discussed m Chapter 3) The
research suggests two contnibutory reasons  Fint, local authorities publicise

the availabibty of excepuonal hardship payments in different ways  Some

o




take the simple but munimal, approach of infornung claimants 1n letters
notifying clarmants of the outcome of their claim Others use different
methods 1n addition such as providing mmformation to local advice
agencies, which the research indicates 15 associated with ligher levels of

apphcations

The number of awards 15 also linked to the wav authonties decide claums
Analvsis of the success rates of applicants shows once agam that local
authorities differ widely i the rano of applicauons thev allow to those
they reject It s posuble that vomie authonties attract mostly clarms which
are likely to be successful  This scenarto nught arise for example, 1f the
publicity for exceptional hardshtp payments effecnvely discouraged cases
with httle chance of success It 1s possibly mare likely that differental
success rates are the result of authonties taking a ‘harder’ or a softer’

approach m decrding whar cases fit the ¢ntenia tor exceptional hardship

Why 1s expenditure lower than expected®

What 1s perhaps more surpnising than the vanaton between authonties
in the awards they make and therefore thenr expenditure, 15 the apparently
verv low level of applications compared with the potential number of
apphcations (as indicated by the analysis of the Rent Officer statistics
supphed by DSS) It may be the case that, as Chapter 3 suggested, tenants
are able to find the shorttall in their rent from elsewhere, or are negotiating,
lower renes with their landlords [t may also be the case that people are
suffering hardship but that there are barrters to applying for an exceprional
hardship payment  This research, however, was not atmed at
understanding non-take-up of exceprional hardship payments
Nevertheless, our analysis of some of the application torms and pubhcity
materials collected 1 the course of the project, suggests strongly that
they have the posability, or even the probability of putuing oft a large
proportion of claimants from applymg  Many wete long and required an
immense amount of detal which could be difficult to provide  Detailed
information abour household expenditure 1n parucular could well
discourage a lot of daimants  Ar this stage, this must reman an hvporthess,
although other research on take-up of benefits (such as Corden, 1995
van Qorschot 1995) would indicate that 1 s a strong hypothesis

The research has indicated that, when official returns are made later in
the year, expenditure on excepronal hardship payments for 1997/94
will be found to have mcreased substanunally over the previous vear
Expenditure 1s on the merease although the budget tor exceptional hardship

payments 1s sull considerably under-spent

How much 1s the average exceptional hardship payment?

Chapter 5 has shown the wide varianon 1n the amounts of monev paid
by authonties in exceptional hardship payments  Amounts that are small,



aud for relatively short pertods may be jusufied on the cuterta used by an
authoriry, as much as payments that are large and likely to conninue for a
long tme Mot exceptional hardship pavments, however, 1ppuar to be

at the lower end of the spectrum up 1o £20 per week

The analysis of estimated amounts of money acaumg to individual
aimants over the durinon ot an excepuonal hardship payment showed
that 10 some authorines darmants were recervuty average amownts that
were substantial, 11 excess of L5300 a quurter of authonuies and more

than 1000 1 over 20 authornties

What are local authorities’ views about their allocations for

exceptional hardship payments from central government?

Chapter 2 showed that while some of the lower spending authonties

considered their budgets too high, the majonty thought then about right
This could be mrterpreted as a somewhat meonsistent ser of responses
considenng the evidence that most authonties spend only 1 small fraction
of theit budgets The most common explananon tor the dommant view
was that an urcrease in applications was expected  This view v not
unrealistic siice expenence tells most Housing Benefic managers that
demand for addittonil payments, from whatever source mexorably
incre wes as awareness of their avatlabiliey spreads The evidence of the
mereased spend in the second year of the scheme further supports their

Vigw

Apart from increased demand  there s another reason why expenditure 1
likely to merease each vear  This was suggested by the hnding from
Chapter 5 that exceprional hadship payments tend to be awarded either
As LEMPOTary Nicasures Or 38 Ongolng pavientss o clamants whose
excepronal hardship v evpected to conunue indefinitely It v posaible
to toresee, theretore, a scenino for future trends i exceptional hardship
payment oxpenditure that resembles the pattern of growth for the old
[nvaldity Bonehir (14 before 1ty rephicement by Incapacity Benefit a
policy change mtended to stem the rise m the number of awards)  For
Invalidity Benefit, the steeply nising cost of anards was exploned principally
by the growmg number of Jong renn recipients rather than by an increase
m the caseload  Simtlarly, one can fotesce a flow on and oft exceprional
hardshup payments of clumants whose circumstances giving tse to
exceptional hardship ate temporary but ac the same e an mevorable
rse m the numbers of ‘permanent’ reapients whose circumstuices are

unfikely to change

The long rerm prcture in soch g scenarto s a growing demand for
excepuional hardship paymentes i eiwch authonty yvear on year untl a

pomt when expenditure approaches and reaches the pernutted totnl




Do particular types of claimants tend to be more or less
successful in applying for an exceptional hardship payment
than others?

It was difficult for some authonties to provide informanon about the
charactenstics of claimants who were either successful or unsuccesstul in
their application for a payment However from the data we have some
interesting findings emerged [t appears that some types of claumant had
high success rates compared with others  Disabled people, prople with
mental health problems and pregnant wome n appeared to have the greatest
chance of success The numbers of applicanons from people under 25
was comparable to the number of applications from disabled people but

they were not as successtul

Lone parents were no maore successtul than pensioners bur applied tn far
greater numbers and so emerged as the largese group of beneficiaries
The low level of apphicatons from pensioners was striking but perhaps
not surprising given their low takc-up of benefits in general However,
this finding does indicate that greater targetng of publicity o1 a more
pro-active approach by authotities s needed to overcome the apparent

reluctance of pensioners to applv

How do claimants become aware of the availability of
exceptional hardship payments?

Chapter 3 descnibed the vanous wavs in w hich Housing Benefit claimants
are informed about the avalability of exceptional hardshap payments
Three-quarters of the authonnies i the sample mcluded informacion wn
the decision letters notfving claimants of the outcome of their benefit
claim - Over two-thirds dissenunated mformation through local advice

agencies  Leatlets were another common means of publicity

Other means of pubhaty, which nught be usetully emploved in other
authonues included, meetings with claimants, welfare groups or landlords,
posters, newsletters the local pres, or direct mailshots  Most authonoes
publicised exceptional hardship pavments in more than one way, but ten
authorities in the sample reported that thev did not pubhense their
avmlabihry atall  As mennoned earhier, the survev evidence suggests that
the number of different ways in which exceptional hardship payments
were publicised mfluenced the number of applications from clarmants
We were not able to assess the quality, stvle or content of the publicity,
but it 1s hikely that the way and the detail in which the scheme 1s desenbed

will serve either to encourage or discourage appiications



How do local authorities make decisions on applications for an

exceptional hardship payment?
What criteria do they use?

Does a pre-tenancy determination affect the decision whether

to make a payment?

Chapter 4 desenibed how most authonties use erther the DSS gundance
thetr own poluiy or set of critena, or both te help them decide applications
for exceptional hardship paviments The extent to which the DSS puidinee
was useful varted between authonties  Some Housing Benelit manigers
reported that they expenenced problenn with the scheme because of a
fack of gmdance on whar consttutes ‘exceprional hardstup’™  Other
authonties were apparently content to rely solelv on the IDSS crrcular for

gurdance

Pre-tenancy determnations were dlearly a consideration for most
authontes tn deciding applicavons  There was a general feeling that a
clamant who had tken on a rented proporey in the knowledge thar thev
were unlikelv to get Housing Benefir to the full amount of the rent
would have to present a stronger case than other clamanes to establish
excepuonal hardsinp” Some anthorties were alvo suspicious of clasmants
who did not ash for a pre-tenancy deternunanion before taking a tenancy
They considered that since these had been available for atound two years
claimants should know about them and request one n all cases 1t a pre-
tenancy deternunation was not tequested by a claimant there was a
suspicion that this was dehiberate m order to be abie to claun later that

they were unaware that the rent would noc be met i full

Many authorities emphasised thar, while they were certainly rclevane,
¥ b ¥
pre-tenancy detemunations were not the only or main factor when they

considered applicauons

How easy or difficult has it been to implement the exceptional

hardship payment scheme?
What 1s the nature of any problems experienced?

Before the mtroduction of the exceptional hardship payment scheme in
1996, local authorities were already empowered to make addinonal
payments of Housing Benetit to claimants i exceptional circumstances
One ot the main differences with the new scheme v that 1t s partly
funded by central government and has spending cetlimgs attached  Local
authonties are therefore required to introduce systems for managing and
controlling the tlow of expenditure  Another difference 1s thar awards
under the new arrangements must be dectded on a test of exeeprional

frarddup 1ather than the existence of exceptional (ircumstanices




Comments on policy

development

The evidence from the survey suggest that most authonues have managed
the muroduction of the excepuonal hardship payment scheme without
myjor difficulties  Dithiculties with computer systems were expertenced
in 43 auchorities, but only one authonry (in nearly 300) associated therr
sertous” prablems with adnumstermg excepnional hardship payments wath
therr computer svstenms

Most ot the ditficulties with exceptional hardship payments were related
either to the intnnsic nature of the scheme (1 e problems 1n meerprenng
what ‘exceptional hardship” means), or to day-to-dav admumstration (such

as the ume and eflort required to mvestigate apphcations)

Vanations between local authoniues in the ways thev adnunmister aspects
of Housing Benefit policy are the norm rather than the exception Ir s
not surpnising, therefore, to find wide vanattons n auchontes’
admumistratton of the excepuonal hardship payment scheme  Whether
the vanations 1 pracuice and outcomes are acceptable or not will depend
m pait on whether one views the nght of local authornues to adnunister
discretionary powers m then own way as more or less important than the
right of Housing Benetit claimants to be tieited with a degree of equity
regardless of wherever they happen to ive  On the basis of this tesearch,
it s fair o mfer that applicans and importanty potential apphcants, n
difterent local authonty areas are not tieated equutably  Local vananons
m rent levels the number and amounes of rent restncniens and the
demographic consutution of the clamant populatton wall all contmbute
to differences 1 apphcation tates, success 1ates and value of exceprional
hardship payments  Haowever it 15 meconcewvible that such vanations
could explain whv same authorues have zero apphcanon 1ates ind zero
success rates while other authonties attract hundreds of apphcations and

some have 1(0) per cent sucoess rates

Clearlv there 1s a need for some fonmn of arrangentents chae allow claimants
m exceptional cucamstances or hable o exceprional hardship to obtain
help wath their rene above the normtl entudement  However, there 1s
some though not conclusne evidence from the study that the low level
of appiicanons and awards suggest that the guidance set out in Circular
A7/96 could be drawn too ughtlv such thac local authonues making
decisions based on them, which they may have amended or added to
themselves, are excluding claimanes who are suffering a degree of
considerable hardship but not to the extent suggested wy the guidance
The policy of exceptional hardship paviments may, therefore not be
helping some of the people 1t was mtended for One policy response
could be to 1ssue further guidance that effecuvely broadens the number
and type of circumstances m which claimants could be helped by the
exceptional hardship payment scheme

The varations discovered in the documents supphed by local authorices

in the course of the research suggest that there 15 a case for a ‘good



practice gutde that contains examples of high quality publicitv materials
appropnate wording to be used in decision letters, applicavon torms and

mrernal documents used m decimon making

The policy option of reducing the budsret for exceptional hardshi
¥ L4 P
payments 1s always avalable The research suggests that the demands on
the budger are mcreasing and hikely to contimue mereasmg Housing
Benetir nnagers are awatie of this also - Anv proposed reduction 1 budgets
Y prop g

are therefore likelv to generate opposition from a large number of

wthorictes
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APPENDIX | QUESTIONNAIRE FOR TELEPHONE SURVEY

Questions 1-13- Quantitative and financial data
1 How many claimants wete awarded ENTER NUMBER
exceptional hardship payments which began
between 1 Apnl 1997 and 31 March 1998, | [IF ZERO, GO TO Q 8 |
that 15 excluding those that were already 10
pavment before 1 April 1997°
2 How many of these cases were [READ OUT AND ENTER NUMBER]
lone parents
disabled people
renred people
‘ single under 255
| preghant wonten
; people with mental health problems
absenr parents
3 How many exceprional hardship paynmientsare {| ENTER NUMBER
currently 1n payment?
-4 How much moeney was paid out in ENTER AMOUNT /[
exceptional hardship payments in the peniod
1 Apnl 1997 to 31 March 1998>
5 Of the paviments made 1n 1997-98 wharwas | ENTER AMOUNT [/ per week
the lowest weekly amount®
6 And what was the highest weekly amount? ENTER AMOUNT /£ per week
7 And what was the average weekly amount® | ENTER AMOUNT £ __peroweek
8 How many applianions for exceptional ENTER NUMBER
hardship payments were turned down i the
period 1 Apnl 1997 to 31 March 1998*
9 How many of these cases were [READ OUT AND ENTER NUMBER]
[one parents
disabled people
retired people
stngle under 23s
pregnant women
people with mental health problems
absent parents
!




10 [ In 1997-98 how many Housing Benefit ENTER NUMBER
awards were restricted on the basis ot a local
reference rent or a single room renr?
111 And what proportuion made contact with the | [READ QUT CODE ONE RESPONSE ONLY]
authority after getting nocfication of therr the large majonty of cases
Housmg Benefit award? more than half
about half
fewer than half
only a smali minonty of cases
none at all
(DK)
12 Do vou think that your ‘pernutted total’ (cthat [READ OUT, CODE ONE RESPONSE ONLY]
15, the total amount of money you are allowed Too much
to spend on making excepuonal hardship Too e
payments) b About right
(DK -GOTOQ 14
13 Why do you say that®

[PROBE AND WRITE IN]

Questions 14-23- The operation of the exceptional hardship payment scheme

14

Is the avallability of exceptional hardship

paymenits referred 1o 1n

[READ OUT AND ENTER RESPONSE]

decision letters sent to clatmants? Y N DK
Housing Benetfir leaflets® Y N DK
Sepatate form/tear of shp Y N DK

Informanion supplied to
advice agencies? Y N DK

Other answer [WRITE [N]

(Routing instruction: IF Q 1 = ZERO AND Q 8 = ZERO, GO TO Q.19)




15 | We are mrerested in the types of reasons [READ OUT AND ENTER RESPONSE]
claimants put torward 1n thetr apphcations tor | (KEY Y/C = yes a common reason
excepuonal hardship payments | awnll read Y /N = yes, but not a common reason
out a number of examples which have been | N = no examples of this reason m this authonty)
gnentous Canyousaym each case whether. | Claimant has a medical condition
in your authority, you have received or 1llness Y/CY/N N DK
apphications citing these reasons  And could | Claimant has a disabiliry Y/C Y/N N DK
you say whether thev are common or not? Clannmant can't afford rent Y/C Y/N N DK
Claimant is pregnant Y/C Y/N N DK
Claimant has language
difficulties Y/CY/N N DK
Claimant can’t atford
to pay for food Y/CY/NN DK
Claimant can’t afford to
pay other bulls Y/CY/N N DK
Clainuant s under 25 Y/CY/N N DK
Claimant needs room for
children who stav occasionally Y/C Y/N N DK
Any other common reasons?
[WRITE IN}
(Routing instruction: IF Q.8 = ZERO, GO TO Q.18)
16 You said that, in 1997-98 there were [PROBE FOR WHETHER ANSWER ISEXACT
[RETRIEVE ANSWER TO Q 8§ OR ESTIMATE]}
unsuccesstul applications for an excepnonal ENTER EXACT NUMBER
hardship payment How many of these OR
appealed? ENTER ESTIMATE
(DK)
17 1 And how many of these were successful? [PROBE FOR. WHETHER ANSWER IS EXACT!
OR ESTIMATE]
ENTER EXACT NUMBER
OR
ENTER ESTIMATE
(DK)
18 | We are mrerested in how you are making

decisions on excepuonal hardship pavinent
Which of the following

statements describes the situation n your

apphcations

authontv® You can answer yes ta more than

one

[READ OUT AND ENTER. RESPONSE]

We have our own written policy about
what constitutes excepuonal hardship Y N DK

We have developed a check hist of

crteria that we use 1 deading cases Y N DK
We mamly use the DSS gudance Y N DK
circular

We decide each case on its

parttcular inents Y N DK

[NOW GO TO Q 20]




19 |  We are mnterested m how vou will make [READ OUT AND ENTER RESPONSE]
decisions on exceptional hardship payment We have our own written policy about
applicauions i the future. Which of the what consuitutes exceptional hardship Y N DK
following statements descnibes the sicuation We have developed a check lst of critena
m your authority? You can answer yes to that we will use in deciding cases Y N DK
more than one We will mamly use the DSS

guidance carcular Y N DK
We have not yet developed a policy on

dealing with apphcauons for exceprional
hardship payments but plan o Y N DK
We decide each case on 1ts

particular mernts Y N DK
[INOW GO TO Q 21]

20 1 Isa Pre-Tenancy Determination a relevant Yes
consideration m deciding an excepuonal No
hardship payment apphication?® DK

INOW GO TO Q 22]

21 Will a Pre-Tenancy Detemunacion be a Yes
relevant consideranon m the future in deaiding | No
an exceptional hardship paymentapphicanon? | DK

22 Thinking about what you have done in your [READ OQUT, CODE ONE RESPONSE ONLY]|
authonty to enable you to put the excepional | /., easy [END INTERVIEW]
hardship payment scheme into operation - Maraly easy [END INTERVIEW]
such as changes to adnunistrative or computer | ¢ difficulues IGO TO Q 23]
systems tramming ete - how easy or difficult Serious problems [GO TO Q 23]
has 1t been to admunister the scheme since
January 19967

23 1 Can you explam what the main problems or | [WRITE IN]

difficuleies have been?
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INTRODUCTORY LETTERS TO LOCAL AUTHORITIES FROM DSS
AND SPRU



DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SECURITY
The Adelphi, 1-11 John Adam Street, London WC2N 6HT
Telephone 0171-962 8000
Gin 391

I April 1998

Dear Housimg Benefit Manager
Researchnto Local Authonnes’ Use of Key Housing Benefit and Counctl Tax Benefit Descrenionary Powers

I am wnung to ash for your help with a survey which the Department of Social Secunty has commissioned on the
use of discretionary powers 1n the adimnistration of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit clams

The aim of the research 15 to gather informauion on the use of certain discretionary powers the exceptional hardship
payment scheme and the power to withhold benefit where there are doubts about the propnety of the landlord or
suspend benefil because of doubts about the eligibility of the claimant  Local Authority Associations have been
informed of this research

We have commussioned the Social Policy Research Unit (SPRU) at the Uneversity of York and Public Atutude
Surveys Lid (PAS) to undertake the research on our behalf The study will be based on telephone mierviews with
all local authonties Development work has already been carrted out 1n a small number of local authonties

We would very much like you to parucipate m this survey This will involve a 20 minute telephone 1nterview with
the person 1n your local authonty who would be best able to answer questions on exceptional hardshup payments
and the new discreuonary powers In order to carry out the research within our tmetable we need to conduct the
interviews after the Easter holiday The accompanying letter from the Social Policy Research Unit explains more
about how the research will be carmed out

Although your participation in this survey 15 voluntary, 1t 15 very important that as many local authonties are
ivolved as possible | can assure you that all informaton provided dunng the research will be treated m strict
confidence by the research team. The results of this study will be presented 1n such a way that no dividual or local
authonty can be idennfied in the report which s provided to the Department Each participating authonty will
receive feedback on the findings of the study once it has been completed

They wall contact you in the next few days 1o discuss the research wath you  1f you would Like to know more about
the study, or 1f you have any quenes, please do not hesitate to get in touch with Rachel Trott (0171 962 8555) here
in the Department or the lead researcher from SPRU, Dr Roy Sainsbury (01904 433608)

Fhank you 1n advance for your help with this research

Yours sincerely

Kod Mo

Bernard Miuttan
Housing Benefit Policy



1 April 1998

Dear Housing Benefit Manager

Rescarch into Local Authorities” Use of Key Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit Discretionary
Powers

Thank you tor agreeing to take part in this project The accompanying letter and fact sheet trom the 1DSS
explain the scope of the study and the roles played by the research team at SPRU and the survey agency PAS
l.id I sure that vou will find the findings from the research interesting and useful

[ have enclosed a *questionnanre. outhne’ which explains the questions we would like to ash you during the
interview  The work of developing the questionnarre has been assisted by the staff of 18 authonities in Great
Britain who were visited by members of the Yorh research team in February and March of this year

Some of the questions require staustical data relating (o your discretionary powers and you may have to
prepare these 1n advance of the actual interview  The outhine 15 intended as a guide  The exact wording ot
the questions may change following pilot testing of the questionnarre this week

The diseretionary powers that are the subject of the project fall 1nto two distmet types  The first concem your
powers established imually mn January 1996 to grant exceptional hardship payments to clatmants whose
Housing Benefit awards have been restnicied on the basis of a local reference rent or single room rent
(Circular HB/CTB A7/96 contains the details) We ask about these 1n Sectton A of the questionnaire

The second set of powers denve from the Social Security Admimistration (Fraud) Act 1997 and are intended
to increase the capability of local authonnes to combat Housing Benefit fraud These are set out 1n Circular
HB/CTB A48/97 We are aware that these powers only came to force mm November 1997 but the
Department 1s very interested 1n authontes” early expenences (or plans for the future) We ask about the new
powers which relate to landlords i Section B of the quesuonnaire, and those relaung o claumanis 1 Section
C

The next step in the research study 1s that PAS will contact you direct to book a convenient ume after the
Easter holiday for the mterview to take place 1 you have any queries regarding the research | will be happy

to answer themn as best [ can

Yours sinccrely

Dr Roy Sainsbury
Research Tean Leader
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Telephone 0171 962 8557
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