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Social Security Agency

Equality Impact Assessment – Benefit Take-Up Strategy
Executive Summary

The Policy

1.0     The Northern Ireland Social Security Agency is an executive Agency within the Department for Social Development, and is committed to a policy of promoting the further take-up of social security benefits across our three main customer groups, namely Working Age, Pensioners and Disability & Carers.  
1.1
The aims of the policy are:

· To ensure those people that are eligible receive the financial assistance and service to which they are entitled;  and 

· To encourage personal responsibility in terms of applying for benefit.

1.2
The policy is set out in the Benefit Take-Up Strategy 2004- 2005 at Annex 1.   
How the policy is delivered

2.0     The Agency provides benefits to its main customer groups through three        

         Services:  
· Working Age Service; 

· Pensions Service; and

· Disability & Carers Service.

Benefit Take-Up encouraged through our face to face services in our offices and by home visits, through the telephone, by post, by publicity campaigns including publications and out reach events and through the internet.  Customer satisfaction with these services is measured through customer surveys.  Improvements are identified through more detailed consultation with customers and their representatives.

Consideration of Available Data and Research

3.0
This Equality Impact Assessment was completed using qualitative and quantitative information and is based on the framework contained in the Guide to the Statutory Duties, Annex 1; issued by the Equality Commission.  Details are set out in Section 4 of the main report.

Promotion of Equality of Opportunity

4.0
Providing a customer centred, value for money service through all aspects of our business is key to obtaining a high level of customer satisfaction.

We have taken a number of steps to ensure that we consult with our customers and working along with other service providers and the voluntary and community sectors, have taken action on identified concerns to mitigate any potential adverse impact or barriers to benefit take-up which may arise.
Consultation
5.0
This Equality Impact Assessment has been sent for comment to all organisations shown in Annex 3.  The Consultation Paper was also placed in the consultation sections of the Department’s and Agency’s websites.  The consultation period lasted for 8 weeks.  Thirteen responses were received and the comments made have been used to finalise the strategy.  
A summary of the responses received and the Agency’s response is at Annex 6.  
Monitoring Arrangements

6.0    Whilst continuing to generally monitor customer satisfaction levels with
our service across Northern Ireland using the independent Omnibus Survey, in addition, we will continue to gather qualitative and quantitative data from sources such as the Family Resource Survey, Benefit Take-Up Road Shows, Customer Research Programme, Focus Groups and meetings with the Advice Sector.  This data in turn will be used to inform and develop the Benefit Take-Up Strategy.
Decision of Public Authority

7.0 The Department has decided to implement the Benefit Take-Up Strategy      
           at Annex 1.
Publication of Impact Assessment

8.0 
A copy of the Equality Impact Assessment can be made available in a variety of formats, including audiotape and in Braille, large print, and in minority ethnic languages on request.  To obtain a copy in any of these formats please contact: 
Jimmy Harris at 028 9082 9154 or through the following e- mail address: jimmy.harris@dsdni.gov.uk or by writing to:
Jimmy Harris

Quality & Change Support Unit, Social Security Agency

First Floor, Lighthouse Building

1 Cromac Place

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road, Belfast 
BT7 2JB

The Equality Impact Assessment can be found on the Departments Internet site at: www.dsdni.gov.uk and the Social Security Internet site at: www.ssani.gov.uk.

Contact can also be made through the following Text-phone numbers:  028 9082 9446.
1.0
INTRODUCTION
1.1 
This document has been produced in accordance with guidance issued by the Royal National Institute for the Blind and can be made available in print form, alternative formats and minority languages for those who are not fluent in English upon request.  Details of how to obtain these are included in Section 4.  
1.2
The Northern Ireland Social Security Agency is an executive Agency within the Department for Social Development.  Our aim is to provide a fair system of financial help to those in need, encouraging personal responsibility and improving incentives to work and save.  Within this aim, our vision is that “We will deliver high quality customer focused employment and welfare services in Northern Ireland.” Our values supporting this vision are to:
· Put customers first;

· Treat staff fairly; and 

· Be innovative and deliver value for money.

1.3
Our vision is being delivered through a major reform and modernisation programme reflecting both Government policy and customers’ expectations.  Central to this is the Government’s commitment to tackle poverty and unemployment, increase social and financial inclusion and develop and provide services focused on customer needs.  
1.4
We are responsible for secure, timely and accurate assessing and paying of benefits to three main customer groups through our:
Working Age Service – our aim is to enhance the services we provide to working age customers, promoting work as the best form of welfare and working in partnership with other government departments and agencies to help customers move closer to the labour market and compete effectively for work.

Pensions Service – our aim is to focus on combating poverty and promoting security and independence in retirement for today and tomorrow’s pensioners.

Disability and Carers Service – our aim is to provide financial support and advice and guidance to people with disabilities and their carers.

2.0 
EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT BACKGROUND
2.1     
Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires the Department for Social Development when carrying out its functions to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity between the nine Section 75 categories set out below:

· Persons of different religious belief; political opinion; racial group; age; marital status or sexual orientation;

· Men and women generally;

· Persons with a disability and persons without; 

· Persons with dependants and persons without; and

without prejudice to its obligations above, in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland, have regard to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.

2.2     
Section 9 of the Act in particular requires the Department to set out how it proposed to fulfil the duties imposed by Section 75.  The Department did this through its Equality Scheme, which following public consultation was published in June 2001.  A copy of the scheme, which has been approved by the Equality Commission, is available on the Department’s website at www.dsdni.gov.uk or by contacting Corporate Policy and Planning Branch, Fourth Floor, Lighthouse Building, 1Cromac Place, Gasworks Business Park, Ormeau Road, Belfast BT7 2JB.  
2.3     
The Department identified 4 main policies involved in the administration of social security benefits:
· Provision of relevant, accurate and timely information and advice about Social Security Benefits;

· Child Support Agency’s NI Field Operations;

· Customer Service (Access to Social Security Benefits) Policy; and

· Take-up of Social Security Benefits.  
2.4     
Following a screening exercise to assess whether any of the policies impacted on the promotion of equality of opportunity or the good relations duty, three of the policies delivered by the Social Security Agency were considered to have potential implications for equality of opportunity in relation to a number of the nine categories.  As a result, the Department committed to carrying out a full Equality Impact Assessments on the policies.  In March 2003 an Equality Impact Assessment on “Information Advice and Assistance” was published and in November 2004, a separate Equality Impact assessment on Customer Services (Access to Social Security Benefits) Policy has been published.
3.0    
CONSULTATION

3.1     
This Equality Impact Assessment was sent for comment to all organisations shown in Annex 3.  The consultation period lasted for 8 weeks.  This list is not exhaustive and others were offered the opportunity to request a copy of the Equality Impact Assessment from the named contact shown in Section 9.  During the consultation period, arrangements could have been made for face to face meetings with representative groups.  Eight additional copies were requested but no meetings were sought to discuss the draft Equality Impact Assessment.  The Consultation Paper was also placed in the consultation sections of the Department’s and Agency’s websites.  
Thirteen responses were received and the comments made have been used to finalise the strategy.  A summary of the responses received and the Agency’s response is at Annex 6.  

4.0     PUBLICATION OF EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT

4.1     A copy of the Equality Impact Assessment can be made available in a variety of formats, including audiotape and in Braille, large print, and in minority ethnic languages on request.  To obtain a copy in any of these formats please contact: 
Jimmy Harris at 028 9082 9154 or through the following e- mail address: jimmy.harris@dsdni.gov.uk or by writing to:
Jimmy Harris

Quality & Change Support Unit, Social Security Agency

First Floor, Lighthouse Building

1 Cromac Place

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road Belfast BT7 2JB

The Equality Impact Assessment can be found on the Departments Internet site at: www.dsdni.gov.uk and the Social Security Internet site at: www.ssani.gov.uk.


Contact can also be made through the following Text-phone numbers:


028 9082 9446.
5.0     THE POLICY

5.1
The Social Security Agency is committed to a policy of promoting the further take-up of social security benefits across our three main customer groups, namely Working Age, Pensioners and Disability & Carers.  
5.2
The aims of the policy are:

· To ensure those people that are eligible receive the financial assistance and service to which they are entitled;  and 

· To encourage personal responsibility in terms of applying for benefit.

5.3
Implementation of the policy is set out in the Benefit Take-Up Strategy 2004- 2005 attached at Annex 1.  This has been amended to take account of appropriate responses received during the consultation.   

6.0
PURPOSE OF EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT

6.1.
The purpose of this Equality Impact Assessment is to ascertain what equality implications may arise, and consider what actions, if appropriate, may be adopted to address any impacts.

6.2
The introduction of the strategy requires us to consider and balance the needs and interests of all those who may be affected by it e.g.  existing customers, potential customers and the wider public.  Particular care must be taken to consider the impact on people within the equality categories in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.

7.0
CONSIDERATION OF AVAILABLE DATA AND RESEARCH   

Methodology

7.1 
This Equality Impact Assessment has been carried out using qualitative data, and is based on the framework contained in the Guide to The Statutory Duties issued by the Equality Commission, Annex 1.
7.2
Qualitative data was obtained from various sources; through research reports, informal consultations during development of the strategy and through work carried out with a number of voluntary and community sector groups as part of:
· New Targeting Social Need consultations;

· Our Customer Research Programme; and 

· Long standing customer service improvement consultation forums.  
Annex 2 lists the organisations that the Social Security Agency has liaised with through various meetings and forums as part of its Customer Research Programme and Customer Service Improvement Plan.  
7.3
One of the aims was to identify specific issues or barriers which can impact on the take-up of benefits.   
Those identified include: 

· Ignorance of the benefit system; 

· Complexity of the benefit system/claiming process;

· Stigma attached to being classed as a benefit recipient;

· Potentially entitled customers not identifying themselves as being eligible for benefits; and

· The absence of networks to inform potential customers on benefit entitlement.  

Assessment of Impact

7.4
The Agency has considered how the strategy will impact on the equality of opportunity duty under the nine categories identified under the Section 75 statutory duties as follows:   

Religion, Political Opinion and Sexual Orientation
7.5
There is no evidence available to suggest that the strategy will have a differential impact in respect of individuals or groups within these categories.   
Racial Group
7.6
Consultation as part of the Agency’s work to target social need confirmed that a key concern to the take-up of benefits was the language barrier and the problems it represents to minority ethnic communities.  Research showed that many of the minority ethnic population do not speak English and the lack of a common language with the native population presents barriers to communication.  Minority ethnic customers rely heavily on welfare rights/community advisors, family and other members of their community for information on benefits and promotion of services to minority ethnic communities was not consistent.

7.7
To overcome these barriers, the Benefit Take-Up Strategy has identified a range of activities as set out in Annex 5, which includes our Customer Research Programme.  These activities will have a positive impact on minority ethnic communities.  We will also ensure that the groups that were identified as particularly disadvantaged are specifically targeted within these activities.   

 
Age
7.8
Benefits are targeted at particular age groups and benefit rules apply.     Evidence exists that elderly people in particular do not always claim their full entitlement to benefit.  
7.9 
To overcome this, the Benefit Take-Up Strategy has identified a range of activities as set out in Annex 5, which includes having Pension Advisers based in our local Social Security Offices to provide outreach services and advice, Benefit Road Shows and extensive corporate advertising campaigns aimed directly at pensioners.  These activities will have a positive impact on elderly people.
Marital Status and Gender 
7.10
There is no evidence at present to suggest that the strategy will have a differential impact in respect of individuals or groups within these categories.   
Disability

7.11
Benefits for people with a physical and mental disability include Severe Disablement Allowance, Attendance Allowance, Disability Living Allowance, Industrial Injuries Benefit and Incapacity Benefit.  There are also premiums acknowledging extra needs in a number of other benefits, e.g.  Income Support.  People with Learning Difficulties can claim low-income benefits or disablement benefits where they also have a physical or mental disability.   

7.12
Consultation with people with a disability and their representatives and people affected by the troubles, many of whom are victims with various levels of disability, as part of the Agency’s New Targeting Social Need has revealed that current methods to promote benefit take-up appeared to be inadequate and not reaching those individuals most in need with disabled people living in rural areas having particular difficulties in receiving information and support.

7.13
To address this, the Strategy has identified a range of activities as set out in Annex 5, which includes providing Disability Advisers throughout our local Social Security Offices to provide outreach services and advice to people with disabilities and their representatives.  In addition, a project to look at means of offering a mobile service to increase benefit take-up will be established.  This will have a positive impact on people with disabilities and their representatives.
Dependants
7.14
Legislatively stipulated amounts for dependents are available to customers who claim particular benefits.  Carers can claim Carers Allowance.  Discussion on the needs of Carers was an integral part of research with people with disabilities and is reflected at paragraph 7.12 above.   

7.15
To overcome any barriers that exist the Benefit Take-Up Strategy has identified a range of activities as set out in Annex 5.  We will also ensure that the groups that were identified as particularly disadvantaged are specifically targeted within these activities.  These activities will have a positive impact on people ant their carers.

8.0
PROMOTION OF EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY
8.1
The Social Security Agency is committed to promoting the further take-up of social security benefits to all existing and potential customers, based on benefit entitlement rules set out in legislation.  Some qualitative evidence suggests that some groups may have difficulty with regard to claiming benefits which they may be entitled to.

8.2 
The Strategy has been designed to remove existing barriers and difficulties with a range of activities for 2004/5 that will result in a positive impact for many of the nine Section 75 categories.  None of the activities in the Strategy are envisaged to have any negative or adverse impacts amongst any section 75 groups.  No adverse impacts were identified during consultation process.
8.3 
The Strategy will provide a co-ordinated approach across the Agency to all benefit take-up activities, identifying opportunities to work in partnership with other Government Departments and external organisations to promote further benefit take-up.  Specific measures to monitor and evaluate the effect of these activities on benefit take-up will also be developed.   

8.4
2004 - 2005 will be the initial year of the strategy for trials and testing of both activities and performance measures.  The Agency will carry out a full review of the strategy in April 2005.

9.0     MONITORING ARRANGEMENTS

Collecting Qualitative Data

9.1   
A number of focus groups were held during February/March 2004 to determine the views of both potential and existing customers to the strategy.  Representatives from the Section 75 nine categories were included in these focus groups.
Collecting Quantitative Data

Family Resources Survey 
9.2     The Family Resource Survey, introduced in Northern Ireland from April 2002 provides quantitative data on our policy on promoting the further take-up of social security income related benefits, such as Income Support and Jobseekers Allowance (income based).  The survey was released in April 2004 and information for benefit take-up will be available early 2005.  
9.3     Quantitative data will also be collected from Benefit Take-Up Road Shows which will assist in the evaluation and development of the strategy.      
Indicators for other benefits 
9.4     As the Family Resource Survey produces benefit take-up estimates only for income based benefits, alternative measures need to be developed in relation to the non-income related benefits, such as Jobseekers Allowance, Incapacity Benefit, Disability Living Allowance, Attendance Allowance, Severe Disablement Allowance, Industrial Injuries Disablement Benefit and Pension Credit.  Such measures will be developed and tested in the initial year of the Strategy.


Other Customer Research 

9.5     
As part of our ongoing Customer Research Programme, we are also developing a comprehensive Customer Involvement Framework, which is intended to let our customers voice their opinion on how we can improve our services.  This framework will capture responses from the nine Section 75 categories.  
9.6
Marketing and communication activities will provide qualitative data obtained by using techniques such as focus groups and joint Agency and Advice Sector Alliance and Consultative Forum meetings will be used to obtain information which will be used to inform the development of the Benefit Take-Up Strategy.   

ANNEX 1
BENEFIT TAKE-UP STRATEGY

2004-2005

1.0     BACKGROUND

1.1
This paper sets out the Social Security Agency’s Benefit Take-Up Strategy for 2004-2005.  The aim of this strategy is to ensure, where possible, that those people who are eligible receive the financial assistance and services to which they are entitled.

1.2
One of the Public Service Agreement targets for which the Social Security Agency is responsible for, on behalf of the Department for Social Development, is to promote the further take-up of selected Social Security Benefits by March 2006, following assessment of benefit take-up and production of a take-up strategy by March 2004.

Social Security Agency’s Vision and Aim

1.3
This strategy is also linked to the Agency’s vision, which is to deliver high quality, customer-focused employment and welfare services in Northern Ireland, and to its values which are directly linked to our vision:

· Put customers first;
· Treat staff fairly; and

· Be innovative and deliver value for money.  
Aim of the Proposed Policy
1.4     The Social Security Agency is committed to a policy of promoting the       
further take-up of social security benefits.  The aims of the policy are to ensure those people who are eligible, receive the financial assistance and services to which they are entitled and to encourage personal responsibility in terms of applying for benefit.

New Targeting Social Need 

1.5
A cross-cutting policy, New Targeting Social Need (New TSN), to which all Government Departments are committed, is in place to help counter social exclusion.  The New TSN policy aims to tackle social need and social exclusion by targeting efforts and available resources on people, groups and areas in greatest need.  The Agency has a strategic objective for 2003-2006 supporting New Targeting Social Need, which is ‘To tackle poverty and encourage social inclusion by increasing benefit take-up’.   

1.6
While the Agency is committed to promoting benefit take-up across its 

three main customer groups namely, Working Age, Pensioners and Disability and Carers, it recognises that within these groups there are people who because of circumstances may be particularly disadvantaged.  Research has shown that these include:

· People affected by the Troubles;

· People living in isolated and deprived areas;

· People with literacy problems;

· Travellers and other Ethnic minorities groups;

· Lone Parents; and 

· Carers.

1.7
Consultation with the voluntary sector, namely Citizens Advice, Association of Independent Advice Centres (now known as Advice Northern Ireland) and the Law Centre NI, as part of the development of this strategy, has also highlighted the importance of considering where possible, a further segmentation within these groups on the basis of geographical location and demographics.    

Equality of opportunity 
1.8
In compiling this strategy, account has also been taken of the Agency’s commitment to promoting equality of opportunity and good relations.   An Equality Impact Assessment was issued simultaneously with the Benefit Take-Up Strategy consultation document.  
2.0
BENEFIT TAKE-UP RESEARCH

Barriers to Take-up

2.1    Information available from general academic research, research by other 
organisations and from specific research, undertaken as part of the Agency’s Customer Research Programme, has identified a number of barriers to the take-up of benefits.  These are listed in Annex 4.  
Academic Research

2.2
Academic research categorises these barriers into 5 main areas as follows:

· Ignorance of the benefit system;

· The complexity of the benefit system and the complexity of the claiming process;

· Stigma attached to benefit receipt;

· Difficulty with self-identification of eligibility to benefits; and 

· The absence of networks to inform potential customers on benefit entitlement.  
While many of the Agencies customers are not affected by the above barriers and may for example make use of the existing voluntary sector and statutory networks there are some customers affected by one or a combination of these barriers.   

More detailed information relating to the above barriers is shown in Annex 4.
Social Security Agency Research

2.3
Annex 5 summarises the research commissioned by the Social Security Agency.  This research reaffirms the barriers already identified by the academic research.  

During the consultation period for this strategy a number of organisations attended two workshop events organised by the Agency.  Input at these events confirmed that the barriers act as deterrents to many people who might otherwise apply for benefit.


Levels of take-up

2.4
Other specific research into levels of benefit take-up and reliance on benefits has informed this strategy including:

‘Take-up of Income Support and Jobseekers Allowance in Northern Ireland’ McKay (2002).  
2.5
Findings indicated that:

· Northern Ireland (NI) has a higher reliance on social security benefits as a source of income than Great Britain (GB).  In NI 40% of households have social security as their main sources of income compared to 29% in GB, (Family Expenditure Survey 1999-2000).  
· Income Support take-up in Northern Ireland is at least as high as in Great Britain, perhaps higher for disabled people.  The take-up of Income Support was estimated to be 75% by caseload (i.e.  75% of customers who are eligible for the benefit are estimated to receive it).
· Take-up was lowest among pensioners (63% by caseload) and highest among lone parents (97% by caseload).

· Take-up of Jobseekers’ Allowance (income-based) was estimated to be 75% by caseload.

2.6
Government analysts in Great Britain apply a range of adjustments to survey-based estimates of take-up, which generally produce higher take-up figures than those based on survey data alone such as those quoted above.  Therefore the estimates quoted above and those published for GB, by Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) are not directly comparable.
3.0
APPROACH TO DATE ON BENEFIT TAKE-UP
3.1
To date the Agency has had no overarching strategy for the take-up of benefit but has, in fulfilling its key functions of administering benefits, promoted awareness and take-up of benefit through a wide range of specific actions including:

Marketing and Awareness Campaigns:
· A targeted marketing campaign for Minimum Income Guarantee 
 which resulted in 14,659 claims being received of which 8,000 were successful;

· A series of benefit road shows, 60 between April 2002 and March 2003; 

· All external publications are assessed against a Plain English standard and a target of 75% achieving the Crystal Mark has been set.

3.2
The Agency has estimated that it already deals on a weekly basis with an average of 4000 claims for its four main benefits of Disability Living Allowance, Incapacity Benefit, Income Support and Jobseekers Allowance.

3.3
Service Design

Customer Focus 

There are over 2000 Agency staff directly involved with customers in providing front line services.  In order to improve its services and focus on the differing needs and expectations of its customers the Agency has segmented its services into three main customer groups:
Working Age:  The Agency has enhanced the service to working age customers, promoting work as the best form of welfare.  There are 35 offices throughout Northern Ireland providing local services.  The Agency continues to work in partnership with other departments and agencies to help customers move closer to the labour market and compete effectively for work.   The Agency is achieving this by continuing the roll out of the Jobs & Benefits offices, extending work focused interviewing and streamlining processes to provide an integrated, secure, modern and customer-focused service.

Pensions:  The pension service is focusing on combating poverty and promoting security and independence in retirement for pensioners by providing a unified, modern service primarily via the telephone, supported by IT systems.  Through two pension centres and a network of local office based pension advisers, we are identifying the full range of pensioners’ needs and aiming to ensure that they get all the benefits to which they are entitled.

Disability and Carers:  The Disability and Carers Service (D&CS) is delivering a service to those with disabilities and their carers by providing financial support, advice and guidance.  The service is supported by new improved technology which enables the provision of a quicker and more accessible service primarily through the telephone.  It aims to improve accuracy and speed in processing claims and appeals.  As part of the modernisation programme within D&CS and in support of the recommendations in the Agency’s Service Delivery Plan 2003-2006 we are working towards providing a network of local Benefit Advisers.  This 
project is currently under development and follows the production of a joint report for Macmillan Cancer Relief and the Agency titled Benefits Access for People Affected by Cancer in Northern Ireland.

4.0
TAKE-UP STRATEGY

4.1
The main purpose of this take-up strategy is to set the overall context through which the Agency will address the barriers to benefit take-up.  Within the strategy we have identified and will address a number of areas for further investigation and research that will allow next years strategy to be further strengthened.  The strategy will however allow a number of initiatives to be developed during the coming year.  We have identified an initial range of activities for 2004/5 that target the 5 main barriers (see Para 2.2) to the take-up of benefit.  Through these the Agency will seek to ensure that those people who are eligible for financial assistance and services receive the assistance to which they are entitled.  The Agency will also, as part of this strategy, ensure that the groups that were identified as particularly disadvantaged are specifically targeted within the activities.  These activities are outlined in Annex 5.  
4.2
The Agency will through the strategy promote the co-ordination of benefit take-up activities across all parts of the Agency.  The Agency will ensure that all relevant units within the Agency are consulted on the strategy and thereafter encouraged to play a full role in the implementation process.  Through this strategy the Agency will, for example provide an opportunity for improved joint promotion of a variety of benefits at benefit take-up events such as road shows.

4.3
Another key theme for the strategy will be the involvement through working in partnership with other Government Departments and external organisations.  The Agency recognises the role that the voluntary and community sector already play in the area of benefit take-up as reflected in the support for the sector through the welfare reform funding package agreed in 2003.  This is intended to help the voluntary sector adapt to the changes brought about by the welfare reform and modernisation programme and assist members of the public understand and take advantage of the changes to the welfare system.  The Agency will continue to identify opportunities to work with others to promote benefit take-up in the year ahead.  Currently there are nine Agency staff seconded to a variety of voluntary sector organisations e.g. the Blind Centre.  These have the potential to impact on benefit take-up among a variety of customer groups.

4.4
Our Communications and Marketing Plan for 2004/05 will include specific activities aimed at the promotion and take-up of benefits.  The implementation of the strategy will ensure that there is a sound basis for developing future Communications and Marketing Plan and that the activities within take account of the specific needs of the benefit take-up initiative and of specific disadvantaged groups.

4.5
Our internal Training and Development Plan for 2004/05 will set out the training the Agency will provide over the following year.  This will include benefit and job specific training aimed at providing a high quality service to customers.  In addition the Agency will provide training on 
New Targeting Social Need and Marketing Awareness Training which are directly linked to increasing benefit take-up.  
5.0
MONITORING AND EVALUATION

5.1
An important part of the strategy is the monitoring of the activities undertaken and an evaluation of the effect of the activities on benefit take-up.  
5.2
There are inherent difficulties in putting in place suitable methods for monitoring and evaluating benefit take-up strategies across the full range of benefits administered by the Agency.  None of the existing evaluation frameworks available to the Agency fully address the needs of this strategy.  Monitoring and evaluation of income related benefits will be partly aided by the production of the Family Resources Survey (FRS).  Analysis of the FRS will be available to the Agency early in 2005.   However other methods are required for non-income related benefits and these will make use of data that is routinely collected by the Agency.  In addition the Agency will collect qualitative and quantitative data appropriate to the specific activities proposed within this strategy.  From this range of information proxy indicators of the level of benefit take-up and of changes in take-up levels can be established and will assist with the evaluation of this strategy in the coming year.  
5.3 Having identified that no suitable evaluation framework for the longer  

term evaluation of this strategy is currently available we will, in this first year, look at establishing a framework for the monitoring and evaluation

of this strategy.  However, a number of research projects are already underway and some of this activity is listed in Annex 5.  Further information on the Family Resources Survey, alternative indicators, qualitative and quantitative data is outlined in the following paragraphs.

Family Resources Survey 

5.4
The Family Resources Survey was launched in October 1992 and data from the survey forms the basis for the estimates of take-up of income related benefits in Great Britain.  The survey was extended to include Northern Ireland from April 2002.  
5.5
Information from the Family Resources Survey will provide baseline data on the take-up of income related benefits for the year 2002-2003.  Subsequent annual updates will be provided around 18 months after the end of the survey period.   

Alternative Indicators of take-up

5.6
As the Family Resources Survey produces benefit take-up estimates only in relation to income related benefits, alternative indicators of benefit take-up need to be found to inform the strategy for non-income related benefits.  Such indicators, which can be established through administrative data collected by the Agency, include:

· Benefit utilisation rates – this estimates the percentage of the eligible population that are currently in receipt of a particular benefit; and 
· New Claims activity – this gives an indication of changes in the number of customers making applications for benefit to the Agency.  
Qualitative and Quantitative data

5.7
While the Family Resources Survey and alternative indicators of take-up will be key sources of information in measuring the take-up of benefits, the success of the specific areas such as the marketing and communication activities will be measured in a number of additional ways.
5.8
Many of the activities will make use of qualitative techniques, such as focus groups, to inform the Agency with regard to customer’s perceptions and attitudes to elements of the take-up strategy.  In addition the views of key stakeholders will be obtained through the use of various consultative forums, such as the joint Agency/Advice Sector Alliance quarterly forum meetings and the Agency/Advice Sector Consultative Forum held 3 times a year.  The projects within the Agency’s research programme will also offer opportunities to gain the views of customers on the issue of benefit take-up.  The Agency is in discussion about linking with a proposed customer involvement framework that would give the Agency access to customer forums as an avenue for feedback on the strategy.

5.9     Quantitative data will also be collected to assist with the evaluation of 
activities within the strategy, for example the number of persons attending the road shows, the number of A-Z leaflets distributed, the number of people contacting the Agency as a result of these marketing 

methods etc.  This information will allow an indicative estimate of how each activity has contributed to the promotion of benefit take-up.  In addition the Agency began a 3 year programme of local customer satisfaction surveys in 2003 which will provide quantitative information to allow ongoing monitoring of progress with this strategy.  
ANNEX 2
LIST OF CONSULTEES WHO HAVE BEEN INVOLVED IN AN INFORMAL AND AD HOC MANNER
Action Mental Health

Mourne House

Knockbracken Healthcare Park

Belfast

Age Concern

3 Lower Crescent

BELFAST

BT7 1NR

Advice Northern Ireland

303 Ormeau Road

BELFAST

BT7 3GG

Chinese Welfare Association

17 Eblana Street

BELFAST

BT7 ILD.

Citizen’s Advice 

11 Upper Crescent

BELFAST

BT1 2GY

Disability Action

2 Annadale Avenue

BELFAST

BT7 3GG

Indian Community Centre

86 Clifton Street

BELFAST

BT13 1AB

Law Centre NI

124 Donegal Street

Belfast

BT1 2GY

Mencap

4 Annadale Avenue

BELFAST

BT7 3JH

Mutli-Cultural Resource Centre

12 Upper Crescent

BELFAST

BT7 1NT

NI Association for Ethnic Minorities

77 Botanic Avenue

BELFAST

BT7 1JL

RNIB

Northern Ireland Service Bureau

40 Linenhall Street

BELFAST

BT2 8BG

RNID

Wilton House

5 College Square North

BELFAST

BT1 6AR

The Blind Centre NI

70 North Road

BELFAST

BT5 5NJ

Traveller Movement NI

30 University Street

BELFAST

BT7 1FZ

The Victims Unit
Office of the First Minister & Deputy First Minister
Room A.5.33
Castle Buildings

Belfast


ANNEX 3
LIST OF CONSULTEES WHO WERE ISSUED THE DRAFT EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND BENEFIT TAKE-UP STRATEGY FOR COMMENT  
Active Community Unit, Home Office

Advice Services Alliance

Age Concern

Age Sector Reference Group

Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of All Ireland

Armagh Travellers Support Group

Association of Chief Officers of Voluntary Organisations

Advice Northern Ireland

Baha’I Office for Northern Ireland

Barnardos

Barnardos Tuar Ceatha Project

Belfast Butterfly Club

Belfast Partnership Boards 

Belfast Resource Centre for the Unemployed

Belfast Traveller Education and Development Group

The Blind Centre NI

British Deaf Association

Bryson House

Business in the Community

Carafriend

Care

Carers National Association NI

Centre for Voluntary Action Studies, University of Ulster
‘Challenge’

Chartered Institute of Housing 

Child Care Northern Ireland

Child Poverty Action Group

Children’s Law Centre

Chinese Welfare Association

Chrysalis Women’s Centre

Citizens’ Advice  

Clerk to the Committee of the Centre

Coalition on Sexual Orientation 

Committee on the Administration of Justice 

Community Development and Child Health

The Community Relations Council

Community Relations Training/Learning Consortium

Community Technical Aid

Confederation of British Industry

Co-operation Ireland

Council for the Homeless (Northern Ireland)

Counteract

Craigavon Standing Conference of Women’s Organisations

Cruse Bereavement Care (NI)

Democratic Dialogue

Departmental Solicitor’s Office

Derry Well Woman

Disability Action

District Councils

Down’s Syndrome Association

East Belfast Community Development Agency

Education and Library Boards

Employers’ Forum on Disability

Equality Coalition
Equality Commission 

Equality Forum NI

The Equality Unit

Falls Community Council

Falls Women’s Centre

Family Planning Association NI

Fermanagh Women’s Network

First Division Association

First Key

Foundry Regeneration Trust

Foyle Friend

Foyle Women’s Information Network

Foyle Women’s Network

Gay and Lesbian Youth NI

General Consumer Council

Gingerbread 

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association

Health and Social Services Boards

Help the Aged

Housing Rights Service

Indian Community Centre

Industrial Development Board

Institute of Charity Fundraising Managers

Irish Congress of Trade Unions

International Fund for Ireland

Knights of Columbanus

Laganside Corporation

The Law Centre (NI)

The Law Society

LEDU 

Lesbian Line

Library, Parliament Buildings

The Local Government Staff Commission for NI

Members of the Northern Ireland Assembly 

Mencap (Royal Society for Mentally Handicapped Children and Adults)

Methodist Church in Ireland

Mid-Ulster Women’s Network

Multi-Cultural Resource Centre

National Association of Pension Funds

Newry and Mourne Senior Citizen’s Consortium 

Newry and Mourne Women

Newtownabbey Senior Citizen’s Forum

NIACRO

NIC/ICTU

Northern Ireland African Cultural Centre 

Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network

Northern Ireland Association for Mental Health 

Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Equality

Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities

Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action

Northern Ireland Economic Council

Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations 

Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association

Northern Ireland Government Departments

Northern Ireland Housing Council

Northern Ireland Housing Executive

Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission

Northern Ireland Islamic Centre

Northern Ireland MPs and MEPs

Northern Ireland Partnership Boards

Northern Ireland Political Parties 

Northern Ireland Public Service Alliance

Northern Ireland Spokespersons in House of Lords and House of Commons 

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency

Northern Ireland Tenants Action Project

Northern Ireland Union of Supported Employment

Northern Ireland Volunteer Development Agency

Northern Ireland Voluntary Trust 

Northern Ireland Women’s Aid Federation 

Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform 

North West Community Network

North West Forum of People with Disabilities (Derry)

North West Forum of People with Disabilities (Enniskillen)

NSPCC

NUS/USI Northern Ireland Student Centre

OFREG 

Omagh Women’s Area Network

Parents Advice Centre 

Parents and Professional and Autism

POBAL

Post Office Counters Ltd

Presbyterian Church in Ireland

Press for Change

Public Sector Support Services Forum

Putting Children First 

Queer Space

The Rainbow Project

Relate

Rent Officer for Northern Ireland

Royal National Institute for the Blind

Royal National Institute for the Deaf

Royal Ulster Constabulary 

Rural Community Network

Rural Development Council

Save the Children 

Sense NI

Shelter (Northern Ireland)

Sikh Cultural Centre

Simon Community (Northern Ireland)

Social Economy Agency 

South West Belfast Community Forum

Sperrin Lakeland Senior Citizens’ Consortium

Staff Commission for Education and Library Boards

Training for Women Network Ltd

Traveller Movement Northern Ireland

Ulster Architectural Heritage Society

Ulster People’s College 

Ulster Scots Heritage Council

ULTACH

UNISON

Urban Institute

The Victims Unit

The Most Reverend Bishop Walsh

West Belfast Economic Forum

The Women’s Centre

Women’s Forum

Women’s Information Group

Women’s Resource and Development Agency

Women’s Support Network 

Women Together for Peace

Youth Council for NI

ANNEX 4
Barriers to take-up
	Ignorance of the benefit system


	Ignorance of the benefit system is a self-explanatory reason for non-take-up, Corden (1999).  Put simply if a potential benefit recipient does not know what benefits are available to him/her then it is difficult for the person to claim the benefit to which they are entitled.


	The complexity of the benefit system and the complexity of the claiming process
	A second reason for non take-up is the complexity of the benefit system and the complexity of actually making a claim.  The National Audit Office report, Tackling Pensioner Poverty: Encouraging Take-up of Entitlements (NAO 2002) stated ‘pensioners have 23 potential entitlements with 36 different linkages between 16 of them’.  Obviously this degree of inter-benefit relationships could lead to confusion and non-receipt of benefit.


	Stigma attached to benefit receipt
	A third reason for non take-up relates to attitudinal behaviour of potential claimants or in other words the ‘stigma’ attached to being classed as benefit recipient.  Again research has shown that this is a particular problem for pensioners as reported in the National Audit Office report, Tackling Pensioner Poverty: Encouraging Take-up of Entitlements (NAO 2002) and research commissioned by the SSA Payment Modernisation Project (Kempson, 2001 and Research and Evaluation Services 2002).


	Difficulty with self-identification of eligibility to benefits
	Self-identification is an argument put forward as a reason to non take-up of benefit.  In other words potentially entitled claimants do not identify themselves as being eligible for benefits.  The evidence for the self-identification argument can be seen in the research of Marsh and McKay 1993 and 1995.  This research examined the take-up of Family Credit and found that eligible non-recipients were generally in better conditions then recipients and seemed to have a higher standard of living.  One of the explanations put forward to explain this phenomenon was that claiming required self-identification of eligibility.  People often assume that benefits are for the ‘worst off’ in society and do not recognise themselves as eligible if they manage on existing resources.  



	The absence of networks to inform potential customers on benefit entitlement


	The presence of social networks is significant in the area of benefit take-up.  Information on benefits is often passed by word of mouth.  Therefore without a degree of social interaction the chances of being well informed about the potential benefits to which an individual may be entitled are reduced.  Networks may take several forms; social networks between individuals or groups of individuals; networks within government and networks between government and the voluntary and community sector.
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ANNEX 5

BARRIERS TO BENEFIT TAKE-UP/TAKE-UP STRATEGY 04/05
	Action/Activity
	Ignorance of benefit system


	Complexity of benefit system and claiming process

	Stigma attached to benefit recipient


	Difficulty with self identification of eligibility to benefits

	Absence of networks to inform potential customers on benefit entitlement
	Particular relevance to NTSN and other socially excluded  groups

	Agency wide 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Communicate up to date, accurate and easily understood information on our range of products and services
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	

	Continue to base Pensions Advisers in our offices to provide outreach services and advice
	(
	(
	(
	
	(
	Older people



	Provide Benefit Advisers as a pilot project in selected offices with a view to roll out 
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	Disabled

	Provide support for new Jobs and Benefits Offices
	
	(
	
	(
	
	

	Take a pro-active approach to media management to ensure all information is accurate and customers are effectively sign-posted to benefit information and advice
	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Take forward benefit related issues arising from the Victims strategy Reshape, Rebuild, Achieve
	(
	
	(
	
	
	People affected by the troubles

	Marketing and publicity
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Continue to develop our internet site ensuring that it is customer accessible and that the information is clearly set out and easily understood
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	

	Local promotion for benefit take-up – a target of 70 road shows, some of which will be aimed directly at pensioners.  Ensure that all areas of the Agency are invited to participate
	(
	
	(
	(
	(
	Older people

	Organise extensive corporate advertising and promotion including a campaign to support the winter fuel payments
	(
	
	(
	(
	
	

	Further promotion of Pension Credit during 2004/05

	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	Older people

	Publicise winter fuel payments and cold weather payments

	(
	(
	
	(
	
	

	All external publications are assessed against a Plain English standard and a target of 75% achieving the Crystal Mark has been set

	(
	(
	
	
	
	

	Reprint A-Z guides to reflect changes to information

	(
	
	
	(
	(
	

	Produce Choices 3, a publication for lone parents giving information on applicable benefits and in particular New deal for Lone Parents

	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Produce Prisoners Information pack
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	

	Customer access and involvement
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop and Implement a strategy to increase customer awareness and usage of the Personal Benefit Advice System  
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	

	Directly involve customers in the development of our customer service policies and quality assurance of our forms and leaflets
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Take forward a project to look at means of offering a mobile service to improve access to information and increase benefit take-up
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	Living in isolated and deprived area

	Develop mature student information website
	(
	(
	
	
	
	

	Continue to provide Language Line services to those for whom English is not their first language
	
	
	
	
	
	Ethnic minorities

	Partnership with other organisations
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Host seminars with other Government bodies and organisations in order to raise awareness and share good practice on benefit take-up
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	

	Second our staff to a number of voluntary bodies in an effort to build mutual understanding and increase benefit take-up
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	

	Work closely with Royal National Institute for the Deaf to improve access to benefits and benefit information to people with hearing impairments
	(
	(
	
	(
	(
	Disabled

	Organise a number of joint forums with other Government Bodies to promote and increase benefit take-up

	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	

	Following launch of the joint SSA and Advice Service Alliance report Benefits for All take forward in partnership with the Advice Sector the recommendations arising from the report

	(
	(
	
	
	(
	

	Training
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Produce Agency Training and Development Plan by June 2004 to address benefit and job specific training.  Provide continued Marketing Awareness training to improve delivery of information and benefit take-up events

	
	(
	
	
	(
	

	Provide the Agencies unit managers with information on training available to support benefit take-up activities.

	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Research
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Carry out and evaluate national and local research to identify areas for improvement in relation to benefit take-up

	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	

	Investigate the methodology for further segmenting particularly disadvantaged customer groups by demographics and geographical location
	
	
	
	(
	(
	

	Develop framework for the monitoring and evaluation of the strategy
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	

	Use data from Family Resources Survey to provide baseline data.
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	


Customer Research Programme

	Ref.  No.


	Report Title

	1
	An Evaluation of the Jobseeker’s Allowance Joint Working Process in Northern Ireland  (Interim Report – March 2003)

	2
	Andersonstown Caller Traffic Analysis

	3
	Andersonstown Surveys

	4
	Attitudes to the Delivery of Services by Electronic and Traditional Channels

	5
	Benefits Access for People Affected by Cancer in Northern Ireland

	6
	Better Communication – Improved Customer Service.   

A Report by Association of Independent Advice Centres

	7
	Customer Attitudes to Communication Activities of the Social Security Agency MORI MRC Report May 2003

	8
	Customer Views of the Social Security Agency and Training and Employment Agency May 2002

	9
	Department for Employment and Learning Evaluation of the ONE Pilot

	10
	Employer Satisfaction Survey: ONE Pilot in Dungannon Oct 2002

	11
	Evaluation of the New Deal for Lone Parents Final Report November 2002

	12
	Everyone Benefits.   Voluntary Sector Satisfaction Survey June 2003

	13
	IN - STEP

	14
	IRS Focus Group Results – A qualitative study of the needs and requirements of welfare customers.

	15
	Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey 2000.  

Results of the Welfare Reform Module (Adult Questionnaire)

	16
	Qualitative Research on Social Security Benefit Fraud

	17
	Shankill Social Security Office Customer Satisfaction Survey Results Feb.  2003

	18
	Social Security Agency: Payment Modernisation Programme

	19
	SSA Customer Satisfaction Survey 2002

	20
	SSA Customer Service Review

	21
	The Take-up of Income Support and Jobseeker's Allowance in Northern Ireland May 2002


ANNEX 6
SSA response to main relevant points raised during consultation

	Issue raised
	SSA response

	1.  Evaluation /benchmarking


	There is to date no agreed method of evaluation that can be easily and immediately applied to the area of benefit take-up and it is for this reason that the strategy proposes that some research is carried out in this area to establish an appropriate methodology.  The Agency has initiated a number of research projects to develop suitable methodologies.  The findings of this research will inform the evaluation and development of the 05/06 strategy.


	2.  Personal responsibility


	The Agency will provide information on benefits in an understandable format with customers having responsibility for acting on this information.

The Agency will through this strategy endeavour to make all eligible customers aware of their full entitlement to benefits and services and will assist applicants through the process.  Eligible customers will retain the final decision on whether or not to apply and be responsible for providing the information necessary for decisions to be made on benefit applications.



	3.  Vagueness


	The strategy is intended to provide strategic direction for the Agency at the start of a two year implementation period.  The Agency will during the period of this strategy define in more detail the initiatives and individual projects identified in the strategy.  
When the data analysis from the Family Resources survey is available this will be used where possible to develop the 05/06 take-up strategy.
Annex 5 sets out details of the research which was commissioned by the Agency.

The Agency has taken into account the New Targeting Social Need policy in developing this strategy.  This resulted in the specific identification within the strategy of particularly disadvantaged groups.  The strategy further highlights that where possible further segmentation within these groups on the basis of geographical location and demographics will be considered.  This issue will be taken forward as part of the Benefit Take-up action plan currently being developed.


	4.  Lack of specific Actions/detail
	The strategy is intended to provide strategic direction on benefit take-up.  The Agency will develop a number of Action plans covering the initiatives and individual projects already identified in the strategy.  The strategy is underpinned by the New targeting Social Need policy which emphasises the need to target resources on people, groups and areas in greatest need.

A key area of the strategy is to increase knowledge and information on benefits and services offered by the Agency among individuals and organisations.  The Agency’s Communication and Marketing Pan will set out the actions to be undertaken in areas such as advertising.


	5.  Partnership


	The strategy now acknowledges the role that can be played by voluntary sector organisations such as Citizens Advice, Advice NI and the Law Centre NI.  Annex 5.

The Agency will work with other Government bodies, e.g. Northern Ireland Housing Executive to promote and increase benefit take-up.

	6  Additional barriers
	Annex 5 has been changed to reflect in more detail the range of factors which may act as barriers to take-up.

The Agency is working jointly with the voluntary sector to take forward the recommendations from the joint research report” Benefits for All”.



	7  Staff                         knowledgeability
	Annex 5 has been amended to include actions and activities under the heading of Training.  The Agency will produce internal Training and Development Plans to address benefit and job specific training.  We will also provide managers with information on training available to support benefit uptake activities.


	8.  Consultation
	The benefit take-up strategy will be considered for inclusion at future forum meetings.  The EQIA was based on the framework contained in Annex 1 of the Guide to the Statutory Duties, issued by the Equality Commission.   




� The Agency will provide information on benefits in an understandable format with customers having responsibility for acting on this information


 








� Minimum Income Guarantee was replaced on 6 October 2003 with Pensions Credit.
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