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Centre for People with Disabilities 
Social Care Committee 

Thursday 08 November 2018 
     

Item 10: Benefits Advice - Impact on Financial Wellbeing  

1 Background 
1.1 One of the important strands of the work of The Grange is to encourage healthy 

living, and Trustees have been closely involved in discussions with family carers 
about ways to raise awareness of the people we support about the importance 
of healthy food choices and regular physical activity.  By eating well and staying 
well, people can enjoy a greater quality of life, be involved in more of the 
activities they love, spend less money (in many cases) and potentially live longer.  
The appointment as of Monday 1 October 2018 of a seconded Healthy Living Co-
ordinator, supported by a steering group of family carers, will take forward much 
of the good work already being done in this area and will be reported on 
separately to Trustees. 
 

1.2 However, health outcomes are affected by a wider range of factors than food 
and exercise, as the Dahlgren-Whitehead Rainbow model (1991) below shows: 
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1.3 The Health and Wellbeing Framework for England estimates that socio-
economic factors amount to 40% of the determinants of health, with income 
being 10% of this amount. 
 

1.4 Most of the people supported by The Grange claim benefits and very few have 
paid work, at least of more than a few hours per week.  This is an area that 
Trustees may wish to focus on in the emerging 10 Year Strategic Plan in due 
course.  In the meantime, The Grange has been doing good work to help people 
make the most of the benefits to which they are entitled.  This report sets out 
some of the work being done to support claims and appeals, much of which is 
help provided on a one to one basis and therefore can go unseen by Trustees. 

 
2 Introduction to the Role of Benefits Advisor 
2.1 In September 2011, The Grange employed its first Benefits Advisor, with the 

encouragement of Surrey County Council.  The one-day-a-week post has been 
held since this time by Michelle Bufton, who was formerly with Citizens Advice 
Croydon and retains many useful links with the organisation. 
 

2.2 Michelle describes her role as “maximising the income of the people we support 
and assisting them, their carers and support staff with anything benefit-related”. 
On a day to day basis this includes: 
 
 undertaking benefit reviews  
 assisting with new claims for new starters 
 supporting re-assessment claims for existing clients 
 giving guidance to help staff and the people we support on the impact of a 

change of circumstances on entitlements  
 providing assistance when processes go wrong (eg an under/ 

overpayment of benefits, or a complete stoppage) 
 

2.3 A significant amount of time is spent helping people to claim their Personal 
Independence Payment, which is gradually replacing the Disability Living 
Allowance.  This provides financial help with some of the extra costs caused by 
long term ill-health or disability for people aged between 16 and 64 years old.  It 
ranges between £22.65 and £145.35, based on how a condition affects the 
claimant and not the condition itself. 
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2.4 The claim is assessed by a health professional and is then intended to be 
reviewed regularly to make sure people received the right level of support. The 
Grange’s Benefits Advisor helps staff and carers to complete the lengthy claim 
forms used by the Department of Work and Pensions’ (DWP) decision maker to 
decide if a person is entitled to benefit and at which rate.   
 

2.5 She also helps people we support to challenge any benefit decisions which they 
do not feel to be justified – a process called Mandatory Reconsideration. If this 
reconsideration is not successful in addressing the problem, the Benefits Advisor 
can then support an individual and their support staff/carers through an Appeal.  
In preparing for these processes, the Advisor will help staff and carers to look 
for helpful evidence to support the challenge and she may also help with the 
writing of a statement to the tribunal.  

3 Delivering the Role 

3.1 Formerly based at the Rectory Lane site, Michelle Bufton relocated in December 
2017.  It was agreed at the time that she could continue in her role, working 
remotely by phone and email, as this was already how she tended to give most 
of her support. 

3.2 Approximately 15% of her time was spent face to face, mainly with carers and 
support staff with the person we support present to give her authority to act.  
Using Skype, she is now able to arrange three way calls including both the person 
we support and the DWP. This has proved more inclusive as the person we 
support can be a part of the conversation rather than observing the Benefits 
Advisor on the phone discussing their issue.  Any letters or forms that require 
her assistance are scanned and emailed.  Informal feedback suggests that the 
remote service continues to be accessible and effective. 

3.3 Given the turnover in staff, it was agreed that Michelle would plan an annual 
visit to The Grange to promote her service at ‘lunch and learn’ sessions for 
support staff, to offer some ‘face to face’ appointments or ‘clinic’ sessions if they 
were needed and potentially to present to Trustees about some of the new 
trends and developments in the area of benefits.  A pilot visit took place in 
September 2018: although it suffered from proximity to the Annual General 
Meeting and Review, in terms of staff awareness, it was felt to be useful and 
lessons have been learnt for future visits. 
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4 Impact of the Role 

4.1 When the Benefits Advisor role was first introduced, people we support were 
felt to be in urgent need of assistance with their entitlements. Between 2011 
and 2014, people on incapacity benefit, severe disablement allowance and 
income support on the grounds of disability were gradually transferred by DWP 
to the replacement benefit known as employment and support allowance (ESA). 
It became apparent early on that many of the people we support were not 
receiving enough ESA and that this situation had dated back to this benefit 
transfer. In each case, Michelle contacted the DWP explaining their error and the 
payments were duly rectified but it often took several attempts to recover the 
arrears due. There were a number of lump sum arrears payments, but the 
largest of these achieved by Michelle were £29,279 and £23,514 respectively.  

4.2 Michelle found a common theme running through the cases, in that people 
supported by The Grange had not been assessed correctly for the income-
related element of ESA at the time of transfer.   It was not until a written 
statement from David Gauke, then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, 
was issued on 14 December 2017 that the DWP finally admitted the error. In 
summary, up to 75,000 ESA claimants had been underpaid up to a total of 
£500million and the DWP is endeavouring to rectify these errors during 2018/19. 

4.3 Michelle estimates that she is able to help over 80% of people from The Grange 
who approach here, even if that help is information to secure a blue badge, free 
prescriptions or help to complete forms. 

4.4 The table shows the additional income generated for people supported by The 
Grange as a result of the services of the Benefits Advisor.  In the first nine 
months of 2018, this has amounted to £1.7k per week (over £88k per annum, set 
against an approximate annual salary for the post of £5.8k).  Over and above 
this, the total of lump sums paid for this period was over £10k.   

Calendar year Weekly income 
generated  

Lump sum 
income achieved 

Annual total 

2016 
(full year) 

£481.05 £17,620.91 £42,635.51 

2017 
(full year) 

£934.57 £34,655.70 £83,253.34 

2018 
(Jan – Sept) 

£1,699.38 £10,093.82 £98,461.58 
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4.5 The Benefits Advisor has provided four anonymised case studies to illustrate the 
nature of her work and the impact this can have for people supported by The 
Grange: 

a) Michelle assisted Client 1 in completing her PIP questionnaire in June.   The 
client was previously claiming DLA low rate care and high rate mobility: she was 
awarded PIP enhanced rate daily living and mobility.  As a result she is £62.95 
better off per week.  

b) Client 2 had been living at home with parents and was due to take up a 
tenancy at The Grange in the supported living service.  His parents advised that 
he only received Disability Living Allowance (DLA) and nothing else as they had 
been subsidising him. During a benefits review, Michelle advised his parents that 
Client 2 was entitled to an income replacement benefit (ESA) and advised an 
immediate claim.  He was immediately £45 per week better off and this will 
increase in the future depending on which group of ESA they place Client 2 after 
the assessment phase. 

c) Client 3 had been living offsite in a Grange property, but had then been 
transferred to hospital for a long stay.  Whilst she was in hospital, support staff 
were concerned about a letter from Mole Valley District Council advising that her 
Housing Benefit had been stopped. After investigation, it was found that the 
Housing Benefit had been stopped as a result of one of her other benefits, ESA, 
being stopped in error. Michelle drafted a letter which was taken to hospital by 
support workers for Client 3 to sign and she also telephoned DWP: this activity 
resulted in the benefits being re-instated. Without this help, Client 3 would have 
had rent arrears and suffered financial hardship. 

d) Client 4 lives offsite in a Grange property.  In May 2017 she was told that her 
DLA was ending and that she would need to claim a Personal Independence 
Payment instead. However, her claim was turned down and she was awarded 
zero points. Michelle helped her obtain additional evidence from her key worker 
and her GP, but the DWP did not change its decision and so the Benefits Advisor 
supported her and staff through a lengthy appeal. This appeal was finally heard 
in June 2018 and the tribunal awarded her a total of 23 points meaning that 
Client 4 is now entitled to enhanced rate daily living and standard rate mobility 
for her PIP. These payments were backdated to May 2017 so that she received 
lump sum payments totalling £7143.  She will now be £85.60 better off per week 
on PIP than DLA.  Moreover, as she receives PIP at the above rates she is entitled 
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to an extra £80.70 income-related ESA each week. All in all, Client 4 is a total of 
£166.30 better off per week due to the successful appeal. 

5 The Universal Credit Roll-Out 

5.1 Universal Credit has been talked about for some years as the new ‘single’ benefit 
which will eliminate the need for multiple benefit payments, and ensure that it is 
always more beneficial for a person to work than to remain on benefits.  Its roll-
out has been much debated and delayed, and it has not yet affected people 
supported by The Grange.  The DWP had indicated that it was intending to 
migrate existing income-related ESA claimants onto Universal Credit from 2019.   
Esther McVey - Secretary of State for Work and Pensions – has recently stated 
that “it will be a slow and measured roll-out. It won’t be starting in January 2019 
[but will] be later on in the year and then for a further year with a small amount 
of people, maybe 10,000 people.  We will be learning as we go to make sure it is 
right.  And then it will increase in the roll-out from 2020 onwards…” 

5.2 At least half the people we support claim income-related ESA.  The ongoing 
uncertainty over the migration means that it is still not clear know exactly when 
the people we support will be migrated to universal credit.  In view of the 
difficulties experienced by people with disabilities when the transfer to ESA was 
made, referred to in section 4 above, it is likely that this next migration will 
create its own series of difficulties and render Michelle’s services essential for 
the people we support and their families. 

5.4 The Government published its draft Universal Credit managed migration 
proposals in June this year. During the consultation many charities voiced their 
concerns about how this managed migration adversely affects people with 
disabilities. The consultation response from Disability Rights UK can be found at 
www.disabilityrightsuk.org/response-ssac-consultation-uc-migration  

5.5 The Grange’s Benefits Advisor continues to monitor the process, which will lead 
to a series of recommendations to Government made by the Social Security 
Advisory Committee.  Paul Gray, the committee’s Chair, admitted that the next 
phase of the roll-out was “its most critical and challenging stage, … involving 
major issues on both detailed entitlement rules and delivery logistics.”  The 
proposals are due to be debated in Parliament later this year.  
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5.6 Once the process is agreed by Government, Michelle will attend training specific 
to people with disabilities going through the migration.  She will supplement this 
knowledge by: 

 drawing on sources of information and resources which she was trained 
to use in her previous role at Citizens Advice; 

 following benefits advisor discussion fora on social media and the web; 
 accessing the Disability Rights UK helpline for specialist queries. 

5.7 Fortunately, there was an announcement from the Government in August this 
year that housing benefit would remain in place for people living in supported 
housing and not be wrapped into Universal Credit.  This will be welcome news at 
a time of financial uncertainty for so many vulnerable people. 

6 Conclusion 

6.1 This report is intended to provide Trustees with further insight into the work of 
The Grange’s Benefits Advisor, and the impact of this 0.2FTE role on the 
wellbeing of the people we support.  It is hoped that Michelle will attend a 
future meeting of the Social Care Committee in person to give further 
information and answer any detailed questions.  From the evidence provided 
within this report, however, it is hoped that Trustees will feel this service is 
providing advocacy, reassurance and significant financial impact where it is most 
needed. 

 

Ends 

 

 

 


