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Summary 

In 2004-05, an estimated 1.8 million pensioners lived in households below 60% of median 
income (the definition of relative poverty used by bodies such as the Social Exclusion Unit 
and the OECD).1 In 2003, our predecessors reported on the Department for Work and 
Pensions' efforts in partnership with others to tackle pensioner poverty by encouraging 
pensioners to take up the benefits to which they were entitled.2 The Committee made 
recommendations on setting targets; communicating effectively with pensioners; working 
in partnership; and simplifying and reducing duplication of processes.  

Considerable progress has been made against these recommendations. More pensioners 
receive Pension Credit, introduced in October 2003 to ensure that pensioners had a 
minimum amount to live on, than its predecessor, the Minimum Income Guarantee. The 
Government set a target to pay Pension Credit to 3 million households by 2006 and 3.2 
million by 2008. The Department did not meet the 2006 target and does not expect to meet 
the 2008 target, but the targets have helped to drive the efforts and led to 2.7 million people 
receiving Pension Credit by 2006.  

Despite this progress, in 2004–05 there were still between 1.1 and 1.6 million eligible 
pensioners not claiming Pension Credit, which equates to a take-up rate of between 61 and 
69%, and means that almost a third of eligible pensioners are still missing out on some 
entitlement. In value terms, £1.5 and £2.1 billion of Pension Credit is not being claimed, 
corresponding to 72 to 79% take-up of the total entitlement. The National Audit Office's 
analysis of local patterns of take-up shows that some groups are more likely to miss out, for 
example pensioners in rural areas. The amount of Housing Benefit and Council Tax 
Benefit not being claimed is also large, and take-up of these benefits has actually declined 
in recent years.  

The Pension Service identifies pensioners missing out on entitlements and encourages 
them to apply. It has established a Local Service which offers home visits to help with 
claims, providing assistance on a range of benefits and services, not just those administered 
directly by The Pension Service. Much of this work is done in partnership with other local 
agencies. It is easier to claim Pension Credit than its predecessor the Minimum Income 
Guarantee and there are now links with claims processes for other benefits, although 
individuals still have to repeat some actions to claim different benefits.  

At a local level, there are 400 Alternative Offices where benefit claims can be processed by 
other organisations such as Citizens Advice Bureaux and Age Concern on The Pension 
Service’s behalf. Local authorities, the voluntary sector and other public service providers 
have a common interest in combating pensioner poverty. Many are involved in local 
initiatives to increase take-up but there is not much evidence of which of these activities are 

 
1 Based on 60% of median equivalised income, after housing costs. This is a standard measure used, for example by 

the Social Exclusion Unit and the OECD, and others. It is the measure used in the C&AG’s report to refer to relative 
poverty. 

2 Committee of Public Accounts, Twelfth Report of Session 2002–03, Tackling pensioner poverty, HC 565  
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successful, and there is less partnership work with the health and housing sectors than 
might be expected considering their contacts with pensioners.  

On the basis of a Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General,3 the Committee took 
evidence from the Department for Work and Pensions on what had been achieved in 
encouraging take-up of benefits since 2003, and on the scope for further improvement. 

 

                                                                                                                                                               
3 C&AG’s Report, Progress in tackling pensioner poverty: Encouraging take-up of entitlements, HC (2005–06) 1178 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

1. The Department has increased the number of people claiming Pension Credit to 
one million more than claimed the Minimum Income Guarantee, but its PSA 
target did not address the Department’s wider aim of providing pensioners with 
access to all the benefits and services to which they are entitled. The Department 
published baseline indicators of the independence and well-being of older people in 
October 2006. It should use these indicators as a basis for devising a wider poverty 
reduction target for The Pension Service in the same way as the Government devised 
its target for reducing child poverty. 

2. The Pension Service shares its objective of increasing older people’s well-being 
with primary health and housing providers, but does not co-ordinate its approach 
sufficiently with these bodies. To achieve their own objectives of improving the 
quality of life of vulnerable older people, Primary Care Trusts need to work with the 
other key local agencies such as social housing providers and local authorities as well 
as The Pension Service so that older people have a single access point to the range of 
services. Despite some recent progress, The Pension Service has found it easier to 
develop local joint working than to reach national agreements. The Department 
should explore the scope for a shared target on pensioners’ well-being, encompassing 
health and income.  

3. The Department does not have sufficient information about pensioners’ 
individual circumstances to identify all their benefit entitlements. Since we last 
reported, The Pension Service’s use of data matching and sharing information 
between agencies has improved, but it does not include people outside of the benefits 
system. Reaching these people will require different approaches including outreach 
through trusted service providers and local voluntary groups, as well as more co-
operation with health professionals. The best strategy will vary between areas and the 
Department should encourage discretion to develop imaginative ideas which fit local 
needs.  

4. Take-up of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit, administered by local 
authorities, has declined in recent years despite The Pension Service providing 
pensioners with a full benefit entitlement check. The performance of local 
authorities in managing the benefits and in providing information and advice are 
likely causes of local variability in take-up. The Department should investigate how 
these factors impact on take-up of Housing and Council Tax benefits, and identify 
best practice which can raise the level of service to customers in areas of poor 
performance.  

5. The complexity of the eligibility assessment for disability benefits makes it 
difficult to measure take-up rates, and the Department has no targets for its take-
up. In our report on Dealing with the complexity of the benefits system we 
recommended a number of actions to reverse the increasing complexity of the 
benefits system.4 The Department has commissioned research into the feasibility of 

 
4 Committee of Public Accounts, Thirty-sixth Report of Session 2005–06, Tackling the complexity of the benefits 

system, HC 765 
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measuring Attendance Allowance take-up and exploring the reasons for non-take-
up. The Disability and Carers Service should use the findings to set a target take-up 
level at least comparable with that of Pension Credit.  

6. The processes for claiming pensioner benefits have been simplified but still 
involve a number of stages which require customers to understand complex links 
between disability and income-related benefits. The Department needs to allow 
customers to claim linked benefits through one, single transaction by: 

• removing the need for written documents in addition to telephone applications; 

• linking disability benefit claims automatically to related entitlements when 
systems permit; and  

• replacing repeat notifications of entitlement to linked benefits with a single 
explanation of the customer’s entitlements.  

7. The geographical pattern of take-up shows that older pensioners, pensioners 
from ethnic minorities and from more affluent areas are less likely to claim 
Pension Credit. There are different approaches to encouraging take-up and different 
activities across the country, but only limited awareness of what works best. More 
can be achieved by sharing good practice, encouraging innovative practices and 
focusing on the areas with lower take-up. The Department should publicise the good 
practice identified by the National Audit Office and the evaluation of the Partnership 
Fund to all local authorities and alternative offices.  

8. Pensioners in rural areas are also less likely to claim benefits. Home visits by the 
Local Service play a part in securing access to benefits, but the evidence indicates that 
take-up is still lower in rural areas. Where there are fewer other service providers for 
The Pension Service to work with, it needs to take advantage of the service outlets 
which remain. Notwithstanding post office closures, the Department should use the 
remaining post offices as Alternative Offices and as sources of advice and 
information to encourage take-up and access to wider services.  
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1 Benefit take-up rates and the reasons for 
unclaimed entitlement 
1. Over the last decade the percentage of pensioners living in households below 60% of 
median income (the level used by bodies such as the Social Exclusion Unit and the OECD 
to indicate relative poverty) has fallen from 27% to 17%. There are however 1.8 million 
pensioners still living below this level of income and this number would be significantly 
lower if more pensioners claimed the main benefits to which they are entitled. In 2003, our 
predecessor Committee reported on the government’s efforts to tackle pensioner poverty 
by encouraging take-up of entitlements. Since then, the position continues to be mixed.5 
Take-up of the basic State Pension is nearly 100%, but for Council Tax Benefit the figure is 
less than 60% and has decreased in recent years. Pension Credit has been introduced to 
raise pensioners’ minimum income and is claimed by 61 to 69% of those eligible, leaving 
between £1.5 billion and £2 billion of unclaimed benefit (21 to 28% of the total 
entitlement).6  

2. Pension Credit is now paid to around 2.7 million households, around a million more 
than its predecessor, the Minimum Income Guarantee. The Department was committed to 
a Public Service Agreement target to pay Pension Credit to 3 million households by the end 
of February 2006, rising to 3.2 million households by 2008. After an initial rapid rise, 
growth in the number of claimants has reached a plateau at around 2.7 million, although 
there are small monthly increases (Figure 1 below). The Department believes that it will 
eventually reach the 3.2 million target, and it has already met its target of paying the 
Guarantee Credit—the element of Pension Credit aimed at pensioners with the lowest 
incomes—to 2.1 million households by 2006.7 In retrospect, the Department believes that 
the 2006 PSA target was unrealistic, although it was based on the best information available 
at the time it was set.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 C&AG’s Report, paras 1.2, 1.7; Committee of Public Accounts, Twelfth Report of Session 2002–03, Tackling pensioner 

poverty, HC 565 

6 Qq 5–6, 82–83, 91–93, Department for Work and Pensions, Income Related Benefits Estimates of Take-Up in 2004–05, 
2006  

7 C&AG’s Report, paras 2.3, 2.6; Qq 2–5  

8 Qq 25–28, 35 
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Figure 1: Progress towards the Pension Credit target 
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Source: Department for Work and Pensions, Work and Pensions Longitudinal Study 

Note: August 2006 figure is an early estimate. 

3. The PSA target focused the Department’s attention on raising take-up of Pension Credit. 
The target did not, however, cover other benefits, receipt of which is as important for 
reducing poverty.9 The Department is currently considering a more general target relating 
to pensioner poverty and benefits for pensioners in the context of the 2007 Comprehensive 
Spending Review. It published baseline indicators of the independence and well-being of 
older people, including material well-being, in October 2006.10 

4. The Pension Service believes there is a significant group of people who are entitled to 
Pension Credit but are not taking it up. The Pension Service’s Local Service staff see about 
one million such pensioners a year. Where they do not wish to pursue a claim, the Local 
Service records the reason. Around one quarter of non-claimants said they had sufficient to 
live on, while 6% said it was not worth applying (Figure 2 ).11 

2 Reasons for not applying for Pension Credit given by those believed to be entitled  

Have sufficient to live on 26% 

Confidential; do not wish to give reason 16% 

Not worth applying 6% 

Claim might impact on entitlement to other benefits 6% 

Other reasons 46% 

Source: Evidence Qq 78–79 

 
9 C&AG’s Report, paras 1.7, 2.8; Q 106 

10 Q 12, Department for Work and Pensions, Independence and well-being of older people: baseline report, (2006) 

11 Qq 8–9, 15–16, 40, 76–79 
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5. The Department concludes that part of the reason for low take-up is that pensioners 
who are better off than before do not consider themselves poor, even though benefit rates 
have risen so that they are entitled to Pension Credit, Housing Benefit or Council Tax 
Benefit. In some cases, those not claiming are entitled to smaller amounts. While for 
example an estimated 30 to 40% of those eligible for Pension Credit fail to claim it, the 
amount they do not claim accounts for some 20 to 30% of the total entitlement. Take-up of 
both Council Tax Benefit (£13.10 a week) and the Savings Credit element of Pension 
Credit is low, and the average entitlement is lower than for benefits with higher take-up.12 

6. Misunderstanding the way benefits work is also a factor affecting a minority of 
pensioners. The Department acknowledges that there is a relationship between the 
complexity of the system and non-take-up.13 It considers that the 6% who believed 
claiming one benefit would adversely affect entitlement to others were almost certainly 
mistaken. In fact, claiming a small amount of one benefit may establish entitlement to 
others. When The Pension Service discusses entitlements with people, they explain the 
links between benefits. Their advice covers Housing Benefit, Council Tax Benefit, and 
Attendance Allowance (financial help for people over 65 who become disabled) if 
appropriate, as well as local authority services. Where people decline to apply, however, the 
Agency has to respect their decision.14  

7. Take-up of the Guarantee Credit element of Pension Credit—which is available to the 
poorest pensioners—is high, suggesting that the Department has been most successful in 
reaching those in greatest need. However, there may be pensioners who are missing out on 
benefits but who do not have dealings with any government agencies and so are not in the 
system at all. It is inherently difficult to quantify how many such people there are, as no 
information is held about them.15 

8. Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit take-up rates have declined in recent years 
despite rises in Council Tax (Figures 3 and 4 below).16 This decline may in part be due to 
increases in the income thresholds for entitlement, which has meant that significant 
numbers of new customers have become entitled to these benefits. Many are entitled to 
relatively small amounts, or will be those who have not had any previous contact with the 
benefits system, so they may be unaware of their eligibility. The Department accepts that it 
does not however have a full picture on the reasons for declining take-up of these benefits. 
As estimates are at a national level, it is not possible to identify any relationship between 
take-up of these benefits and the performance of the local authorities who administer 
them. The Department has also made a number of efforts to increase take-up of Housing 
Benefit and Council Tax Benefit (paragraphs 13 and 14 below) which have not yet been 
reflected in the take-up rates.17 

 
12 C&AG’s Report, para 2.7; Qq 10, 41, 51, 65 

13 Q 37 

14 Qq 17–22 

15 C&AG’s Report, para 2.6; Qq 38–39 

16 C&AG’s Report, para 2.12; Q 68 

17 Qq 11, 64–73; Ev 1 
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9. Although take-up of Attendance Allowance has been rising, it is difficult to determine 
the desired level of take-up of disability-related benefits because of the complexity of 
assessing eligibility for the benefits. The Department has commissioned the Policy Studies 
Institute to research whether it is possible to obtain sufficient and appropriate data to make 
an estimate of take-up. This research will be completed by spring 2007.18 

10. There are gaps in the Department's knowledge of benefit take-up, such as those referred 
to in paragraphs 7 to 9 above. The Department is not planning to commission further 
external research but it is trying to exploit the information collected by the Local Service to 
make more effective contacts with pensioners who may be missing out. The Department is 
also carrying out specific research into barriers to take-up for black and minority ethnic 
groups.19 

 

3. Housing Benefit: households receiving benefit, and take-up rates, have both declined 
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18 C&AG’s Report, para 2.14; Qq 12–14, 108–111 

19 C&AG’s Report, para 1.8; Qq 49–52 
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4. Council Tax Benefit: households receiving benefit, and take-up rates, have both declined 
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2 Actions at a national level to encourage 
take-up of benefits 
11. Following its creation in 2002, The Pension Service’s main priority was to manage the 
introduction of Pension Credit. Its marketing campaign was more cost-effective than 
previous campaigns, achieving an annual increase in take-up of £55 per £1 spent on 
advertising, compared with £29 for the previous Minimum Income Guarantee.20 Some 
people do not appear to be influenced by national campaigns, however, and instead they 
need to be contacted directly. After this initial phase, The Pension Service has moved away 
from wholesale media advertising to an individualised approach with changing messages. 
It identifies potential customers to approach by data matching using the information it and 
other parts of government hold on customers. It is also trying to use this information and 
the contacts it has with customers to pinpoint the factors which influence take-up.21 
Nevertheless, The Pension Service has to work hard even to maintain the current level of 
benefit take-up. Every year there are newly retired and newly entitled pensioners who need 
to make claims, and many will not have had previous contact with the benefits system.22  

12. The Pension Service provides pensioners with a full benefit check covering Attendance 
Allowance, Housing and Council Tax Benefits and social services, as well as Pension 
Credit. In the last 18 months, the Department has focused on ensuring Pension Credit 
recipients do not miss out on entitlements to Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit. 
Working with local authorities, The Pension Service contacted 390,000 people, which led 
to 59,000 additional successful claims for Council Tax Benefit. This increase has not yet fed 
through into the take-up rate but it equates to an increase of about 2%.23 However, with 2.5 
million pensioners receiving Council Tax Benefit and at least 1.6 million more not 
claiming, many of those missing out must be people who do not receive Pension Credit.24  

13. Our 36th Report of 2005–06 recommended further action to tackle the complexity of 
the benefits system, which is a factor in low take-up.25 The Department has made some 
progress in simplifying claim processes and it is also trying to limit the impact of 
complexity on the customer by ending the need for people to deal with multiple agencies. 
The Pension Service can now take claims for the State Pension, Pension Credit, Housing 
Benefit and Council Tax Benefit in one phone call. From 2007, Local Service staff will also 
take disability benefit claims, including from people below pension age. The Housing 
Benefit and Council Tax Benefit application form has been shortened from 40 to three 
pages. A further development from early 2007 is to use a question on the Pension Credit 
application form to identify potential eligibility for Carer’s Allowance.26  

 
20 C&AG’s Report, paras 3.1–3.2 

21 Qq 59–61, 81 

22 Q 3 

23 Qq 11, 23–24, 60 

24 C&AG’s Report, para 2.12; Figure 11 

25 Committee of Public Accounts, Thirty-sixth Report of Session 2005-06, Tackling the complexity of the benefits 
system, HC 765 

26 Qq 36, 57–59 
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14. There is still some duplication of processes, however, which can be off-putting for 
potential claimants. From 2008, the Department plans to remove the requirement for 
customers to sign a separate completed claim form for Housing Benefit after applying by 
telephone. Customers still receive separate notifications of different entitlements, which the 
Department acknowledged it needs to tackle in future.27 The National Audit Office also 
identified significant complexities remaining in the application process for Attendance 
Allowance, in the link between Carer’s Allowance and Pension Credit, and in the differing 
treatment of capital limits across benefits.28  

15. Another issue we referred to in our 36th Report of 2005–06 was that sources of 
assistance about entitlements were not widely known. This also applies to The Pension 
Service, as there is low awareness of the availability of the Local Service. Although it had 
not previously sought to advertise the Local Service, The Pension Service is now running 
an advertising campaign in local newspapers to raise awareness of its role.29  

16. The few international examples of benefits with high take-up rates involve close links 
with tax systems—the Guaranteed Income Supplement in Canada and tax credits in the 
United States. The Department does not have sufficient knowledge of individual 
circumstances to award entitlements automatically through the tax system, but it is 
working more closely than before with HM Revenue and Customs on sharing data and on 
service provision.30  

17. The Pension Service was allocated £73.5 million in 2006–07 to spend on the Local 
Service, whilst the Department was allocated £12 million over 2004–05 and 2005–06 for 
Partnership Fund projects to encourage take-up.31 The Pension Service recognises that it 
does not have good information to compare the cost-effectiveness of different ways of 
contacting pensioners despite its Pension Credit advertising having more success than 
previous campaigns. It has introduced a system—the Local Service Modeller—to be made 
available to all local managers from April 2007 to capture the outcomes of each contact it 
has and the resources required deal with them. This system should allow a better 
assessment of the relative cost-effectiveness of different interventions. 32  

 
27 Qq 28, 63 

28 C&AG’s Report, para 5.6 

29 Committee of Public Accounts, Thirty-sixth Report of Session 2005-06, Tackling the complexity of the benefits 
system, HC 765; C&AG’s Report, para 3.13; Qq 53–54 

30 C&AG’s Report, Technical Report, Chapter 7; Qq 34–35, 75, 89–90  

31 Qq 100–101; Ev 16 

32 Qq 104–105, 107; Ev 16 
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3 Actions at a local level to encourage 
take-up of benefits 
18. There are wide geographical variations in Pension Credit take-up across England, 
Scotland and Wales. Controlling for other factors, take-up of Pension Credit is lower in less 
deprived areas, rural areas, areas with large minority ethnic populations, and areas with 
older pensioners. Some apparently similar rural areas, such as the Highlands and Islands of 
Scotland have contrasting take-up rates, however, and the Department was not able to 
provide explanations for these local variations.33 The Department recognises it can do 
more with its data locally and it has recruited marketing experts to help link its data with 
data on the characteristics of particular locations, for example the neighbourhood 
classifications available from the information company Experian.34  

19. One possible reason for some of these variations is that take-up is lower where entitled 
pensioners are less concentrated, so that people are not part of social networks or 
encouraged to apply by word of mouth. The Department believes it has been more 
successful in encouraging take-up in deprived areas because other organisations, such as 
voluntary groups and local authorities, are also active in these places. The Pension Service 
recognises that there is now a need to focus on those areas, including rural and more 
affluent parts of the country, where there is less other activity.35  

20. There is a considerable amount of effort and activity happening at a local level to 
increase take-up of entitlements. The National Audit Office report concluded that The 
Pension Service Local Service provides a high quality customer service and targets the most 
vulnerable pensioner groups. Local authorities, the voluntary sector and other public 
service providers are also involved in local initiatives to increase take-up.36 The Department 
is providing short-term support for 172 such initiatives though its Partnership Fund, which 
provides funding for community, voluntary and not-for-profit organisations to increase 
take-up, particularly amongst vulnerable and hard-to-reach groups.37 But the level of local 
activity is not uniform (see Figure 5 below), and success rates of different activities are not 
analysed. For example, only a quarter of the local authorities involved in take-up activities 
were working to targets.38  

21. In response to the National Audit Office’s Report, the Department is looking at how to 
provide the Local Service with more autonomy and flexibility in order to utilise local 
knowledge and respond to local priorities. The Local Service does not have targets for 
increasing take-up because of measurement difficulties, but the Local Service Modeller 

 
33 C&AG’s Report, para 2.9; Q 42 

34 Qq 43–44, 94–96 

35 Qq 32, 55, 85 

36 C&AG’s Report, para 3.1–3.2; Qq 33, 49, 56, 84–88 

37 Qq 87, 103; Ev 16 

38 C&AG’s Report, para 4.4; Q 107 
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(paragraph 18) is intended to provide more information to help local managers with how 
best to deploy their staff, and a set of measures of what each local area can achieve.39  

22. The Pension Service does not have a network of local offices that people can visit. 
Instead, it has call centres, staff operating from a range of other organisations’ premises, 
and Local Service staff offer home visits. It is working in partnership with other interested 
parties to encourage take-up, and has 128 joint working partnerships with primary tier 
local authorities. Its initial aim of setting up a joint team with a similar structure in each 
area was considered too prescriptive, and did not work where the local council had 
contracted out some of its Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit services. The Pension 
Service is, however, now taking a more flexible approach and is in discussion on forming a 
partnership with 59 other authorities. There are now only 16 areas where partnership 
agreement is not in sight, but the Department’s aim is to put them in place throughout the 
country.40  

5. Local authorities work in partnership with a range of organisations 

The Pension Service Local Service

Citizens Advice Bureaux

Housing Associations

Age Concern

Other

Job Centre Plus

GPs’ surgeries

Local hospitals

Help the Aged

RNIB

Do not work in partnership

RNID
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Percentage of local authority respondents  
Source: National Audit Office survey of local authorities based on responses from 250 local authorities 

Note: Over a third of respondents stated ‘other’ as partnership work with welfare rights agencies and one 
fifth respondents stated ‘other’ as work with other local authorities. A range of partnerships were given for 
the remaining ‘other’, including social services, carers’ networks, libraries and the Royal British Legion. 

 

23. There are also 400 Alternative Offices where other local organisations provide 
assistance and access to pensioner benefits. Of these, over 150 were run voluntarily by Age 
Concern.41 The Pension Service is exploring with HM Revenue and Customs the scope to 
use more tax offices as information points, with on-site Pension Service staff available to 

 
39 C&AG’s Report, para 3.13; Q 112 

40 Qq 29, 97–98  

41 Qq 46, 102 
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give benefit advice. Despite these efforts, the withdrawal of public service outlets such as 
tax offices and post offices from rural areas make it more difficult to provide accessible 
services.42 

24. There are fewer formal partnerships between The Pension Service and the social 
housing and health sectors, although 40% of local authorities are involved in take-up work 
with housing associations (Figure 5). The new Local Area Agreements for local authorities 
will mean that The Pension Service will have a seat on every local strategic partnership 
board across the country which will help with future partnership working.  

25. The Department of Health has a PSA target on improving the quality of life of 
vulnerable older people, which requires Primary Health Trusts to work in partnership with 
the other key local agencies such as social housing providers and local authorities as well as 
The Pension Service. But although increasing pensioners’ income can have an impact on 
health, only 16% of local authorities had partnership arrangements with the primary health 
sector. The Pension Service has made progress in the last 12 months in working with the 
Department of Health. It has, however, at times proved easier to establish joint working at 
a local level rather than to reach national agreements. 

 

 

 

 
42 Qq 45, 74, 99 
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Oral evidence

Taken before the Committee of Public Accounts

on Wednesday 13 December 2006

Members present:

Mr Richard Bacon Dr John Pugh
Mr David Curry Mr Don Touhig
Helen Goodman Mr Alan Williams
Mr Austin Mitchell

In the absence of the Chairman, Mr Williams was called to the Chair

Witnesses: Sir John Bourn KCB, Comptroller and Auditor General, and Mr Jeremy Lonsdale, National
Audit OYce were in attendance and gave oral evidence.
Mr Marius Gallaher, Alternate Treasury OYcer of Accounts, HM Treasury was in attendance.

REPORT BY THE COMPTROLLER AND AUDITOR GENERAL

TACKLING PENSIONER POVERTY:

ENCOURAGING TAKE-UP OF ENTITLEMENTS (HC1178-I & II)

Witnesses: Mr Leigh Lewis CB, Permanent Secretary, Department for Work and Pensions, Ms Alexis
Cleveland, Chief Executive, The Pension Service, Mr Terry Moran, Chief Executive, Disability and Carers
Service, Department for Work and Pensions, gave evidence.

Q1 Mr Williams: Today we are considering the
Comptroller and Auditor General’s Report on
Progress in Tackling Pensioner Poverty: encouraging
take-up of entitlements. I welcome back Mr Leigh
Lewis, who has a higher attendance record than
some of our Members and is Permanent Secretary of
the Department. May I ask you to introduce your
colleagues?
Mr Lewis: Thank you very much, Chairman. On my
right is Alexis Cleveland, who is the Chief Executive
of The Pension Service within the Department, and
on my left is Mr Terry Moran, who is the Chief
Executive of the Disability and Carers Service within
the Department.

Q2 Mr Williams: Thank you. I understand you have
now given up on your target for take-up of Pension
Credit for this year and have recognised that you are
not going to get the three million households that
you had aimed for. It presents a slight problem in
that your next target is 2008 when it is going to be 3.2
million, so you have got 300,000 to make up and you
have got a new 200,000 to find. Are you likely to find
an extra half million in the time available to you?
Mr Lewis: No, I do not think so, if we are honest
with the Committee. What has become clear is that
we have begun to plateau around the 2.7 million
figure. It is increasing gradually and is still going up
slowly month on month, and that is a very
substantial increase on the numbers getting the
previous minimum income guarantee that Pension
Credit replaced, but I think it has become clear that
that figure of three million plus is probably out of
reach. There are still huge eVorts going on which we
can describe, and I am sure we will, during the

hearing to promote and increase take-up but I think
it is probably unrealistic to believe that we are going
to get to three million or above.

Q3 Mr Williams: That really is almost a message of
despair. Why do you think you have hit a plateau of
achievement?
Mr Lewis: It is certainly not at all a message of
despair because what we have done is increase the
take-up of Pension Credit, certainly compared with
the previous minimum income guarantee, and take-
up is still rising and I am pleased that the National
Audit OYce Report commends The Pension Service
for a great deal of what it has done. We are still
embarked on a major programme of eVort.
Remember that we have to work very hard simply to
stand still because inevitably we are dealing with a
pensioner population and, sadly, there will be
pensioners every year who die just as there will be
new people becoming pensioners and we need to
work very hard to ensure that new pensioners are
aware of their entitlement as well as seeking to take
the take-up rate further for existing pensioners.

Q4 Mr Williams: It does suggest that you are at a loss
to find a breakthrough tactic to get at the remainder
of the pensioner population.
Mr Lewis: It would be lovely to be able to say to this
Committee that there is a kind of silver bullet that we
think is there to be fired which will get us through to
another step-change increase. We are continuing to
drive up take-up and promote Pension Credit in very
many imaginative ways, which the Report notes and
indeed commends us for, but I do not think there is a
single silver bullet. I think this is about constant and
unrelenting eVort.
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Q5 Mr Williams: It means that there is about £1.5
billion to £2 billion not being taken up.
Mr Lewis: Yes, of course, it does mean that there is
a substantial amount of money. It is worth saying, I
think, that within that overall 2.7 million, just over,
we have hit the guaranteed credit element of Pension
Credit at 2.1 million; indeed, we hit that a year early.
All entitlement not being taken up is important, but
I think it was particularly important that we hit the
guaranteed element of the target.

Q6 Mr Williams: That is a 10% non-take-up, one in
ten. When we look at all benefits we find that one in
three pensioners are not taking up some benefits to
which they are entitled, so while you have got a
problem of a 10% shortfall on your target in the
Pension Credit area the situation looks even worse
across the rest of the pension schemes.
Mr Lewis: What we do know, of course, is that we
have very high take-up of the basic state retirement
pension. We do know quite a bit about why
pensioners do not take-up entitlement. It is
sometimes, of course, because they do not know and
we have not done as much as we might have done
and arguably should have done to ensure that they
do know and are aware that—

Q7 Mr Williams: But that is a reason that has been
put forward, understandably, by witness after
witness year after year. Why is it we are not making
the further breakthrough, particularly as we can get
to within 10% on one but we are 30% short on the
other?
Mr Lewis: I think it is worth saying that we are
making real progress. This is not a story we are
bringing to this Committee that we are simply at a
standstill. Compared with the old minimum income
guarantee there has been huge progress. If you look
at estimated take-up rates for 2004–05 for Pension
Credit they are significantly up on 2003–04. What we
are saying is that we are being open and
straightforward with the Committee in that we do
not think that there is a single silver bullet which is
going to drive take-up, up further by a very large
margin. We do know, for example, that there is a
significant group of pensioners not taking up their
entitlement who absolutely know of their
entitlement and have said that, notwithstanding that
they know about it, they do not wish to take it up.

Q8 Mr Williams: Are you able in any way to
quantify that, even vaguely? What percentage are we
to take it will never take it up? Do you have a ball
park figure?
Mr Lewis: Data which The Pension Service has from
its Local Service operations suggests that of those we
think have an entitlement but have not taken it up
around a quarter have simply said that they have
suYcient to live on.

Q9 Mr Williams: Is that 25% of the total pensioner
population?
Mr Lewis: No, of those who have not taken up their
entitlement but we think would have an entitlement
around 25% have said that they have suYcient to live

on, and around 6% have said that they thought it
was not worth applying. Quite a number cite
confidential reasons or other reasons.

Q10 Mr Williams: Why do they say it is not worth
applying? Perhaps that is something we can address.
Mr Lewis: In many cases it is because the actual
amounts of the entitlement they may have to
Pension Credit are really very small. In some cases
they will have an entitlement but, because of levels
of other income or savings, notwithstanding the
savings credit, it may only be a pound or two to
which they have an entitlement.

Q11 Mr Williams: That is a sensible explanation. It
seems a quandary when you look at the complaints
there are from pensioner groups at the moment
about rents going up and council tax going up, but
the actual take-up of housing benefit and council tax
benefit have declined. What on earth do you put that
down to?
Mr Lewis: Again, it is quite diYcult to find the
answer to that story. One piece of the analysis is that
the threshold for availability of both of those
benefits has been increasing in recent years by more
than the rate of inflation, so actually a group of
people are entitled now who would not have been
entitled at that level of real income in the past and
there is some evidence that, if you discount that, then
on housing benefit the take-up rates are roughly flat
and on council tax benefits they are still falling. One
thing it is worth saying, and Alexis Cleveland may
want to expand on this, is that we have done a
massive amount in the last 18 months in particular to
try and contact those whom we know to be receiving
Pension Credit but who are not claiming housing
benefit and council tax benefit. In the last 18 months
we have contacted around 348,000 people. Of those
around 66,000 have subsequently made claims and
received those benefits. We have paid something like
£29 million in arrears to that group and those figures
have not yet appeared in the take-up figures because
there inevitably is a lag. One other thing, and I hope
this is not boring the Committee but I think it is
really important, is that The Pension Service now,
and I think this is a huge advance, take claims to four
benefits—state retirement pension, Pension Credit,
housing benefit and council tax benefit, in a single
phone call. We do not any longer require people to
deal with us four times or deal with local authorities
four times, so we are making the process a great deal
easier. I do not think we have seen the benefits of that
process yet in take-up figures.

Q12 Mr Williams: In 2003 you recommended targets
for benefits other than Pension Credit, especially for
the disabled. That was three years ago. What has
happened since then?
Mr Lewis: Again, we thought about this very hard,
and we are looking, of course, at targets again at the
moment in the context of the CSR/07 expenditure
settlement and that is very much an ongoing issue
with our ministers at the moment. The diYculty in
setting targets for the main benefits for disabled
people, and Terry Moran would be more expert in



3597041001 Page Type [O] 09-05-07 21:13:52 Pag Table: COENEW PPSysB Unit: PAG1

Committee of Public Accounts: Evidence Ev 3

Department for Work and Pensions, The Pension Service and the Disability and Carers Service

this than I, is that it is very diYcult to know what the
non-take-up rate is for disability benefits, because
entitlement is only determined at the point of a claim
where someone submits evidence of their disability.
We have got a research study under way at the
moment being carried out by the Policy Studies
Institute to look at whether it is possible to get that
evidence.

Q13 Mr Williams: I was interested to see that in my
briefing and I can understand you setting up a study
because there is uncertainty about qualification and
all the rest of it, but why has it taken three years from
when we recommended doing something to you
setting up the study only this summer, which
suggests that it might almost be in response to the
knowledge that this Report was pending?
Mr Lewis: I do not think it was in that knowledge.

Q14 Mr Williams: You do not think it was or you
know it was not?
Mr Lewis: I do not know it was not as a matter of
fact, so I do not want in any sense to risk misleading
the Committee. I do not believe it was, and it may be,
as is the case so often with hindsight, that we might
have moved more quickly, but, as the National
Audit OYce Report itself acknowledges, this is an
area which has been fraught with diYculty even in
academic and research circles. This is an area where
it is very diYcult indeed to predict what real take-up
levels are. One thing worth saying, I think, which the
National Audit OYce Report brings out, is that we
are in eVect the only country the NAO has been able
to identify which systematically tries to assess take-
up levels and seeks to tackle them in the way we do
not that that means that our performance is in any
way perfect but I think we are ahead of any other
major country in the degree to which we estimate
and seek to promote take-up.

Q15 Mr Mitchell: With regard to those who do not
apply, there is a myth that a lot of pensioners are too
proud to apply. You did not quantify the number or
give us the proportion that they constitute of the
ones you do not reach.
Mr Lewis: No, and I will again perhaps ask Alexis
to come in on this. We know in proportionate terms
from our local service staV, who probably have the
most intimate day-to-day contact with pensioners
because they are literally going into their homes and
one of their key jobs is to seek to persuade
pensioners to apply for benefits where they are not
claiming them but are entitled to. I have been out
with Pension Service local staV myself. I have sat
with them in the homes of pensioners and I think
they do a remarkable job with great tact, skill and
diplomacy. I think they are probably in a better
position than almost anyone to be able to quantify
this and, as I said, their view is that about a quarter
of those they believe have an entitlement, and they
will have talked to them and explained that
entitlement, are saying, “Thank you, but no thank
you”.

Q16 Mr Mitchell: Can you put figures on that?
Ms Cleveland: We see about a million customers a
year in their homes or at information points. We
know from the estimates in the Reports that there
are at least that many not picking that up, so you
could take it as probably a quarter of a million from
that figure of 26%. What we are doing, because we
certainly have not given up on chasing take-up as we
are going forward, is a lot of data matching from the
information we already hold about our customers.

Q17 Mr Mitchell: You are chasing them rather than
they chasing you?
Ms Cleveland: We are chasing them and we are
getting to that point with some people where they are
telling us to go away, so it is something we have to
judge quite carefully.

Q18 Mr Mitchell: Mr Lewis mentioned that I think
6% did not claim it because it was peanuts.
Ms Cleveland: Yes.

Q19 Mr Mitchell: But even if it is peanuts, to have a
claim establishes your entitlement and is a passport
to other benefits.
Ms Cleveland: Yes.

Q20 Mr Mitchell: So what do you do? Bludgeon
them, bash them?
Ms Cleveland: I think we have to respect people’s
decisions.

Q21 Mr Mitchell: But this is explained to them?
Ms Cleveland: Of course it is, absolutely. What we
have done—shall I just run through the process?

Q22 Mr Mitchell: No, it is too lengthy. When they
do not apply and they are saying they do not apply
because it is too small an amount, is their entitlement
to other benefits still checked by you?
Ms Cleveland: Absolutely. That is part of the whole
service. We do not just go out to people about
Pension Credit. We will talk to them about
attendance allowance if that is appropriate, we will
talk about housing benefit, council tax benefit, and
in many local authorities there are other schemes
that are available through the social services
department, such as gardening services, smoke
alarms, that type of thing, so it is a really holistic
visit; it is a real benefit check that we do on them. We
are not just looking at them for the benefits that I am
responsible for administering.

Q23 Mr Mitchell: I am glad to hear that, and you
mentioned that 390,000 had been contacted.
Ms Cleveland: Yes.

Q24 Mr Mitchell: By visit or by post?
Ms Cleveland: It is a bit of both. We did some data
matching for those people who were on the
guaranteed credit but not getting housing benefit or
council tax benefit. We identified those cases. First
of all we passed those names and addresses to local
authorities but we decided we wanted to do more on
that so we did another scan of the data and identified
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200,000 cases whom we contacted by phone or by
letter, and that is what generated the applications
that Mr Lewis mentioned earlier.

Q25 Mr Mitchell: Just one other point. You gave the
impression, Mr Lewis, that the target of three
million households was out of reach. You seemed
complacent about it.
Mr Lewis: If I gave that impression then I have
managed already to give a false impression.

Q26 Mr Mitchell: Perhaps it is your benign
personality.
Mr Lewis: I do not regard us as remotely
complacent. I was trying to give an honest answer to
the Chairman’s question.

Q27 Mr Mitchell: You gave the impression that it
would not in fact be reached and the figures indicate
that it has definitely plateau’d.
Mr Lewis: Yes, and that was the point I was making
to nail any suggestion that—

Q28 Mr Mitchell: Why was three million picked on
as a target?
Mr Lewis: At the time the target was set it was
judged that that was a reasonable place to go, but
remember that at that time it was a new benefit and
there was not a lot of experience. Let me give you one
more very concrete example of something we are
doing which we hope will drive up take-up,
particularly of housing benefit and council tax
benefit. At the moment we take all those claims with
one phone call but with housing benefit we still have
to send a form back to that pensioner so that he or
she can put a signature on it and send that form back
to the local authority. It is human nature that
sometimes that does not happen. We will from early
in 2008 be able to proceed without a signature and
regard that as, if you will, an electronic signature, so
we are looking at each and every way of pushing
take-up higher.

Q29 Mr Mitchell: Clearly there is an eVort on your
part to have joint teams with other organisations.
Can you tell me how successful this is? Since we have
three councillors from north east Lincolnshire
attending the Committee I will ask particularly if
you can give us some examples of how it works
locally in north east Lincolnshire, but with what
proportion of areas are you able to get joint
working, first of all with the local authority,
secondly, with the primary care trust, and, thirdly,
with the voluntary organisations like Age Concern?
Is it a universal pattern or is it very patchy?
Mr Lewis: Let me give you some figures and then
perhaps Alexis can give you some more colour. At
the moment we have 128 joint working partnerships.
Our ambition is to have one for every first tier local
authority, of which there are 203. At the moment we
have 128 in operation. We have 59 more under
discussion where we are hoping to reach such a
partnership very soon, and we only have 16 where
we are not at the moment in sight of reaching a

partnership. Our ambition is very simple: we would
like to have such a partnership in every first tier local
authority area.
Ms Cleveland: That is absolutely our intention, and
we have changed our approach a bit here from when
we started. I think we might have been a bit too
prescriptive when we said we started oV with
something called joint teams. They were quite
structured and they required certain ways of
working and a memorandum of understanding and
such like, and I think some local authorities pushed
back against this. I think particularly it was diYcult
where they had contracted out some of their housing
benefit and council tax benefit services, so we have
now been quite flexible in that and are trying to get
down to arrangements that will work in the locality.

Q30 Mr Mitchell: How about housing associations
and council housing departments?
Ms Cleveland: We do not have formal joint working
agreements with a great number of those, but they
often form part of some of the local partnerships.
There are the new local agreements that local
authorities have where they have to have a board
that looks at services to older people, and so through
that board, and The Pension Service will have a seat
on every single one of those, is where there will be a
lot more links through to the housing associations.

Q31 Mr Mitchell: The National Audit OYce has
kindly supplied us with maps of the instances of
deprivation and ageing populations in Grimsby. I
have to add in here that it is actually coterminous
with the areas which have been flooded, a once-in-50
years surge according to the maps that I have been
supplied with by the Environment Agency. Can you
give us in writing later on an indication of how well
this kind of co-operation is working in north east
Lincolnshire?1

Ms Cleveland: Of course we can.

Q32 Mr Mitchell: I think that would be very useful
for myself and the Council. What are the main
groups, other than the ones that are too proud to
apply, that you are missing out on? I notice that you
give proportions missed out on as high in rural areas,
high in large ethnic populations, and I can
understand that, but I cannot understand why it says
areas with many older pensioners. I would have
thought that where there was a concentration of
older people there would be a kind of bush telegraph
saying, “Get into this”.
Mr Lewis: It is the case that one reason why there are
higher densities of non-take-up is paradoxically
(although it is perhaps not so paradoxical when you
stop to think of it) in more aZuent areas where there
are fewer recipients and therefore that bush
telegraph does not work as easily, and that, I think,
is part of the explanation, part only, because I do not
think we claim to have certain knowledge that the
reason take-up can be lower in rural areas is that
there are fewer people saying to fewer friends,
family, neighbours, et cetera, “Here is a benefit

1 Ev 16
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which you should take up”. We would mislead the
Committee if we said that we had perfect knowledge.
I think the National Audit OYce analysis is a really
interesting and important one and it very much goes
with the grain of our trying to get better data and
better intelligence and use it more at a local level.
Ms Cleveland: One of the lessons for us is that we as
a national organisation have been focusing on areas
of deprivation. When we have been targeting our
work we have gone into those. I think what this has
shown is that there are other networks and the fact
that we are now using alternate oYces and doing
these joint partnership deals means that maybe we
ought to be looking to focus more of our eVort into
the areas where they are a bit thin on the ground so
that we will focus more on those rural areas.

Q33 Mr Mitchell: In the map of where initiatives
have been taken, Yorkshire and Humberside emerge
as an area where there is none, the slate is blank, but
in other areas there seem to be interesting results
from mail shots organised by the local authority. I
would have thought that it would be a prime
responsibility of local authorities to generate more
money coming to the area and to let people know
what their rights are. Do you standardise best
practice? Do you tell other areas what they are doing
successfully?
Mr Lewis: Yes, we do. There is a great deal of
sharing of best practice. That is something that I
think all national organisations struggle to do as
eVectively as they can. There are lots of groupings.
There are some highly imaginative schemes. One,
which is not Lincolnshire and is not Yorkshire and
Humberside but which I came across as I prepared
for this hearing, is something in the West Midlands
called the “slipper swap shop”, a brilliant initiative,
I think, where a local authority invites pensioners in
to exchange slippers which have seen better days and
therefore they might slip on, literally, for a pair of
non-slip slippers, but once they have those
pensioners there and the slipper transaction has been
done they talk about crime prevention, they talk
about fire prevention, they talk about other kinds of
services on oVer and they talk about benefit
entitlement. Those kinds of initiatives are being
looked at and replicated.

Q34 Mr Mitchell: Why can it not all be done through
the tax structure like family credit?
Mr Lewis: I think that would imply that we had
perfect knowledge, if you see what I mean, which we
do not, and it goes back to something else that both
Alexis and I have said, that in the end we have to
have people who are willing to take-up an
entitlement. They have to know about it and that is
absolutely our job. We have to make it as easy as we
can possibly make it for them to take that
entitlement up. That I believe is an area where we are
making real progress but in the end it is up to
individuals to decide whether they want to apply.

Q35 Dr Pugh: Judging by the international
comparisons you do a reasonably good job so far as
the evidence is available to us at the moment, but the

most perfect system is never going to get 100% take-
up. There is going to be a residual element that you
will never crack and will be unreachable. What do
you think about that percentage that you never get
to? Is 95% perfect as good as you are ever going to
get, or 80%?
Mr Lewis: I genuinely do not know, is the honest
answer to the question, and I am very reluctant to
give any figure lest it be portrayed as, “So you are
content, are you, Mr Lewis, with X%?”, however
small X% is. I think as long as there is one person out
there who has an entitlement and does not know
about it and would otherwise claim it then we are not
doing the job as well as we should. That said, of
course, there is somewhere, when you are using
public funds and resources, a law of diminishing
returns. There just has to be.

Q36 Dr Pugh: That is entirely laudable, I am sure. In
terms of the relationship though between the
complexity of the benefit and the take-up when you
are looking at how you do on particular sorts of
benefit, is there a very clear relationship or are there
anomalies in a complex benefit that is widely taken
up?
Mr Lewis: I have had the privilege of appearing
before the Committee on a number of occasions this
year and one of those was on the National Audit
OYce’s Report on the complexity of the benefit
system, and there is no doubt that there is a
relationship between complexity and take-up.
Where benefits are more complex people are less
inclined to take them up. That is why we are trying
to tackle benefit complexity and that is also why we
are trying to take on the complexity in the way we
operate our systems. Rather than let our customers
struggle with the complexity we are seeking to take
the complexity on from them, for example, by taking
claims to a range of benefits in a single phone call
rather than them having to go from pillar to post to
make a whole set of separate claims.

Q37 Dr Pugh: But it would be generally true that the
Chancellor knows for a fact that the more complex
he makes the benefit system the less benefit
proportionally will be taken up?
Mr Lewis: I certainly do not want to stray into a
political arena but I think it is inevitably the case that
there is a relationship between complexity and
take-up.

Q38 Dr Pugh: How are you feeling for a lot of people
who marginally benefit from whatever benefits are
available, the people who are in gross need? Have
you any idea what the figure might be of those who
do not claim at all, who are just sitting there in these
strange desolate houses we see from time to time
falling down and are really not in contact with
anybody? How many of the desperately poor, in
other words, do not plug into the system?
Mr Lewis: I do not think we have hard and fast
evidence and I will look to Alexis Cleveland in a
moment to expand on that. We do know, of course,
that the take-up rate amongst the guaranteed credit
element of Pension Credit, and those are the people
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who are below those minimum amounts that the
guaranteed credit is there to provide, is substantially
higher than for the Pension Credit as a whole, and
that suggests we are getting to more of those people
who are poorer as pensioners.
Ms Cleveland: We do not have figures for that
because largely these people are completely out of
contact with any of the organisations that might
measure or monitor that. One indication, and it is
only an indication, is that when we first started
Pension Credit we did identify, as we were taking on
that one million increase in the number of
households, people who were entitled to very large
amounts of money and it was very visible because of
the backdating that was in place then, and so people
were getting very large sums, many thousands of
pounds.

Q39 Dr Pugh: You do not know how many there are
but there are fewer?
Ms Cleveland: There are much fewer. We used to
take it on one level that it was a good news story and
on another that it was a bad news story—good news
that we had found the person but bad news that we
had missed them before. We are not picking up those
very big sums coming through the system now.

Q40 Dr Pugh: Coming to look at this figure of 6%
again, is that the eligible pensioners who know about
benefits but dismiss them because they think the
benefits are not worth the flannel of applying for
them? Is that what the 6% figure represents?
Mr Lewis: Yes. Just to be clear, this is the best
evidence that our Local Service staV give, according
to the data that they record, as to why people who,
having visited them, they believe to have an
entitlement but despite their best eVorts they have
not been able to persuade them to make a claim.
They say that of that group around 6% have said
that it is not worth applying. A rather larger number,
a significantly larger number, 26%, have said that
they have suYcient to live on.

Q41 Dr Pugh: Looking at that 6%, are they a
homogeneous group, in other words they are all
making a similar rational calculation, or are they a
fairly diverse group who have got diVerent views
about entitlements and living oV the state?
Mr Lewis: I very much doubt that they are a
completely homogeneous group. Remember we are
in a society in which, just as there are some very poor
pensioners, there are more aZuent pensioners and
pensioners who have a whole swathe of views about
what they consider to be appropriate and not
appropriate, so I do not think it is easy to
characterise. We have some evidence that those who
are, we believe, entitled but are not claiming are
entitled to smaller amounts, quite significantly
smaller amounts, than those who do claim, so that is
suggesting that in quite a number of cases pensioners
are deciding consciously that the amount of money,
which, as I said before, may in some cases only be a
pound or two, is simply not worth it for them.

Q42 Dr Pugh: When I looked at the map and looked
at my own constituency, and I think most of us have,
that was a conclusion that I drew, and I have a large
number of people over 80 in my constituency, yet a
relatively poor take-up, and I can only assume that
they have looked into the system and found it in
some cases not worth the eVort. I then looked at it
further and I looked at the map of Scotland. On the
map of Scotland you would expect the Highlands
and Islands to be more or less the same, being rural
areas with populations fairly widely dispersed and so
on, but in fact there is quite a sharp diVerential. The
Highlands has a very poor level of uptake. The
Islands have a relatively good level of uptake. What
conclusions do you draw from that?
Mr Lewis: I am not sure I would like to stab at any.

Q43 Dr Pugh: I just wondered if it was the
community ethos there or whatever.
Mr Lewis: The honest truth is I do not know and I
think any answer that I might give for my part would
just be speculation. Alexis, have you got a better
answer?
Ms Cleveland: No, I have not got a better answer
other than this analysis and the work we are doing,
where we are looking to link into other people’s
data, and linking in with what can we learn from the
data that is available through Experian and people
like that that gives you the characteristics of a
particular location, and we have recruited some
people who have come from a marketing
background to help us with this type of analysis.

Q44 Dr Pugh: But you simply do not know?
Ms Cleveland: We do not know at the moment and
that is why we started collecting this information
from our local service about the reasons for people
not wanting to claim because there is no research.
These are not government statistics. They are just
collected as part of our ongoing work to give us an
idea of what are the triggers that are going to work
in the future, to try and achieve the breakthrough
that the Chairman was describing earlier.

Q45 Dr Pugh: One thing that is happening at the
moment with Gershon savings and so on is that the
number of local tax oYces is sharply diminishing,
and obviously not many elderly go to tax oYces and
tell people about their aVairs. Equally, in the oYce
there are more staV involved in very low-skilled
processing who do not have a full idea of the tax
situation of people in general. Do you think that will
have a detrimental eVect on the progress you are
making?
Ms Cleveland: One of the things we are doing at the
moment is that we are in active discussion with
HMRC about using more of their tax oYces as our
information points, to put some of our staV in to
pick up some of these benefits discussions in those
oYces.

Q46 Dr Pugh: So in an area where there was a low
uptake you would be very reluctant to see the tax
oYce move out of town?
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Mr Lewis: I am not sure we are saying that. One
thing I would say we are saying though, and again I
think this is a revolution in the way public services
are operating, is that classically a generation ago
public service was available through public service
oYces of whatever kind. We now have 400 what we
call alternative oYces which are led by other, often
voluntary, groups. Age Concern, for example, lead
over 150 of those, local authorities some 50, and they
will be in voluntary sector premises, local authority
premises and others, and they are now legitimised,
indeed encouraged, to take claims for benefits, to
answer queries, et cetera, so in a sense you do not
have to walk through one of our doors or use one of
our telephones if that is oV-putting.

Q47 Dr Pugh: Just on that specifically, I note from
the Report that doctors’ surgeries were a
particularly good venue for picking up these kinds of
problems. When people go to the doctor with a
complaint they are often checked for other things as
well. If we are going to have a seamless public service
or the integration of health and social services,
would it not be a good idea to develop with PCTs
and so on joint working on that?
Ms Cleveland: Yes, and we are in discussion with the
Department of Health, and also often it is quicker
that people do this at a local level.

Q48 Dr Pugh: How far have those discussions gone,
as a matter of interest?
Ms Cleveland: I think there is a new willingness to
listen to requests that go across government now
because we are a preventative measure. If we can
increase the income of pensioners then wealthier
pensioners tend to be healthier pensioners, so it is
win-win from that perspective, but certainly from
the social care side there is a lot more interest than
there was 12 months ago. I am very optimistic
about it.
Mr Lewis: And I do not want to fall into the trap of
any other Member of the Committee suggesting that
we are being complacent, which is absolutely the
reverse of the truth. I do think that this is an area in
which we should take some pride (and we need to do
more) in the range of innovative means and channels
which we are making available both directly and
through a whole range of partners to enable people
to know about and take up their entitlement.

Q49 Mr Touhig: Up to 1.6 million people who are
eligible for the Pension Credit are not claiming it.
Why?
Mr Lewis: Again, I have tried to answer this to the
best of our knowledge. We do not have perfect
knowledge. That is the very first thing to say because
we are dealing with what we do not know, but I have
given probably our best information, which is based
on the visits by members of our Local Service. They
are very experienced. The Report praises them for
their knowledge, their expertise and their sympathy,
and they record data when they believe that they
have visited someone who is eligible but will not
make a claim. That is the data I have been quoting
from and it is probably the best data we have.

Q50 Mr Touhig: Far be it from me to suggest you are
being complacent, as you suggested a moment ago,
but do you not really need to do some serious
research because, if I take it that the Government’s
policy for counteracting pensioner poverty is to
improve access to benefits and if you have large
numbers of people who are not accessing benefits,
for whatever reason, we need to know why?
Mr Lewis: And perhaps Alexis would say that we
have done a great deal in that arena and are
advertising, which again the National Audit OYce
says has been very eVective and very much reflects
what we know about the reasons for non-claiming.

Q51 Mr Touhig: Do you have planned a major
research project to discover—and in the answers to
the Chairman’s questions you said you were not
going to reach your targets—why people are not
claiming their benefits?
Ms Cleveland: We do not have an external project
planned. What we are looking at is how we exploit
the information that we have about customers to
understand that a lot better. One of the things we are
identifying is that people are self-selecting out as
thinking that they are not entitled because probably
they do not feel themselves poor. Many of the
people, particularly the older pensioners, have
actually got more disposable income at the moment
than they have ever had and yet by any relative or
even absolute standard they are living on a very low
income, so some of this is self-selection out. We are
looking at trying to exploit our management
information and our contacts with customers to
really drive out what are the things that are aVecting
that take-up, because in any research it is quite
diYcult to mimic the benefit rules. We know that
from the surveys that we have done.

Q52 Mr Touhig: So you have considered it and it you
do not believe it is going to tell you very much, or
not enough?
Ms Cleveland: We are looking at specific research for
particular areas, ethnicity for one.

Q53 Mr Touhig: You mentioned that advertising
campaigns have been eVective, but if you look at
page 24 of the Report it says under 3.13, “The Local
service is a vital part of The Pension Service’s
strategy to deliver a joined-up Local Service and in
finding pensioners who are still not claiming.
However,” it goes on, “. . . awareness of the Local
Service is low.” Why do you not have a budget for
advertising the Local Service?
Ms Cleveland: We do, and we are running a
campaign at the moment that will be hitting the local
press and such like which is reintroducing people to
the Local Service.

Q54 Mr Touhig: Is that a national campaign or are
you piloting it or what?
Ms Cleveland: It is a national campaign but we will
run it through local press because the evidence is that
pensioners see the local press more than they do the
national press.
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Q55 Mr Touhig: Prior to the introduction of Pension
Credit I wrote to every pensioners club and I visited
every sheltered accommodation in my constituency
and I designed a leaflet telling people how they could
access information about the Pension Credit. You
notice that reflected on the map of Wales there is a
huge uptake in Islwyn. It seems to me from that
exercise there was great benefit in direct local
contact. With the best will in the world sometimes a
national campaign just does not get home because
you are not quite clear where you can identify the
groups.
Ms Cleveland: That is very much why we continue to
use our Local Service and we are building on that as
being the contact point. In this advertising it is not
one of our national call centres but the Local Service
that we are asking them to contact.

Q56 Mr Touhig: Do you have a series of other
initiatives in order to try and raise awareness of the
benefits?
Ms Cleveland: We are doing that through the
amount of work we are doing with Age Concern and
others through the alternate oYces that are coming
through. We go out and we are training a lot of staV.
We are looking probably to do more of the
introduction of more information points again but
we are targeting areas where we know we have got
problems, so gurdwara temples and such like for the
ethnic minority groups and day centres and such
like.
Mr Lewis: Just to add one further initiative,
something which is referred to in the Report called
the LinkAge Plus pilots, those are pilots that we
launched in July of this year in eight local authority
areas, very much linking with local authorities to
provide a one-stop-shop service for pensioners’
needs right across the full range.

Q57 Mr Touhig: Can I just commend to you an
advertising campaign run by the MoD in Newcastle
which was to raise the profile of the Veterans Agency
as a one-stop-shop for that region? I do not know if
they have had a read-out yet of how successful that
campaign was but I think it is important you do look
at those kinds of local initiatives. When Pension
Credit was launched the information was given to
the public that all you needed was one simple
telephone call. Was that a bit misleading because
there was a great deal of paperwork following on
from that?
Ms Cleveland: No. It was one call. We introduced a
telephone service. People were then taken through
the information required, a form was printed, they
had to check it and sign it and send it back.

Q58 Mr Touhig: Is that still the way you do it?
Ms Cleveland: That is still the way we do it, except
now we also during that same conversation send
them a pre-populated form for housing benefit and
council tax benefit as well.

Q59 Mr Touhig: Certainly my experience with the
Benefits Agency in the past and so on was that
people would go and ask about a benefit and were

told, “You do not qualify”, and we are not talking
about the ones that do qualify, so you are
proactively making sure that people are aware?
Ms Cleveland: We are very actively doing that. It is
a complete holistic service with our Local service
and we are developing that. We are not completely
there yet with our contact centres but by March next
year you will be able to deal through the contact
centres with state pension and Pension Credit,
housing benefit and council tax benefit claims in
one call.
Mr Lewis: Just to add one further innovation which
we have not introduced yet but is due to take eVect
quite early next year, we are introducing a further
question into the Pension Credit application process
to try and identify pensioners who may be entitled to
carer’s benefit because that is a benefit which we
think is going unclaimed. It is a benefit that the
Disability and Carers Service administer, but again
it is part of us trying to ensure that we are giving a
holistic service and we are not just doing this benefit
in isolation.

Q60 Mr Touhig: I think it is a great improvement. I
am aware of a draft of one form that has been
prepared where pensioners are being asked when
they claim the benefit whether they are pregnant. I
know ladies are having children late in life these days
but it just did not seem to me to be an appropriate
question at the time. On page 20, paragraph 2.13 of
the Report says, “60,000 additional Pension Credit
recipients were invited to apply for Housing Benefit
and Council Tax Benefit using the new forms
between September 2005 and March 2006”. Do you
know how many took up this and were successful?
Mr Lewis: I think those are the figures that, if I have
them right, I was quoting before and the campaign
went on and I think we ended up with 59,000 actual
additional claims made and the £29 million of
arrears that we were able to pay. That was a massive
exercise. That involved us contacting 380,000 people
who were receiving Pension Credit and we thought
from the data and scans we had that they ought to
be receiving housing benefit and council tax benefit
as well, so that was a major exercise.

Q61 Mr Touhig: If I am right, I am assuming that the
Government’s policy to reduce pensioner poverty by
providing access both to the benefits system and to
extra support is the door. The lock on that door, it
seems to me, is to make more people aware of what
they can claim and then the key is an advertising
campaign. Is that your strategy? Are you advertising
as much as possible in order to try and do that?
Ms Cleveland: The main problem of advertising to
people is writing to them directly. This is where we
are having to very carefully monitor the impact of
this because we are getting letters of complaint
almost of harassment, “You have written to me six
times about Pension Credit”, so we have a constant
balancing act in trying to reframe the message. On
about a six-monthly basis with the advertising we are
just reframing it, “Are you missing out?”, or, “Why
have you not claimed Pension Credit?”. We are very
much targeting individuals rather than doing
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wholesale media advertising because what we find if
we do that is that we get a lot of nugatory claims and
then you get people who are disappointed. Given
that we have reasonable estimates of those people we
think are entitled and we are trying to persuade, we
are trying to make it a very individualised approach,
and also, by the way we are presenting ourselves
throughout this, giving them choice about the way
they access our services.

Q62 Mr Touhig: When you send out to pensioners
do you use brown coloured envelopes or white
coloured envelopes?
Ms Cleveland: I think we are using white envelopes
at the moment. I will check on that.2

Q63 Mr Touhig: One of the universities has done
some research which says that we are turned oV
when we receive brown envelopes.
Ms Cleveland: To be fair, I think we have a mix of
white and brown envelopes, and that is one part of
the service we have not got joined up yet because we
can join up the claim process but when the customer
then receives their notifications they will get them
through separately on each benefit. That can be oV-
putting to people to suddenly start receiving a lot of
diVerent letters in envelopes, so that is something we
are going to have to tackle in the future.

Q64 Mr Curry: It is council tax benefit which bothers
me. In conjunction I am looking at map 2.14, which
is my constituency, and half of it in Craven is one
solid block of dark blue, so we are clearly a cost to
the taxpayer in my neck of the woods from what I
can see. What is the estimate of the level of inflation
that a pensioner faces as opposed to the cost of living
index, because there are diVerentiations, are there
not?
Mr Lewis: I have not got a figure for that and there
has been some speculation, has there not, this week
in the press with diVerent organisations coming up
with their own estimates of the inflation faced by
diVerent groups? I think the truth of it is that it is
very diYcult to arrive at sub-set estimates of
inflation faced by diVerent groups because their
spending patterns are very diVerent. I do not think
we have a figure to give to the Committee for a
diVerent rate of pensioner inflation.

Q65 Mr Curry: But it is not implausible, even if one
cannot work it out, to say that a generalised rate of
inflation is precisely that; it is a sort of average on a
basket, and some of us occasionally wonder whoever
buys the things that go into the basket which go into
that calculation. What can be calculated, of course,
is how much council tax has increased since, for
example, 1997, can it not, and that is getting on for
100%? If you look at all the other graphs they appear
to show the number of claimants increasing. I accept
that at the back end of this graph there may be a bit
of a nudge upwards and we do not know what has
happened in subsequent years, but here you have

2 Note by witness: Pension Credit marketing literature is sent
in white envelopes. All other business correspondence from
The Pension Service is sent in manila envelopes.

perhaps the most conspicuous cost increase as far as
pensioners are concerned, certainly one which is
headlined more often. You get a number of
pensioners who have a wonderful time going to jail
and then being bailed out by somebody else because
they refuse to pay, and yet there appears to be a
decline in take-up. These benefits are not absolute,
are they? Presumably if more goes into one pot then
it has an impact both upon the entitlement from
another pot and perhaps from people’s sense of
neediness. What is done to work out the inter-
relationship between these benefits because
presumably the answer is somewhere in there?
Mr Lewis: Yes, I think the answer, as you say, is
somewhere in there. Let me say a few words about
council tax benefit because you are right to say that
the figures in the National Audit OYce Report show
that take-up has been falling amongst pensioners
here, and that is, of course, a matter of concern
though there is some evidence that it may have
plateau’d and we are going to see some
improvement, and the kind of work we have talked
about I very much hope will lead to a significant
increase. One interesting fact, if you compare
housing benefit and council tax benefit, is that the
average weekly amount paid to pensioners in council
tax benefit in 2004–05 was £13.10, whereas if you
take housing benefit the average weekly payment to
pensioners was £52.70. Again, please do not think I
am saying that to a pensioner £13.10 does not
matter. I am not saying that for one single moment,
but it suggests that if that is an average there is quite
a range around that average and by definition there
are going to be some very small payments of
entitlement, so again that may be part of the mix,
that there are some quite small entitlements not
being claimed. Just to be clear, we are very much of
the view that we have to seek to do everything we can
to increase the level of council tax benefit and
housing benefit claimed by pensioners.

Q66 Mr Curry: If 5% is the cap, and it eVectively has
been for the last three years, most local authorities
go pretty well close to that so, if council tax increases
by 5%, on a stable base, as it were, of claimants what
increase in benefit does that trigger across the
country?
Mr Lewis: I do not think I can give you a precise
figure, but actually what has been happening is that
again, and I do not claim to be a complete expert on
this, the threshold below which your income has to
be in order for you to be entitled to council tax
benefit has been going up by more than the rate of
inflation, so actually we have been bringing more
pensioners into the eligibility pool for council tax
benefit and our statisticians and analysts believe that
is one of the explanations, not the whole
explanation, as to why take-up has fallen, that you
are getting some more people coming in at higher
income levels who do have an entitlement—

Q67 Mr Curry: Whose benefit would be marginal if
they claimed?
Mr Lewis: Yes, whose benefit would be marginal
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and, because they have never had that benefit before,
may not know about it, and therefore it is a double
job we have to do.

Q68 Mr Curry: But it is nonetheless true that for
every 1% increase in council tax there must be a
public cost.
Mr Lewis: What is true is that as council tax benefit
rises, whether it is above or below the rate of
inflation, then in a sense our job of trying to ensure
that as many pensioners as possible receive support
with council tax benefit who are entitled to it
becomes even more important.

Q69 Mr Curry: Housing benefit and council tax
benefit are both characterised by being local
authority-led, are they not?
Mr Lewis: Yes, they are.

Q70 Mr Curry: Is there a relationship between good
take-up on the pair, as it were, and poor take-up on
the pair by local authority district?
Mr Lewis: I just do not know the answer to that.
Ms Cleveland: No, I do not know, I am afraid.

Q71 Mr Curry: But, given that local authorities are
after all enveloped in the gendarmerie of inspection,
control, monitoring and targeting, the information
presumably must be available.
Mr Lewis: Shall we try and see if we have
information and if we have information on that shall
we write to the Committee?3

Q72 Mr Curry: I think that would be helpful, but in a
sense that follows through. How is a local authority
remunerated for the administrative task it takes on
on behalf of the Government?
Mr Lewis: There is a system in which the
Government does pay a substantial part of the costs
of local authorities for their administration of
housing benefit and, as you know, a system of
inspections, and overall the performance of local
authorities in administering housing benefit,
particularly in terms of the timeliness, has been
significantly improving. That said, there are still, as
you will know very well, some quite wide variations
in eYciency between diVerent local authorities.

Q73 Mr Curry: If you look at the areas where there
is the highest take-up they appear to be more the
metropolitan than the rural areas, and the
metropolitan areas will be characterised more likely
by unitary councils rather than two-tier councils, but
it may be sociology rather than administration. Can
one draw any conclusions?
Mr Lewis: I do not think I can. Whether there is any
research that has been done which would allow
conclusions to be drawn I do not know. Can I just

3 Note by witness: Estimates of take-up are not available
below the level of Great Britain. This is because the estimates
would require reliable approximations of the numbers
entitled to but not receiving pension credit, which do not
exist. Estimates of entitled non-recipients for Great Britain
come from survey data, which cannot be reliably corrected
for variations in non-response and restrictive sample sizes
below the level of Great Britain.

talk this up very slightly because in one sense what
we are seeking to do is avoid pensioners having to
deal with two separate administrations because,
however eVective those two are, if you have to deal
with two organisations some people are going to get
lost between them, and that is why the whole thrust
of the direction we are taking is that when you deal
with The Pension Service we will sort the process out
rather than you having to sort the process out.

Q74 Mr Curry: I entirely understand that, but it
would be interesting to see which local authorities
appear to be the most competent at discharging this
and, whether or not there will be some obvious
benchmarking, fairly simple things could be done to
encourage the take-up. Finally, Dr Pugh mentioned
the administrative changes in prospect in tax oYces
and, looking again at my dark blue patch on the
map, there is a huge question mark over the oYce in
Skipton which covers the huge rural area of Craven.
I think it has probably got one of the biggest
catchment areas in the whole of the country. The
work that HM Revenue and Customs praises very
carefully looks like it is going to migrate towards
Bradford. In order to maintain a presence that some
of these people can feel is discernibly local and you
avoid adding to the impression that services are
constantly draining out of Craven towards a
metropolitan area, what sort of things do you think
one could suggest so that people could feel reassured
by this, leaving aside the much more obvious
problems of those who work in the oYce and who
may not be able to get from a village in North
Yorkshire to Bradford within the working day and
back?
Mr Lewis: I hope you will forgive me if I do not stray
too far into the administration of another
government department which, self-evidently, I do
not know about in any degree of detail at all.

Q75 Mr Curry: He is a regular customer as well.
Mr Lewis: Indeed. What I would say, however, is in
the area of take-up of the benefits we are discussing
today we are working more closely with our
colleagues in HMRC, both in the use of joined-up
data and in the provision of services, than probably
ever before in our history.
Mr Curry: Thank you very much.

Q76 Mr Bacon: Mr Lewis, could I start by clearing
something up when you said at the beginning that
25% or 26% say they have enough to live on and 6%
say it is not worth applying. Can you clarify, was
that of those who have an entitlement but who do
not claim, of that universe 25% or 26% saying they
have enough to live on and 6% saying it is not worth
applying, or was it of those who have an entitlement?
Mr Lewis: Subject to correction by Alexis
Cleveland, this is data collected by our Local Service
staV when they go out and visit a pensioner and they
identify a pensioner as a result of that visit who they
believe has an entitlement and would be entitled to
that benefit, but nevertheless they cannot persuade,
for whatever reason, to take-up and apply for that.
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Q77 Mr Bacon: So the universe that you are talking
about, of which 100% is the total, is those who have
an entitlement but who do not take it up?
Mr Lewis: Yes.

Q78 Mr Bacon: 32% of them give either the reason
that it is not worth applying or they have enough to
live on?
Mr Lewis: Yes.

Q79 Mr Bacon: Of that universe, what is the reason
given by the other 68%?
Mr Lewis: Of the others, 6% have said they think
that Pension Credit might impact on their housing
benefit and council tax benefit. They may give that
as a reason but it is a poor reason because they are
almost certainly going to be wrong. 16% say that it
is confidential, they do not want to say, and 46% give
other reasons. I have not got a breakdown of those
46%, to be honest I suspect they are many and
varied.

Q80 Mr Bacon: Is it possible that you could send us
a quick note with what those reasons are?
Ms Cleveland: I am not sure we have got them but
anything we have got we will let you have.
Mr Lewis: Any further breakdown we will let you
have.4

Q81 Mr Bacon: According to the NAO Report there
are a variety of diVerent reasons given in the
Technical Report, so anything you have got would
be helpful. On page 17 of the Report in paragraph
2.9 it refers to the fact that take-up is lower, as we
have heard, in less deprived areas, areas with large
minority ethnic populations, areas with older
pensioners and rural areas. Indeed, in the very
helpful maps that the NAO have supplied to
Members of the Committee they show very clearly
what I already know, that my constituency is
extremely rural. There is a problem accessing all
kinds of services in rural areas and, as Dr Pugh
alluded to earlier, sometimes it means it is not simply
that people are aZuent, sometimes quite the
contrary, it just means they are very, very hard to
reach. What specific measures are you taking in
relation to rural areas?
Mr Lewis: Alexis, I wonder if you could start on
that.
Ms Cleveland: We start oV from the point we are
visiting people in their homes. We start from the
point that we are looking at our data to try to
identify people we think have a very strong
likelihood of being entitled and then writing to them
in the first instance to invite them to claim. If they do
not respond to that, and for many people we would
have now written to them five or six times through
various campaigns, but also writing to them oVering
a home visit, we are changing the nature of what we
are oVering so we are oVering holistic visits. Coming
back to what Mr Curry said, sometimes if you link
it to council tax benefit that is of real strong interest
for pensioners so that opens the door for us. Largely

4 Note by witness: Unfortunately we have no further
breakdown within the ‘other’ category.

what we are doing across all of the areas is we are
proactively going out looking for people, and that is
what we are continuing to do. Where I think we have
been more successful in driving that take-up in some
of the more deprived areas is because on top of what
we are doing there are lots of other partners who are
also writing out to people, they are using every
intervention that people have. For us, it is largely
writing to people and visiting them in those areas.

Q82 Mr Bacon: Mr Lewis, could you say what the
purpose of Pension Credit is.
Mr Lewis: I think the purpose of Pension Credit is
to ensure that pensioners have minimum amounts to
live on as pensioners in accordance with the rates
that Parliament has set down.

Q83 Mr Bacon: The policy is to make sure that
pensioners have a minimum amount to live on in
accordance with the rates that Parliament sets down
essentially?
Mr Lewis: Yes.

Q84 Mr Bacon: If the policy could be achieved in
another way that was more eVective, eYcient and
economic and the same policy outcome was
delivered then you would explore that, would you
not?
Mr Lewis: How could I say other than yes to that.
Probably you want to just unpack your question a
little bit more.

Q85 Mr Bacon: I would like to address the question
to the NAO, if I may. Mr Lonsdale, this second
Report, the Technical Report, I found very
interesting and helpful. Am I right in saying that
broadly speaking it would be accurate to describe
this as a survey of the various diVerent things that
are going on around the country, the activity that is
going on, to increase take-up?
Mr Lonsdale: Yes. We did a lot of original research
and we felt, given it could not fit into the main body
of the Report, we needed to publish a separate
volume.

Q86 Mr Bacon: About activity to increase take-up?
Mr Lonsdale: About diVerent activity, local
authority activity, the Partnership Fund and so on.

Q87 Mr Bacon: That was what I thought. That is
what it looks like. Indeed, you mentioned the
Partnership Fund and we see on page 44 here there
is money being spent, and I take it these are grants,
750 applications which resulted in something like
175 contracts being awarded essentially for the
purpose of encouraging a variety of diVerent local
bodies to encourage take-up.
Mr Lewis: Yes, and particularly amongst harder to
reach groups.

Q88 Mr Bacon: So a lot of eVort, a lot of work is
going on for that purpose. We have the other
example of Mr Touhig going round to every single
sheltered accommodation in his constituency and,
indeed, you can see on page 19 the results of that on
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the map in Islwyn, although it would be a brave civil
servant who made any policy whose success relied on
the diligence of individual Members of Parliament,
would it not, Mr Lewis?
Mr Lewis: I do not think I wish to comment any
more on that perhaps than where Mr Touhig took
me last time, which was the name of my Department.

Q89 Mr Bacon: Okay, fair enough. What strikes me
as interesting though is you have already said that
complexity has a relationship with non take-up,
which is pretty self-evident, and you also said right
at the beginning in answer to Mr Williams’ first
question that you are not going to have any major
breakthroughs, no silver bullet, you cannot get a big
uplift. You are currently in the 61% to 69% bracket
and anything else is hard work, hard graft, step-by-
step to get the next percentage point up. If you turn
to page 59 in the Technical Report, you will see the
international comparisons of benefit take-up. It says
on page 59—this is to do with the estimates that have
been made of the take-up of various benefits in
diVerent OECD countries—“Although the range is
very broad, take-up rates of over 80% are unusual
. . . ” and we are still at 61% to 69%, “A major
exception is the Canadian Guaranteed Income
Supplement for seniors . . . ” and it goes on just
below that, “a large proportion of eligible
individuals receive the benefit automatically by filing
an income tax return.” Interestingly, the next
sentence is: “The take-up rate amongst people who
needed to apply separately was only 41%”, so
radically lower, very significantly lower than those
who receive the benefit automatically by filing an
income tax return. The whole of this Technical
Report is really about describing the eVorts going on
around the country to increase take-up, and if you
turn to page 34 you will see there is a description of
what goes on in Surrey. There are also descriptions
of what goes on in Somerset, Newham and
elsewhere. I happened to hit on the Surrey one not
merely because of the first six bullet points, which
include things like the fact that Surrey is relatively
aZuent and many pensioners assume they will not
qualify for it, they do not like giving out details, 75-
plus is a hard-to-reach group, single men of 60 to 65
do not realise they can get it, many of those things
would apply right across the country, but
particularly it was the last one which said: “People
feel an implicit right to Retirement Pension and will
claim it but other benefits feel like handouts”. That is
at the root of this, is it not? If you wanted eVectively,
eYciently and economically to use the resources
given to you by Parliament to achieve the policy,
which is the Government’s policy, would it not be
better to address that, the fact that people feel an
implicit right to Retirement Pension and will claim
it but other benefits feel like handouts, and to take
careful note of the Canadian example on page 59
which says very clearly that the major exception to
take-up rates of over 80% is the Canadian
Guaranteed Income Supplement where they get it
automatically through the tax scheme? In other
words, would it not be a more eVective, eYcient and
economic way of achieving your policy significantly

to raise the basic pension payment and then to take
it away through the tax system for those who did not
deserve or need it?
Mr Lewis: If you will forgive me, I am not going to
venture too far down that route because the
Government—

Q90 Mr Bacon: I am not straying into the policy, Mr
Lewis, I am talking about a way of achieving your
policy.
Mr Lewis: The Government has set out in a very
major way, and in a second White Paper only
yesterday, its overall policy which is designed to
increase pensioner incomes and this afternoon I do
not want to go into that detail. To take your point
head-on, I think one of our major challenges is,
indeed, to get pensioners to accept that these are not
handouts, they are absolute entitlements. That is a
huge thrust of the way we approach them, of our
advertising campaign, of our whole approach. As I
said before, we are working more closely with
colleagues in HMRC than we have ever done, not
just on pensioner benefits but also on our working
age benefits as well, to try and ensure that where
there are synergies we can make the maximum use of
them. In that sense I absolutely agree this has to be
thrust of our work.

Q91 Mr Bacon: Could you just remind the
Committee what is the present take-up rate as a
percentage for Pensioner Credit?
Mr Lewis: It is the rate that you gave, 61% to 69%.
We have a significantly higher figure for the
Guaranteed Credit.

Q92 Mr Bacon: What is the take-up for the basic
state pension?
Mr Lewis: It is very high, is it not?

Q93 Mr Bacon: What percentage?
Ms Cleveland: Nearly 100%.
Mr Bacon: Thank you, Mr Williams, I have no
further questions.

Q94 Helen Goodman: I was particularly pleased with
the maps that the NAO made in this Report.
Turning to page 16 of the Technical Report, map
2.12, we can see the North East. I was interested to
see that my constituency, which is also a rural
constituency, in the left-hand bottom of the corner
is very dark blue and it has got turquoise in it, which
is interesting because although it is rural I have also
got several wards which are in the most deprived
10% of the Multiple Deprivation Index. I would like
to ask a question to the NAO first. What is the
diVerence in take-up between the yellow blocks and
the dark blue blocks, because it says “higher” and
“lower” but we have not been given the numbers?
Mr Lonsdale: I am not sure we can actually give the
numbers. In the explanation to the graphs we say
that, because of the nature of the data, we are
describing certain areas as being “higher” or “lower”
than other areas. So the blue areas have lower take-
up than the yellow areas. On page six we explain
that: “For example areas shaded dark blue have,



3597041001 Page Type [O] 09-05-07 21:13:52 Pag Table: COENEW PPSysB Unit: PAG1

Committee of Public Accounts: Evidence Ev 13

Department for Work and Pensions, The Pension Service and the Disability and Carers Service

according to our model, lower levels of Pension
Credit take-up than those areas shaded yellow.”
There is no data which allows you to know the
precise figures. The way in which it is collected only
allows it to be a relative picture.

Q95 Helen Goodman: That is quite disappointing
because in my constituency the number of excess
winter deaths is running at about 50 a year and
presumably this is in part because of people not
being able to heat their homes because their incomes
are too low. Would it be possible to say how many
people would get Pension Credit if the blue blocks
were yellow blocks? If everybody was doing as well
as the best, how many more people would get
Pension Credit?5

Mr Lonsdale: I think the model allows us to do some
diVerent scenarios so we could provide that.

Q96 Helen Goodman: That would be very interesting
because that would help us to work out whether you
have hit the ceiling or not, would it not? There may
be a ceiling, and I think we accept there may be a
ceiling, but the yellow suggests that there is some
way to go in lots of areas.
Mr Lewis: I do not want to suggest in any answers
that we have given that we think we have hit the
ceiling because we do not think we have hit the
ceiling. We are still seeing increases in both absolute
numbers and percentage numbers. What we are
saying is we do not think that we have been able to
identify another “silver bullet” which will give us a
huge step change increase above where we are.

Q97 Helen Goodman: I know you said that but I was
interested to read paragraph 3.8 in the main Report
on page 24: “Recent research found that the most
common trigger to claiming was a personal visit
from the Local service . . . . This encouragement was
seen to ‘authorise’ or ‘legitimise’ a claim, giving
people ‘permission’ to make an application.” Again,
if we move to question eight on page 42 of the
Technical Report: “What activity do you consider to
be most eVective in increasing take-up of benefits by
pensioners? . . . Home visits 41% . . . Face-to-face
contact 11%”. These numbers are significantly
above data matching at 24% and so on and so forth.
In the past we have asked you questions about the
delivery of benefits and you will recall that I have
expressed scepticism about the Department’s
reliance or, as I see it, over-reliance on technological
solutions. Could you just remind me how many local
oYces you have for pensions where people can go
and visit?
Mr Lewis: We do not operate in that way, unlike our
working age benefits where we have Jobcentre Plus
oYces. We do not have a network of specific Pension
Service oYces, what we have is a wide range of
premises from which our staV operate, those
alternative oYces and our Local Service and our
contact centres.

5 Ev 18–19

Q98 Helen Goodman: Do you know how many of
those there are?
Ms Cleveland: I have not got the number with me but
I can certainly let you have that.6

Mr Lewis: One thing that you might like to know,
because I remember our conversation at an earlier
hearing, is we are increasingly using those Local
service visits to provide access particularly for
vulnerable customers who are claiming other
benefits. Terry Moran might like to say something
about the fact that from next year those Local
service members of staV will handle, in some cases,
claims for disability benefit from people who are
below pension age. This is a major move forward.
Mr Moran: We are joining up with the Pension
Service in many ways and one of the projects we will
start from the beginning of next month is that the
Pension Service will look at all of our claims to
benefits, in respect of vulnerable adults or children
claims, irrespective of the age, where there is a need
to do so. Alexis and I are going to pilot this first in
the Midlands and, subject to that working well, we
will roll it out to other areas.

Q99 Helen Goodman: That sounds very good. On a
previous occasion you explained to us at some length
that it was not economic or eVective to use the
network of 14,000 Post OYces. Given the rurality
problem that we see from these maps, I wonder
whether you do not think that Post OYces are, in
fact, an obvious delivery place in lots of these areas
which you are not reaching.
Mr Lewis: It is obviously an issue which is a live one
at the moment. Just as we are looking for every way
that we can identify which may help to increase both
awareness and take-up of benefits to which people
are entitled, I think we should look at the role Post
OYces can play, and we will do that. Inevitably we
have to look at ways of operating which can fit with
a fundamental model in the resource we have got. I
do not want to rule this out at all. The point I really
do want to make to you is even since we had that
conversation at that earlier hearing we have moved
forward both in our own thinking and in practice.

Q100 Helen Goodman: Good. I think Mr Bacon was
quite thorough in finding these numbers at the back
of how much money you are spending on the
individual projects, but what I was not clear about
from the Report was overall how much resource you
are putting into this outreach work and these home
visits. I can see there are 2,500 people but I cannot
see how much money overall.
Mr Lewis: There are two diVerent issues here. In
terms of our Local Service as such the current
staYng is just under 2,400 and its cost in the current
year is about £73.5 million. That is the cost of the
Local Service. The Partnership Fund, which we were
talking about before, is a fund which totals £13
million and there are 172 projects underway there.
That was funding for two years from March 2005.

6 Ev 16
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Q101 Helen Goodman: If we look at the graphs on
page 27 of the main Report, graph 17 shows “Local
authorities work in partnership with a range of
organisations”, and this is local authorities, not you,
I appreciate that. Would I be right in assuming that
these large numbers of joint working arrangements
with other public and voluntary sector bodies go
beyond your Partnership Fund of £13 million and
172 projects?
Mr Lewis: Yes. There is a whole range of initiatives
that are funded by local authorities and others using
local resources. I thought the most encouraging
graph on that page was the one immediately below
of who do local authorities work with in partnership
and way, way out in front was the Pension Service
Local service with over 90% of local authority
respondents. This was them saying it, saying that
they work in partnership with the Local service. I
thought that was a really encouraging figure which
suggests that this has become the norm and not at all
the exception.

Q102 Helen Goodman: My concern is that the
voluntary sector organisations are really
overstretched. In my constituency I have got three
CABs (Citizens Advice Bureaux) and one of them is
very worried that they are going to have to close. I
am concerned if you do not automatically provide
grant funding for the voluntary sector you are really
exploiting the voluntary sector eVort in a way.
People turn up at the Citizens Advice Bureau and
maybe do 12 hours work a week on a voluntary basis
making up the work which should be done properly
in the DWP and is not. What is your response to
that?
Mr Lewis: I just take slight issue with the terms of the
question because, first of all, our responsibility is to
do our work properly in the DWP and its agencies
and while we are in no sense perfect we are
improving and this Report shows that we have had
major success. These are genuine partnerships, the
Joint Work Partnerships and the alternative oYces.
No-one is required to work with us, we very, very
much hope that they will, we encourage that and
there is a lot of mutual support, but those
organisations themselves for their purposes very
much want to work with us. It is notable that the
single largest provider, lead provider in relation to
alternative oYces, 158 out of 406, is Age Concern. I
do not think we are exploiting the voluntary sector, I
do not feel they feel exploited by us. This is a genuine
partnership where we are trying to work out together
how we best meet our respective objectives.

Q103 Helen Goodman: In that case I would like to
ask you how you chose the 172 you work in
partnership with.
Mr Lewis: That was a system under that particular
fund, the Partnership Fund, where there were 700
applications made and because there was a limited
pot of money there was a selection process and that
led to 172 specific contracts being issued. I do not
have the detail with me this afternoon, I am afraid,

of quite how that selection process was gone about
but I could certainly let you have that if that would
be helpful.7

Q104 Helen Goodman: Obviously it would be best if
that selection could pick out the number of people
who are not getting Pension Credit who ought to get
Pension Credit. If we turn back to page 22, figure 14,
which is about the cost-eVectiveness of the
advertising campaign, I am wondering if you have
got any comparable numbers on the cost-
eVectiveness of the Local service and partnerships
and whether or not putting more money into those
things might not produce higher benefits in terms of
improvements in take-up?
Ms Cleveland: We are certainly not spending that
sort of sum of money on the advertising campaign
now, that was very much looking at the launch eVort
for Pension Credit, so numbers have come down
from that. I think it is fair to say that we have not got
really good information on the actual cost-
eVectiveness of all of the channels we have got yet
and that is something we are looking to improve
from some new IT, a new system we are putting in
from next year, so we can answer the question for
you about where do we get the biggest bang for our
buck as we go through.

Q105 Helen Goodman: Exactly.
Ms Cleveland: We have got some anecdotal
information but that is not good enough for the
taking of business decisions. From March next year
we will be rolling out a system that will be able to
allow us to catch the outcomes from all the
interventions rather than just the interventions
themselves. I think that will enable us to fine-tune
how we deploy our resource better.

Q106 Helen Goodman: Thank you. When the NAO
do the comparison with the maps, if they come up
with a number above three million will you revise
your overall target of what you are trying to achieve?
Mr Lewis: First of all, I have not got a target for
what we are trying to achieve. We have got the target
we have got and we are trying to make progress
towards it. My first answer was trying to answer
honestly Mr Williams’ question about whether we
thought we would achieve that target. I want to
stress again that we want to go on until we have
reached the point where we do not believe we can do
any more at all to drive up entitlement and take-up.
We do not remotely believe that we are at that point.
This is a huge eVort which I think this Report rightly
praises us for. It does not say that everything is right
but it rightly praises us for that. We will go on
because there are pensioners out there who are not
drawing their entitlement and that is our obligation,
to do as much as we possibly can to put that right.
Helen Goodman: Thank you very much.

Q107 Mr Williams: On the local issue, at paragraph
4.4 on page 28 in the Report, it says: “As in 2002,”
in other words, as at four years ago, “at the local

7 Ev 16–17
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level there is only weak evaluation of the
eVectiveness of take-up activity, making it diYcult
to compare activity or assess what works best in
what circumstances.” That seems to me to be
wasting a potential. Why has more not been done to
tighten up evaluation to ensure you can share best
practice and, indeed, identify information as to
other areas?
Mr Lewis: There is some good news to report to the
Committee here. The Pension Service, which Alexis
may want to say more about, is developing
something which is termed a local service modeller
and that is precisely to tackle this issue. It is to help
measure the cost-eVectiveness of Local Service
activity and it is to enable local managers to better
allocate local resources and set local targets. This is
not in some kind of never-never land, the aim is to
have this in place by the start of 2007–08. What we
are trying to do is equip our Local Service managers
with better data and better modelling capability than
they have ever had before so that they can tailor their
service to meet local circumstance and local demand
and local need.

Q108 Dr Pugh: We have not touched upon
Attendance Allowance and I think the research
showed that not only was Attendance Allowance
poor with regard to take-up but quite a few people
did not know what it was or misunderstood its
purpose. Is it, in fact, the worst performer in the
portfolio of benefits?
Mr Lewis: I wonder if Terry Moran might want to
say something about Attendance Allowance overall
and the work that his Agency is undertaking on that.
As I explained before, this is one of the benefits
where it is very, very diYcult indeed to know what
take-up is because it is a benefit which is not
determined—

Q109 Dr Pugh: You cannot tell whether it is the
worst performer?
Mr Lewis: You cannot tell. We can tell you what we
are doing, which is a great deal, to try to increase the
Attendance Allowance entitlement.
Mr Moran: I can take it as long as you want or as
short as you want.

Q110 Mr Williams: Briefly.
Mr Moran: The bottom line is, it is very diYcult to
understand what the levels of take-up for the
Attendance Allowance and Disability Living
Allowance can and should be. Leigh mentioned
earlier our plans to undertake some research, on
which we hope to get the first cut of that in the spring
of next year, in terms of how we might eVectively do
this. Dependent upon that we will launch a full
research piece of work alongside the Pension Service
about understanding why is it and what is it that
Attendance Allowance needs might be that are
unmet. The work that we are doing with the Pension

8Ev 16

Service is the local Pension Service staV are not just
taking claims for Pension Credit, they are triggering
discussions around potentially unmet attendance
needs. That is generating claims from the Pension
Service and, if memory serves me right, in the last
two years 100,000 claims, which is very positive in
terms of the work that they are doing.

Q111 Dr Pugh: That is significantly up, is it?
Mr Moran: It is.

Q112 Mr Williams: I would like to return briefly to
the point that you raised talking about the local
service modeller, which was interesting and new to
us, and if there is any additional information you can
give us that would be welcome. The second part of
paragraph 4.4 says only a quarter of respondents
have a take-up target specifically for pensioners and
where there are targets three-quarters are set
internally. What that means is that three out of four
do not have targets and only 7% of all targets are not
set internally, which suggests there is not the cross-
fertilisation of ideas that one would be looking for.
Would this modeller that you referred to help
address this, and specifically how?
Mr Lewis: I think it will but I will ask Alexis to
answer in more detail.
Ms Cleveland: The model will help us more about
how we deploy our resources. For our Local Service
we have measures—we do not call them targets—
and they are looking at the number of awards that
we would like to see them process and bring on
board. We do not set it as a take-up target as a
percentage, we are giving them targets for the
numbers of people we are looking for them to attract
on to benefit because that is the thing they can
measure. They are not in a position to measure the
percentage take-up that comes through from that.
The modeller will give us more information but one
of the things the Report picked up and certainly
something we were hearing from our own staV was
that they wanted a little bit more local flexibility to
be able to respond to the needs of their communities.
We are very much engaging them in saying, “What
do you think you can achieve” and then looking to
Report on them against that.

Q113 Mr Williams: That is useful. It might be
helpful if you could let us have a note on it as well
that we could add to our Report.8

Ms Cleveland: No problem at all.
Mr Williams: Thank you very much, it has been a
very open and frank exchange. You can understand
we are disappointed that the three million is virtually
a ceiling through which you do not expect to break
but at least it gives us a new perspective on the
problem and what our aspirations might be. Thank
you very much, as I say, for your very open
exchange, it has been very useful. We look forward
to seeing you again soon.
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Question 31 (Mr Austin Mitchell): How well do housing associations and local authorities in north east
Lincolnshire co-operate with The Pension Service

The Pension Service, and specifically its Local Service, has worked closely with North East Lincolnshire
Council over the past few years, especially with the Council’s housing benefit and council tax benefit service.

StaV within the Local Service have regular contact, sometimes daily, with personnel from various teams
within the local authority.

A Joint Working Partnership has been established this month (January 2007) following the agreement of
a Memorandum of Understanding, which was signed at the end of 2006. Joint training of both local
authority and Local Service staV in each organisation’s services, including housing benefit and council tax
benefit, has already begun.

The Local Service in the area also runs four out of their five Information Points though local authority
premises. They receive regular notifications of admittance to residential care, referrals for benefit entitlement
check visits, claims to attendance allowance and disability living allowance and appointee action from care
managers with the social services directorate which are followed up with appropriate action.

The Local Service also works closely with local housing associations and regularly visits sheltered
accommodation to deliver talks and complete benefit entitlement checks.

Question 97 (Helen Goodman): Do you know how many premises The Pension Service has.

The Pension Service operates through a network of pension centres across England, Scotland and Wales,
and through The Pension Service Local Service.

The Pension Service currently has:

— 17 pension centres dealing with State Pension, Pension Credit, Winter Fuel and Age Related
payments;

— 1 Future Pension Centre dealing with pension forecasts, pension tracing and pension sharing on
divorce;

— 1 National Pension Centre dealing with new claims for State Pension for widows, some widowers,
surviving civil partners and divorcees/former civil partners;

— 1 International Pension Centre dealing with our customers from abroad;

— 990 information points. These are appointment based sites where customers can have face to face
contact with a member of Local Service in a location convenient to the customer, such as Age
Concern and CAB outlets, local libraries and community centres, local hospitals and residential
homes. At these sites Local Service are able to provide a full range of services including a holistic
benefit entitlement check; and

— 437 Alternative OYce sites. Alternative OYces can accept claims from people aged 60 or over for
Social Security benefits, (or under 60 for Disability and Carers Service), record the date a claim
form is received, and collect information and supporting evidence in respect of those claims.

Question 103 (Helen Goodman): How did you choose the 172 partners (Partnership Fund)

Background

The total DWP funding available through the Partnership Fund in 2004–05 and 2005–06 was around £12
million including DWP’s own costs. In addition the Department for Environment, Food and Rural AVairs
contributed £1.73 million to the Fund for initiatives in specific areas of rural deprivation in England.

The Fund oVered short-term contracts to local and national organisations and community partners,
including the voluntary sector, to:

— improve the take-up of older people’s benefits particularly by hard to reach groups;

— promote the independence of older people;

— integrate joint working between partners;

— improve access to services; and

— gain a better understanding of older people’s need in a specific community or religion, including
the needs of older people from minority ethnic groups.

The aims of the Fund were developed in consultation with members of the Partnerships Against Poverty
group, a joint forum which includes national representatives from organisations such as Help the Aged, Age
Concern, RNIB and the Local Government Association.

Selection of successful candidates

The selection process was developed in consultation with internal and external stakeholders.
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There were 4 stages to the selection process:

— mandatory requirements—all applicants had to fulfil certain specified conditions in respect of
eligibility of organisation, format and contents of the application;

— quality score—the scoring process included factors such as the number of customers who would
be contacted. It also gave greater weight to proposals that were innovative or which targeted
specific groups such as older people with disabilities, or ethnic origin or in areas of identified
poverty;

— value for money—unit costs were calculated in order to compare the financial merits of diVerent
proposals; and

— a process of moderation—this was designed to ensure an even distribution of awards throughout
the country.

Outcome of Selections

Around 700 applications were made to the Fund.

Around 230 applications were eliminated from the competition because they failed to meet one or more
mandatory requirements. For example, some proposals lacked clarity; some did not include plans,
milestones or timetable; some did not describe how applicants intended to measure and evaluate outcomes;
and some private sector organisations were in breach of the “not for profit” condition.

Around 250 were short listed for award on the basis of quality scores and value for money. Senior oYcials,
including an external member, carried out a further selection process. The final selection also sought to
ensure a distribution based on:

— geographical spread—so that initiatives were not concentrated in the same locations;

— a range of types of schemes—so that diVerent methods of delivery could be tried;

— a range of providers—so that diVerent providers were able to participate; and

— a range of initiatives that included large and small schemes—so that small scale community based
actions were included as well as larger schemes.

Question 113 (Mr Alan Williams): Can you give some information on the Local Service “modeller”

Over the last year Local Service managers have been given more freedom to match the service they provide
to the needs of the community they serve. They use the “modeller” to obtain information and to assess the
probable eVect of using resources in diVerent ways.

The Local Service “modeller” is a computer programme. The computer holds information about:

— the number of people referred to the Service;

— who referred these people to the Local Service and why;

— an analysis of the outcomes from diVerent types of case including the proportion that resulted in
benefit applications, the number of benefit awards and the value of these, and the proportion
referred to complementary services; and

— the resources required.

The Pension Service is currently completing development and testing of the system. It will be available to
all local managers throughout the country for the start of the 2007–08 financial year.

Letter from Director, Work and Pensions VfM Studies, National Audit OYce
to Helen Goodman MP

During the recent session of the Committee of Public Accounts: Progress in tackling pensioner poverty:
encouraging take-up of entitlements you inquired what further analysis the National Audit OYce might carry
out with respect to the take-up of Pension Credit. Specifically, you referred to the maps on pages 16 to 21
(Figures 2.11 to 2.21) in the Technical Report which was published with the main report and asked:

— whether it would be possible to put figures for the take-up in the diVerent areas on the map?

— what would be the impact on take-up if the take-up in the worst performing areas was increased
to the level of the best performing areas? and
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— what it the eligible population according to our model and how does this compare to the
Department for Work and Pensions’ target to pay Pension Credit to 3 million customers?

We spoke briefly after the hearing, when I passed on to you a copy of the detailed briefing covering your
Bishop Auckland constituency. This used the same local level data (technically speaking, Lower Super
Output Area—small areas with an average population of around 1,500) to give an impression of relative
levels of take-up. I promised to look into what more, if anything, we could do and I am now writing to
respond to your queries.

Estimating Take-Up Levels

The first point to make is that it is inherently diYcult to estimate the number of people who are entitled
to a benefit because it requires detailed information on people’s income. This information will not be known
if they have not applied for that benefit (see paragraph 2.1 and Box 6 of the NAO Report). Consequently,
the main benefit take-up figures published each year are based on the Family Resources Survey (sponsored
by the Department for Work and Pensions and overseen by the OYce of National Statistics). This survey
includes around 8,000 pensioner households, of whom only around one-third are likely to be eligible.
Because of this relatively limited sample, the data cannot be broken down to regional level and are subject
to wide margins of error. Nevertheless, it is on this basis that the Department is able to provide the best
national picture of take-up it can.

However, in producing our report to Parliament we wanted to try to provide a more detailed picture of
how take-up varies in diVerent parts of the country and what factors seem to influence levels, using what data
was available. We therefore developed our own statistical model of take-up using Department for Work and
Pensions data. This data categorises customers who are not receiving Pension Credit into groups on the basis
of how likely it is that they are entitled to the benefit. So, in any area there will be some people who are
considered to have “very high” likelihood of eligibility, some with “high” likelihood, some with “medium”
likelihood, and so on. This data is generated from Pension Service and HM Revenue and Customs sources .
Our model is based on the number of people with “very high” and “high” likelihood of eligibility and how
they are distributed across the country.

As you will recognise, this is only a proxy for the actual level of take-up. As we stated in our Technical
Report (page 12) “It is very important to recognise that this proxy take-up indicator should not be compared
with oYcial take-up rates produced from, for example, the Family Resources Survey. Our model assumes
only that variation in the proxy take-up rate is associated with variation in the true take-up rate. So it is the
diVerences in this proxy rate that are important for our modelling, not the absolute values.”

In other words, because the model is based on likelihoods of eligibility for Pension Credit (rather than
measured eligibility), it is not possible to say meaningfully by how much take-up is greater in one area than
another. Rather, we can only say which areas appear to have higher or lower take-up and what seems to
explain this variation, based on the use of multiple linear regression analysis. It was from this work that we
were able to conclude on the types of area that had lower than average take-up levels (rural areas, less
deprived area, areas with older pensioners) Ethnicity data is only available at local authority level, but our
analysis enabled us to conclude that those areas with larger numbers of ethnic minority pensioners had lower
take-up levels. Such conclusions are supported by other evidence and should help The Pension Service to
consider how it addresses particularly problematic sub-groups in its future take-up work.

As a result, the maps we produced were designed to represent the overall variation in Pension Credit take-
up. As I indicated at the hearing, they show only the approximate relative position of diVerent areas, rather
than absolute take-up rates. As a result of this, the information that is available does not allow us to put
numbers of take-up levels in any given part of the country or to assess how many people would receive
Pension Credit if take-up levels were increased.

The Position in Bishop Auckland

We have examined whether there is any more we can say with regard to your own constituency. As at
October 2005 (when our fieldwork was carried out) there were 5,810 recipients of Pension Credit. Our
analysis suggests that a further 1,135 people were classified as having a “very high” or “high” likelihood of
eligibility for Pension Credit (of whom an unknown proportion are/were actually eligible). This allows us
to calculate a proxy take-up rate of 84%, which compares with a rate for England as a whole of 78% (but
which is not comparable to the oYcial take-up rates produced by the Department for Work and Pensions
for the reasons outlined above). In the map that we produced for you, much of your constituency appears
to be dark blue (indicating relatively low take-up). However, take up rates seem to be good in the more
deprived and urban areas in the north-east, where a greater number of people live, which helps to explain
the better than average take-up for the constituency as a whole.
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I am sorry that I am not able to be more definitive in my response but as I hope I have explained we (and,
more importantly, the Department) are only able to use the information that is available and we were at
pains in our technical report to emphasise the restrictions that this places on our analysis. I apologise if, in
responding to your question at the hearing, I oVered hope that additional analysis might be possible.

Jeremy Lonsdale
Director, Work and Pensions value for money studies

29 January 2007
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