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were DS claimants to whom we spoke who
did access DS through this route. There was a
concern, however, that the default awareness
campaign by DfC (and government
departments generally) focuses on directing
people to the general NI-Direct website.

For website searches, the search terms

that are needed to discover information on
DS are not terms that people would use to
describe either their circumstances or the
help they were seeking. Instead there is

an onus on the claimant to be able to find
information based on how the Department
had classified that knowledge, rather than
on how claimants would have understood it:

DS 09:

“There used to be a thing in the
name of the loan - it was a crisis!
Now it’s Discretionary Support - it
doesn’t even say you’re going to
help in a crisis...”

Changing the name of DS based on what
claimants might perceive to be its purpose
would help with public awareness.

Similar concerns arose with a blanket
statement to contact the advice sector,
which was seen as useful where people
were already familiar with advice
centres but less so where they would
not normally be advice sector clients:

Women'’s Regional Consortium:

“Women find out stuff from other
women, not from government

websites — from women in similar
circumstances. They find out

from the women they know, the
woman who sits beside them in
their local women’s centre. There’s
an obsession with telling people
to go to the advice sector or a
government website. It is often too
difficult to navigate the website
especially when you are unfamilar
with the language used in DS. It’s
not the answer to always refer
people to a website.”

While the advice and support workers

we heard from acted as reliable sources

of information on DS for their clients, the
variation in sources used by claimants
indicates that the generalised campaign
needs to be more focused. In our survey,
36% of respondents (236 out of 645) learned
about it from family & friends, 26% (166
respondents) from social security staff,

and 17% (108 respondents) from an advice
organisation. The claimants we interviewed
found out about DS from family, friends,

and support workers. Some googled to see
what support was available and some were
directed to Make the Call or to DS by Northern
Ireland Housing Executive information
leaflets or DfC staff. For particular cohorts,
including older people, homeless people and
people from travelling communities, there
may be an absence of connection into wider
community structures, and so reliance on
information is focused on informal social
networks. Age NI also told us that the older
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Survey respondent:

“To pay rent, bills and buy school
uniforms during the summer
months. With the delay before
UC kicks [in] it can be a very
distressing time financially.”

Survey respondent:

“When I was waiting for my claim
at the start there was a very long
delay. I was suicidal with living
with no money and building up
more debt. Also because the
claim was delayed I asked for

an advanced payment and they
couldn’t process it because

they would not get my national
insurance number even though it
was ready a long time.”

Survey respondent:

“I had just moved into a homeless
hostel and had waited a long time
for UC to come through, the hostel
charges [£]30 every 2 weeks to live
there. I had no money for food so I
was told by other hostel tenants to
call Discretionary Support and they
helped me with [£]100.”

Putting the UCCF into DS made sense at the
time it was implemented - when the Assembly
was not operational - as a means of getting

a non-statutory payment to individuals to
mitigate against the impact of being without
income while waiting for UC. In the face of
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a new review of mitigations, it would seem
appropriate to reconsider where UCCF should
be located, given its function as a mitigation
measure. Additionally, the recommendations
for DS relating to awareness, the name

of the award and the need to support
claimants, apply equally to the UCCF.

6.29 Covid self-isolation grant

Like UCCF, the Covid self-isolation grant was
established with a separate funding source
from that which funds the standard DS
Scheme, although it appears unlikely that
this separate, additional funding will need
to be continued due to the underspend on
the general DS budget in previous years.

Survey respondents highlighted the
impact of Covid-19 and how this had
pushed them into financial hardship,
underlining the necessity of the grant:

Survey respondent:

“Day to day expenses. I work at
zero hour contract and had to self
isolate as close contact to Covid-19
positive person.”

There was also confusion around the Covid
self-isolation grant, also administered via
DS, and generally seen as being better
promoted than both DS and UCCF. There
was a lack of clarity over who was eligible
and what the distinction was between Covid
and other grants. It was felt that awareness
raising should be targeted at employers and
workers, given the public understanding of
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