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Social Policy Annual Report  

April 2011 to March 2012 
  

 
Identifying social policy issues: 
 
Electronic Bureau Evidence Forms (eBEFs): 
 
The goals of submitting an eBEF are to: 
 

 Describe the social policy issue being illustrated, focusing on the underlying 
causes of the problem and what might be done to prevent the same thing 
happening to other people 

 Paint a picture of the people being affected by the issue 

 Show why it matters i.e. what the consequences are for the individual and their 
family or what the consequences are for other policies being considered 

 Illustrate the cause of the problem, and why options already tried haven’t worked 
while, if possible, indicating the scale of the problem 

 
By collating eBEFs from bureaux on a national basis Citizens Advice is enabled to 
identify trends and influence policy accordingly and effectively. 
 
eBEFs generated by CAS 
 

 eBEFs Client count Ratio (eBEF:clients) 

2011/12  
                 

327 all contacts 26,963 1:82 

327 new enquiries  9,550 1:18 

2010/11 202 initial contacts 11,260 1:55 

 
The average ratio across the service of eBEFs to clients is 1:100 
The benchmark ratio is 1:150  
  
Comments 

 
Over the past few years we have maintained encouragement to write eBEFs at all levels 
of the organisation, or to alternatively identify them for others to write.  This has really 
begun to produce results this year:  
 

 Caseworkers, who are hampered by the time constraints of funding streams, 
continued to identify eBEFs for another writer 

 In the early part of the year several Social Policy “champions" came forward to 
bring attention to social policy at Workers' Meetings enthusing others to keep 
social policy in mind during their advice sessions.   

 After a slow first quarter (45 eBEFs), the successive quarters from July to March 
each produced nearly double what we anticipated from past performance (92, 85, 
105 eBEFs respectively). 
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Advisers' performance in identifying issues: 
 

Advisors* :  Who wrote eBEFs Who wrote no eBEFs 

2011/12 49 46 

2010/11 34  
* Including 56 volunteer advisers, 11 trainee advisers,  

19 caseworkers, and 9 supervisors and managers = TOTAL 95 

 
Note: The above table reflects those writing eBEFs, it does not include those identifying 
eBEFs for someone else to write up. There are more people writing their own eBEFs 
this year, but designated eBEF writers still give assistance.  
 
By quarter, eBEFs written by designated writers contributed: 
 

Quarter (2011/12) % eBEFs by designated writers 

Q1 - April – June  49% 

Q2 - July – Sept   47% 

Q3 - Oct – Dec  24% 

Q4 - Jan – March  22%. 

 
Identified Trends: 
 
There were continuing reports of creditors exploiting vulnerable customers, or at least 
making it difficult for people to negotiate realistic repayment of debts. There were also 
regular eBEFs about poor administration of a wide range of benefits, with escalating 
complaints about incomprehensible letters. An extremely worrying trend appeared in the 
final quarter as eBEFs showed that benefits were being regularly stopped before the 
claimant was properly notified. 
 
Quality of eBEFs: 
 
A sample of eBEFs have been evaluated using the bureau evidence evaluation tool 
(provided by Citizens Advice) to provide an indication of their quality. This was done by 
a CAS working group composed of the CAS SP co-ordinator and volunteer SP co-
ordinators from Bridgnorth and South Shropshire. This enabled us to take a bigger 
sample this year, and to include a peer review on the checking of eBEFs: 
 

 Sample Size (no. eBEFs) Evaluation tool score 

2011/12 50 eBEFs (15% of total written) 83% (667/800) 

2010/11 18 eBEFs 78% (226/288) 

 
Since the previous year, there has been a reduction in the number of errors caused by 
leaving out basic information from eBEFs e.g. “last date of contact with client” was only 
missed on 2 eBEFs.   
 
The lowest scores received (79 out of a maximum 100) concerned: 
 

 Encapsulating the Key Social Policy issue within the given number of characters 
(this is the equivalent of a newspaper headline, and some people were obviously 
better at this than others); 

 



CAS Social Policy Annual Report – April 2011 to March 2012 3 

 Explaining the impact of the problem on clients, including their feelings about it 
(this may be a difficult adjustment for advisers who are used to recording cases 
in a comparatively cool and dispassionate style). 

 
Training on eBEF writing was delivered at the County Day on 7 July 2011, since which 
there has been success in improving the factual sections of the eBEFs. In the coming 
year we need to work on the more emotive and descriptive elements. 
   

Exploring social policy issues with clients: 
  
This involves discussing social policy with a client (e.g. during interviews) and advising, 
encouraging or helping a client to: 
 

 use a complaint procedure 

 contact a third party (e.g. shop or service provider) 

 contact an elected representative (e.g. MP or local councillor) 

 contact a relevant campaign group 

 use a model letter or postcard* 

 to take part in a survey*  
 

*these options are often promoted in CAS waiting rooms 
 
The same CAS working group carried out a random sample of 81 enquiries, equivalent 
to just under 1% of total enquiries during 2011/12. The sample was taken from all 
enquiries i.e. not specifically from those which had prompted eBEFs. 
 
In 12 cases of the 81 sampled (15%) advisers had advised or helped clients to further 
their cause in one of the ways detailed above. In several of the cases, more than one 
route was explored. 
 
There was no indication that opportunities were being regularly missed, as the result 
shows that nearly 1 in every 7 clients was given some help with a complaint or other 
further action. There is, however, scope to involve clients more directly with eBEFs, and 
also to record that social policy is discussed with the client. Unfortunately there was no 
data collected for the previous year regarding this type of interaction. Neither is there 
service-wide data with which to make a comparison. 
 
Waiting room surveys 2011/12: 
 

Survey Title Organised by Conducted 
during 

No. 
replies 

recorded 

“Save Our Buses” 
(postcard survey) 

Campaign for Better 
Transport 

Aug – Dec 
2011 

- 

"Tackling Scams" Citizens Advice Sept 2011 61 

“Saving on Christmas” Citizens Advice Dec 2011 - 

“Affordable Housing” Housing Voice Jan 2012 5 

"Accessing Cash" Citizens Advice Feb 2012 44 

 
Many of these surveys could also be completed online, so it is only possible to record 
the numbers of replies via the bureau in paper form. 
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Clients are also encouraged to participate in social policy activities via the CAS website 
via links to relevant national surveys e.g. the Citizens Advice “ESA Diary” campaign, 
and the “Accessing Cash” survey. 
 

Participation in national campaigns and monitoring exercises: 
  
Legal Aid 
 
Many CAS workers had signed up to the Justice for All campaign, sponsored by a 
number of agencies including Citizens Advice, to protest at proposed cuts to legal aid in 
vital advice areas. 
 
Surveys were completed for five gateway cases on divorce/separation and the use of 
legal aid. These cases were selected by Citizens Advice as a contribution to a national 
survey that they were carrying out in conjunction with Resolution (an organisation 
representing family lawyers) for use in lobbying the government for continued access to 
legal aid in family cases.  
 
Emails were sent at intervals to MPs asking them to vote on relevant sections of the 
Legal Aid Bill. 
 
By May 2012, with the Bill about to become law, Justice for All concluded that “the Bill is 
certainly better than when it began” and some concessions had been achieved on the 
definition of domestic violence and the scope of legal aid for second tier benefit appeals.  
Justice for All added that although many people would be left worse off by the passage 
of the Bill, the campaign had made the government recognise the importance of free 
legal advice and had also led to a pledge of additional funding for the not-for-profit 
sector. 
  
Affordable Housing 
 
We carried out a snapshot survey (in May 2011, using a Citizens Advice model) of the 
availability of affordable housing for single people in Bridgnorth.  The survey was in 
response to government proposals to extend the "shared accommodation" rate of the 
local housing allowance to single claimants (a cap on housing benefit) from those under 
25 to claimants under 35. 
 
Two volunteers and the social policy co-ordinator collected evidence from local estate 
agents, local newspaper housing adverts, and online advertising to show the number of 
properties available to single people and the rents that were being charged for these 
properties. 
 
It was very clear from this research that there were few properties available and none 
within the designated local housing allowance. A few affordable properties were 
advertised for neighbouring areas e.g. Telford and we concluded that beyond creating 
difficulties for the individual, there was likely to be a further undermining of rural market 
towns as younger people were forced out towards nearby urban areas.   
  
We were one of about twenty bureaux across the country that contributed to this 
exercise. Citizens Advice sent thanks for our contribution to the debate and used our 
evidence in their presentation to the Social Security Advisory Committee. The SSAC 
quoted evidence supplied by Citizens Advice and recommended that the government 
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should reconsider or at least delay the extension of restrictions in housing benefit until 
further research had been done on the consequences. The government chose to ignore 
this recommendation and only made additional exceptions for two very limited groups of 
vulnerable claimants.  
 
“Survey on Affordable Housing”, conducted in January 2012, asked about the problems 
of the respondent in paying for their own housing and also for their views on the 
significance housing should have on the government agenda. 
 
This was followed up by a written submission to the National Independent Inquiry on 
Affordable Housing organised by Housing Voice.  This included general points on the 
shortage of affordable housing (as evidenced by our May survey), and the obvious 
hardship that this causes, with tenants either struggling to make up a shortfall on rent or 
being obliged to move out of the area.   
 
It was also an opportunity to specifically highlight local issues around the use of mobile 
homes which are popular with people on lower incomes which have reduced security of 
tenure, and are liable to become unsuitable if tenants became disabled in later life.  
 
Other national surveys 
 
During the "Tackling scams, have your say" survey in September 2011 respondents 
were asked to nominate their top three scams. 
 
Our own results (as tabulated by Citizens Advice) were similar to the national results, 
with highest votes going to energy provider switches that did not result in the promised 
cost reductions, and to debt management firms that charged for a service but were 
ineffective in helping clients to reduce their debts.   
 
The results gave extra impetus to a poster campaign in bureaux concerning scams in 
general and meter frauds – involving supposedly cheap prepayment tokens - in 
particular. This in turn encouraged participation in Big Energy Week during which CAS 
bureaux conducted a blitz awareness campaign within each bureau. Leaflets on safe 
methods of switching energy providers were distributed and a stall was staffed in the 
centre of Shrewsbury. 
  
The "Saving on Christmas" survey asked respondents whether they would be spending 
less at Christmas in 2011, and what they might cut down on, in comparison with 
previous years. 
 
"Accessing cash" was a Citizens Advice survey on the use of ATMs (cash machines) 
during February 2012. It aimed to find out whether respondents would be 
inconvenienced by plans to restrict them to use of their own bank's machines.  The 
majority of respondents in our survey felt that this would not greatly affect their use of 
ATMs.  
 
Benefits 
  
The Citizens Advice report on the standards of ATOS medicals, finally published early in 
2012, is hoped to lead to on-going improvements. The 3 detailed surveys which we 
elicited were amongst the 37 used in this major national report.    
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Contacts with elected representatives or officers over national social 
policy issues: 
 
Senior officers from the local County Council delivered a talk and answered questions 
about housing benefit changes at the CAS County Day on 7 July 2011. 
 
There was also a presentation by a Trading Standards officer on the growing incidence 
of the “grooming” of vulnerable people by mail and via the internet to pay monies for 
non-existent goods or for chances to obtain substantial “gifts” or prizes. 
 
In September 2011 the CAS Chief Executive met with the three Shropshire MPs to 
explain concerns about the Welfare Reform Bill, Universal Credit, and about the Legal 
Aid Bill.  A further detailed email was sent requesting support for amendments to the 
Legal Aid Bill in response to a request by Justice for All on 30 March 2012. 
 
All Shropshire MPs, county, town, and parish councillors were sent copies of the CAS 
Annual Impact Report for 2010/11 and are also regularly informed about current events 
and trends (e.g. top four problems for bureau clients) in their specific geographical 
areas. 
 
Several national e-petitions (to be forwarded to relevant MPs and to government 
ministers) were publicised throughout CAS e.g. Save the Children petition on cuts to 
family benefits, and Age UK’s petition requesting progress on the paying for care 
debate. 
 

Press releases, radio and other media items about national social 
policy issues: 
 

 “The change over from incapacity benefits to ESA”, May 2011, Not published 

 “Seriously ill lose out in welfare reforms”, June 2011, Not published but picked up 
by Shropshire radio 

 “Suicide and the economic slump”, 11 July 2011, Shropshire radio interview  

 “Credit and low income families”, 14 July 2011, Shropshire radio interview 

 “Big energy week” (with date of local event), January 2012, Not published 
 
As evidenced above, the Shropshire press group is still reluctant to take articles of 
general interest unless there is a dramatic story attached. We are achieving greater 
coverage through radio, but need to evaluate the time effectiveness of tailoring draft 
articles for the press. 
 

Participation in local or area social policy activity: 
 
Employment 
 
eBEFs have identified a series of problems with local employers, with workers having 
been asked or coerced into accepting longer hours or reduced pay on the grounds that 
the economic downturn was putting the viability of the business (and consequently their 
jobs) at risk.   
 
In some instances this appeared to be a genuine option offered to a group of 
employees, and many had made the pragmatic choice to accept some level of hardship 
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now in order to safeguard jobs in the longer term. In other instances, however, there 
seemed to be an exploitation of the loyalty and the fears of workers by incompetent or 
unscrupulous managers. This is a particular problem in a rural county where many firms 
are small, many are family owned, and there are long term ties between workers and 
employers. 
 
One case in particular exemplified what could go wrong. A family firm founded in 1935 
and operating in the Whitchurch and Market Drayton area finally accepted a 
management buy-out in 2008. Part of a long-serving workforce remained, and loyally 
took on regular unpaid overtime to keep the business going. One employee even 
loaned money to his boss. However, the business finally closed down leaving wages, 
holiday pay, and redundancy money owing.   
 
In February 2012 CAS employment specialist Christine Morse helped a group of 18 
workers to win claims totalling just under £100,000.  The Shropshire Star covered the 
story in detail with a picture of Christine and some of the successful ex-employees.  It 
remains to be seen whether the workers will actually receive the monies awarded to 
them.    
 
Benefits 
 
Instances of the implementation of decisions to stop benefits without proper notification 
(in writing) to the claimant or occasionally before the claimant was given any warning at 
all, began to be noticed and recorded in eBEFs from the start of 2012. These claimants 
were therefore denied a chance to appeal the decision. 
 
We have begun to investigate the legality of this practice with advice from the Specialist 
Support Unit, and expect to pursue this further during the remainder of 2012. 
 

Attendance at local or area social policy groups: 
 
Regular area social policy meetings are no longer held due to Citizens Advice cut-
backs. On 14 July 2011 I attended a regional forum in Liverpool, with sessions on 
welfare reforms and on dealing with the press. It was an opportunity to compare notes 
with colleagues from a wide area of the Midlands and the North West. 
 
On 17 June 2011 I paid a return visit to the Telford SP co-ordinator.  We were able to 
compare different ways of working and viewed the video presentation of the 
improvements to eBEF recording due to be offered when the new case recording 
system (PETRA) replaces the existing one (CASE). 
 
Our regular Cluster Group meetings did not take place as illness and family 
commitments prevented the attendance of several of our volunteer SP co-ordinators.  
Of our longest-serving co-ordinators, one retired in mid-2011 and another decided to 
greatly reduce her active involvement.  We were successful in recruiting one new co-
ordinator from the South of the county, who has gradually increased her activities while 
working through her adviser training.   
 
On 14 February 2012 we held a full day “working group” meeting, attended by myself 
and two out of the three CAS volunteer co-ordinators.  We were able to compare and 
discuss our eBEF checking, and establish a level of consistency, before dividing up the 
work necessary for the two major surveys on eBEF writing and on client involvement in 
social policy. 
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We hope that we may be able to resume Cluster Group meetings during 2012.  We 
need to recruit at least one more volunteer co-ordinator for the Shrewsbury area of the 
county. 
 
Meanwhile, we have recruited a series of “champions” of Social Policy.  The title 
“champions” is being used to designate those volunteers around the county who do not 
want to take on the regular duties of being a formal co-ordinator, but who are prepared 
to undertake a variety of activities to promote social policy.  Some have offered to speak 
up for social policy at Workers’ Meetings, to remind colleagues of current social policy 
issues, and to lead by example in writing eBEFs. Others write up eBEFs, encourage 
completion of surveys, or check that social policy posters are prominently displayed.   
 

Raising the profile: 
 
Is there a section in the annual report on social policy?   Yes 
 
Is there a display in waiting area or interview rooms?   Yes 
 
Is social policy included in the bureau leaflets?    Yes 
 
Is social policy included on the bureau website?    Yes 
 
Is the activity publicised in any other way?                  Yes: via CAS twitter 
 
Responsible staff: 
 
Jackie Jeffrey, Chief Executive 
 
Barbara Gray, CAS Social Policy Co-ordinator   

Media trained?   In part (see Liverpool 
forum, as above) 

 
 

Volunteer social policy co-ordinators: 
Charles Hobday until July 2011  Media trained?   No  
Janet Beach until October 2011  Media trained?   No 
Llew Foulkes    Media trained?    No 
Yvonne Ireland              Media trained?    No 
Sarah Halford from October 2011  Media trained?    No 
 
 
Volunteer social policy champions: 
Lesley McAleavy    Media trained?   No 
Emma Williams    Media trained?   No 
Barbara Mawson    Media trained?   No 
Margaret Watkins    Media trained?   No 
Jan Gill until December 2011   Media trained?   No 
Helen Roberts    Media trained?   No 
Philip Soars, artist    Media trained?   No  

  
  


