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FOREWORD

As the scheme of last resort in the Social Welfare System, the 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme (SWA) has a critical 
role to play in preventing people falling into poverty. Its 
effectiveness is thus an issue of major concern to the Combat 
Poverty Agency. Hence the reason for this report on the scheme.

Part One of the report outlines the Agency’s views on the 
difficulties facing the SWA and presents the Agency’s policy 
agenda for reform of SWA in accordance with the Agency’s 
statutory role to advise the Minister for Social Welfare on all 
aspects of social and economic planning in relation to poverty. 
Part Two outlines the background to the SWA and presents the 
findings of two major research studies on the operation of the 
Scheme, a Survey of SWA Payments and a Study of SW4 Claimants, 
carried out on behalf of the Combat Poverty Agency.

SWA was a major step forward when introduced in 1977 as a 
replacement for the Home Assistance Scheme, since it provided, 
as of right, a minimum welfare payment, standardised the 
means test and payment rates and allowed a right of appeal. It is 
an income support scheme of last resort in that it guarantees a 
minimum income to those without means and gives assistance 
where needs are either inadequately met under existing 
schemes or are of an exceptional or emergency nature.

Over its 14 years of operation, reliance on SWA has grown. 
Recipient numbers have increased at a much faster rate than 
under the mainline schemes. As the SWA has evolved it has been 
subject to critical scrutiny. The Commission on Social Welfare, 
independent welfare organisations (Independent Poverty 
Action Movement (1986), Focus Point (1988), and Cousins and 
Whyte (1991), the Craig Gardner report on the operation of the



social welfare system (DSW 1988) and SWA administrators 
(Association of Community Welfare Officers (1989) and 
Superintendent Community Welfare Officers in the Eastern 
Health Board) have all criticised the evolution of SWA. Other 
Agency research has confirmed a high level of dissatisfaction 
among SWA claimants.

The research brief designed by the Agency in 1988 was to 
review the pattern of payments made under SWA and to 
determine how claimants experienced the scheme. In particular, 
the Agency was concerned to research the implications for SWA 
of the growth in poverty and welfare dependence during the 
late 1970s and throughout the 1980s. This report presents the 
findings of two different but complementary research studies. 
The Survey of SWA Payments analyses a sample of 1,000 case files 
of SWA recipients in the Eastern Health Board area over a two- 
year period. It examines the pattern of SWA payments by 
recipients’ household structure, welfare category and 
Community Care area of residence. The Study of SWA Claimants, 
presents the perceptions and experiences of 106 scheme 
claimants. This is an equally pioneering research project, since 
claimants - especially of SWA - have seldom been asked for 
their views on the delivery of welfare services. This report is not 
the definitive account of SWA. For instance, there is no 
presentation of administrators’ views nor is there a detailed 
review of the management structure of SWA. Nonetheless, the 
research is a major help in identifying the key issues which now 
confront SWA.

The Agency hopes that the publication of the results of the 
research, together with its own carefully thought out policy 
recommendations, will lead to improvements in the SWA 
scheme in particular and in the social welfare system in general.

Gerry Flynn 
Chairman.
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PART ONE

AGENDA FOR REFORM

THE VIEWS OF THE COMBAT POVERTY AGENCY

1



safety net role for those with exceptional or emergency needs.

2: Differences in Treatment
SWA is designed as a flexible scheme of income support, with 
the potential to cater for a wide variety of needs on a 
discretionary basis. Such flexibility, however, can lead to 
differences of treatment between categories and locations of 
claimants. The two studies in this report identify a number of 
such differences. First, there is evidence that SWA 
administrators may base their decisions on personal 
characteristics of claimants while ignoring other criteria. 
Secondly, variations in the distribution of SWA assistance 
(frequency and amount) were striking, both between and within 
social welfare groups and between different SCWO areas. 
Clearly, people in broadly similar circumstances are treated 
differently in relation to the granting of exceptional needs 
depending on their SCWO and health board area of residence. 
These variations can be attributed to the existence of a 
multitude of CWO areas, SCWO districts and health board 
regions, each having their own SWA payment practices.

Compounding this evidence on differential treatment is the 
belief among SWA claimants that the scheme is unfair. Some 
hold that the Poor Law division between ‘deserving’ and 
‘undeserving’ poor continues under SWA. The research does 
suggest that some CWOs are more generous than others in 
assisting claimants. This highlights the negative aspects of a 
discretionary system, where payment patterns reflect 
administrators’ views rather than claimants’ needs. This 
imbalance will continue until a more standard framework for 
the use of discretion is introduced across health boards and 
SCWO areas.

One possible guarantee against inequitable payment practices 
is the SWA appeals system. Indeed, the introduction of a right of 
appeal was a significant advance in the scheme as compared 
with the Home Assistance Scheme. However, findings in the 
Survey of SWA Claimants are disturbing in this regard: only 9% of 
unsuccessful or partially successful claimants made an appeal, 
the remainder said there was either no point in appealing or did
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not know of this right.
Other reports have also highlighted the inequitable 

consequence of a discretionary system. The Commission on 
Social Welfare (CSW), for example, expressed concern about 
the divergence in the interpretation and application of the 
discretionary sections of SWA between and within health boards 
(CSW, 1986, pp366-374). Earlier reviews by the Independent 
Poverty Action Movement (1986) and Focus Point (1988) 
concluded that there were problems with the application, 
verification, decision-making and appeals processes. It would 
seem that discretion, while desirable and necessary for many 
reasons, heightens the risk of variation in treatment of similar 
needs unless properly monitored and controlled.

3: Take-up Problems
SWA is unique as a discretionary and locally-based system of 
income support. Its enhanced ability to target resources to those in 
need, whatever the circumstances, is used as justification for these 
features. There are, in theory, no boundaries to the help SWA 
can provide in either supplementary or exceptional need 
payments. In practice, the range of needs covered by the 
scheme is fairly limited and only the more obvious needs which 
applicants present are likely to be met. Furthermore, over four- 
fifths of SWA claimants surveyed reported needs for which they 
did not claim although they appeared to come within the 
scheme’s scope. This reluctance to claim is best explained by the 
perception among claimants that if they get help with one item, 
then they will not be assisted with another.

Difficulties in applying for SWA, in particular the limited 
availability of basic information about the scheme, its provisions 
and rules of eligibility, may account for these discrepancies. In 
addition, SWA has no defined application procedures (such as a 
standard application form), provides limited guidelines as to 
entitlements and does not encourage its administrators to 
explain why a claim is turned down.

These research findings confirm the evidence in other 
reports of substantial non take-up of SWA provisions. Research 
by the ESRI (1988) indicated that half of those entitled to basic
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SWA did not avail of their entitlement. A more recent study by 
FLAC (1991) shows that non-take up (at least non-application) 
is also evident with regard to discretionary payments.

4: Uneven Delivery
A fourth problem in the operation of SWA is the uneven quality 
of the service delivered to some claimants, especially as 
compared with that received under mainline welfare schemes. 
The improvement of this aspect was highlighted when SWA was 
first introduced, its aim being to ‘eliminate the last vestiges of 
the Poor Law system’. It was also proposed to offer a social 
service type approach to claimants which would help them ‘to 
find a place of dignity and full integration in our society’. The 
two research reports show that the performance of SWA has 
been quite limited in matching these expectations. This is 
illustrated by comparing a quotation from a respondent in the 
Study of SWA Claimants with a quotation from a claimant of 
Home Assistance, reported in the Minister’s speech introducing 
SWA in 1977:

“You think he (Community Welfare Officer) is looking down 
on you and he makes you feel like a beggar. When you get to 
the top of the queue, you get butterflies and think you are 
going to the guillotine”. (Respondent in Study of SWA 
Claimants).

“People (Home Assistance Officers) make you feel like an 
outcast when you are on assistance - you would think it was 
out of their own pockets the money was coming.”(Dail 
Reports,June 24, 1975, cols 1334-1335).

The main reasons for continuing negative experiences seem to 
relate to the interaction between CWO and claimant, the page 
requirements to prove eligibility and the standard of the offices .

The quality of the relationship between applicants and CWOs 
is the central complaint regarding the delivery of SWA. The 
Agency’s research found that many applicants held quite 
negative attitudes to their CWO. Some of this tension is
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undoubtedly attributable to the almost secretive procedures 
under which the scheme operates, conveying a message to 
potential applicants that SWA is a personal plea for help to some 
benign administrator. The research indicates that applicants do 
not perceive SWA as a social right and experience applying for 
SWA as degrading. This is confirmed by local anti-poverty 
projects supported by the Agency which report a high level of 
complaint among SWA claimants (Cullen, 1990). The ESRI 
research report on poverty and the usage of state services also 
record a high level of dissatisfaction among SWA recipients 
(Callan et al, 1988).

Much of this dissatisfaction is linked to the unnecessary 
inconvenience for SWA claimants under the current 
administrative structure, especially where substitute payments 
are concerned, and the lack of information on what the scheme 
covers. For example, CWOs and Social Welfare Officers conduct 
virtually identical assessments of a claimant’s entitlement for a 
basic welfare payment. There are also numerous calls to other 
agencies to establish factual information or to get forms signed. 
All this occurs at a time when claimants are under severe 
financial pressure and in need of urgent assistance. The 
research also makes clear that the physical surroundings in 
which SWA is generally delivered leave a lot to be desired. The 
conditions in the waiting areas of many offices are unsatisfactory 
and undignified, either because they are drab, dirty, 
overcrowded or have no facilities for children. Lengthy queues, 
both inside and outside the offices, compound these 
inadequacies. In some rural areas, even such basic facilities are 
non-existent and CWOs occasionally operate from cars or from 
inadequate premises, unsatisfactory for both administrator and 
claimant. The desire to make the scheme accessible is thus 
compromised by the conditions in which it is occasionally 
delivered.

There is a particular problem in regard to the delivery of 
SWA for Travellers in the Dublin area. Currently, Travellers must 
visit one central office in the city in order to claim SWA. 
Travellers perceive this requirement, in part introduced to 
control fraud, as discriminatory.
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Concern about the quality of service provided for claimants is 
also evident in discussion papers drawn up by the SCWOs in the 
EHB (SCWO in EHB, n.d.) and by the Association of 
Community Welfare Officers (ACWO, 1989). They criticise the 
scheme’s failure to develop as intended as a ‘community welfare 
service’ (beyond income maintenance alone), especially in a 
preventive and referral capacity. They argue that this potential 
has not been realised and the welfare, as distinct from the 
payments, dimension of the service has not been allowed to 
develop. This criticism is summed up by the ACWOs as follows:

“The idealism of the Community Welfare Service enshrined 
in the documentation on the objectives of Community Care, 
the job description of the CWO and euphoria of the 
parliamentary debates are so removed from the reality that 
many CWOs are frustrated, others very cynical, and yet others 
are left with the disinterested belief that ‘it’s only a job’” 
(ACWO, 1989, p3).

The evidence from this variety of sources suggests that SWA 
claimants do not receive the quality of service which they are 
entitled to expect. Some of the stigma associated with the Home 
Assistance Scheme has been continued under SWA. The scheme 
remains the poor relation of the larger social welfare system 
which has made significant strides in developing a more client- 
oriented service.

Conclusion
The context in which SWA currently operates is radically 
different from when the scheme was first introduced in 1977. In 
the intervening years, it has faced increased demands to meet 
basic and recurring needs. These have forced it to evolve in a 
way never intended under legislation. In addition, problems 
with the operation of the scheme have emerged: the inequities 
associated with the use of discretion; the low take-up of the 
scheme’s provisions; and the poor treatment afforded some 
claimants. The Agency is convinced of the urgent need to 
reform the provisions and delivery of SWA. The next section



outlines the views of the Agency on the necessary reforms.

Section B: Reform of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance 
Scheme
The Agency’s policy proposals for reform of SWA are prepared 
for the Minister for Social Welfare in accordance with the 
Agency’s statutory role to advise on social and economic matters 
relating to poverty. The policy section adopts a long-term and 
comprehensive perspective to reforming SWA, especially on the 
role of the scheme in overall welfare provision. The Agency 
proposes six elements in the reform of SWA:

1. Development of an adequate and comprehensive welfare 
system;

2. Introduction of a uniform housing benefit scheme and a 
scheme of quarterly payments for long-term welfare 
recipients;

3. Provision of transparent criteria on the use of 
discretion;

4. Improvement of the delivery of the scheme to clients;
5. Reform of the administrative structures for SWA;
6. Incorporation of SWA appeals with the Social Welfare 

Appeals Office.

These proposals are made with regard to the commitment in 
the Programme for Economic and Social Progress to the 
development of a more effective and client-oriented social 
welfare system, including the greater integration of SWA into 
mainline provision. Each reform is now discussed in detail.

1: An Adequate and Comprehensive Social Welfare System
a) An Adequate Minimum Income
SWA can only operate effectively as a scheme of last resort if the 
mainline welfare system guarantees an adequate minimum 
income for all recipients and dependants. The Commission on 
Social Welfare demonstrated that existing rates, including the 
basic SWA payment, are not based on any objective calculation 
of either subsistence needs or actual living costs. The Agency
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has argued, meanwhile, that payments for child dependants 
(current minimum of £12), are not sufficient to meet even the 
nutritional requirements of older children. The Agency is also 
concerned that the basis for estimating payments for adult 
dependants (approximately 60% of a full payment) exaggerates 
the equivalence ratio for couples (CPA, 1990).

While the Agency welcomes the commitment in the 
Programme for Economic Progress to increase the basic welfare 
payment to the ‘priority level’ recommended by the Com
mission on Social Welfare by 1993, this still leaves the rate 
significantly short of an adequate minimum income.

Recommendations
1.1 Social welfare payments, including the basic SWA rate, 

should be raised to the minimally adequate level specified by 
the Commission on Social Welfare, ie £61 per week (at 1991 
values).

1.2 Adequate minimum payments for adult and child 
dependants should also be implemented. For children, 
these minimum payments should be age differentiated and 
set at £16 for a child under the age of 12 years and £20 for 
older children (see Agency’s 1991 Pre-Budget Submission 
(CPA, 1990) for details as to how the payment would be 
shared between child benefit and child dependant 
allowances).

b) A Comprehensive Scheme of Social Assistance
The growth in basic SWA payments reflects the absence of a 
comprehensive scheme of social assistance, in particular the 
failure to provide interim payments when people make a claim 
for a mainline social welfare payment. Reform in this area would 
remove a significant burden for CWOs and allow them devote 
more time to assisting those in need. Already, there is a 
precedent for making interim payments in some instances of 
claims for Unemployment Assistance. This provision should be 
extended by the Department of Social Welfare as far as possible 
to all means-tested payments. This would eliminate the current 
practice of duplicate assessment and duplicate payment, and
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reduce the administrative burden of recouping expenditure on 
substitute payments. It would also greatly benefit new claimants 
of social welfare schemes.

A minority of basic payments are made to recipients who 
would otherwise not be covered by an existing welfare scheme. 
These are divided into a number of categories: those who are 
sick; those getting a ‘separate’ mainline welfare payment and 
receiving a top-up from SWA and others, such as the homeless, 
Travellers and 16 to 17 year-olds. Further integration of social 
welfare categories along the lines of the Lone Parent’s 
Allowance and Carer’s Allowance would greatly reduce the 
numbers relying on this payment. The most obvious reform 
here would be the consideration of those who are sick but do 
not qualify for Disability Benefit. Another category requiring 
better provision is young people who have left school but are 
not yet aged 18 years.

Recommendations
1.3 Assessment for and payment of interim means-tested social 

welfare schemes should be undertaken, where possible, by 
the Department of Social Welfare.

1.4 The existing social assistance schemes should be rationalised 
with a view to standardising social assistance provision.

1.5 Provision for 16 and 17 year-olds should be examined as a 
matter of urgency.

2: Uniform Housing Benefit and Quarterly Payments 
a) Uniform Housing Benefit
One of the principal functions of SWA is to supplement the 
income of welfare recipients where it is insufficient to meet their 
housing costs. Thus rent or mortgage subsidies account for 
three-quarters of all SWA supplements. This has developed 
without any consideration of the overall context of state 
supports for housing. NESC has identified a number of 
consequences of this ad-hoc arrangement:

— housing supplements are not based on a proper 
assessment of the link between people’s income and
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their housing needs;
— a lack of uniformity exists in the level of assistance given 

across health board areas;
— confining help to the interest portion of a mortgage may 

lead to long-term difficulties in capital repayments;
— most recipients lose a portion of their supplement 

because of the clawback rule;
— there are potential anomalies between the differential 

rents scheme (operated by the local authorities) and 
rent/mortgage supplements;

— households existing on low wages are excluded from 
help with housing costs under SWA (NESC,1988, pp207- 
211).

The Agency feels that existing arrangements, which are 
frequently inequitable and burden the SWA scheme with weekly 
payments, could better be made as part of a uniform housing 
benefit. This could best be addressed by reviewing, as a matter 
of urgency, all existing methods of subsidising housing, through 
the tax system, the differential rents scheme and SWA.

One specific aspect of the current system which merits 
immediate reform is the clawback system. This is an 
anachronism in the context of providing a supplement to those 
with inadequate needs. If recipients of other schemes get higher 
payments than under SWA in the first place, then it is 
contradictory to reduce these to a lower level when they claim a 
supplement under SWA.

Recommendations
2.1 In the short-term, housing supplements should be granted 

as of right and not based on discretion. Assessment and 
payment should be carried out by the Department of Social 
Welfare.

2.2 The clawback system, whereby SWA supplements to 
recipients of other welfare payments are automatically 
reduced to the basic SWA level, should be terminated.
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2.3 In the long term, the Government should introduce a 
national housing benefit scheme, incorporating rent/ 
mortgage supplements, differential rents and mortgage 
interest relief.

b) Quarterly Payments for Long-term Welfare Recipients
A relatively small range of needs currently dominates the 
exceptional need payments category under SWA: electricity and 
gas bills, along with clothing and household goods. Welfare 
recipients should not be required to rely on SWA for assistance 
with these items under ‘exceptional need payments’ provision. 
One option is to redefine the grounds of exceptional needs by 
introducing payments for other recurrent and basic needs as 
‘mini-schemes’, either within SWA or as part of mainline social 
welfare. This would be a minimalist approach for a number of 
reasons: it would add another layer to an already complicated 
series of welfare entitlements; it would be prone to take-up 
problems; and the basic requirement of an adequate minimum 
income would not be addressed.

A second option is to treat the majority of exceptional needs 
as, in fact, items of a minimally acceptable living standard. Thus, 
basic social welfare payments should be sufficient to cover 
electricity and gas bills, adult clothing, clothing and footwear for 
children, and certain minimum household requirements (beds, 
table and chairs, fridge, etc). In the Agency’s view the 
introduction of an adequate minimum income is an essential 
prerequisite within the existing social welfare system. It is only 
on this basis that SWA can operate as a genuine scheme to meet 
exceptional needs. However, the Agency recognises that within 
the income pattern of social welfare recipients there will always 
be a need for additional payments to meet irregular needs. This 
is an already accepted feature of welfare provision with the 
payment of a ‘Christmas bonus’ to meet the costs of Christmas 
and the back-to-school clothing/footwear allowance. Additional 
quarterly payments at Easter and at the beginning of the 
summer would also be advisable.
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Recommendations
2.4 Quarterly payments for long-term social welfare recipients 

should be introduced to coincide with periods of additional 
expenditure. These would incorporate the clothing and 
footwear scheme, exceptional need payments for First 
Communion and Confirmation and the Christmas bonus.

c) Other Supplements and Exceptional Need Payments
Excluding housing supplements, the remaining categories of 
need considered as regular and recurring are quite small: 
heating and dietary costs, payments to former home assistance 
recipients and other items represent less than a quarter of all 
supplement SWA payments. There is considerable merit to the 
argument that the scope of supplement coverage should be 
expanded, especially to include some items currently only 
provided for under exceptional needs payments. The only 
obstacle to widening the scope of supplements is tradition, as 
the legislation allows regular additions in other circumstances as 
a health board decrees. The issue of payment of supplementary 
assistance in cases of indebtedness needs further consideration. 
There have been a number of successful initiatives in this area in 
the Dublin region. This could also complement the aims of the 
Loan Guarantee Scheme, introduced by the Minister for Social 
Welfare in 1990.

The exclusion of basic and recurrent exceptional needs 
would allow the redirection of the SWA exceptional needs 
category to what could be considered genuine ‘exceptional 
needs’. A related problem, the actual amount of assistance 
provided under ENPs, could also be dealt with by standardising 
payments to meet the entire costs of recurrent needs, eg cooker, 
fridge, etc.

Recommendations
2.5 An exemplary range of supplements and exceptional needs 

should be drawn up after consultation with welfare 
organisations for public information. This list shoidd be 
monitored and updated to ensure that newly emerging 
needs are included.
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2.6 The issue of payment of supplementary assistance in cases of 
indebtedness should be further investigated.

2.7 The amount of assistance granted by way of a supplement or 
exceptional need payment should be standardised to cover 
the usual cost of the item required.

3: Standard Framework for the Use of Discretion
The framework within which discretion is exercised is an 
unsatisfactory mixture of regulations, guidelines and informal 
assessments. This makes the equitable payment of exceptional 
need payments difficult to achieve. Hence, similar need does 
not result in similar treatment. It is desirable that the largely 
unbounded scope for discretion be better regidated, so that 
applicants who exhibit the same needs are treated in the same 
way. The objective of these reforms is not to eliminate 
discretion, rather to bring more standardisation into a 
somewhat arbitrary system of welfare provision. Some of the 
required criteria for discretion are already in operation, but are 
not available to the public. This secrecy creates distrust and 
confusion among applicants. Additional criteria need to be 
devised and mechanisms set in place to ensure these are applied 
consistently across the country.

Since there is little monitoring of SWA payments, review of 
the use of discretion is difficult. Regular review of practice and 
effectiveness in meeting need is especially important for a catch
all and flexible scheme like SWA. This would help to identify 
emerging needs among SWA recipients and allow adjustments 
in the guidelines as new needs become clear. In addition, there 
is the huge problem of trying to achieve a degree of 
standardisation and equity within the scheme across health 
board areas. At present, such review and standardisation does 
not happen, primarily because of deficiencies in the level of 
information available on the scheme.

Recommendations
3.1 The criteria for discretion should be regulated by the 

Department of Social Welfare and these regulations should 
be made publicly available.

15
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3.2 Mechanisms to ensure consistent application of these 
criteria should be instituted, including staff training, 
monitoring of payments and reform of the appeals process.

3.3 The discretionary element of SWA should be retained as a 
method of providing a flexible and rapid response to people 
with exceptional needs.

3.4 Regular monitoring of payments and recipients should be 
carried out under the SWA scheme so as to provide an 
information base for the development of the effective 
decision support mechanism. The computerisation of 
CWOs’ files would make this task easier. Relevant 
information could then be transferred on a regular basis to 
the planning unit which oversees SWA in the Department of 
Social Welfare and published in the Department’s annual 
statistical report.

3.5 Information on the scheme’s use should be complemented 
by commissioning independent scheme reviews, consulting 
with SCWOs and the Association of Community Welfare 
Officers, holding discussions with representatives of welfare 
recipients and responding to submissions from the Agency 
and other interested parties.

4: The Delivery of the Scheme
SWA remains the great unknown of social welfare provision. 
Absence of information on how the scheme operates is one of 
the most serious problems experienced by applicants and 
distinguishes it from all other welfare schemes. This particularly 
conflicts with the concept of SWA as being a point of referral, 
where people are advised of their entitlements under the social 
welfare system. There is no reason why the SWA should not be 
provided on the same grounds as existing welfare schemes. The 
development of a self-sufficient and locally-based information 
service, as promised under the Programme for Economic and 
Social Progress, should make provision of information on SWA a 
priority.

Two further reforms are required to improve the delivery of 
SWA. First, application procedures should be brought into line 
with those for mainline welfare provision. Currently, people
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claiming a discretionary SWA payment often view their request 
as a personal plea for help. CWOs must treat such applications 
sensitively and this can best be achieved by introducing a code 
of practice for the administrators of the scheme.

Secondly, methods for processing work within SWA which 
create much inconvenience for clients should be reviewed. The 
making of payments now dominates the work of the CWOs and 
of the Superintendents, resulting in an unbalanced service. 
Most SWA payments are still done manually, though the cheques 
for the clothing and footwear scheme were processed separately 
last year. The results of reforming work practices would be a 
more efficient service for the claimants and a more cost- 
effective service for administrators. Finally, the qualifications 
and in-service training and retraining needs of staff require 
immediate attention. At present, staff receive only a limited 
induction, frequently not taking place until they have spent 
some time in the job. Major investment in staff training and 
development is needed if the treatment of claimants is to be 
improved.

Recommendations
4.1 SWA applicants’ right to information should be established 

as a first principle of a reformed scheme.
4.2 A wide-ranging information campaign on SWA should be 

undertaken as a matter of urgency. This would inform 
people of its existence, provisions and eligibility conditions. 
Leaflets, posters and radio and television media should be 
used as part of such a campaign.

4.3 Take-up campaigns for SWA by local welfare rights groups 
should be funded by the Department of Social Welfare in 
areas of disadvantage.

4.4 A code of practice for the administrators of SWA, which 
protects the social rights of applicants, should be developed 
and made public as soon as possible. The following rights 
should be enshrined in the code or practice:

— the right to make an application, with a defined 
procedure;

17



— the right to a speedy, fair and informed decision;
— the right to be treated with dignity and respect;
— the right to privacy and dignified conditions;
— the right to an explanation of the outcome of each 

application.

4.5 A determined effort should also be made to improve the 
conditions under which the scheme is delivered. Premises 
which can cater for children and which allow privacy for the 
applicant and good working conditions for CWOs should be 
a priority.

4.6 Reform of SWA provision for Travellers in the Dublin area 
should be instituted, in consultation with their 
representative groups.

4.7 SWA staff should be given modern resources to carry out 
their work. Up-to-date computerised systems should be 
introduced to the service as soon as possible.

4.8 Staff training and re-training is crucial to the programme of 
reforming SWA and adequate resources should be made 
available for this.

5: Administrative Structures for SWA
The present administrative structure for SWA is unwieldy: it 
involves two state departments (Social Welfare and Health); is 
administered by eight regional health boards; and operates as 
part of the Community Care Programme. It is clear that the 
current disjointed system of management inhibits improve
ments in service delivery as there are no formal direct links 
between the Department of Social Welfare and SWA admini
strators, Community Welfare Officers and their Superin
tendents.

Two main options exist for restructuring the administration 
of SWA: to integrate the service fully into the Department of 
Social Welfare; or to develop SWA as part of a distinct 
Community Welfare Service with improved links with the 
Department of Social Welfare. The former option was 
recommended by the Commission on Social Welfare (1986), 
and later endorsed by the Commission on Health Funding
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(1989), while variations of the latter are favoured by both the 
SCWOs of the Eastern Health Board and the Association of 
Community Welfare Officers.

The Agency believes it is imperative to effect immediate 
improvement in the administrative structure of SWA, 
coordinating the scheme much more than is currently the case. 
However, the exact form a revised administrative structure 
should take was beyond the scope of this research. Thus it does 
not provide a sufficient basis for the Agency to make a definite 
recommendation on this issue. The Agency suggests that, as a 
matter of urgency, the Department should instigate discussions 
with the administrators of the scheme, welfare organisations, 
claimants and other interested parties with a view to agreeing 
new structures.

Recommendations
5.1 The administrative structure of SWA should be streamlined 

and coordinated; links between the Department of Social 
Welfare and the SCOWs/CWOs should be improved.

5.2 CWOs should maintain their local presence and accessibility, 
either from local health centres or employment exchanges, 
whichever is the most appropriate.

5.3 The Department of Social Welfare should instigate discus
sions on the future administration of SWA.

6: An Independent Appeals Procedure for SWA
Establishing an independent appeals system is complementary 
to standardising criteria for the use of discretion. The current 
system, which is internal to the relevant health board in each 
case, is a haphazard procedure, with only two health boards 
having specific appeals officers. It would seem that appeals are 
not considered an intrinsic element of SWA. Yet an independent 
and efficient appeals system is a vital element in any scheme of 
welfare provision: it ensures fair treatment, provides more 
accountability, gives an avenue for redressing grievances and 
emphasises claimants’ rights. It is all the more important in a 
scheme which incorporates a discretionary element.

The absence of an independent SWA appeals system is made
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more obvious with the recent setting up of a central office to 
handle appeals under mainline social welfare schemes and the 
proposed establishment of a statutory medical card appeals 
system. Section 7 of the Social Welfare (Supplementary Welfare 
Allowances) Act empowers the Minister to make regulations 
setting up an appeals system for SWA. In the absence of such 
regulation, individual health boards have set up their own 
appeals process, with the majority opting to allow existing 
personnel to adjudicate on appeals. This arrangement is most 
unsatisfactory and requires urgent reform.

Recommendations
6.1 The right to an independent appeal should be a priority. 

This would include informing all applicants of the appeals 
procedure when communicating a decision and instituting a 
standard appeals procedure in each SCWO area, including 
an appeal form and the written acknowledgement of receipt 
of an appeal.

6.2 SWA appeals should be dealt with by the newly-created social 
welfare appeals office. Appeals would go direct to this office 
from the various SCWOs. Appellants should have the right 
to bring someone to assist them in representing their cases. 
The possibility of having oral appeals, where requested, 
should be investigated. Appeals decisions should be 
communicated in writing to the appellant with a specified 
time period (maximum of eight weeks) from receipt of the 
appeal.

Conclusion
Increased reliance on SWA has distorted its original objectives. 
The scheme and the wider social welfare system within which it 
operates are in urgent need of reform. The mainline social 
welfare system requires change in two important aspects: to 
guarantee a minimally adequate payment for all social welfare 
recipients and to introduce a comprehensive scheme of social 
assistance. In addition, the introduction of a uniform housing 
benefit scheme and of quarterly payments for long-term welfare 
recipients would acknowledge the basic and recurring nature of
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many ‘supplementary’ and ‘exceptional’ needs. Secondly, the 
principal reforms in the SWA scheme itself are the development 
of transparent criteria for the making of discretionary payments 
and the improvement of the delivery of the scheme, especially 
the provision of adequate information on the scheme. The third 
issue relates to the administrative structures for SWA. The 
Agency recommends that the Department of Social Welfare 
should instigate discussions on the future administration of 
Supplementary Welfare. Finally, as part of the reform of social 
welfare appeals, the newly-constituted Social Welfare Appeals 
Office should assume responsibility for SWA appeals.

.
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1: THE SUPPLEMENTARY WELFARE ALLOWANCE SCHEME1

1.1 The Background to the Supplementary Welfare Allowance 
(SWA) Scheme
Legislation establishing the SWA scheme was passed by the Dail 
in 1975 and the scheme was introduced in July 1977.2 It 
proposed to eliminate the ‘last vestiges of the Poor Law system’, 
in this instance the Home Assistance Scheme. The main weak
nesses of Home Assistance were identified as its discretionary 
nature, the variable levels of payment provided and, above all, 
the social stigma associated with receipt of the scheme. Its many 
shortcomings were comprehensively exposed in O Cinneide’s 
(1970) seminal study entitled A Law for the Poor. This heightened 
public disquiet about the scheme, which eventually resulted in 
its replacement by SWA with the passing of the Social Welfare 
(Supplementary Welfare Allowance) Act, 1975.

The SWA scheme was to be administered as part of a newly 
conceived Community Welfare Service3. The service, and its 
administrators, the Community Welfare Officers, had two broad 
objectives. It first aimed to relieve social distress and, where 
possible, help prevent its recurrence by:

— informing people of the statutory income maintenance 
services that were available and assisting them to avail of 
the services;

— where necessary providing financial support through the 
SWA scheme.

'This chapter was written by Jim Walsh, Frank Mills is the author of the Survey of SWA 
Payments (chapters 2, 3 and 4), Emer Smyth and Jodie Walsh are the authors of the 
Study of SWA Claimants (chapters 5, 6 and 7). Chapter 8 was written by Hilary Tovey.

2The legislative basis for SWA is set out in the Social Welfare (Consolidation) Act, 1981, 
as amended in subsequent social welfare acts in 1983, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1989 and 1990. 
Specific rules governing the implementation of SWA are detailed in the Social Welfare 
(SWA) Regulations, 1977, again with subsequent amendments in 1987 and 1990 and 
commencements in 1986.

3Frank Cluskey, TD, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Social Welfare, Dail 
Reports, June 24 1975, Columns 1330-1336. Also see Association of Community Welfare 
Officers, Community Welfare Service National Directory.
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A second objective was to help determine eligibility for the 
health and welfare services administered by the health boards. 
SWA was intended to form part of a localised community care 
structure with the overall aim of intervening in a multi-faceted 
way in the cycle of poverty. This combination of financial 
assistance with a community-based social service model was to 
distinguish the scheme from other income support services 
provided by the State.

1.2 The Provisions of SWA
The core provision of SWA is to give immediate and flexible 
assistance to those in need who do not qualify under existing 
social welfare schemes. In this regard, SWA is the statutory 
guarantee of a minimum income below which no citizen is 
expected to fall. By contrast, all other SWA provisions are seen 
as discretionary payments. These include supplementary help 
for those whose needs are inadequately met under the major 
schemes and assistance for those with exceptional or emergency 
needs.

Certain categories are excluded from eligibility for SWA, 
except in cases of ‘urgent need’: full-time workers, ie more than 
30 hours a week, workers on strike, adult and child dependants 
of social welfare recipients, people in institutions or in jail and 
full-time students. A notable feature of SWA is that it is a 
household payment, ie only one spouse or co-habitant can make 
a claim. This contrasts with most welfare provision where both 
spouses or co-habitants can claim in their own right. SWA 
encompasses four categories of payment4:

— basic weekly payments for those awaiting a social welfare 
claim to be processed (‘substitute payments’) or for 
those who do not qualify elsewhere within the social 
welfare system;

— weekly/monthly supplements for people whose income 
is insufficient to meet their needs. These usually occur

4M Cousins and G Whyte, Guide to Supplementary Welfare Allowance, FLAC: Dublin, 1991

25



where people have a regular additional expense, eg rent 
or mortgage, diet, heating or other similar needs;

— occasional exceptional needs payments where people 
encounter a specific or unusual expense. In practice, this 
mainly covers electricity and gas bills, rent arrears, major 
household bills, costs associated with funerals, births and 
travel. Since 1990, clothing and footwear help for 
children is provided as an administrative scheme under 
SWA;

— once-off emergency and urgent payments are paid in 
cases of extreme hardship, including to those who are 
otherwise excluded from eligibility under SWA. It mainly 
covers fires and floods, as well as the burial expenses of 
those without liable relatives.

The key concepts governing entitlement under SWA are 
needs and means. Basic needs, ie essential requirements for 
living, are defined as the equivalent of ‘lowest prevailing rate’ of 
social welfare (currently £50). The concept of need is less clearly 
defined in the instances of weekly supplements, exceptional or 
emergency needs. Guidelines as to the maximum payments for 
some of these have been issued by the Department of Social 
Welfare (eg clothing and footwear scheme) or the individual 
health boards. Otherwise, needs are interpreted at the 
discretion of individual Superintendent Community Welfare 
Officers. In assessing means a standard means test is used to 
calculate cash income, savings and investments, property 
income not personally used and benefit and privilege, ie board 
and lodgings.

The administration of SWA is unusual among social welfare 
provision in a number of ways. SWA is the only devolved system 
of income support in this country, being administered under 
the aegis of the eight regional health boards. It is provided 
under the Community Care Programme and is delivered via 
local health centres. SWA is administered by Community 
Welfare Officers (CWOs) and Superintendent Community
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Welfare Officers (SCWOs). There are approximately 40 SCWOs 
and 400 CWOs across the eight health boards. A further aspect 
of this devolved structure is the appeals procedure for SWA 
which is unique to each health board. In most cases, the Appeals 
Officer is the Programme Manager for Community Care in the 
respective health board, but specific Appeals Officers have been 
appointed by the Eastern and Southern Health Boards. Finally, 
responsibility for the scheme is shared between two 
departments. The Department of Social Welfare is responsible 
for funding the scheme (local authorities were co-funders up 
until 1986) and providing overall direction and regulation, 
while the Department of Health controls recruitment of staff 
and other procedures.

1.3 SWA in Practice
Only basic statistical information is available on the recipients 
and payments made under SWA. This covers the last week in 
every quarter and does not indicate the number of recipients in 
a full year. Nonetheless, the information shows that SWA has 
assumed a much expanded income support role since its 
introduction in 1977. The accompanying table documents the 
growth in the number of weekly recipients and beneficiaries 
between 1977 and 1990 of 81% and 116% respectively. The 
expenditure on SWA has also increased substantially: the 1989 
figure of £37.7m (net of substitute payments) is almost four 
times the 1980 budget.

Table 1.1: .SWA Recipients and Beneficiaries, 1977-90

Year Recipients Beneficiaries

1977 14,119 28,684
1980 17,413 39,353
1985 21,768 54,138
1990 25,577 61,836

Source: quarterly returns (December/March),
Department of Social Welfare
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The most recent (week ending March 31 1990) figures reveal 
25,577 SWA recipients, with 7,407 adult and 28,852 child 
dependants. These receive 30,205 basic, supplement and 
exceptional need payments a week (Table 1.2), with a weekly 
gross value of £l.lm.5 Basic weekly payment, made up 42% of 
the total, with an average value of £50.46 (total weekly cost is 
£0.6m); the majority (65%) of these are substitute payments, i.e. 
the recipient is awaiting a mainline social welfare or health 
payment. Weekly supplements were 35% of all payments, while 
23% were exceptional need payments, averaging £24.18 and 
£22.66 respectively (total weekly cost is £0.5m). Three-quarters 
of supplements are for rent or mortgage while electricity/gas 
payments account for almost half of all exceptional needs 
payments. In aggregate terms, rent, mortgage and electricity/ 
gas bills account for two-thirds of all non-basic SWA payments.

Other SWA provisions included 1,029 emergency, strikers and 
burial payments made in the March 1990 quarter (three- 
quarters of which were for emergencies, 20% to strikers’

Table 1.2: SWA Payments

Category Payments (%) Average Value

(a) Week ending March 31 1990
Basic SWA 12,572 (42%) £50.46
Supplements 10,592 (35%) £24.18
(rent 6,527 (22%) £25.31
(mortgage 1,632 (5%) £39.67
Exceptional Needs 7,041 (23%) £22.66
(electricity/gas 3,204 (11%) £16.60
(clothing 2,021 (7%) £21.68

All 30,205 (100%) £34.76

(b) Quarter ending March 31 1990
Emergency 740 £48.00
Strikers Dependants 220 £304.00
Burials 69 £252.00

(c) Year ending December 31 1990
Clothing/Footwear 184,587 £29.25
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dependants, and 7% for burials) at a total cost of £0.12m. 
Finally, under the new clothing and footwear scheme payments 
were made in respect of 184,587 children at a total cost of £5.4m 
in 1990.

A total of 1,979 SWA appeals were made in 1989, with a 
similar amount carried over from the previous year. In total 
2,297 appeals were processed in 1989 of which 11.6% were 
successful, the remainder being either refused (76%) or 
withdrawn (13%). A feature of the SWA appeals system is the 
length of time it takes to process an appeal. For example, 
appeals were processed at a rate of approximatly 120 appeals a 
month in the Eastern Health Board (EHB) in 1989. With an 
average monthly backlog of almost 900 appeals, and a further 
100 new appeals each month, an EHB SWA appellant could 
expect a waiting period of up to seven months before getting a 
decision.

Statistics on the regional breakdown of SWA recipients and 
payments by health boards and SCWO areas show the 
dominance of the EHB. Approximately one-third of the national 
population lives in the EHB area (Dublin-Kildare-Wicklow). 
Almost half of all recipients and 56% of all payments are 
accounted for by the EHB. This dominance is primarily due to 
the number of supplements and exceptional need payments: 
the EHB accounts for 54% and 88% of these respectively, and 
for 39% of basic SWA payments. The health board with the next 
highest share of recipients is the Southern Health Board at 
13%; the six remaining health boards account for 5%-9% each. 
The EHB also accounts for the majority of appeals (59% in 
1989), which is 10% above its share of all recipients. Indeed, 
four health boards had less than 100 appeals in the entire year, 
with the Western Health Board receiving only 10 (0.5% of total, 
compared to 8.7% of all recipients). Overall, then, there is a

’The overall figures are widely seen as underestimating the total number of 
SWA recipients at any one time as any rent/mortgage payments are made on a 
fortnightly or monthly basis. A total of 10,883 such recipients were identified 
in the period April/May 1990. There are no aggregate figures for the number 
of SWA recipients in any one year.
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significant regional imbalance in the payment of supplements 
and exceptional need payments and in the making of appeals. It 
is significant that the two health boards with specified appeals 
officers (EHB and SHB) together account for 80% of all 
appeals, though only 62% of SWA recipients.

1.4 Conclusion
The origins of SWA can be traced to the Poor Law system of 
income support. It still retains elements of discretion, though it 
is undoubtedly a major advance on the previous Home 
Assistance Scheme. Its other distinctive features are its 
regionalised administrative structure and its delivery as part of 
personal social services. SWA operates as the safety net of the 
social welfare system, reaching out to those who fail to qualify 
for existing schemes or who require help additional to that 
provided under mainline provision. The outstanding feature of 
SWA is its growth in recent years, outstripping that experienced 
in the overall welfare system. The weekly figures for receipt of 
SWA, however, present only the tip of the iceberg since there is 
sigificant turnover of recipients every week. Finally, SWA 
supplementary and especially exceptional need payments are 
principally associated with the EHB which also accounts for a 
majority of SWA appeals.
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SURVEY OF SUPPLEMENTARY 
WELFARE ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS

2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND RECIPIENT PROFILE

2.1 Research Methodology

2.1.1 Objectives of the Research
This study uses the administrative records kept by CWOs in one 
health board in order to identify the patterns of payments made 
under the different provisions in the scheme, and to different 
types of recipient. It also addresses the issue of ‘discretion’ in 
the operation of the scheme by examining variations in its 
administration between different areas within the health board 
concerned. In brief, the study has four aims: (i) to survey a 
sample of the payments made under SWA by a given health 
board for a particular week; (ii) to examine subsequent 
payments to the initial recipient sample over a two-year period;
(iii) to analyse the payment of exceptional need payments by 
the source of income and the family situation of recipients; and
(iv) to study variation in payment patterns between different 
SCWO areas.

2.1.2 The Data Source
The administrative records of the Dublin city and county parts 
of the Eastern Health Board, compiled manually by individual 
CWOs, provide the data source for this study.6 A 10%

6An examination of all weeks in 1987 indicated that the week ending 31/12/87 was an 
average week in terms of the number of payments and recipients of the total 
expenditure.
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sample of all people who received SWA in the week ending 
January 31 1987 was sought using a two-stage sampling 
procedure to ensure as representative a sample as possible. First, 
20% of the 90 CWO districts in Dublin city and county were 
sampled, using a system of random numbers. Two further 
districts, which dealt exclusively with the Travellers and the 
homeless, were sampled separately, yielding 20 CWO districts in 
all. Then, within each of the sampled districts, 50% of people 
receiving payment were randomly sampled. The sampling 
method yielded a total of 1,045 recipients (ie a sample of 
10.06%). During the chosen week, these 1,045 recipients 
actually received a total of £37,081 in 1,221 payments, an 
average of £35.48 per recipient or £30.37 per payment. The 
recipients sampled in the initial week were then tracked over a 
two-year period, until the last week of January 1989 when a new 
records system was introduced in the Dublin area. Over the two 
years, a substantial number of them left the system; in the last 
six months of the study period (July 1988-January 1989) only 
456 (44%) of the original 1,045 people sampled were still 
receiving any SWA payments. The total number of payments 
made over the two-year period after the end of January 1987, to 
the original and surviving sample members, was 4,728.

The 50% sample in each district was derived from the weekly 
payment sheets compiled by each CWO and held locally in the 
different centres. Almost every district had a different fding 
system and, as a result, data collection took much longer than 
anticipated. In some instances district boundaries had changed 
over the two-year period, resulting in some of the administrative 
records being transferred to other centres. This further delayed 
the data collection. The EHB records are not readily accessible 
for the purpose of data collection. For this study, data was 
abstracted under 60 headings covering biographical details of 
the recipient, reasons for payment in the sample week, and 
subsequent usage of SWA over the two-year period. A coding 
frame was used to record this information from the 
administrative records directly onto a computer input form. To 
ensure complete confidentiality, a unique reference number was 
given to each district and to each individual in the sample. The
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computing work was performed by the researcher in the EHB 
Computer Department.

2.1.3 Limitations of the Data
It is important at this juncture to point out some of the 
limitations attaching to the research data. Three points deserve 
particular notice. First, the data for the study was not compiled 
by the researcher but was drawn from the information normally 
recorded by the officials of the scheme, the CWOs, for their own 
administrative purposes. This method of data collection has 
notable limitations:

— it was not possible to clarify or expand on the 
information in particular cases;

— only payments made were included in the study. There 
are no details of refusals of SWA as these were not 
systematically recorded;

— it was not possible to establish if recipients had made 
appeals as information on appeals is maintained in a 
totally different filing system.

Second, the findings may not reflect the pattern for the 
country as a whole, or even for the entire Eastern Health Board 
area, as the study was confined to Dublin city and county. (This 
accounts for nine of 11 districts in the health board area.) The 
quarterly statistics on SWA - detailed in Chapter One - indicate 
marked differences between the Eastern Health Board area and 
other health boards in relation to the number of SWA payments 
made. However, a nationally representative study was not 
possible given the limited funding available.

Third, the decision to sample recipients on the basis of 
payments made in a given week imposes some limitations on the 
sorts of conclusions that can be drawn from the study. These do 
not apply to the patterns of payments made under the scheme 
(which are the primary focus of the study), but do affect the 
profile of recipients. Some SWA payments are once-off payments 
(eg exceptional need payments) while others are often long
term (eg basic SWA); others again are paid on a monthly basis
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(eg mortgage supplements); hence, ‘long-term’ recipients and 
recipients paid on a weekly basis may be over-represented in the 
initial sample of 1,045 people. As the analysis over a two-year 
period shows, some 42% of the initial sample were no longer 
receiving the first payment made to them in the week ending 
31/01/87, four weeks from that date. They would, however, 
have been replaced by other short-term recipients. Thus over 
the course of a year, for example, there would be many more 
short-term recipients in the total population of SWA recipients 
than appear in a single week. However, to sample recipients 
from a longer period, such as a year, was beyond the scope of 
the present study. It is therefore necessary to treat the profile of 
recipients in the sample as providing only a qualified basis from 
which to generalise to the total population of SWA recipients in, 
say, a given year.

2.2 A Profile of Recipients in the Initial Sample Week

2.2.1 Sex and Age of Recipients
There were more male recipients (59%) than female recipients 
in the sample. This was to be expected as SWA is a household 
payment and the recording procedure regards the spouse with 
the principal income, usually the male partner, as the recipient. 
In practice, however, the approach to the CWO is often made by 
the female partner in a household.

Almost 80% of recipients were under the age of 45 years and 
26% under the age of 25 years (Table 2.1). Only 3% of 
recipients were over the state pension age. Women recipients 
were generally younger than men: twice as many women as men 
were under the age of 18. In the 18-24 age group, there were 
equal numbers of men and women, but in the 25-65 age group 
males predominated.
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Table 2.1: Age of Recipients by Sex (%)

Years Male Female All N

< 18 31.6 68.4 1.8 19
18-24 50.0 50.0 24.1 252
25-34 58.6 41.4 31.7 331
35-44 63.2 36.8 21.8 228
45-54 67.2 32.8 11.1 116
55-65 75.4 24.6 6.2 65

>65 47.0 53.0 3.3 34

All 613 432 100 1,045

The age profile of recipients is striking when compared with 
O’Cinneide’s profile of recipients of Home Assistance in 1966 
(O’Cinneide 1970). He found that more than 50% of Home 
Assistance recipients were over 60 years. The contrast with this 
study can partly be explained by the improvement of the 
financial position of the elderly relative to other social welfare 
recipients, as outlined in a recent report by the Combat Poverty 
Agency (Callan et al, 1988). It can also be explained by the 
increase in unemployment and lone parenthood since the time 
of O Cinneide’s study.

2.2.2 Marital Status and Family Size
Over half of the sample (54.8%) were single, 24% of recipients 
were married or in a common law relationship, 19% were 
separated or divorced, and 3% were widowed.

As Table 2.2 demonstrates, 440 recipients (42%) had one or 
more child dependants, with a total of 1,236 children between 
them. The average number of child dependants per recipient 
family was 2.8. The majority (87%) of the married people in the 
sample, and all of those in a common-law relationship, had 
dependent children.

Table 2.3 combines details on marital status and child 
dependents into a composite family typology. It shows that 
single adults with no dependent children were the most 
common type (55%). Couples with children, and lone parents 
with children, each accounted for approximately a fifth of
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Table 2.2: Number of Child Dependants per Recipient

Child dependants

0
1
2
3-5
> 5

N

605
118
97

190
35

%
57.9
11.3
9.3

18.3
3.4

Total Children

118
194
695
229

All 1,045 100.2 1,236

recipients. However, couples were more likely to have larger
families: 62% of couples with dependent children had three or
more children, compared with 40% of lone parents. Couples
with no dependent children constituted the smallest family type
at 3%.

Table 2.3: Recipients’ Family Situation

Family Situation N %

Single Adult, no children 575 55.0
Couple, no children 30 2.9
Lone Parent, 1 or 2 children 133 12.7
Lone Parent, 3+ children 89 8.5
Couple, 1 or 2 children 82 7.9
Couple, 3+ children 136 13.0

All 1,045 100.0

Most lone parents (130 out of 222) were separated. It is 
interesting to note that 459 recipients (44% of the sample) had 
no child dependants or other non-dependants residing with 
them and were living entirely on their own. Seventeen percent 
of the sample were living with non-dependants, and most of 
these were single people living with either their parents or 
siblings (Appendix table Cl). In around two-thirds of these 
households, there was at least one other member depending on 
social welfare for an income.
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2.2.3 Housing Situation
Eleven percent of recipients were owner-occupiers, mostly with 
mortgages. This compares with 74.4% for the population as a 
whole, recorded in the 1981 Census. Thirty-one percent of the 
sample were living in accommodation rented from the local 
authorities, as compared with 12% for the population as a 
whole. Almost 40% were living in the private rented sector, as 
against 10% nationally, which may help to explain the high 
number of people in receipt of SWA rent supplements in the 
Dublin area (see Chapter One). The 48 people (5%) living in 
hostels were predominantly homeless men who dealt with the 
special SWA homeless unit.

Table 2.4: Recipients’ Housing Tenure

Tenure N %

Owned Outright 20 1.9
Owned with Mortgage 94 9.0
Rented from Local Authority 322 30.8
Private Rented 416 39.8
Living with Family/Relatives 127 12.2
Hostel 48 4.6
Other 18 1.7

All 1,045 100.0

The ‘other’ category includes 12 people living in caravans or 
mobile homes (mostly Travellers), five in board and lodgings 
(elderly, single people) and one in hospital. The average rent 
payable was £5.29 per week in the local authority sector and 
£22.90 per week in the private rented sector. The average 
mortgage repayment was £24.27 per week. Of those with a 
mortgage, 67% were repaying a local authority, 32% a building 
society, and 1% a bank

2.2.4 Employment and Income Status
The bulk of the sample were unemployed (Table 2.5). Including 
those who were not available for work due to illness, the total 
percentage out of work was over 71%. The next largest group
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was those not available for work but not ill, ie recipients 
engaged in home duties. This category included the majority of 
lone parents. The residual ‘other’ category contained six 
strikers, five on FAS courses, four out sick from work, three 
employed, two students and two others.

Table 2.5: Recipients’ Employment Status

Employment Status N %

Unemployed 611 58.4
Not Available for Work (Not 111) 233 22.3
Not Available for Work (111) 134 12.8
Retired 45 4.3
Other 22 2.2

All 1,045 100.0

Table 2.6 reveals the length of time unemployed recipients 
(including those unemployed because of illness) were out of 
work.7 Sixty-seven percent were unemployed for more than one 
year and 52% were unemployed for more than two years. 
Perhaps the most striking finding is that almost a quarter of the 
sample were unemployed for more than five years, highlighting

Table 2.6: length of Time Recipients were Unemployed

Duration N %

< One Month 16 2.2
1-6 Months 130 17.8
7-12 Months 90 12.3
1-2 Years 115 15.7
2 - 5 Years 208 28.4
> 5 Years 172 23.6

All 731 100.0

7In cases where the recipient had never worked, the period of unemployment was 
calculated from their 18th birthday.
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the importance of SWA for the long-term unemployed. (This 
finding should perhaps be qualified, as short-term recipients of 
SWA, including those recently unemployed and seeking 
substitute payments, may be under-represented in the sample; 
see 2.1.3 above.)

The socio-economic status of recipients was derived from the 
basis of their last known occupation, using the Census of 
Population classification of occupations. In 263 cases (25%) no 
information was recorded on the file, and in a further 90 cases 
(9%) the recipient had no previous employment record. Of the 
remainder, none were Higher Professionals (Class I) and only 
5% were Lower Professionals or other non-manual workers 
(Classes II and III). Ninety-five percent had been Manual 
Workers, 73% in the semi-skilled and unskilled manual groups 
(Classes V and VI).

Almost all recipients had as their principal source of income a 
payment from either the Department of Social Welfare or the 
Eastern Health Board (Table 2.7). This is to be expected as the 
SWA regulations confine eligibility to those on welfare or 
working part-time. Most of those with SWA as the principal 
source of income were awaiting a payment from the Department 
of Social Welfare (Table Dl). (The monetary value of the various 
allowances and benefits in January 1987 is shown in Appendix 
Tables E1-E3.)

Table 2.7: Recipients’Income Source

Source N %

Supplementary Welfare Allowance 332 31.8
Long-term Unemployment Assistance 320 30.6
Lone Parent Allowance/Benefit 152 14.5
Other Allowance 112 10.7
Other Benefit 112 10.7
Other Source 17 1.6

All 1,045 99.9
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Only 74 recipients (7%) had a second source of income, 
mainly those in receipt of ‘separate’ social welfare payments, 
where a recipient was in receipt of the adult dependant share. 
Two recipients had a third source of income. Meanwhile, in 22 
cases the spouse of a recipient was in receipt either of ‘separate’ 
unemployment assistance (68%) or disability benefit (27%). 
Only one spouse was in paid employment.

2.2.5 Overview of Recipients
The most notable findings to emerge from the profile of 
recipients were: the number of single people (55%) most of 
whom lived alone, the young age profile of the sample (80% 
under the age of 45); the relatively high proportion of lone 
parents (21%); the high percentage living in rented accom
modation, whether local authority or private-rented (70%); the 
proportion who were semi-skilled or unskilled (73%); and the 
percentage unemployed (71%), over a half of whom had been 
out of work for more than two years. Overall, the financial 
position of those receiving SWA is unfavorable. Most are living 
in households where the only source of income is the social 
welfare payment received by the head of the household.
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3: PAYMENT PATTERNS AND RECIPIENTS’ PAYMENT 
CAREERS

This chapter examines the patterns of payment under SWA to 
recipients, in the initial week and over a longer period of time. 
We start with payments made in the week ending 31/01/87 to 
the 1,045 recipients sampled. For the purpose of analysis, the 
payments have been divided into the three main SWA 
categories: basic payments, supplements, and exceptional need 
payments. The chapter focuses particularly on the patterns of 
exceptional need emergency payments (excluding payments 
under the old footwear scheme) as these are the most 
discretionary provision under the SWA scheme.

3.1 Payments in the Sample Week
The 1,045 recipients received a total of 1,221 payments in the 
sample week, an average of 1.2 payments each. Most recipients 
received just one payment in this week (Table 3.1). However, 
15% received two payments, with a tiny minority receiving more 
than two payments.

Table 3.1: Number of Payments per Recipient

No. of Payments N % Total Payments

One Payment 879 84.1 879
Two Payments 157 15.0 314
Three Payments 8 0.8 24
Four Payments 1 0.1 4

All 1,045 100.0 1221

3.1.1 Payments in Each Category 
Basic Payments
Basic SWA payments accounted for 29% of all payments made 
(Table 3.2). Of these, two-thirds were paid as substitute social 
welfare payments, mainly to people awaiting the outcome of a 
claim for unemployment assistance. A further 14% of basic 
payments were also ‘temporary’ in that recipients were awaiting
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maintenance allowances or other payments from the Eastern 
Health Board or from other sources (see Appendix Table Dl).

Table 3.2: Category of Payments

Category No. of Payments %

Basic Payments 359 29.4
(Substitute 238 19.5)
(Other 121 9.9)
Supplements 570 46.7
(Rent/Mortgage 467 38.3)
(Other 103 8.4)
Exceptional Need 292 23.9

(ESB/Dublin Gas 168 13.8)
(Other 124 10.1)

ALL 1221 100.0

Supplements
Supplements accounted for 47% of all payments in the chosen 
week. A large majority (82%) of all supplementary payments 
were for rent and mortgage repayments, with only 18% for 
other supplements (eg ‘separate’ payments, diet, old home 
assistance payments, childcare and travel) (see Appendix Table 
D2). Although only 4% of all payments were mortgage 
supplements, compared to 34% which were rent supplements, it 
should be noted that most mortgage supplements were paid less 
frequently than weekly. (In general, one payment was made per 
calendar month to coincide with the repayment schedule of the 
recipient.)

Exceptional Need Payments
Twenty-four percent of the payments in the sample week were 
classified as for exceptional needs. Over half (58%) of these 
were made for electricity and gas bills. Payments for bedding 
accounted for 7% of all exceptional need payments, while 
clothing for adults and children represented 8% (Appendix 
Table D3).
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3.1.2 Cost and Value of Payments
In terms of total cost, supplements constituted the smallest 
proportion of expenditure during the sample week, although 
the largest proportion of payments. Basic payments accounted 
for 40% of expenditure, and exceptional need payments and 
supplements for around 30% each. Table 3.3 also shows that, on 
average, the highest amounts were paid for basic payments 
(£40.48 for substitute basic payments and £43.41 for other basic 
payments, giving an overall average of £41.90).8 This is 
understandable since basic payments are designed to ensure a 
minimum social welfare payment and are related to the family 
size of the recipient. Exceptional need payments were the next 
highest at £38.48, with supplements averaging £19.24.

Table 3.3: Total Cost and Average Value of Payments by Category

Category Total Cost of 
Payments (£)

%of
Total Cost

Average Value 
of Payment (£)

Substitute 9,635 26.0 40.48
Other basic 5,241 14.1 43.31
Supplements 10,967 29.6 19.24
ENP’s 11,238 30.3 38.48

All 37,081 100.0 30.36

The minimum and maximum value of SWA payments varied 
widely, especially for supplements and exceptional need 
payments (Table 3.4). For supplements, this is because most 
mortgage supplements were paid monthly. The top-of-the-range 
payment of £275 represents a five-week payment of a weekly 
mortgage supplement of £55. Exceptional need payments also 
varied, depending on the item of need, from an average 
payment of £8 for a delivery charge to an average payment of 
£165 for funeral expenses.

sThe amounts are greater than the basic SWA rate at the time (£33) as some would 
include payments for dependants.
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Table 3.4: Minimum and Maximum Value of Payments by Category

Category Minimum (£) Maximum (£)

Substitute Payments 5.00 113.55
Other Basic Payments 8.00 96.15
Supplements 1.00 275.00
Exceptional Need Payments 1.00 390.00

3.1.3 Frequency and Duration of Payments
Table 3.5 looks at how frequently payments found in the sample 
week were being made to recipients. Twenty-four percent of 
sample week payments were by definition ‘once-off’, being 
payments for exceptional need. Seventy-one percent of 
payments were being made on a weekly basis, while only 5% 
covered a number of weeks (fortnightly or monthly/five- 
weekly). All but one of these were supplements and around half 
of them were mortgage supplements.

Table 3.5: Frequency of Payments

Frequency No. of Payments %

Once-ofF 292 23.9
Weekly 863 70.7
Fortnightly 14 1.1
Monthly 44 3.6
Other 8 0.7

All 1221 100.0

The duration of payments beyond the sample week was also 
examined. Overall, 31% of payments did not continue beyond 
the sample week, while nearly one-quarter (23.4%) continued 
for at least one year; 15% were still in payment at the end of the 
two-year study period.

A more informative picture may be given by excluding those 
exceptional need payments which, by definition, could not 
continue over time. Table 3.6 shows that in the case of payments 
which are not ‘once-off’, 10% did not continue beyond the 
sample week. These were almost all basic payments which were
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the last in a series of payments. Another 17% were of less than 
four weeks’ duration beyond the sample week. At the other 
extreme, 31% were found to be still in payment at the end of 
one year, and 19% at the end of two years. The duration of any 
of these payments before the sample week commenced is not 
known, but may have been considerable in some cases. This is a 
significant finding since SWA payments are often regarded as 
short-term, stop-gap payments. The study illustrates that, in fact, 
many payments are long term.

Table 3.6: Duration of Payments After Initial Week 
(Excluding Exceptional Need Payments)

Additional
Duration of
Payment (Weeks)

Number of 
Payments

% % of all Payments 
in Payment At
End of Period

Did Not Continue 91 9.8 90.2
1-4 159 17.1 73.1
5-8 72 7.8 65.3
9-26 214 23.1 42.2
27-52 107 11.5 30.7
53-78 76 8.1 22.6
79-91 19 2.0 20.6
92-104 11 1.2 19.4
>104 180 19.4 -

All 929 100.0

3.2 ‘New’ Payments to Recipients over Two-Year Period
The analysis above of the pattern of payments made by CWOs in 
a given week revealed that supplements constituted the largest 
proportion (47%), particularly supplements for rent and 
mortgage payments (see Table 3.2). Payments for exceptional 
need constituted the smallest proportion, at 24% of all 
payments. The implications of this pattern for the CWOs’ 
weekly workload is discussed further at the end of this chapter. 
However, to get a broader picture of how the SWA system 
responds to people’s needs it is necessary to look at payment 
patterns over a longer period. Not only may some recipients 
change their circumstances over time, leading to changes in
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payment status, but payments which are ‘once-off’ contributions 
to particular needs may recur. In this section we look at the 
payments made to the 1,045 recipients from the initial week 
sample over the following two years to January 1989, excluding 
those payments made in the initial week which continued to be 
paid over the period (such as basic or rent supplements). The 
focus is thus on ‘new’ payments over the two years. A total of 
4,728 such payments were made the bulk of which (94%) were 
exceptional need payments. One of the most important findings 
to emerge from this chapter is the extent to which these 
‘exceptional’ needs appear to be recurrent and routine.

3.2.1 Basic Payments and Supplements
The proportion of recipients from the original sample who later 
received either a new basic payment or a new supplement over 
the two-year period was quite small at 14% and 6% respectively. 
In total, there were 272 ‘new’ payments in these categories, 
three-quarters of which were for basic SWA (Table 3.7). That 
only a small proportion of the original sample should receive 
new basic or supplements payments in the following two years is 
not surprising. Almost all of the original sample had either 
received or awaited a social welfare payment during the initial 
sample week (Table 1.7). It is unlikely that such people would 
need to apply again for basic SWA, unless their social welfare 
payment was discontinued or they were changing from one 
social welfare payment to another, or had moved in and out of 
employment over the short term. In relation to supplements, 
most of those in private rented accommodation were receiving a 
rent supplement in the initial sample week, while a large 
proportion of those repaying mortgages were getting a 
mortgage supplement (Table 3.2). Thus, they would not be 
making new applications for rent/mortgage supplements unless 
they experienced a change in circumstances or, in the case of 
rent supplements, they changed address. People living in local 
authority housing or at home would not qualify for a rent 
allowance. The small number who received other supplements, 
particularly when only 8% of recipients were receiving such 
supplements in the initial week (Table 3.2), raises the question
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Table 3.7: ‘New’ Basic Payments and Supplements Over Two-Year Period

Category No. of 
Payments

% of
Payments

% of
Recipients
from
Initial
Sample *

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recipient

Basic SWA 205 75 14 1.4
Rent/Mortgage
Supplements

17 6 2 1.0

Other Supplements 50 18 4 1.1

All 272 99

* Recipients could receive more than one category of payment

as to whether the other people in the sample had no need for 
such supplements, were unaware that they could apply, or were 
refused.

3.2.2 Exceptional Need Payments
When members of the original 1,045 sample were tracked over 
the following two years, it was found that 578 of them (55%) 
received between them 4,466 ‘new’ exceptional need payments, 
an average of 7.7 per recipient (Table 3.8). As in the initial week 
itself, help towards ESB bills was again the most common 
exceptional need, accounting for half of all payments and given 
to 43% of the original recipient sample. It was also the most 
frequent payment, with recipients getting, on average, 4.8 
payments in the two-year period, though 17 was the highest 
number of payments for an individual. Payments for children’s 
clothing were also recurrent, accounting for one in every 10 
payments. They were received by 18% of the original sample of 
recipients, representing a payment towards clothing for one in 
every two who had dependent children in the initial sample 
week.

The spread of payments varied widely between recipients, 
with payments towards children’s clothing ranging from one to 
11 per person, those towards adult clothing from one to 10 
payments per person, and those for ‘other’ exceptional needs
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Table 3.8: ‘New’Exceptional Need Payments Over Two-Year Period

Category No. of 
Payments

% of 
Payments

%of
Recipients
from
Initial
Sample*

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recipient

ESB 2198 49 43 4.8
Dublin Gas 200 4 5 3.6
Children’s Clothing 438 10 18 2.3
Adult Clothing 283 6 15 1.8
Household Items 336 8 19 1.7
Other 1011 23 28 3.5

All 4466 100 - 7.7

* Recipients could receive more than one category of payment

from one to 34 payments per person.9 Some of this variation
indicates that different members of the original sample
remained in the system for different lengths of time after the
initial week; but even allowing for that, the question remains 
whether some recipients or types of recipient obtain exceptional 
needs payments more readily than others.

Despite the volume of exceptional need payments over the 
two year period, their impact on the financial situation of 
individual recipients appears relatively slight. The average 
amount per recipient for those from the original sample who 
received at least one payment in this period (578 people) was 
£266, representing an average contribution to their household 
budget of £2.56 per week. The average amount per recipient of 
ESB payments to those who received any was highest at £144. 
The next highest was in respect of household items, at £133. 
The average payment for all exceptional needs was £34, with 
household items having the highest average payment at £78 and 
Dublin Gas the lowest (£23). The average ESB bill payment was 
£30. Thirty-seven percent of the original sample received 
payment in only one category of exceptional need, mostly ESB.

9 Payments for children’s clothing have since been incorporated into a special scheme 
under SWA, the back-to-school clothing and footwear scheme.
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Only 21% received assistance in more than three categories.

3.2.3 ‘New’ Exceptional Need Payments to Recipients Still in 
Payment in Last Six Months of Survey
The preceding discussion provides an analysis of the pattern of 
payments made to a sample of recipients chosen from one week, 
when they are tracked over the following two years. However, it 
is important to remember that not all of the initial sample of 
1,045 people remained in the SWA system for the entire two- 
year period. Around 56% of them left, permanently 
or temporarily, at different points in time over the first 18 
months. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to analyse the 
data in such a way that the movement of particular sample 
members out of payment at particular points in time could be 
fully taken into account, in order to present a detailed picture of

Table 3.9: Cost, Average Payments, and Contribution to Weekly 
Budget of ‘New’ENPs over Two-Year Period (£)

Category Total
Cost

Average Amount 
Per Recipient

Average
Payment

Av Contrib to 
Weekly Budget

ESB 65,097 144 30 1.39
Dublin Gas
Children’s

4,492 80 23 0.77

Clothing 18,172 95 42 0.91
Adult Clothing 7,136 45 25 0.43
Household Items 26,057 133 78 1.28
Other 32,559 112 32 1.08

All 153,513 266 34 2.56

the ‘payment career’ of different types of recipient. However, as 
a limited alternative, this section presents an analysis of 
exceptional need payments to only those sample members 
(44%) who received a payment in the last six months of the 
study period. This allows us to provide a reasonably accurate 
picture of how the SWA system dealt with continuing recipients 
over two years.

Those who did receive a payment in the last six months of the
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period were people whose circumstances had probably not 
changed much. They were certainly living at the same address, 
and had maintained an eligibility for SWA which means they 
almost certainly received a social welfare payment. From the 
initial sample, 456 obtained a payment in the last six months, 
and over the whole two-year period they had received between 
them 3,733 exceptional needs payments (an average of 8.2 
payments). Thus, although sample members who stayed in the 
system for less than 18 months accounted for more than half of 
the initial sample, they received only 16% of the total 
exceptional need payments made over the two years.

Table 3.10: ‘New’ENPs over Two-Year Period for Recipients in the Last Six Months

Category No. of 
Payments

%of
Payments

% of
Recipients 
from Initial 
Sample*

Average No. 
of Payments 
Per Recipient

ESB 1849 50 29 6.0
Dublin Gas
Children’s

177 5 4 4.1

Clothing 383 10 15 2.4
Adult Clothing 230 6 12 1.8
Household Items 270 7 14 1.8
Other 824 22 20 4.0

All 3733 100 - 8.2

* Recipients could receive more than one category of payment

Reducing the sample to ‘long-term’ or ‘continuing’ recipients 
only could be expected to increase the average number of 
payments per recipient in all categories. On comparing Tables 
3.10 and 3.8 it appears that this is generally true (with the 
exception of adult clothing), but significant increases are found 
only in relation to ESB, Dublin Gas and ‘other’ exceptional 
need payments. The average contribution to weekly budgets is 
still quite low, with the highest being that of help towards ESB, 
at £1.72 per week (up from £1.39).
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3.3 Summary
Most recipients received just one payment in the initial sample 
week (15% received two payments). Twenty-nine percent of the 
payments were basic payments, two-thirds of which were 
substitute payments. Basic payments accounted for 40% of 
expenditure, with the average payment being £41.90. Forty- 
seven percent of payments were supplements and these 
accounted for 30% of expenditure. The average supplement was 
£19.24. Exceptional need payments accounted for 24% of all 
payments and 30% of total expenditure. The average 
exceptional need payment was £38.48. Rent supplements were 
the most common reason for payment, accounting for 34% of 
all payments and 73% of supplements. Payments to the ESB 
were the next most common reason, accounting for 12% of all 
payments and 51% of all exceptional need payments. Payments 
to people pending unemployment assistance was the third most 
common reason for payment, accounting for 12% of all 
payments, 39% of basic payments, and 59% of all substitute 
payments.

Almost all payments in the sample week were either ‘once-off’ 
or weekly payments. Five percent of payments were paid less 
frequently than weekly, and these were almost all supplements 
(mainly rent and mortgage supplements). Almost one-third of 
payments did not continue beyond the sample week, and 76% 
of these were once-off exceptional need payments. Excluding 
the once-off payments, 31% of payments were still being made 
at the end of one year, and 19% at the end of the two-year study 
period. During the two years following the sample week, 55% of 
the original sample of recipients received at least one new 
exceptional need payment, with an average of 7.7 such 
payments per recipient. Over half of these went towards ESB or 
Dublin Gas bills. Forty-three percent of the sample got help with 
ESB bills after the initial week, with an average of 4.8 payments 
per recipient. Those in payment in the two-year period got an 
average of six payments towards ESB during this time. At the 
other end of the scale, help with household items and adult 
clothing costs went to less than one-fifth of the initial sample 
over the next two years, with an average of 1.8 payments per
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recipient.
The analysis in this chapter highlights a number of issues 

which have significant policy implications. First, it suggests that 
the way SWA is at present administered is unnecessarily time 
consuming for both CWOs and recipients. Overall, only three 
payments, rent/mortgage supplements, ESB/Dublin Gas 
payments and substitute basic payments to people awaiting 
unemployment assistance, accounted for almost three-quarters 
of all payments made in the sample week. The removal of 
substitute payments from SWA, the payment of rent/mortgage 
supplements with the basic social welfare payment, and a 
periodic electricity/gas payment would dramatically reduce the 
number of payments made. The waste of time and resources 
involved with substitute payments is especially severe. At the 
moment, when applicants apply for means-tested payment, 
assessment by a Social Welfare Officer can take several weeks. In 
the meantime, they are advised to apply to the CWO who must 
conduct a speedy means test to ensure SWA payment can be 
made immediately. Several weeks later they are subject to an 
identical means test by the Social Welfare Officer. In the 
interim, they must attend the employment exchange each week 
(if they are claiming Unemployment Assistance) and also attend 
a health centre to obtain payment of SWA.

When the claim is finally decided the health board must then 
recoup from the Department of Social Welfare the amount of 
SWA it paid to the applicant. (New procedures are being 
introduced in this regard by the Department of Social Welfare.) 
This involves a complicated financial procedure which requires 
a large number of health board and department staff. There are 
no legal constraints preventing the Department of Social 
Welfare from making its own interim payments to claimants, 
pending a full investigation by the Social Welfare Officer. These 
administrative changes would considerable lighten the 
CWOs’workload since, at present, most CWOs manually write 
their own cheques each week or, in a few isolated cases, make 
weekly cash payments. It would also reduce the numbers having 
to attend the health clinics every week.

Second, from the pattern of payments to recipients over a
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longer period than the initial sample week it is clear that much 
of what are currently considered ‘exceptional’ needs are in fact 
recurrent and routine necessities such as fuel, clothing and 
basic household items. Only a small proportion of exceptional 
need payments over the two years were for what might be 
designated irregular or ‘once-off’ needs - funeral expenses, lost 
or stolen money, travel expenses, repairs to or replacement of 
cooking equipment and so on. Some people whose income 
derives primarily or solely from social welfare payments 
obviously have very great difficulty in managing to meet their 
basic needs, let alone coping with unexpected and exceptional 
demands. Moreover, the contribution to household budgets 
from exceptional need payments does not, on average, make a 
significant improvement to people’s financial situation. The 
highest contribution comes from payments towards ESB costs, 
and even here those who were still receiving payments in the 
final six months of the study got an average, over the two years, 
of just £1.72 per week. For a single person on unemployment 
assistance at the time of the study this would represent a 4.5% 
increase in weekly income, for a lone parent on a means-tested 
payment it would represent a 2% increase, and for a married 
couple with three children in receipt of unemployment 
assistance it would mean an increase of 1.9% per week. The 
incorporation of this inconsequential amount into weekly 
welfare payments in the first instance could alleviate much of 
this recurrent need under SWA.

Third, the analysis suggests a significant variation in the 
number of exceptional need payments received by different 
recipients in the sample. This appears to be the case even when 
we consider that some recipients remained in the system longer 
than others. A certain level of variation is to be expected when 
we are dealing, as here, with a largely discretionary scheme. But 
if discretion was being exercised in such a way as to 
systematically favour some recipients, or some types of 
recipients, over others this would be a cause for considerable 
concern. Chapter Four addresses this particular issue by 
examining exceptional need payments in relation to the income 
source, family situation and SCWO area of sample recipients.
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4: ANALYSIS OF EXCEPTIONAL NEED PAYMENTS

The discretionary aspects of SWA enable it to respond flexibly 
and efficiently to the exceptional needs of those with 
insufficient means. However, the operation of discretion may 
become influenced or biased by the preconceptions of its 
administrators regarding the level of need of different social 
groups among its clients. This chapter addresses the criticism 
that certain recipients are more likely to receive help with their 
needs than others. Exceptional need payments over the two-year 
study period are examined in relation to two recipient 
characteristics which seem particularly important in this 
context: the income source (or social welfare status) and the 
family situation of the recipient. This will help to assess the 
extent to which exceptional need payments are responding to 
the needs of recipients or to other aspects, such as the perceived 
social category to which recipients belong. In addition, the 
relationship between exceptional need payments and location 
in a given SCWO is investigated in order to assess whether, 
within the limits of the formal guidelines, it is possible to 
discover different policies for administering payments between 
CWOs in different SCWO areas.

4.1 Exceptional Need Payments by Income Source of Recipients
In Chapter Two (Table 2.7), recipients were categorised into six 
groups according to their income status during the initial 
sample week. Those on basic Supplementary Welfare Allowance 
and long-term Unemployment Assistance made up nearly two- 
thirds of the sample, while just under 15% were on a lone 
parent allowance or benefit. The remaining 23% derived their 
income from other allowance/benefit payment or from other 
sources. That categorisation is used again here to examine 
exceptional need payments over the following two-year period. 
It should be remembered, however, that a proportion of the 
sample would have changed their income status over this period 
(including many of those who were on SWA basic in the initial 
week), and also that not all of the recipients located in the 
sample week continued in payment for the full two years. It is
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also important to note that income source is not equivalent to 
total household income or to total per capita income of 
recipient, although it is a reasonably good indicator of these. 
‘Income source’ is taken here, therefore, primarily as 
designating the social group to which the recipient belongs, 
from the point of view of those making payments, ie the CWO.

Table 4.1 suggests that the pattern of payment varies between 
different social welfare groups. Those on lone parent payment 
made up only 15% of the initial sample, yet they received 30% 
of the exceptional need payments made over the following two 
years. On the other hand, those on SWA made up 32% of the 
initial sample yet received only 20% of subsequent exceptional 
need payments. There also appears to be a slight tendency for 
lone parents to receive higher payments, on average, than those 
in other categories. Recipients with incomes from ‘other 
sources’ received fewer payments than their share in the sample 
would indicate, but those who got payments got a substantially 
higher amount, on average, than other income types did.

Table 4.1: All Exceptional Need Payments by Income Source

Source Recipients
No. %

Payments
No. %

SWA S32 31.8 898 20.1
Long-term UA 220 30.6 1476 33.1

Lone Parent
Allow/Benefit 152 14.5 1342 30.1

Other
Allowance 112 10.7 264 5.9
Other Benefit 112 10.7 453 10.1
Other Sources 17 1.6 33 0.7

All 1,045 100.0 4,466 100

More detailed information may be obtained by looking at the 
distribution of exceptional need payments for specific needs. 
Table 4.2 relates income source to the number and value of ESB 
payments over two years. It shows clearly that those on lone
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parent payments were far more likely than any other income 
group to receive help towards ESB bills (74% of them did so), 
that they were likely to receive help more frequently (on 
average, they received 5.6 payments), and that the average 
amount they received was the highest for any income group. In 
contrast, only half of those on long-term Unemployment 
Assistance received help with ESB costs, and they received such 
help less frequently and for a considerably lower average 
amount. Only around one-quarter of those on basic SWA, other 
allowance, or other income source received help at all, with the 
latter faring worst in terms of the frequency with which they got 
such help. The apparently less favourable treatment of those on 
basic SWA, however, must be qualified by the fact that 72% of 
this category were awaiting another social welfare payment 
(mainly Unemployment Assistance) during the sample week,

Table 4.2: ESB Payments by Income Source

Source No. of 
Payments %

Recip. as 
% of Income 
Category

Average No. 
Payments
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount per 
Recip.

SWA 371 17 26 4.3 £126
Long-term UA 809 37 52 4.9 £138

Lone Parent
Allow/Benefit 638 29 74 5.6 £179

Other
Allowance 127 6 28 4.1 £155
Other Benefit 237 10 46 4.6 £136
Other Source 16 1 29 3.2 £126

All 2,198 100 43 4.9 £144

and most of these presumably transferred to that payment 
during the subsequent two years.

A slightly different pattern emerges when income source is 
related to help with Dublin Gas bills (Table 4.3). The 
distribution of help in relation to gas bills must be treated as less 
reliable than that of ESB as dependence on gas is less 
widespread among the population and may be related to type of
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housing occupied. Overall, only 5% of our initial sample got any 
help with gas bills. Nevertheless, there is considerable variation 
in the average number of payments made to those recipients 
who got help with their gas bills, and in the average amounts 
received, which is difficult to explain. Here, it is those in receipt 
of other benefit who received help most frequently and in the 
highest average amounts. People in receipt of lone parent 
payments fared least well in terms of the number of payments 
and the average amount of payment received over the period.

Table 4.3: Gas Payments by Income Source

Source No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments 
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

SWA 16 8 2 2.3 £58
Long-term UA 63 32 6 3.5 £81
Lone Parent 
Allow/Benefit 28 14 8 2.3 £44
Other
Allowance 35 18 6 5.0 £76
Other Benefit 54 27 9 5.4 £144
Other Source 4 2 12 2.0 £68

All 200 101 5 3.6 £80

Payments towards children’s clothing were very much more 
likely to be made to those on a lone parent payment than to any 
other income group (Table 4.4). Forty-five percent of those in 
this income group received at least one such payment. The long
term unemployed were less likely to receive help with children’s 
clothing, but those who did received, on average, the same 
number of payments as lone parents did, and also received a 
slightly higher average payment. On all three measures, those 
on other benefit/income source did substantially less well.

Table 4.5 shows that help towards adult clothing tended to be 
made to only a small proportion of recipients, in any social 
welfare income group. Those on a lone parent payment were 
again the most likely to receive help, though only one-fifth of
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Table 4.4: Children’s Clothing Payments by Income Source

Source No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments 
Per Recip.

Average
Amount Per 
Recipient

SWA 89 22 14 2.0 £84
Long-term UA 146 32 18 2.5 £105
Lone Parent 
Allow/Benefit 174 39 45 2.5 £100
Other
Allowance 12 3 6 1.5 £58
Other Benefit 14 3 11 1.5 £84
Other Source 3 1 12 1.5 £53

All 438 100 18 2.3 £95

them did so and the average payment over the two years was 
quite small. Those in receipt of other allowance or other benefit 
who got help got somewhat larger amounts than other groups. 
Only 15% of the long-term unemployed received help with 
adult clothing.

Table 4.5: Adult Clothing Payments by Income Source

Source No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

SWA 76 27 14 1.7 £41
Long-term UA 91 32 15 1.9 £44

Lone Parent
Allow/Benefit 53 19 20 1.7 £43

Other
Allowance 32 11 16 1.8 £54
Other Benefit 28 10 13 1.9 £52
Other Source 3 1 12 1.5 £32

All 283 100 15 1.8 £45

Those on lone parent allowances were again more likely than 
any other group to be helped with the cost of household items 
(Table 4.6). Relatively few of the long-term unemployed
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Table 4.6: Household Items Payments by Income Source

Source No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments 
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

SWA 78 25 15 1.6 £112
Long-term UA 
Lone Parent

92 27 17 1.7 £172

Allow/Benefit
Other

126 36 46 1.8 £129

Allowance 14 4 7 1.8 £122
Other Benefit 25 7 13 1.7 £84
Other Source 1 1 6 1.0 £102

All 336 100 19 1.7 £133

received help in this category, but those who did got on average 
the highest amounts.

The picture for other exceptional need payments (Table 4.7) 
is broadly the same as for household items.1'1 Again, those on 
lone parent payments were the most likely to receive such help. 
Only a quarter of the long-term unemployed received help, 
although again those who did received on average higher 
amounts. People in receipt of other benefits were about as likely

Table 4.7: Other Exceptional Need Payments by Income Source

Source No. of
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recip.

Average
Amount Per 
Recip.

SWA 268 27 25 3.2 £100
Long-term UA 275 
Lone Parent

27 23 3.8 £127

Allow/Benefit 323 
Other

32 55 3.8 £129

Allowance 44 4 17 2.3 £82
Other Benefit 95 9 26 3.2 £82
Other Source 6 1 18 2.0 £110

All 1011 100 28 3.5 £112

10 See Appendix Tables D for examples of the most frequent type of need included 
under the heading of ‘other exceptional need payments’.
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to receive help as the long-term unemployed, but the amount 
they received was much smaller, on average.

4.1.1 Summary
For almost all categories of exceptional need payment over the 
two-year period, those in receipt of a lone parent 
allowance/benefit emerged as more likely to receive help than 
other income source groups. In many cases they also got more 
frequent payments and received the highest average amount 
over the period. The long-term unemployed fared less well, 
particularly in terms of the proportion receiving help, 
although in certain cases (ESB bills, children’s clothing) the 
average amount received by those who got help was quite high. 
People receiving SWA fared badly with all forms of payment 
although, as remarked earlier, this finding must be treated 
with caution.

The pattern of help given is surprising as it would be 
expected that recipients on the lowest social welfare rates 
would receive the highest rate of exceptional need payments. 
But those on lone parent payments were receiving the highest 
rates of social welfare at the time of the study (see Appendix 
Table FI for the rates prevailing). Child dependant rates were 
also substantially higher for this income group than for other 
welfare recipients (Appendix Table F2). It may be that those 
on lone parent allowances or benefits were more likely than 
any other income group to remain in the system over the two- 
year study period, which would at least partially explain their 
greater likelihood of receiving exceptional need payments. It 
should also be stressed again that income source is not a fully 
accurate measure of total household income, and that those 
raising children on their own may, in fact, have greater need 
for assistance than other income groups. However, taking 
these points into account, variation both within and between 
social welfare income groups in access to SWA exceptional 
need payments remains striking, even for a discretionary 
system. It raises the question whether CWOs tend to perceive 
the needs of some categories of recipients as greater than 
those of others.
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4.2 Exceptional Need Payments by Recipients’ Family Situation
The family situation of the sample of recipients was described 
according to six categories in Chapter 2 (Table 2.3). The most 
common was that of a single adult with no dependents, who 
made up 55% of the initial sample. Couples with children and 
lone parents with children each made up about 21% of the 
sample, although more of the couples with children (62%) 
had three or more children than lone parents (40%). Couples 
with no dependent children were the smallest group in the 
sample at 3%. Although no information is available on how 
the family status of recipients in the initial sample may have 
changed over the ensuing two years, it is likely that such 
changes would be relatively few.

Table 4.8 shows the number and percentage of all 
exceptional need payments made to each family situation 
category over the two-year period. The most striking feature to 
emerge here is the very low proportion of payments which 
went to single adults without dependents: these made up over 
half the sample but received only 17% of the payments over 
the following two years. Recipients with dependent children, 
on the other hand, all tended to receive a greater share of the 
payments than their share of the initial sample, with both lone 
parents and couples with three or more children doing 
particularly well.

Again, more information can be obtained if each type of 
exceptional need payment is examined separately in relation to 
family status of recipient. In the case of ESB payments (Table 
4.9), it is again clear that single adults without dependents were 
the least likely to receive help (less than a quarter did so), and 
also to receive help least frequently and for smaller average 
amounts. Those with three or more dependent children, 
couples or lone parents, were highly likely to receive assist
ance, and in general couples with children were more likely to 
receive help than lone parents with children.

As before, help with gas bills shows a much less clear pattern 
in relation to family situation(See Table 4.10), and again this 
may be complicated by the presence of relationships between 
types of family and types of accommodation. The group most
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Table 4.8: All Exceptional Need Payments by Family Situation

Family
Situation No.

Recipients
% No.

Payments
%

Single Adult
No children 575 55.0 775 17.4
Couple
No children 30 2.9 193 4.3
Lone Parent
1-2 children 133 12.7 727 16.3
Lone Parent
3+ children 89 8.5 983 22.0
Couple
1-2 children 82 7.9 476 10.7
Couple
3+ children 136 13.0 1312 29.3

All 1,045 100 4,466 100.0

Table 4.9: USB Payments by Family Situation

Family No. of Recip. Average No. Average
Situation Payments % as % of of Payments Amount Per

Category Per Recip. Recip.

Single Adult 
No children 381 10 22 3.0 £74
Couple
No children
Lone Parent

86 4 50 5.7 £152

1-2 children 345 17 57 4.5 £122
Lone Parent
3+ children 448 22 79 6.4 £211
Couple
1-2 children 263 14 65 5.0 £154
Couple
3+ children 675 33 82 6.0 £190

All 2198 100 43 4.9 £144

62

_



Table 4.10: Dublin Gas Payments by Family Situation

Family
Situation

No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recip.

Average
Amount Per 
Recip.

Single Adult 
No children 69 35 3 3.8 £71
Couple
No children 41 20 27 5.1 £118
Lone Parent
1-2 children 23 12 6 2.9 £44
Lone Parent
3+ children 6 3 6 1.2 £39
Couple
1-2 children 44 21 12 4.4 £114
Couple
3+ children 17 9 5 2.4 £84

All 200 100 5 3.6 £80

Table 4.11: Children’s Clothing Payments by Family Situation

Family
Situation

No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

Single Adult 
No children
Couple
No children
Lone Parent
1-2 children 73 17 28 2.0 £55
Lone Parent
3+ children 140 32 61 2.6 £119
Couple
1-2 children 33 8 24 1.7 £50
Couple
3+ children 192 43 59 2.4 £110

All 438 100 18 2.3 £95
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Table 4.12: Adult Clothing Payments by Family Situation

Family
Situation

No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

Single Adult 
No children 128 40 14 1.6 £43
Couple
No children 24 9 20 4.0 £109
Lone Parent
1-2 children 33 13 14 1.8 £44
Lone Parent
3+ children 32 12 23 1.6 £40
Couple
1-2 children 23 9 16 1.8 £38
Couple
3+ children 43 17 18 1.8 £44

All 283 100 15 1.8 £45

Table 4.13: Household Items Payments by Family Situation

Family No. of Recip. Average No. Average
Situation Payments % as % of of Payments Amount

Category Per Recip. Per Recip.

Single Adult
No children 44 13 49 1.6 £100
Couple
No children 7 2 13 1.8 £82
Lone Parent
1-2 children 71 20 32 1.7 £99
Lone Parent
3+ children 77 23 49 1.8 £131
Couple
1-2 children 28 8 24 1.4 £84
Couple
3+ children 109 34 53 1.9 £195

All 336 100 19 1.7 £133
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Table 4.14: Other Exceptional Need Payments by Family Situation

Family
Situation

No. of 
Payments %

Recip. 
as % of 
Category

Average No. 
of Payments 
Per Recip.

Average 
Amount Per 
Recip.

Single Adult 
No children 153 15 10 2.6 £76
Couple
No children 35 3 20 5.8 £107
Lone Parent
1-2 children 182 19 44 3.1 £106
Lone Parent
3+ children 280 28 72 4.4 £131
Couple
1-2 children 85 8 32 3.3 £113
Couple
3+ children 276 27 57 3.5 £128

All 1,011 100 28 3.5 £112

likely to receive assistance here was the (generally elderly) 
couples without dependent children, who also received the 
largest amounts, on average.

Table 4.11 shows payment towards the cost of children’s 
clothing to each family grouping. No payments in this category 
were made, as we would expect, to single adults or to couples 
without dependent children. It appears that the more children 
one had, the more one was likely to receive help towards 
clothing them; only around one-quarter of those with one or 
two children received any help, compared to around three-fifths 
of those with three or more. Even among the latter, the help 
given, on average, was at best only around £18-£20 per child per 
annum.

Help with the cost of adult clothing was most likely to be 
given to lone parents with three or more children (Table 4.12). 
Couples with no dependent children, in the sample, tended to 
be elderly, which may have been taken into account in giving 
them assistance. It may also be that in households where 
help was given towards children’s clothing, the adults were less 
likely to receive assistance with their own clothing needs.
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Payments towards the cost of household items, in comparison, 
were as likely to be made to single adults as to households in 
which there were three or more dependent children (Table 
4.13). Although slightly fewer couples than lone parents with 
three or more dependent children received help, those who did 
received substantially higher amounts.

In the case of other exceptional need payments (Table 4.14), 
again larger families were more likely to receive help. Lone 
parents with three or more children tended to do better than 
couples, both in their chances of getting help and in the 
frequency with which they received it, although the average 
amount received over the two years by those who got help was 
not in the end substantially different. Again, single adults seem 
to be in a much less favourable situation than other groups on 
this category of exceptional need payment.

4.2.1 Summary
When exceptional need payments are analysed in relation to the 
family circumstances of recipients, a picture emerges which 
substantially qualifies the pattern presented in the preceding 
section. There, it appeared that those on lone parent allowances 
or benefits did substantially better in receiving help and in the 
amount of help given, than other groups did, on nearly all 
categories of need. However, this section has shown that, by and 
large, those with the greatest chance of receiving help are those 
with three or more dependent children, regardless of whether 
they are lone parents or couples. This is particularly true of the 
categories under which most help was given, ie help with ESB 
bills and with ‘other’ exceptional needs.

4.3 Exceptional Need Payments by SCWO Area
The last section of this chapter compares the pattern of excep
tional need payments found across the different SCWO areas in 
the study over the two years. It was considered important to do 
this as one criticism often levelled at the scheme is that people 
are treated differently depending on the CWO or SCWO in 
whose area they reside. There were 20 CWO districts 
represented in the sample, but when these were broken down by
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of exceptional need payment, as above, the number of people 
involved in many of the categories was too small to allow any 
valid conclusions to be drawn. It is, in any case, logical to 
amalgamate to SCWO level since all decisions regarding 
discretionary provisions are legally made by SCWOs. It was 
decided, therefore, to analyse by SCWO area, of which there 
were 10 represented in the sample. Five contained only one 
CWO district each, while each of the other five had either two or 
three CWO districts within them."

Table 4.15: All Exceptional Needs Payments by SCWO Area

SCWO
Area

Sample
N

Sample
%

Payment
N

Payment
%

Expenditure
N

Expenditure
%

i 119 11.4 412 9.2 15,664 10.2
2 136 13.0 280 6.3 9,114 5.9
3 123 11.8 621 13.9 25,149 16.4
4 110 10.5 1,154 25.9 39,615 25.8
5 91 8.7 882 19.8 29,237 19.1
6 138 13.2 821 18.4 26,261 17.1
7 109 10.4 114 2.6 2,671 1.7
8 108 10.3 92 2.1 2,638 1.7
9 52 5.0 52 1.1 1,697 1.1
10 59 5.6 38 0.8 1,447 0.9

Ml 1,045 99.9 4,466 100.1 153,49.3 99.9

Table 4.15 shows how the initial sample of recipients, the 
exceptional need payments over two years, and the cost of these 
payments were distributed across the 10 SCWO areas. Three 
areas (4,5 and 6) stand out as accounting for a considerably 
larger proportion of the payments and of the total expenditure 
than their share in the initial sample would indicate. Area 4 in 
particidar, with only 10% of the sample, accounted for one- 
quarter of all the payments and of all the expenditure over the 
two years studied. However, in areas 2, 7, 8, 9 and 10 the 
proportion of payments and of expenditure is considerably less 
than their share of recipients in the sample. 11

11 Each SCWO area was allocated a random number which is in no way connected with 
the Community Care Areas within the Eastern Health Board.
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As before, we can obtain more detailed information by 
examining the payments across areas for each separate category 
of payment. Help towards ESB costs showed considerable 
variation across the 10 areas (Table 4.16). In some cases (areas 
7, 8) a quarter or less of the sample members in the area got any 
help, while in others (4,5) two-thirds or more were able to do so. 
It would appear also that different areas followed different 
practices in giving help, with area 5, for example, giving on 
average a relatively low-sized payment but giving it to a large 
proportion of its clients and giving it repeatedly, area 3 giving 
large-sized average payments and again fairly frequently but to a 
smaller proportion of clients, and areas 7 and 8 giving low-sized 
average payments, very infrequently, and to a minority.

Help towards the cost of Dublin Gas was given only to a small 
proportion of the total sample (5%) and it is, therefore, difficult 
to draw comparisons between areas (Table 4.17). All that can be 
said usefully here is that there was considerable variation across 
the 10 areas in the proportion who received help, the frequency 
with which they received it, and the average size of payment they 
received.

Help towards the cost of clothing children, which went to 
18% of the total sample, is a more useful indicator of payment 
practices across areas (Table 4.18). Again, areas 4, 5 and 6 stand 
out as giving help to the largest proportion of their clients, and 
area 5 is characterised by the large average size of payment 
given, though help was not given frequently to the same 
recipient. Areas 7 and 8 appear to have given help with 
children’s clothing to only a small minority of those sample 
members resident there, and in below average sizes of payment. 
The similar pattern in areas 9 and 10 is in this case surprising, 
given the particular type of client for which they cater.

Table 4.19 shows that those resident in areas 7 and 8 do badly 
compared to those in other areas in regard to help with adult 
clothing. Area 4 this time stands out in giving help to the largest 
proportion of sample members within it, and doing so more 
frequently than other areas. There appears to be no pattern in 
terms of the average size of payment made, in relation to how 
frequently or to how large a proportion of sample members
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Table 4.16: ESB Payments by SCWO Area

Number of
SCWO Area Payments

%of
Recipients 
Receiving a 
Payment

Average No. 
of Payments

Average 
Size of 
Payment 
(£)

Average
Amount
Per
Recip.
(£)

i 209 41 4.3 29.77 127
2 191 41 3.4 30.63 105
3 303 48 5.1 39.68 204
4 352 68 4.7 33.04 155
5 620 74 9.3 25.69 238
6 384 62 4.5 26.65 119
7 80 26 2.9 21.94 63
8 40 21 1.7 21.13 36
9 1 2 1.0 20.00 20

10 18 14 2.3 32.78 74

All 2,198 43 4.9 29.62 144

Table 4.17: Dublin Gas Payments by SCWO Area

Number of % of Average No. Average Average
SCWO Area Payments Recipients of Payments Size of Amount

Receiving a Payment Per
Payment (£) Recip.

(£)
1
2 25 5 3.6 20.76 74
3 97 19 4.2 20.32 86
4 34 12 2.6 31.97 84
5 1 1 1.0 75.00 75
6 6 1 3.0 27.17 82
7 17 5 3.4 23.71 81
8
9

10

19 4 4.8 12.32 59

1 2 1.0 40 40

All 200 5 3.6 22.46 80
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Table 4.18: Children’s Clothing Payments by SCWO Area

Number of
SCWO Area Payments

% of
Recipients 
Receiving a 
Payment

Average No. 
of Payments

Average 
Size of 
Payment 
(£)

Average
Amount
Per
Recip.
(£)

i 45 20 1.9 42.02 79
2 6 3 1.5 44.17 66
3 48 16 2.4 46.67 112
4 180 49 3.3 40.63 135
5 66 37 1.9 50.65 98
6 84 35 1.8 33.51 59
7 2 2 2 27.50 28
8 3 2 1.5 35 53
9 3 4 1.5 36.67 55

10 1 2 1 35 35

All 438 18 2.3 41.49 95

Table 4.19: Adult Clothing Payments by SCWO Area

Number of
SCWO Area Payments

% of
Recipients 
Receiving a 
Payment

Average No. 
of Payments

Average 
Size of 
Payment
(£)

Average
Amount
Per
Recip.
(£)

i 34 16 1.8 22.97 41
2 20 12 1.3 21.50 27
3 37 15 1.9 29.19 57
4 105 40 2.4 24.12 58
5 15 13 1.2 25 31
6 36 16 1.7 23.83 39
7 4 4 1.0 38.75 39
8 6 6 1.0 24.17 24
9 16 21 1.5 24.31 35

10 10 10 1.7 37 62

All 283 15 1.8 25.14 45
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Table 4.20: Household Items Payments by SCWO Area

Number of
SCWO Area Payments

%of
Recipients 
Receiving a 
Payment

Average No. 
of Payments

Average 
Size of 
Payment 
(£)

Average
Amount
Per
Recip.
(£)

i 44 22 1.7 73.41 124
2 17 7 1.7 52.94 90
3 37 18 1.7 79.62 134
4 108 49 2.0 74.22 148
5 48 35 1.5 96.13 144
6 61 28 1.6 75.93 119
7 0 - - - -
8 7 4 1.8 122.29 214
9 9 10 1.8 55.89 101

10 5 7 1.3 72 90

All 336 19 1.7 77.55 133

Table 4.21: Other ENPs by SCWO Area

SCWO Area
Number of 
Payments

% of
Recipients 
Receiving a 
Payment

Average No. 
of Payments

Average 
Size of 
Payment 
(£)

Average
Amount
Per
Recip.
(£)

1 80 25 2.7 44.25 118
2 21 9 1.8 54.76 96
3 99 23 3.5 49.39 175
4 375 65 5.2 24.09 125
5 132 57 2.5 37.16 94
6 250 49 3.7 30.24 113
7 11 8 1.2 27.55 34
8 17 7 2.1 26.65 57
9 23 19 2.3 25.00 68

10 3 5 1.0 17.33 17

All 1,011 28 3.5 32.20 112
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help is given. An area which gives help to a small proportion of 
people and quite infrequently appears as likely to give small-sized 
payments, eg area 8, as one which gives help to a large proportion 
and quite frequently, eg areas 1, 4, 6.

In contrast, there is again considerable variation across areas in 
relation to getting help with household items (Table 4.20). Areas 
4, 5 and 6 gave help to the largest proportion of their sample 
residents, areas 7 and 8 to the smallest. Area 4 also gave help most 
repeatedly, on average, although in slightly below-average 
payments. Sample members resident in area 2 also did badly in 
relation to help in this category.

The last table (Table 4.21) examines payments in relation to 
other exceptional needs. Over the two years these were made to 
just over one-quarter of the total sample, but to over half of those 
sample members resident in areas 4 and 5 and nearly half of 
those in area 6. Area 4 gave help frequently, but in below-average 
payments. Areas 2, 7 and 8 gave assistance to small proportions of 
their sample residents; but whereas in area 2 the average size of 
payment made was well above the average for the 
sample as a whole, in areas 7 and 8 it was below.

Overall, there appears to be fairly major variation between 
SCWO areas, particularly in terms of the proportion of the 
sample resident within each to whom help was given under the 
different headings, but also in terms of the average size of 
payment made and the frequency with which recipients were 
helped. Clearly, however, such variation might be explained by 
differences in the social characteristics, and thus in the extent of 
need, among sample members in each area. In an attempt to 
control for such differences, the recipient profiles of each of the 
SCWO areas were compared, and two subgroups were identified 
within which broadly similar profiles were found. The first 
consisted of areas 2 and 3, which together contained nearly one- 
quarter of the total sample, and accounted for 20% of the 
payments made and 22% of the total expenditure on exceptional 
need payments over the two years. The second consisted of areas 
4, 5 and 6 which together contained nearly one-third of the 
original sample, and accounted for nearly two-thirds of all 
payments made and 62% of expenditure. The first subgroup may,
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therefore, be considered a fairly ‘low-paying’ group of areas, and 
the second a ‘high-paying’ one.

Table 4.22 shows the recipient profiles for areas 2 and 3. Each of 
these contained two of the sampled CWO districts, and in each, 
sample members were predominantly, though not exclus-ively, 
living in private rented accommodation. Each is characterised in 
particular by high rates of single adults in the sample, high rates of 
unemployed persons, and fairly low rates of lone parents.

Areas 4, 5 and 6 in contrast, are characterised by much lower 
rates of single people among sample members, lower unem
ployment rates, and a higher proportion of lone parents, among

Table 4.22: Profile of Recipients in SCWO Areas 2 and 3 (%)

SCWO Area 2 SCWO Area 3

Single 61 57
Married 14 26
Separated 16 12
Lone Parent 10 14
Unemployed 60 55
Long-term unemployed 31 31
Not available for work (ill) 16 12
Engaged in home duties 16 17
SWA as basic income 30 23

Proportion of sample in area 13 12

Table 4.23: Profile of Recipients in SCWO Areas 4, 5 and 6 (%)

SCWO Area 4 SCWO Area 5 SCWO Area 6

Single 37 29 26
Married 31 41 44
Separated 30 26 25
Lone Parent 32 27 24
Unemployed 35 47 47
Long-term unemployed 19 26 20
Not available for work (ill) 16 10 12
Engaged in home duties 46 36 37
SWA as basic income 31 31 44
Proportion of sample in area 11 9 13
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other characteristics (Table 4.23). Each of these areas contained 
three CWO districts, and sample members in them lived pre
dominantly but not exclusively in local authority housing. The 
match between these three areas in terms of recipient profile is, 
however, less accurate than in the case of areas 2 and 3.

It is however, the differences between the areas within each 
subgroup that are of most interest here. Areas 2 and 3, which 
contained roughly similar proportions of the original sample, 
showed a marked difference in the proportion of all payments 
given and of total expenditure made on help with exceptional 
needs over the two-year period for which each accounted (see 
Table 4.15). While area 3 accounted for 14% of the payments and 
over 16% of total expenditure, area 2 only accounted for around 
6% of both payments and expenditure. When different types of 
exceptional need are considered separately, it becomes clear that 
the administrators in area 3 consistently made payments to a larger 
proportion of these recipients: for example, 48% of those in area 3 
received help with ESB bills, and these received, on average, 
£39.68 per payment and on average received 5.1 payments, 
whereas only 41% of those in area 2 received help with ESB bills, 
and they received an average payment of only £30.63 and received 
it on average only 3.4 times over the two years. The contrast is even 
more striking in relation to ‘other’ exceptional need payments. 
Here, 23% of those in area 3 received help, with an average 
frequency of 3.5 payments. Although the average amount they 
received was smaller than in area 2, at just under £50, the average 
amount of help to those who received it over the whole period was 
considerably higher, at £175 (compared to £96 in area 2). Area 2 
in fact made payments for ‘other’ exceptional needs to only 9% of 
its clients and on average made 1.8 payments to each recipient.

Areas 4, 5 and 6 also reveal some marked differences, although 
the overall pattern is less clear. The proportion of total payments 
and expenditure which went to recipients in area 4 was 
considerably higher than in areas 5 and 6 (Table 4.15), though it 
was only the second largest in sample size. When we compare the 
three areas on each category of payment separately, area 4 
emerges as consistently making help available to larger 
proportions of its clients, and giving recipients higher average
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amounts of help over the two-year period than areas 5 and 6, in all 
cases except that of ESB payments (Tables 4.16 to 4.21). In 
relation to ESB payments (Table 4.16), it is area 5 which gives help 
to the largest proportion of its clients, and which gives help by far 
the most frequently, though in lower average amounts than in 
either of the other two areas. Sample members in area 6 appear 
the least likely to receive help, consistently across all the categories 
of payment, and in nearly every case those who do get help get it 
less frequently in area 6 and in smaller average amounts at a time.

4.4 Summary
This section has shown that there is considerable variation 
between different SCWO areas in terms of the proportion of 
clients to whom help with exceptional need is given, the average 
amount of help given and the frequency with which individual 
recipients receive help over a two-year period. Differences in the 
pattern of payment remain quite marked, even when an 
(admittedly fairly crude) attempt is made to control for differ
ences in the social characteristics of clients in each area which 
might be expected to lead to such variation. Recipients living in 
area 3 received on average 70% more in total payments over the 
two-year period than those living in area 2, although both have 
very similar recipient profiles. Areas 4, 5 and 6 were also similar in 
recipient profiles, but over the two years, recipients in area 5 
received 17% more in total payments for exceptional need than 
those in area 4, and 50% more than those in area 6. This was due 
to the generous amounts of help given with ESB bills in area 5 - in 
other categories of payment recipients residents in area 4 
generally did best. Those in the sample who lived in area 6 were 
consistently less likely to receive help in any category of 
exceptional need than those in either of the other two areas.

The evidence available appears to suggest that people in 
broadly similar circumstances may be treated differently in 
relation to help with their exceptional needs, depending on the 
SCWO area within which they happen to live. However, it is not 
easy to determine how much of this divergence is due to the 
attitude and policies of individual SCWOs (or even CWOs) and 
how much to other factors that may be present in individual areas.
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Clearly, information on what is available under the SWA scheme 
can vary from area to area. The degree to which disad-vantaged 
communities have organised themselves and the effectiveness of 
local information centres could also account for some variations. 
Clearly, we need to have a more complete picture of how 
residential location may affect a person’s chances of receiving 
help, before we can draw any firm conclusions; but the data 
presented here does suggest a prima facie case for con-cluding that 
different SCWO areas follow different payment practices. How 
much of this variation is due to SCWOs, as distinct from CWOs, is 
impossible to say from this study.

If even some of the variation can be attributed to differences in 
the practices of those administering exceptional need pay-ments, 
then this must raise serious questions about the relation-ship 
between ‘discretionary’ welfare provisions and social equity. 
Moreover, it is worth noting that despite the variation between 
them, the different areas do not appear to be characterised by 
clearly differentiated strategies for distributing the funds avail-able 
to help those in need. We might expect that the capacity of 
SCWOs to exercise discretion in relation to exceptional need 
payments would generate situations in which, for example, some 
areas would be characterised by a strategy of allocating expend
iture over as wide a proportion of its clients as possible, but in 
individually small amounts, while other areas with roughly similar 
profiles might concentrate on paying large amounts to a smaller 
proportion of its clients, presumably those in greatest need. From 
this data, there are no clear indications of such strategic variations. 
They suggest only that some areas tend to be generally high-paying 
areas on all three measures (proportion of clients receiving help, 
frequency with which they receive it, and the average amount 
received at a time), while other areas tend to be generally low 
paying on all three measures, with some more or less random 
exceptions in certain cases. This might en-courage the conclusion 
that the variation results, not from differences in strategies for 
dealing with social need, so much as from differences between 
individual SCWOs and CWOs in their general attitude towards 
giving help to those with insufficient means in Irish society.
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STUDY OF SUPPLEMENTARY WELFARE 
ALLOWANCE CLAIMANTS

5: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND PROFILE OF 
RESPONDENTS

5.1 Research Methodology
5.1.1 Objectives of the Study
This study describes the experience of a sample of people 
applying for SWA in late 1988 and early 1989. For this purpose, 
106 people from different parts of the country were interviewed 
about the process of applying for the scheme, their experiences 
of what it was like and the use they made of the scheme over a 
four-month period. The specific focus of this study is on the 
perspective of those who use, or attempt to use, the SWA 
service. It can thus be read as complementary to the Survey of 
SWA Payments. The research reported here provides a more 
detailed investigation of the ‘consumer’s perspective’ on the 
scheme. Using both quantitative and qualitative information, it 
focuses on how assistance is delivered to the claimant, and 
examines where reliance on SWA fits in the context of people’s 
income and spending patterns.

Specifically, the study has two main elements: first, a 
description of the respondents’ usage of SWA, focusing on both 
the last claim and all other claims made during the previous 
four months, ie September to December 1988. Both the content 
of the claims and their outcome are outlined; second, an 
examination of respondents’ experiences of SWA. This focuses 
on their accounts of how they were treated, and describes what 
the experience of applying for SWA was like for them.

5.1.2 Selecting and Interviewing the Respondents
Given its focus on consumers, the main methodological 
challenges facing the research were to first identify and make 
contact with people who use the SWA and, secondly, to explore 
accurately and report on their experiences through detailed 
interview schedules. Obtaining a satisfactory sample of
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respondents for this study was especially difficult because no 
easily available sampling frame or list of SWA applicants existed. 
The files and records kept by the CWOs are the closest one can 
come to a list of possible respondents. These were not used for 
three reasons, however:

- the information obtained could be biased if the initial 
request to participate in the study was seen to be in any way 
connected with the officials operating the scheme;

- CWO lists would require a lot of work to make them into a 
comprehensive and satisfactory sampling frame for the 
study;

- Official records do not include non-successful claimants, 
whose exclusion would seriously limit the comprehensive
ness of the findings on applicants’ experiences.

Clearly, the kind of detailed, and in some ways private, 
information that was necessary for the study would be best 
obtained through personal contact and in a familiar location. 
Consequently, it was decided to seek suitable respondents from 
among the users of locally-based welfare information and 
helping services. A number of such local centres were selected 
on the basis that their location ensured a geographical spread 
and the probability that SWA applicants would be included 
among their users. As part of the selection process, the nature of 
the services offered and the size and characteristics of their 
client populations were examined to ascertain their suitability. 
In the end, the 106 respondents were contacted through 10 
local centres. Two centres were located in the centre of Dublin; 
three were in suburban locations in Dublin; two were in Cork; 
and there was one each in Drogheda, Limerick and Sligo. The 
centres included anti-poverty projects, welfare rights and 
general information centres and organisations working with the 
unemployed.

Interviewing was chosen as the method of study because of 
the desire to elicit qualitative and quantitative information on 
the process of applying for SWA. A draft interview schedule was 
first developed and piloted in a number of locations. The final
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interview schedule contained 74 questions and took 
approximately one hour to complete. It covered eight main 
areas:

- details of the most recent application for SWA;
- pattern of use of the scheme over the previous four months;
- recourse to other sources of help;
- knowledge and understanding of the SWA;
- attitude to CWO, the scheme and the treatment received;
- use and experience of the appeal procedure;
- household income sources and amount;
- demographic information on the household.

Once obtained, the information was then coded and analysed 
using an SPSS computer programme.

5.1.3 Fieldwork Procedures
The interviews were carried out during January and February 
1989. Four interviewers, three women and one man, were 
involved in the fieldwork. Each interviewer was trained in the 
use of the interview schedule before fieldwork began; all but 
one had been involved in the earlier piloting of the schedule. 
The interviewers based themselves at the centres for an agreed 
period of time (one to two weeks), during which they carried 
out interviews on site. Everybody using the services of the centre 
was asked by staff if they had made an application for SWA over 
the previous four months and whether they had obtained a 
decision on this claim. A completed application for SWA within 
the period was the criterion of eligibility used. The study 
received very good cooperation both from the centres and their 
users. In all, 106 people were interviewed, with refusals from 
only a small number of eligible respondents. Approximately half 
of the interviews were conducted in the Dublin area and half in 
areas outside Dublin, and included applicants from five of the 
eight health board regions. The following were the locations of 
the interviews:

It is important to point out that the sample was not expected, 
under the circumstances, to be representative of SWA recipients
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Table 5.1: Location of Interview Centres

City Health Board Number
Interviewed

Dublin Eastern 56
Cork Southern 15)
Drogheda North-Eastern 13) 50
Limerick Mid-Western 7)
Sligo North-Western 15)

N 106

as a whole. Rather, the intention of the research was to explore 
in some detail the experiences of different types of SWA 
clamaint and, in particular, the quality of the interaction 
between them and the administrators of SWA.

5.2 Main Characteristics of the Respondents
Since we are dealing here with a non-random sample of SWA 
users, it has not been thought necessary to outline in detail the 
ways in which respondents are distributed on such 
characteristics as age, gender or marital status. (See Appendix 
Tables G.2-G.4 for further information). These patterns could 
not be generalised to the total population of SWA users, and 
they have therefore, been treated as relevant only where they 
affect our understanding of other variables such as household 
composition.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that in comparison to 
the sample of recipients in the Survey of SWA Payments, the 
respondents described here are in general younger (68% are 
aged 25-44 compared to 54% in that sample, and few are over 
54), and are also more likely to have one or more dependent 
children (58% compared to 42% in the recipients’ sample). 
They are also more likely to be living as part of a couple (37%, 
as against 24% of the recipients’ sample) or as a single parent 
(24% as against 21%); the majority (55%) of the recipients’ 
sample were single people living alone, while only 40% of 
respondents in the claimants’ sample are in this situation. There 
are also more women (49%) in the claimants’ sample than in
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the recipients’ sample (41%).
These differences may be partly explained by the method 

used to select the present respondents. Those who attend local 
advisory centres are more likely to be younger, and to include 
fewer elderly, sick or disabled persons, than the population of 
SWA claimants as a whole, and may also be more likely to be 
supporting dependent children. It would appear that the 
claimant sample under-represents certain types of SWA 
claimants - particularly, those receiving SWA basic payments 
(8.5% of claimants, as compared to 32% of the sample of 
recipients) and those on illness or disability payments - and may 
over-represent claimants of the exceptional needs provisions, 
43% as against 24% in the recipients’ sample. This may be 
expected given the age distribution and household structure of 
the sample of claimants interviewed. It should be remembered, 
however, that while the previous study is a study of SWA 
recipients, this study is a study of SWA applicants, and includes a 
number of respondents who have made claims for SWA which 
have been refused.

5.2.1 Type of Welfare Payment
To explain different patterns of use of SWA in the sample, the 
weekly income and expenditure of respondents seemed likely to 
be the most relevant variable. However, income and outgoings 
need to be located in the context of the type of welfare payment 
being received by respondents at the time of the interview, and 
also the type of household in which they are living. We start by 
examining these latter characteristics, and then move to a 
discussion of respondents’ weekly budgets. Table 5.2 shows the 
type of social welfare payment being received by respondents in 
the sample (a more detailed breakdown is given in Table G.l). 
Exactly half were receiving unemployment payments at the time 
of the interview; 16% were receiving lone parent payments, 14% 
disability payments, while 8.5% each were on basic SWA and 
Social Employment Schemes. (While SES is not strictly a social 
welfare payment, it is treated as such here). Three respondents 
were not receiving any social welfare payments at the time of the 
interview.
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Table 5.2: Distribution of the Sample by Type of Welfare Payment

N %

Unemployment Payments 53 50.0
Lone Parent Payments 17 16.0
Disability Payments 15 14.2
Social Employment Scheme 9 8.5
SWA Basic Payment 9 8.5
Not on Social Welfare 3 2.5

All 106 99.7

Recipients of different types of welfare benefit also differ, as we 
might expect, in other characteristics such as their household 
structure and marital status, type of accommodation, and 
gender. This is detailed further below:

Respondents on Unemployment Payments (53 respondents, 30%)
Thirty-six (68%) respondents on unemployment payments were 
male (Table G2), and 34 (64%) were aged 20-34 (Table G3). 
However, there were substantial internal differences in the 
group on these characteristics, related to the type of household 
within which respondents lived. Two different household types 
emerged as predominant among this group: 27 respondents 
(51%) were single adults without dependent children and 22 
respondents were married with dependent children (42%)l2. 
(See Table G4. There were also two lone parents with depen
dent children, and two married persons without dependent 
children.) Those who were single without dependents were 
predominantly male and tended to be under 30 years, while the 
married group was more evenly split between males and females 
and tended to be in their 30s. The married group had an 
average of 3.3 dependent children (Table G5), and 16 of these 
had at least one pre-school child (Table G6).

The majority (82%) of the married group lived in local 
authority houses, while the single adults tended to live in private

12 The term ‘married’ refers here to those who were living with a partner at the time of 
the interview rather than to legal status; conversely, the term ‘single’ is used to refer to 
those who were not living with a partner at the time of interview.
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sector flats (Table G8).
Of the 53 persons on unemployment payments, only 42 

(79%) described themselves as ‘unemployed’. Eight (15%) des
cribed themselves as full-time carers, two as sick or disabled, 
while one was working but had an unemployed partner (Table 
G9). If we exclude those respondents who had never worked, 
69% of those on unemployment benefits were long-term unem
ployed. This varied by household type, with 58% of the single 
adults long-term unemployed compared with 95% of the 
married group (the generally older age of the latter is obviously 
relevant here).

Respondents on Lone Parent Payments (17 respondents, 16%)
This group includes eight respondents on Deserted Wife’s 
Benefit or Allowance, eight on Unmarried Mother’s Allowance, 
and one with Widow’s Pension. All of the group were female, 
and they were aged 20-34 years (see Tables G3 and G4). Fifteen 
had dependent children, and fifteen were living in local 
authority housing (Table G7). Fourteen respondents described 
themselves as full-time carers, and three described themselves as 
(long-term) unemployed.

Respondents on Disability Payments (15 respondents, 14%)
This group includes 11 respondents on Disability Benefit, three 
in receipt of Invalidity Benefit, and one receiving a Disabled 
Person’s Maintenance Allowance. The group was evenly divided 
between male and female, and had an older age range then the 
other groups. Nine were married with depen-dent children; 
although four were single adults without dependents; and two 
were lone parents. Fourteen were living in local authority 
houses. Eight described themselves as full-time carers, five as 
having disabilities and two as ill.

Respondents on SES (9 respondents, 8%)
There were only nine respondents - four single adults, three 

lone parents and two married with dependent children - in this 
category. The group was evenly divided between male and 
female, age ranged from 25-49 years. Seven lived in private
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sector housing. One of the respondents included here was a full
time carer with a partner on a Social Employment Scheme; the 
other eight were themselves on Social Employment Schemes.

Respondents on Basic SWA (9 respondents, 8%)
This group was made up of five respondents awaiting the 
payment of Unemployment Assistance, and four who had been 
cut off from other welfare payments. Most were in their 20s or 
early 30s, and the group was evenly divided in terms of gender. 
Five were single adults without dependents, three were married 
with dependent children, and there was one lone parent. Seven 
of the nine respondents described themselves as unemployed, 
mostly long-term unemployed, the other two as full-time carers.

Not Receiving Any Social Welfare Payment (3 respondents, 3%)
Three of the sample were not receiving any social welfare 
payments at the time of the interview. All three were female, in 
their 30s, and living in local authority housing. One was in 
employment, one was a full-time carer with an employed 
husband, and one was a full-time carer receiving maintenance 
from her husband.

Overall it is clear that within different categories of payment 
type there is considerable variation in respondents’ situations, 
both in how they subjectively perceive their own position and in 
more ‘objective’ factors like family situation and housing type. 
Lone parents, for example, may be found in a number of 
different payment categories, not only in the category receiving 
payment under the various lone parent schemes. It therefore 
seemed important to examine the income situation (as reported 
by respondents) of those interviewed, and to assess this not only 
in terms of individual income from welfare payments but also in 
terms of total household income, from state and non-state 
sources.
5.3 Income and Expenditure of Respondents
Information was collected on respondents’ weekly income both 
from social welfare payments and from other sources.
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5.3.1 Income from Social Welfare Sources
The weekly amount the respondent and his or her partner were 
receiving from social welfare payments ranged between £22- 
£159, with the average being £67.78 (Table G10). On average, 
85% of total household income came from weekly state 
payments. Those households where welfare payments made up 
less than 70% of income amounted to only 10% of the sample 
(Table G.3).

5.3.2 Per Capita Social Welfare Income
The per capita income from welfare payments was calculated 
using the equivalence scale relied on in the Agency’s study on 
poverty in Ireland.13. This scale assigns a value of 1 for the 
primary earner, 0.7 for each additional adult, and 0.5 for each 
child in the household. However, while the use of such a scale 
gives an indication of how much income is available per 
household member, it must be interpreted with some caution as 
it assumes a degree of income-sharing which may not actually 
exist within the household. Per capita income from weekly 
welfare payments was £8.15-£59 with an average of £33.90 (Table 
G12). It is significantly higher for those respondents on SES and 
lower for those on SWA basic payments. Per capita income is 
related to household type; among our respondents, it is highest 
for those with no dependent children, and lowest for those with 
dependent children, whether single or married.

5.3.3 Total Household Income
Total household income was calculated by combining the 
respondent’s income from social welfare, the weekly proportion 
of their Child Benefit and Fuel Allowance, the contribution of 
other family members to household income, and any other 
sources of income. Seventy nine (75%) respondents had a 
medical card (those on disability payments and on lone parent 
payments were the most likely to have one), while 60 (50%) 
received Child Benefit (Table G13). Forty (38%) respondents 
had a Fuel Allowance (worth £5 a week for 26 weeks of the

13T. Callan etal: Poverty, Income and Welfarein Ireland. Dublin: ESRI, 1989, p.61.
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year). Few respondents had other benefits.
Total household income among respondents was £30-£181 

per week; the mean £85 with the median at £60 (Table G14). As 
measured here, total household income was highest for those 
married with dependent children and lowest for single 
respondents with no dependent children. When the total 
income into the household is taken into account, average per 
capita income was £40.94 a week. This finding places the 
repondents among the poorest quintile in Irish society.14 Single 
respondents with no dependent children had the highest per 
capita income, while married respondents with dependent 
children had the lowest. When total household income is taken 
into account, per capita income was highest for those on SES 
schemes and lowest for those on basic SWA payments, and this 
pattern persists regardless of the household type involved. 
Other sources of income do not, then, entirely compensate for 
differences in level of welfare payments themselves.

5.3.4 Other Sources of Assistance
Many respondents in our sample depend on other sources 
besides welfare payments to maintain themselves and their 
households (Table G16). The Society of St Vincent de Paul 
(SVP) is a significant source of help. Twenty-nine people (27%) 
were receiving assistance from this charity at the time of the 
interview. Those with dependent children were more likely than 
others to be in contact with the SVP. Family assistance is also 
quite common. Twenty-three of respondents (22%) were 
receiving assistance from relatives. Twenty respondents (19%) 
had a credit union loan at the time of the interview and a 
further eight respondents (7%) had a bank loan. Fifteen 
respondents (14%) had a loan from a moneylender.

5.4 Expenditure
Detailed information was collected from respondents about 
household expenditure during the week prior to the interview. 
The main items of expenditure among respondents were food

14 ibid.
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and rent, which took 39% and 18.5% respectively, on average. 
Thirteen percent of expenditure went on entertainment, and 
9% on fuel. Repayment of loans accounted for a further 6%. In 
all, the respondents spent two-thirds of their income on the 
basics of food, rent and fuel. These results, in comparison with 
the Household Budget Survey for 1987, show the sample spent 
proportionately more on these basics than the national 
average15. Spending patterns were not significantly related to 
either per capita income, or type of welfare payment, but they 
did vary significantly across household types. Those with 
dependent children spent proportionately more on groceries 
and fuel, and those without dependent children spent 
proportionately more on rent and entertainment (Table 5.3).

Table 5.3: Proportion of Expenditure Spent on Different Items by Household Type

Single/
no dependent
children

Single/
dependent
children

Married/
dependent
children

Married/ 
no dependent 
children

All

Groceries 30.6 40.9 47.6 29.6 39.0
Rent 25.7 13.1 13.1 36.1 18.5
Entertainment 19.5 9.7 7.9 16.2 13.1
Fuel 6.6 10.7 10.7 9.4 9.1
Loans 3.2 6.9 8.1 - 5.7
Clothing 5.1 6.4 2.1 - 4.3
Travel 3.0 3.9 3.4 2.7 3.4
Newspapers 2.5 0.8 1.3 3.2 1.7
Insurance 0.2 1.7 1.5 - 1.0
Health 0.6 1.1 0.9 - 0.8
Other 2.9 4.7 3.1 2.7 3.4

Expenditure
Ratio 120.6 96.4 86.1 92.1 102.3
N 42 25 37 2 106

lj Nationally, the proportions of expenditure that went on food, rent and fuel were 
25%, 9% and 6% respectively, i.e. 40% in all.

87



When weekly expenditure was set against weekly income, it 
emerged that 57% of respondents spent 100% or less of their 
weekly income, while 43% had over-spent their average weekly 
income during the week before interview. Over-expenditure was 
most common among the single respondents without depen
dents, while married respondents with dependent children were 
the least likely to overspend. Although single adults had the 
highest per capita incomes in the sample, they had the lowest 
total household incomes, while the reverse was true for married 
respondents with dependent children. Across the sample as a 
whole there was a tendency to overspend in relation to weekly 
income: the average expenditure to income ratio was 102.3%. 
Furthermore, a fifth of the sample were in arrears with rent 
(those with dependent children were significantly more likely to 
be in arrears), and 7.5% were in arrears with their electricity bill.

When asked to describe their financial situation, almost three- 
quarters of the sample agreed that: ‘The money I have coming 
in is rarely enough to meet my needs’; a further 13% agreed 
that ‘I cannot cope with paying back the money I owe’, while 9% 
described themselves as being able to manage ‘most of the time’ 
and only 5% agreed that ‘I manage almost all of the time’.

5.5 Summary
In summary, the respondents in the study had low incomes and 
were heavily dependent on social welfare payments. Even among 
welfare recipients in general, they appeared to be among the 
worse off: nearly half derived the bulk of their income from 
unemployment payments, and 53% of these were receiving less 
than £50 a week. When the total weekly income coming into the 
household of respondents was computed, the average income of 
individual respondents was found to be around £40 a week, 
placing them among the poorest quintile in society. The type of 
household within which respondents lived affected both their 
income and expenditure pattern. While most households 
appeared to live on a hand-to-mouth basis, spending close to 
their full weekly income or, in the case of over 40%, over
spending, respondents with dependent children appeared less 
likely to overspend than single people without dependents. This
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is perhaps unexpected, given that couples with dependent 
children generally had the lowest per capita incomes, were more 
likely to be in arrears on such items as rent payments, and were 
the most likely to have looked for help to the SVP or to have 
turned to moneylenders. It may be that families with dependent 
children face large occasional costs (eg in connection with the 
new school year, Confirmation, or other expenses) which were 
simply not picked up in our study, given that we asked 
respondents about their expenditure only in the week prior to 
interview (January and February 1989). The average margin by 
which, in particular, single parents with dependent children 
underspent their income in that week, would certainly suggest 
they have little capacity to save against such occasional expenses. 
Overall, their situation suggests that the financial burden 
imposed by dependent children is not sufficiently recognised in 
the welfare system as it is organised at present.

Single people without dependent children tended to spend a 
higher proportion of their outgoings on rent and entertainment 
than those with dependent children did. These were more likely 
than any other group of respondents to live alone in private 
rented accommodation. The bulk of their expenditure on 
‘entertainment’ was on cigarettes, with a smaller proportion on 
drink. Given their living circumstances, the difficulties of such 
people in combating social marginalisation and loneliness may 
help explain their pattern of overspending. It is necessary to be 
cautious about data on expenditure which is based on 
respondents’ recollections of household outgoings in a single, 
previous week. Yet, it is clear that the majority of our sample had 
great difficulty in managing their lives on the resources available 
to them. Not surprisingly, despite prioritising the basics of food, 
fuel and rent in expenditure, the respondents’ dominant 
experience was that the money they had coming in was ‘rarely 
enough to meet my needs’.
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6: RESPONDENTS’ USE OF SUPPLEMENTARY WELFARE 
ALLOWANCE

This chapter examines the pattern of use of the Supplementary 
Welfare Allowance Scheme among respondents in the survey. 
Details of the respondents’ most recent application for SWA are 
presented first. These are then supplemented by an analysis of 
their use of SWA over the period from September to December 
1988. Finally, the success or failure rates for different types of 
claims are examined. The Survey of SWA Payments has shown that 
an examination of payments made under SWA during one week 
and over a two-year period reveals some variation and discrep
ancies in the pattern of different payment categories and 
household types of recipient; this study, by focusing on appli
cations for payment and their outcomes, rather than payments 
made, may be able to shed further light on these variations.

6.1 Respondents’ Knowledge of SWA
Before examining respondents’ use of the SWA, however, some 
information on their extent and sources of knowledge about it 
should be given. Respondents were asked how they had first 
heard of the existence of the scheme. Over half replied that they 
had heard from informal sources (a friend, neighbour, relative, 
or they ‘just knew’). Over a quarter (29%) had heard about SWA 
from voluntary agencies, mainly community information or 
advice centres. Only 18% reported hearing of it from official 
sources, mainly at the local employment exchange (Table H2). 
Respondents were unclear about the needs covered by the 
scheme. Around 12% said they had a good idea about what was 
covered, 20% said they had some idea, but 44% said they were 
confused and 24% that they had no idea what SWA covered. 
Almost three-quarters (72%) of the sample said they had never 
seen any information or publicity on the provisions of SWA. Of 
those who had seen publicity, over three-quarters had got the 
information from voluntary sources such as centres for the 
unemployed or citizen information centres, while only a quarter 
had got it from official sources, mainly posters in the 
employment exchange. Respondents in Limerick appeared to be
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the most likely to have seen publicity about the scheme, while 
those in Drogheda and Cork were the least likely to have done 
so.

6.2 Most Recent Application Under SWA
6.2.1 Type of Claim
Claims are analysed for all five SWA provisons: basic payments, 
supplements, exceptional needs, emergency need and the 
footwear scheme. Of the most recent applications by 
respondents under the SWA, the most common type was an 
application for an exceptional need payment (42.5%) (Table 
6.1). Among these, ESB bills were the major reason for applying 
(17% of all applications), while 7.5% were looking for help with 
household goods, 5% with clothing and 5% with once-off travel 
expenses. The next largest category of applications was for 
supplements: 24% of applications were in this category, the 
majority applying for rent supplements, with four applications 
for heating supplements and three for assistance with mortgage 
interest payments. Twenty-three percent of applications were for 
basic payments. This included 7% of the sample who applied 
because their social welfare payments had been cut off, and 10% 
who applied because of a delay in the processing of their social 
welfare claim or while awaiting Unemployment Assistance. 
Eight-and-a-half percent of applications were for the footwear 
scheme, while 2.8% (three respondents) applied for emergency 
payments (because of a fire, a robbery, or losing their social 
welfare cheque).

Table 6.1: Category of Respondents’ Most Recent Claim

Category N %

Basic Payments 24 22.6
Supplements 25 23.6
Exceptional Needs Payments 45 42.5
Emergency Payments 3 2.8
Footwear 9 8.5

All 186 100.0
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6.2.2 Processing of Claims
Respondents were asked about the number of calls they had to 
make to the CWO in relation to their claim. One-third of 
respondents had made just one call, a further third made two 
calls, while the last third had made three or more calls 
regarding their application. The number of calls respondents 
had to make was significantly related to where they lived; 
respondents in Limerick made the highest number of calls (an 
average of 3.7) while respondents in Drogheda made the lowest 
(an average of 1.5). Our study, unfortunately, offers no further 
information to explain these differences, but they do suggest 
that different health board areas or SCWOs may follow different 
practices in relation to processing applications. In addition to 
calling to the CWO’s office, 72% of the sample had to provide 
the CWO with documentation to back up their claim, and one- 
quarter of respondents were visited at home by the CWO in 
relation to it.

The majority (63%) of respondents were also required to 
make calls to other agencies in relation to their application. The 
agencies most commonly involved were: the social welfare office 
(56%), ESB (15%), and their landlord (22%). For one-fifth of 
these respondents the call(s) involved costs of £l-£5, for travel 
(90%) and phone calls (10%). Respondents in Dublin were 
significantly less likely than those outside Dublin to have to 
make a call to other agencies in support of their claim. Thirty- 
one percent of respondents contacted other persons or agencies 
for help in making their application. The main sources of 
assistance were the local citizens information/advice centre 
(71%), the health board (10%) and their social worker (10%).

The time taken to process claims (as reported by the 
applicants) is an issue, given that the SWA is primarily intended 
as a flexible and speedy response to those who have insufficient 
means to meet their needs. Table 6.2 shows that 30% of 
respondents received an immediate decision on their applic
ation (this includes a proportion whose application was ‘not 
taken for consideration’), and a further 38% were informed 
within one week. Nevertheless, 19% had to wait one month or 
more before receiving a decision. The time taken to process the
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applications varied significantly with the category of claim being 
made. Basic payments were the most likely to be processed 
immediately (46%), with a further quarter of applicants being 
informed of the decision within one or two days. However, one 
respondent waited three months for a decision. Applications for 
supplements, on the other hand, often took at least two weeks to 
process. Forty-two percent of applications for exceptional need 
and emergency payments were decided immediately, but 24% 
took two weeks or more.

Table 6.2: Length of Time for Processing by Category of Claim (%)

Time Basic Supplements ENPs Emergency Footwear All

Immediate 45.8 26.1 28.6 33.3 29.7
1 day 4.2 17.4 7.1 - - 7.9
2 days 20.8 8.7 7.1 66.7 - 11.9
1 week 12.5 8.7 31.0 - - 17.8
2 weeks 12.5 21.7 9.5 - 22.2 13.9
1 month - 13.0 7.1 - 66.7 11.9
3 months 4.2 4.3 9.5 - 11.1 6.9

N 24 23 42 3 9 101

Most respondents (87%) were informed of the decision face- 
to-face by the CWO, either at the time of application or on 
calling back to the CWO’s office later. Eight percent were 
informed by post.

6.2.3 Outcome of Claim
Twenty-nine (27%) applications were refused (including those 
which were not taken for consideration). Two respondents (2%) 
were granted the full amount they had applied for, and 72 
respondents (68%) were granted some of the amount. A further 
three respondents(3%) were granted some of the amount but 
told they must pay it back to the CWO. Less than half of those 
receiving grants were given an explanation of the amount 
granted, the most usual being that it was the maximum the
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CWO could give.
Most of the successful respondents were given help in the 

form of money. The average amount of money granted per 
claim was £33, although this varied significantly by category of 
claim, ranging from an average of £16 for supplements to an 
average of £61 for emergency payments. Seventy-two percent of 
the successful respondents received a cheque, 11 % were given 
cash, and for 13% the grant was made directly to the ESB or 
other agency to whom the payment was owed.

All of the applications for basic payments were successful. 
Table 6.3 shows the success rate for the ‘discretionary’ 
categories of payment only. Among these, applications for 
supplements were the least likely to be successful, while 
applications under the footwear scheme had a 100% success 
rate. About one-third of both exceptional needs and emergency 
payments were unsuccessful.

Table 6.3: Success Rates For Discretionary Provisions Only

Provisions %

Footwear Scheme 100.0
Emergency Payments 66.7
Exceptional Needs Payments 62.0
Supplements 58.3

All 65.0

6.2.4 Appeals
In all 104 respondents’ applications were either refused or only 
partially successful. Of the 29 respondents whose applications 
were refused, only five were informed of their right to appeal 
the CWO’s decision. Furthermore, none of the 75 respondents 
whose applications were partially successful were so informed. A 
total of nine respondents (seven who had been refused and two 
who had been partially successful) had appealed against the 
decision. Five of these appeals had been refused and four had 
not yet been decided. One person had contacted the Minister 
for Social Welfare rather than follow the normal appeal pro
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cedure and had achieved a successful outcome. The remaining 
94 respondents were asked why they did not appeal. Thrity-five 
(37%) said there was no point and 30 (32%) said they did not 
know they had a right to appeal.

6.3 Claims for SWA, September to December 1988
6.3.1 When Respondents First Applied to SWA
Almost a quarter of respondents had first contacted the CWO 
during the previous year, 43% had made their first contact one 
to five years previously, and almost a third of the sample had 
first been in contact with the CWO over five years previously. 
The period respondents had been in contact with the scheme 
was related to the category of application they had most recently 
made. As might be expected, those who had applied for basic 
payments in the previous four months tended to have had a 
shorter length of contact: 50% of them had first contacted the 
CWO in the previous year, compared to 11.5% of those who had 
not applied recently for basic payments. The opposite was true 
of those who had applied for exceptional need payments during 
the previous four months. They tended to have a more long
term usage of the SWA scheme, with 87% having first contacted 
the CWO more than a year before. A similar pattern was found 
among those who had recently applied under the footwear 
scheme. These findings suggested that the discretionary 
elements of the SWA scheme were being used by the 
respondents as a long-term supplement to their welfare 
payments, rather than as a once-off or short-term top-up as had 
originally been intended.

6.3.2 Number and Category of Claims Over Four Months
Table 6.4 shows the category of claims made by respondents 
over the period from September to December 1988. In this four- 
month period, the 106 respondents had made 263 claims under 
the SWA scheme, an average of 2.5 claims each. At an individual 
level, over a third of the sample had made three or more (Table 
H3). Most of those who made more than one claim made claims 
in more than one category.
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Table 6.4: Respondents Claiming by Category Over Four Months

Category Number %

Basic Payments 36 34.0
Supplements 31 29.2
Exceptional Needs Payments 64 60.4
Emergency Payments 7 6.6
Footwear 48 45.3

Note: N = 106. More than one type of claim could be made.

The pattern of claims in each category over a four-month 
period shows some differences from that for respondents’ most 
recent application, particularly in the increased proportion of 
respondents who made applications for exceptional need 
payments (60%, compared with 43%) and for assistance under 
the footwear scheme (45%, compared with 8.5%). The latter 
finding is largely explicable by the time period of the scheme - 
it operated primarily from September to December, i.e. the new 
school term.

6.3.3 Claims Made By Category
Applications for Basic Payments (36 Respondents, 34%)
Over a third of respondents had made an application for basic 
payments, and all of these were granted. Twenty-one of the 
group had applied while awaiting a decision on their social 
welfare claim; seven had applied because their social welfare 
payments had been cut off, and four because they were ill while 
on Unemployment Assistance. Other circumstances included 
being homeless, being ill while on benefit, husband suspended 
from work, and awaiting maintenance (one applicant in each 
case). Twenty-one respondents received basic payments for 
three weeks or less; only three respondents were receiving basic 
payments applied for before September 1988.

Applications for Supplements (31 Respondents, 29%)
Over a quarter (29%) of respondents had applied for supple
ments during the period concerned; four respondents had
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made two claims for supplements. Of those who applied, twenty- 
five (82%) had applied for rent supplements. Three (10%) 
applied for assistance with mortgage interest repayments, three 
(10%) for heating supplements, while one respondent each 
applied for dietary supplements or for assistance in paying for 
hostel accommodation. Twenty-one (69%) of those who applied 
for supplements were successful in at least one application. The 
reasons for refusal included not being deemed eligible for 
supplementary payments by the CWO (9 respondents), co
habiting, and living in a hostel. The average amount granted 
was £17, although amounts varied from £7 to £60.

Applications for ENP’s (31 Respondents, 60%)
During the four-month period, 60% of respondents had made 
at least one claim for exceptional need payments; on average, 
respondents made 1.2 claims. Of these claims 38 were for ESB 
bills (63%), 22 for household goods (34%), 18 for clothing 
(28%), 13 for travel (21%) and 12 for school uniforms or other 
school expenses (19%). Of those who applied 21 were refused, 
and in the case of 16 of these cases no reason was given for the 
refusal. The average amount granted was £42.

Applications for Emergency Payments (7 respondents, 7%)
Only seven respondents applied for emergency payments 
between September and December 1988. Three applied because 
they had been robbed, two because of house fires, one for 
funeral expenses, and one made two claims, for funeral 
expenses and for flooding. Only three of the claims were 
granted: one payment of £25 and two of over £100.

Applications Under the Footwear Scheme (48 respondents, 45%)
Forty-five percent of respondents applied for assistance under 
the footwear scheme; one person made two applications, all the 
rest only one. Forty-two (85%) of those who applied were given 
assistance; of the six who were refused, in four cases the CWO 
stated they were not entitled to help, in one the respondent 
stated that the CWO lost their forms, and in one their 
circumstances had changed since making the application. The
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average amount of money granted was £28, with amounts 
varying from £7 to £72.

6.4 Exceptional Needs Not Applied For
Respondents were asked if they had any particular expenses 
over the four-month period for which they had not applied to 
the CWO for help. Eighty-three percent said they had, most 
commonly furniture or household goods (26%), clothing and 
footwear (25%) and children’s clothing and school expenses 
(19%) (Table H4). When asked why they had not applied for 
assistance with these, almost three-quarters reported that the 
CWO did not help with these particular needs, while one- 
quarter said they did not apply because they were afraid to. 
When questioned on how these particular needs were met, 31% 
of respondents reported that they did without the particular 
item(s), 20% that they ‘did their best’, and 33% borrowed 
money, mainly from their families though 8% went to a 
moneylender (Table H5).

6.5 Outcome of Claims Over Four Months
The success rate of claims varied considerably, depending on 
the category. Again, all applications for basic payments were 
successful. Table 6.5 shows the success rate of claims made for 
discretionary payments. Overall, 62% were successful, but this 
was true of 84% of claims under the footwear scheme, 
compared to only 55% of claims for exceptional need and 38% 
for emergency payments.

Table 6.5: Success Rate of Claims for Discretionary Payments

Item %

Footwear 83.7
Supplements 63.6
Exceptional need payments 55.0
Emergency Payments 37.5

All 62.0
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6.6 Conclusion
It is necessary to separate basic payments, available of right, 
from those elements which are discretionary, in discussing the 
operation of the SWA scheme. Results from the respondent 
study suggest that basic payments were used primarily as sub
stitute payments, that is, they were paid to respondents awaiting 
other social welfare payments (see also the Survey of SWA 
Payments). As a result, the use of basic payments tended to be 
short term; at the time of interview, only three respondents were 
receiving basic payments for which they had applied more than 
four months previously. In contrast, those applying for 
discretionary payments had been in contact with the scheme for 
a longer period of time. This indicates that respondents used 
the discretionary aspects of SWA on a long-term basis to 
supplement their low incomes, rather than on a periodic or 
exceptional basis. Moreover, as was noted also in the previous 
study, most of these applications were in relation to regular and 
recurring expenses.

The two elements of the scheme also differed strongly in the 
success rates of applications. No claims for basic payments were 
refused, but there was considerable variation in the outcome of 
claims for discretionary payments. Analysis of background data 
cannot fully explain this variation. It suggests that level of total 
house-hold income is one determining factor but that, perhaps 
surprisingly, per capita household income is not. Moreover, in 
the sample, the type of household within which respondents 
lived does not appear to affect the outcome of the claims they 
make, except in relation to claims for supplements where 
couples with dependent children were least likely to be 
successful. It is possible that the measure of need used by CWOs 
in assessing claims is too blunt to make the fine discriminations 
required in directing supplementary resources to those most in 
need. The apparently lower chance of success in claiming for 
female applicants, whatever the category of claim made or the 
type of household from which the claimant comes, is also a 
cause for concern.

The results presented in this chapter also suggest that most 
respondents found the process of applying for SWA complex
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and time-consuming. Lack of clear information on what was 
available appears to have persuaded many respondents not to 
claim for some exceptional needs, believing that these were not 
covered, although they may well have been. Another 
explanation is that respondents perceived a quota system in 
operation and only expected help with occasional requests. It is 
worth repeating that nearly one-third of those concerned went 
into debt as a result of not claiming, including 8% who 
borrowed from moneylenders. Also a third of respondents 
appeared unaware of their right to appeal decisions made by the
cwo.
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7: RESPONDENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF SUPPLEMENTARY 
WELFARE ALLOWANCE

Chapter Six described the respondents’ usage of the scheme in 
largely quantitative terms. This chapter now presents the 
experiences of applicants using SWA and, largely in their own 
words, their accounts of how they were treated. As noted in the 
introduction, other studies indicate widespread dissatisfaction 
among claimants of SWA, and a belief that it is not operated 
entirely impartially. It was central to this study that respondents 
should express their own attitudes to the scheme as fully as 
possible. The chapter begins with an examination of 
respondents’ feelings about entitlement to assistance under 
SWA, and their experiences of the application process. It goes 
on to distinguish between their views on CWOs, and their views 
on the scheme as a whole. Respondents’ beliefs about types of 
assistance received by other applicants are also presented.

7.1 Respondents’ Views on Entitlement to Help
Respondents were asked whether they felt entitled to help 
under the SWA. Ninety-one percent said they felt entitled to 
help ‘in their present circumstances’, and a similarly high 
proportion that they felt entitled to help in relation to the last 
claim they had made. Only one of the 106 people interviewed 
expressed no feelings of entitlement to assistance. While this 
may have been expected, there are interesting differences 
among groups of respondents in reasons given for feeling 
entitled to help.

7.1.1 Entitlement on the Basis of Need
Eighty-nine respondents (84%) expressed a belief that they were 
entitled to assistance on the basis of their need for it (Table II). 
Thus, 28% of the sample said that they needed financial 
assistance from the SWA scheme simply to survive. As one 
respondent put it, they felt entitled to help because they had 
“had no money for a week to eat”. Another had been cut off 
from Unemployment Assistance and “had no other way of 
surviving”.
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“I had nothing. I’m waiting on disability to come through; it 
was our only income.”

An income which was inadequate to attain a minimum standard 
of living forced a further 31% towards the SWA. One 
respondent in this group applied for SWA "... for things I can’t 
afford, like beds. I don’t have enough money to cover basic 
needs.” They stressed the inadequacy of their social welfare 
payments as follows:

“The money is totally inadequate for any reasonable standard 
of living.”

“My full income is not enough to meet my needs for the week.”

“...dole money will not cover the basic cost of living.”

A third group, almost one-quarter of the total sample, fell 
circumstances causing pressures which they could not manage 
alone entitled them to SWA.

“I can’t manage on the money I’m getting. A big ESB bill puts 
the hammer on it.”

“Financially I find it very difficult to manage and I’m a good 
manager.”

Many of these replies implied that their need for supple
mentary assistance was not their ‘fault’: respondents saw 
themselves as victims of circumstances not brought about by 
themselves. One respondent who expressed this particularly 
clearly stressed that he had applied for help from the CWO 
because his business had failed but: “It was not a personal 
failure.” Many appeared to feel not only that they required help 
but that they also deserved help in compensation for enduring 
these difficulties. This overlaps with the group described next.
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7.1.2 Entitlement on the Basis of Right
Finally, seventeen respondents (14%) expressed their entitle
ment to assistance as a right. Eight respondents said that it was 
the CWO’s job to provide assistance:

“They’re there to do their job; that’s their position, to look 
after the community of people .... They have a duty .... it’s a 
basic right.”

It was also felt that it was the Government’s obligation to ensure 
basic necessities for its citizens:

“If the Government gave us a decent standard of living, we 
wouldn’t have to go to the CWO.”

“The Government give it out, therefore we’re entitled to it.”

“.... If there was work there, I’d do it. If not, it is the 
responsibility of the state to look after its nationals.”

Seven respondents felt they had a right to help because others 
in similar circumstances had received such assistance:

“Everyone around me told me to go down and said that they 
were getting help.”

“Because I knew other people in the same situation who got 
help.”

Assistance under the SWA is given ‘as a right’ only in the case of 
basic payments, and then only to those whose means are below 
an established limit. All other payments are discretionary, 
depending on an assessment by the SCWO that an applicant’s 
basic needs cannot be met from his or her own resources. The 
above remarks suggest that while the respondents had a broad 
understanding that SWA was based on need, many interpreted 
this in ways which would not coincide with official under
standing. Moreover, the concept of the scheme as being largely
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discretionary does not appear to be clearly understood by these 
respondents.

7.2 Respondents’ Experiences of the Process of Applying for 
SWA

Respondents were asked to evaluate the process of applying for 
SWA overall. Ninety-four percent reported having to queue 
when they attended the CWO’s office, although only a few had 
to queue outside the building. Queueing appeared to be a 
lengthy process: forty-two percent of respondents said they had 
to queue for more than half an hour every time they attended 
the office. One-third of the respondents said they had queued 
for two hours or more on at least one occasion.

On the hours of opening of the offices a quarter of the 
sample said they were not suitable or convenient. Far more 
respondents (over half) expressed dissatisfaction with the 
conditions of the waiting area, mainly because it was 
overcrowded, drab or dirty, with inadequate facilities for 
respondents and their children. Some described the conditions 
in very stark terms:

“Bedlam, chaos, people queuing, the seating arrangements 
are bad - people standing everywhere, overcrowded. The 
building itself is a prefab. It looks ramshackle going in and 
makes you feel poor.”

“There are only two toilets which are always blocked and 
smelly; the doors are directly off the waiting room. There is 
no privacy there. There’s not enough seating with only one 
bench for maybe 60-70 people.”

In general, respondents were able to obtain privacy to discuss 
their business with the CWO; 95% of respondents reported 
seeing the CWO in his or her office.

7.3 Opinions About the SWA Scheme and About the CWO
Respondents were not asked specifically to distinguish between 
their opinions about the particular CWO they dealt with and
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about the SWA scheme as a whole. Nevertheless, many 
respondents did do so, more or less explicitly, and it seems most 
useful to discuss each issue separately here. Overall, 47 
respondents (44%) placed greater emphasis on their 
experiences with their CWO, in discussing their experiences as a 
claimant of SWA, while the remainder emphasised aspects of the 
SWA scheme as a whole. These two groups of respondents did 
not differ in terms of their household type, gender, category of 
welfare payment, or category of claim made. What set them 
apart, however, was their success rate in claiming during the 
period September to December 1988. Those who had none of 
their claims granted during that period were more likely to 
comment on their CWO, while respondents who had all of their 
claims granted were more likely to comment on the SWA 
scheme itself.

7.3.1 Respondents’ Views on the Community Welfare Officer
In reply to a direct question about their perceptions of the CWO 
and what they felt his or her attitude to themselves to be, 59% of 
the sample expressed negative views. Only 12% expressed 
positive views, and just over a quarter saw the CWO as neutral or 
“OK”. Among those who expressed negative views of the CWO, 
the most recurring criticisms were of his or her condescending 
attitude and that this attitude made the respondent feel 
insignificant and degraded:

“The CWO didn’t talk to you, she lectured you. I stopped 
going because she made you grovel. I’d rather go to a 
moneylender than to her.”

“You think he’s (CWO) looking down on you and he makes 
me feel like a beggar. When you get to the top of the queue, 
you get butterflies and you think you are going to the 
guillotine.”

“It’s very embarrassing to have to sit in a queue and beg. It’s 
up to the CWO whether or not he gives you help. You tell 
them all about your life. It’s a trial to go down there; women
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come out crying. He can reduce women that have hard lives 
to tears in five minutes. A lot of women don’t apply because 
of these attitudes.”

Thirteen respondents (12%) had serious problems in dealing 
with the CWO; two respondents reached a point where they 
were actually barred from the office, while a further 11 (10.4%) 
were asked to leave. The main reason for this, in the 
respondents’ view, was that they “had caused a fuss” or had an 
argument with the CWO.

“(The CWO) told me to come back tomorrow. I said I can’t 
go home because I had children at home crying and I had 
nothing to give them. He told me to get out and I wouldn’t.”

“(I was asked to leave) because I was refused and asked why. 
She then called in the next person in the middle of the 
conversation. I closed the door. I was then told to leave.”

Among the 13 respondents (12%) who saw the CWO in a 
positive light, most thought he or she was courteous, caring and 
of assistance: “(he was) helpful, caring, respectful”.

Four of these respondents empathised with the CWO (“If he 
can possibly assist you he will. Often things are outside his 
control, he has a boss too”, or “He’s only doing his job”), or 
divorced him from responsibility for the decision, and thus from 
any personal animosity, by stating “His supervisor makes the 
decisions”.

Thirty respondents (28%) thought the CWO was “OK”, most 
commonly suggesting that she or he was pleasant, kind, 
generally fair but at times unfair to individuals, and subject to 
the authority of his or her supervisor.

7.3.2 Outcome of the Respondents’ Last Claim and Perceptions 
of the CWO
As might be expected, the perception respondents expressed 
about the CWO was significantly related to whether they had 
failed or succeeded in their last claim for assistance under SWA.
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Seventy-eight percent of those whose application was refused 
expressed negative views of the CWO, compared to 53% of 
those whose application had been successful. A similar pattern is 
apparent when all the respondents’ claims over the four-month 
period are examined: respondents who had a relatively low 
success rate were more likely to perceive the CWO in a negative 
way. Unfortunately, our data cannot determine the direction of 
causation here: it may be that the experience of being refused 
leads respondents to think the CWO unpleasant, or that a 
refusal can create bad relations between applicant and CWO 
which are reflected in the respondent’s perceptions of the 
CWO. It may even be that genuine unpleasantness on the part 
of the CWO to the respondent is associated with a high 
likelihood that applications from that respondent will be 
refused.

Perhaps even more significant is that a higher proportion 
(53%) of respondents whose last claim was successful still had a 
negative perception of the CWO.

Table 7.1: Attitude to CWO by Outcome of Respondents, Last Claim

Attitude Application
Granted
N (%)

Application 
not Granted
N (%)

All

N (%)

Positive 11 (14) 2 (6) 13 (12)
OK 25 (33) 5(16) 30 (28)
Negative 40 (53) 23 (78) 63 (60)

All 76 (100) 30 (100) 106 (100)

In addition to success or failure in applying for assistance, 
some variation in respondents’ perceptions of the CWO was also 
apparent by area. Respondents in Sligo were less likely to have a 
positive attitude to the CWO than those from other areas, and 
were also more likely to consider the CWO as rarely or never fair 
and to report problems with their application or treatment. In 
contrast, respondents from Limerick presented the most 
positive attitudes to the CWO and were less likely to report 
problems. If there is regional variation in the reports of
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respondents, this would appear to strengthen the likelihood that 
their reports reflect real experiences; however, the small size of 
the sample and the fact that it was not representative of 
different localities, as well as the fact that differences in category 
of claim and characteristics of respondents exist between areas, 
make it unwise to generalise this finding.

7.3.2 Respondents’ Views on Supplementary Welfare Allowance
Eighty respondents (75% of the total) expressed opinions on 
the nature and administration of the SWA scheme, rather than 
or as well as on an individual CWO. Thirty-five respondents 
(33%) again expressed feelings of degradation involved in 
applying for assistance:

“I don’t think I should have to go and beg for anything. You 
go down there with your pride in your pocket and nine out of 
10 times, you are refused.”

“You feel degraded. You bring children into the world and 
then have to ask for help. I was always independent.... good 
job, plenty of money.”

“I hate it; it’s the lowest point when you have to do something 
like that.”

Thirty-six respondents (25%) referred to the discrepancy in 
standards of assistance within and between CWO districts, and 
the arbitrary nature of CWO decisions. Most of the respondents 
described this discrepancy in general terms, and it is interesting 
to note that it is in their responses that the concept of the 
scheme as discretionary first emerges in any strength. Discre
tionary is frequently understood to mean that personality factors 
intrude into the administration of assistance:

“On one side of the city people get a rent allowance into 
hand; the other side gets it paid to the landlord .... (It) 
depends on the personality of the CWO, it varies from place 
to place.”
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“It’s discretionary. The CWO can take likes and dislikes and 
can give more or less money accordingly. You can’t assert any 
rights to SWA help .... (Claimants are) treated like a conveyor 
belt, not treated like a person.”

Fourteen respondents (14%) showed the uncertainty among 
applicants about what they are entitled to:

“You don’t know your rights. You’re being sent off to fill forms 
and do things. It’s very difficult.... (It) would be a lot easier if 
you knew your entitlements. Some people are terrified.”

“I don’t like asking for anything, it makes you feel small. If she 
told you what you are entitled to, there would be no trouble, 
but to queue and wait and not know whether you are going to 
get it or not....”

Twelve respondents (11%) again referred to the bad conditions 
in the waiting areas, while a further ten (9%) criticised the treat
ment of waiting queues: “People should not be treated like cattle 
while queueing”, and “(People are in) queues .... herded around 
like animals.” Three respondents told of delays in the granting of 
assistance, while three others expressed the view that the process 
involved claimants having to “run around”.

Overall, the most commonly expressed attitudes to the service 
were feelings of degradation aroused by it, and concern about 
inequality in judgements of eligibility and in levels of payment, 
and these were expressed irrespective of whether the respond
ent’s last claim had been granted or refused. Negative attitudes 
to the scheme, then, cannot be explained as a result of failing to 
obtain assistance under it. However, it was noticeable that 
unsuccessful respondents tended to express their feelings of 
degradation more intensely, and to express more concern about 
the lack of uniform standards in the administration of the 
scheme, whereas respondents whose last claims were granted 
expressed greater concern about their lack of knowledge of what 
they were entitled to and about the unpleasant experiences 
connected with queueing.
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7.4 Conclusion
This chapter has allowed claimants to articulate their exper
iences of applying for SWA. It is clear that the great majority felt 
qualified to look for help from SWA because of their pressing 
needs. This should be set in the context of the low incomes 
which respondents actually had, and their consequent diffi
culties in managing their budgets, which were discussed in 
Chapter Five. It also appears clear, however, that respondents 
often had little further understanding of precisely how ‘being in 
need’ qualified them for assistance, or how a ‘need’ for help 
could be translated into a sure expectation of receiving it. While 
some had picked up the concept that the scheme was largely 
discretionary, they appeared unable to give much meaning to 
that beyond the belief that it allowed the CWO to “take likes and 
dislikes” and to operate on the basis of favouritism. The 
difficulties experienced as a result of not knowing what, if any, 
their entitlements were, seem to be central to understanding the 
high level of dissatisfaction with the scheme expressed by 
respondents. Even among those who had been relatively suc
cessful in obtaining assistance in their recent applications, high 
levels of dissatisfaction were evident. For many respondents, 
dependence on a discretionary scheme was experienced as a 
form of begging, and led to intense feelings of degradation and 
humiliation. Respondents made frequent references to feelings 
of fear or nervousness at having to approach the CWO with an 
application for help.

Nearly 60% of our sample described their experience of inter
acting with their particular CWO in negative or very neg-ative 
terms. Again, the discretionary nature of the scheme appears to 
have been responsible for much of this experience: claimants 
felt that their particular case for help was not closely listened to, 
that the CWO’s decision was already taken or depended on 
some other factors outside their knowledge or control, or that 
decisions to refuse help or on the level of help granted were not 
explained to them. They were not, in effect, “treated like a 
person.”

From the reports of respondents’ experiences we might 
conclude that the applicant for assistance and the CWO attach
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discrepant understandings to the relationship between them. 
Claimants, believing that they are in a situation of having to 
make a personal case for charitable assistance, expect to develop 
an interpersonal relationship with the CWO (“You tell them all 
about your life”), and feel rebuffed and upset when they are 
treated impersonally. The CWO’s attempt to judge how best to 
allocate state resources to those in need is understood as passing 
a judgement on the applicant personally, and refusal of help is 
experienced as a personal refusal by the CWO (“The CWO acts 
as though it’s her money”). On one side, we have an expectation 
that going to the SWA for help involves an inter-personal 
encounter; on the other, an expectation that cases can be 
processed according to impersonal, bureaucratic procedures 
and criteria. It would also appear that the physical circum
stances in which help is delivered to clients are a major source 
of dissatisfaction, and in the short run these may be more easily 
improved. The circumstances of those who apply for help, 
particularly the fact that many have young children whom they 
must bring with them into the waiting area, should be 
recognised. If queueing is unavoidable, then some attempt to 
develop facilities within which such people experience the least 
avoidable discomfort would seem to be highly desirable, and 
would probably go a considerable way to improving relations 
between the claimants and the CWOs themselves.
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OVERVIEW

8: RESEARCH OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSIONS

8.1 Introduction
The research reports presented previously offer two perspectives 
on the Supplementary Welfare Allowance scheme. The Survey of 
SWA Payments focused on the pattern of payments made under 
the scheme, and the characteristics of its recipients. It used 
administrative records drawn from the Eastern Health Board 
(Dublin city and county) to derive a sample of 1,045 SWA 
recipients during the week ending January 31 1987, randomly 
drawn from 20 of the 92 SWA districts in Dublin city and county. 
The Study of SWA Claimants examined the application for and 
receipt of assistance among SWA claimants. In this case, 106 
claimants who attended locally-based information and help 
centres were interviewed in a number of different locations 
across the country in early 1989. The two studies thus used 
different methodologies to meet different objectives. The 
limitations attached to each method have been discussed earlier. 
The main point to be made here is that, although the samples 
involved are not directly comparable with each other, the two 
studies are, to a large degree, complementary and the 
information derived from one can be used to develop and 
supplement that supplied by the other. This concluding chapter 
attempts to draw together the major findings from both reports. 
It reviews what they reveal both about the clients of the SWA 
scheme and about the scheme itself, in terms of its provisions 
and administration. It also identifies and discusses two specific 
issues which emerge as central from the two studies: 
effectiveness and equity in the working of the scheme, and the 
quality of service delivered to SWA clients.

8.2 The Recipients and Claimants of SWA
The Survey of SWA Payments found that those receiving SWA in
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the Dublin area had distinctive characteristics. Over half (55%) 
were single people and 44% were living entirely on their own. 
There was also quite a large proportion (21%) who were lone 
parents. Over a quarter of those with child dependents had four 
or more children. Recipients were also generally quite young: 
four-fifths were under 45 years. Compared to the national 
average, a very high percentage (70%) were living in rented 
accommodation; 40% were in private rented accommodation. 
Nearly three-quarters were semi-skilled or unskilled, and 70% 
were unemployed, over half of these having been unemployed 
for two years or more. SWA recipients were also more likely to 
be men than women. This appears to be a result of recording 
procedures followed by the CWOs and in spite of the fact that 
the initial approach to the CWO, where couples are concerned, 
is quite often made by the female partner.

The Survey of SWA Payments shows that, in financial terms, 
people receiving SWA are in a very weak position. Most 
respondents were living in households where the only source of 
income was the social welfare payment received by the head of 
the household. Less than one-tenth of the household heads or 
their spouses had a second source of income, which brought the 
household income above the the basic social welfare rate in only 
1% of cases. The contribution of other non-dependents to 
household income was not significant in most cases. The Study of 
SWA Claimants was able to provide a more inclusive estimate of 
total household income in the case of its sample, but it also 
found relatively low incomes and a heavy reliance on income 
from social welfare payments. From respondent’s accounts of 
their income and expenditure in the week prior to interview, it 
was apparent that two-thirds of their expenditure was on the 
basic items of food, rent and fuel. When travel costs and 
repayment of loans were added, very little was left for what 
might be considered non-necessary or optional spending. Few 
households were able to save against expenses in the future, and 
many actually overspent, relying on family help and loans to 
make up the weekly shortfall. Both studies thus support the view 
that within Irish society there is a proportion of the poorest of 
the population which has considerable need for some kind of
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supplementary assistance, if its members are to survive on their 
existing income levels. Whether the SWA actually reaches all 
who fall into this category, and whether its current organisation 
and structure allow it to reach them in the most effective way, 
will be discussed further below.

8.3 The Provisions and Administration of SWA
The Survey of SWA Payments provides new information on the 
pattern of payments typically made under the scheme. In the 
initial week studied, basic SWA payments accounted for 29% of 
all payments made, supplements for 47%, and exceptional need 
payments for 24%. Moreover, over 80% of the supplements paid 
were for rent or mortgage payments, and over half of the excep
tional need payments were for expenses incurred for electricity 
and gas supplies. Seventy percent of all SWA money paid out in 
that week went on basic payments and supplements, and a 
further 12% went on assisting with ESB bills. Less than one-fifth 
of the expenditure, then, might be genuinely categorised as 
assistance towards ‘exceptional needs’ among SWA clients. 
Chapter Three noted how this pattern of payment imposed un
necessary administrative burdens on CWOs as well as incon
veniencing recipients. There seems to be no good reason why 
substitute or interim basic payments to claimants of mainline 
social welfare schemes should be administered under SWA; 
these payments could be made by the Department of Social 
Welfare itself, pending a full investigation by a Social Welfare 
Officer. In administrative terms it would also seem beneficial for 
supplements, particularly rent and mortgage supplements and 
footwear/clothing payments, to be paid along with the basic 
social welfare payment. These two changes alone would greatly 
reduce queues in CWO offices and the time and costs associated 
with recouping money spent by the health boards from the 
Department of Social Welfare.

It would appear also that present patterns of expenditure on 
exceptional needs are confined to a small range of clients’ 
needs: predominantly electricity and gas bills, with smaller prop
ortions going towards household goods (15%) and adults’ and 
children’s clothing (8%). When the recipient sample selected in
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the initial week was studied over the following two years, it 
became apparent that under the heading of ‘exceptional need’ 
many were relying on SWA payments to meet what were pred
ictable and recurring expenses over time. Nearly half of all the 
‘new’ exceptional need payments made to sample members over 
the next two years were payments towards the cost of electricity, 
for example. One in every two recipients with dependent chil
dren received a ‘new’ payment towards the cost of children’s 
clothing in the period. It may make sense to address electricity 
and gas costs, at least, for certain high-demand categories, 
mainly lone parents and the long-term unemployed, through an 
adequate social welfare payment.

If payment of rent and mortgage supplements, substitute basic 
payments, the clothing and footwear scheme and assist-ance 
towards electricity and gas bills were removed from SWA, this 
would reduce, by around three-quarters, the current pay-ment 
workload of CWOs. It would also contribute substantially to 
improving the experience of receiving assistance under SWA 
among the clients of the scheme. As the Study of .S'VIA Claimants 
shows, there are high levels of dissatisfaction with the scheme 
among its users. Having to queue for a long time in crowded and 
unattractive waiting areas before seeing the CWO was a major 
source of dissatisfaction among most of those inter-viewed, and 
many also referred to the costs and difficulties associated with 
having to call a number of different agencies in order to process 
claims. Claimants for SWA also expressed dis-satisfaction with the 
attention CWOs were able to give to their particular cases, 
particularly as they felt that the scheme required them to give a 
full account of their circumstances in justifying their claims. 
There is some evidence from this study that claimants of SWA 
expect an empathy with their difficulties which is not at present 
available from CWOs, and that this is one important source of 
their negative reactions to applying for SWA.

8.4 Effectiveness and Equity in the Operation of SWA
Both studies raise the issue of how effective SWA is in meeting 
the needs of the most disadvantaged in the population, and of 
how equitable it is in allocating the resources available to it.
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While it would be foolhardy to claim that decisive answers are 
available to either question, nevertheless the research offers 
some important findings relevant to each issue.

8.4.1 Effectiveness
Both studies of and claimants for assistance under SWA tend to 
have very low incomes and experience great difficulty in 
meeting basic needs out of these incomes. Nevertheless, within 
the general category of ‘the poor’ some groups appear to have a 
higher representation than others. The recent ESRI research on 
poverty indicated that the two groups with the highest risk of 
poverty in Irish society were households headed by the 
unemployed and families with several children (Callan et al, 
1988). The data permits some assessment of the scheme’s 
effectiveness in directing assistance towards these categories.

The Survey of SWA Payments examined exceptional need 
payments to its sample over a two-year period, in relation to the 
family situation of recipients. It found that in general, those with 
the greatest chance of receiving help were those with three or 
more dependent children. This was particularly true of help 
with ESB payments, the largest category of exceptional need 
payments under which help was given. In terms of welfare 
category of the recipient, those in receipt of a lone parent 
payment were the most likely to receive help with exceptional 
needs, and were considerably more likely to do so than those on 
long-term Unemployment Assistance. This seemed at first 
surprising, as those on lone parents payments were receiving the 
highest rates of social welfare payment at the time of the study, 
but it became clear that the presence of dependent children, 
particularly three or more such children was the critical 
differentiating factor. Lone parents with dependent children 
appeared no more likely than couples with dependent children 
to receive help, and, in some cases, less likely. Within the ranks 
of the long-term unemployed many are single adults without 
dependents, and these emerged consistently as the group least 
likely to receive assistance with exceptional needs.

However, the true effectiveness of SWA in targeting assistance 
on those most in need can only be measured in relation to the
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take-up rate for the scheme. On this issue, there are three points 
in particular to be noted. First the range of needs met by SWA is 
in practice narrow, and it would appear that only the need 
which applicants actually present is met under the scheme. In 
the Study of SWA Claimants respondents had needs for which 
they did not claim. They did not do so because they believed the 
scheme did not cover these types of needs, although since most 
of them were for household goods, clothing and footwear, they 
should in principle have been covered.

Secondly, assistance with exceptional needs, appears to vary 
markedly between different areas of the country. Exceptional 
need payments are particularly concentrated in the Dublin 
region: in the last week of March 1990, 88% of all recipients of 
exceptional need payments in the country were in the Eastern 
Health Board area, although this area includes only 34% of the 
population. The study of applicants also found that respondents 
living in Dublin made the highest number of claims for help 
over a four-month period, while the lowest number were made 
by those in Drogheda and Sligo. Thirdly, evidence of substantial 
disincentives to applying for SWA was suggested by the Study of 
SWA Claimants. This point is detailed in the section on the 
delivery of the scheme.

These variations, in whether an experienced need is actually 
claimed for, and in the regional pattern of applications and 
receipts, appear to be related to the availability of information 
and publicity about the scheme. Respondents in the Study of 
SWA Claimants reported poor access to official information on 
what was covered under the scheme and on what sort of person 
could apply for assistance, and that most had learnt about the 
scheme either by word of mouth, or through local advice 
centres.

In terms of the general effectiveness of SWA in relieving 
need, it is also worth noting that the Survey of SWA Payments 
found that the average weekly contribution made by exceptional 
need payments to the household budget of recipients is very 
small. When those recipients who remained in receipt of 
payments throughout the whole two-year period are examined, 
it emerges that the highest contribution to meeting their needs
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came from payments towards electricity costs, which, for those 
who received such payments, averaged a total of £1.72 per week. 
(Over two years, only 4% of the total sample received at least 12 
payments towards ESB costs, or the equivalent of one per ESB 
bill received.) For a single person on Unemployment Assistance 
at the time of the study, this would have represented a 4.5% 
increase in weekly income; for a lone parent on a means-tested 
lone parent payment, it would have meant a 2% increase; and 
for a married couple with three children in receipt of 
Unemployment Assistance, it would have represented an 
increase of 1.9% per week over the two years. Finally, it should 
also be noted that assistance under SWA is confined to those 
who are not in full-time employment. Thus a worker whose level 
of net income is comparable to that of a social welfare recipient 
is, regardless of dependents, not entitled to assistance under the 
new clothing and footwear scheme, or a mortgage or rent 
supplement and cannot apply for help with exceptional needs. 
This appears not only to arbitrarily restrict the categories in the 
population who may apply for help with what would, objectively, 
appear to be the same level of need; it also may act as a 
disincentive to a social welfare recipient from taking up a low- 
paid job. One method of tackling this anomaly would be to 
allow payment of SWA, particularly supplements, to those in 
employment where their means make it appropriate, eg those 
receiving the Family Income Supplement.

8.4.2 Equity
Assistance under SWA is largely discretionary, and there appears 
to be a dilemma at the heart of any such discretionary scheme. 
The spirit of SWA legislation would indicate that an attempt 
should be made to assess individual needs, with each case being 
judged on its own merits. However, in the interests of equity it 
would seem desirable that individuals who appear to have the 
same needs should be treated in a similar manner.

The Survey of SWA Payments revealed an apparent lack of 
consistency in the payments of exceptional need over the two- 
year period that it covered. While certain categories of recipient 
generally did better than others (such as those with dependent
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children), within these categories themselves there appeared to 
be variation between individuals in terms of whether they got 
any assistance at all, how frequently they got assistance, and the 
amount of assistance they were given. For example, only one out 
of every two recipients on long-term Unemployment Assistance 
received any help towards ESB bills; less than one in four of 
those who were single adults without dependents received help 
with ESB. Among parents with dependent children, a high 
proportion - but not all - received help with children’s clothing.

Since help with ESB costs and, in the case of low-income 
households with dependent children, help with children’s 
clothing and footwear would appear to be recurrent and 
standard needs, it is hard to explain why some individuals 
qualified and others did not. It may be more equitable if all 
those on social welfare with child dependents were given a fixed 
additional amount to cover the cost of children’s clothing and 
footwear, rather than treating assistance as discretionary as at 
present. The Commission on Social Welfare recommended 
extra quarterly payments to social welfare recipients with 
children. While the new back-to-school clothing and footwear 
scheme which commenced in July 1990 is a step in this 
direction, as it is still administered through the SWA scheme it is 
likely to have the same problems of low take up and variable 
success rates. A more equitable arrangement would be to make 
payments under this scheme along with the basic social welfare 
payments in a particular week. Such a reform was previously 
implemented with the Free Fuel Scheme, originally a 
discretionary payment under SWA.

Lack of consistency in making payments to recipients in the 
same social category appeared most clearly when the pattern of 
payment over two years was analysed in relation to the SCWO 
area within which the recipient lived. It emerged that within the 
overall Eastern Health Board region, SCWO areas which 
contained comparable client profiles nevertheless differed 
substantially in terms of the proportion of their clients to whom 
they give assistance with exceptional needs, the average amount 
of assistance which is given, and the frequency with which 
individual recipients receive help. Moreover, the variation
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between SCWO areas cannot be interpreted as resulting from 
the adoption of different strategies for targeting resources to 
cases of need: if different strategies were being followed, we 
would expect to find that while one SCWO area tended to pay 
individually small amounts to a large proportion of its qualified 
clients, in another SCWO area with a similar client profile 
individually large amounts would be paid to a smaller 
proportion of qualified clients. But the pattern which emerged 
from the Survey of SWA Payments was that some areas tended to 
be generally high-paying, in terms of both the proportions 
getting help and the amounts of frequency of the help, while 
other areas tended to be generally low-paying using the same 
criteria. This suggests that individual administrators differ 
primarily in their general willingness or unwillingness to make 
resources available to claimants under the SWA scheme. If the 
scheme is inequitable in its operations, it may be due as much to 
this as to what many SWA claimants believe to be the cause, that 
is, biases and preferential treatment of some individuals over 
others by the CWO and/or SCWO.

The discretionary nature of SWA is clearly central to this 
discussion of equity. While one solution would be to attempt to 
make it non-discretionary, by introducing rules and regulations 
to cover every possible contingency, this does not seem wholly 
desirable (even if it were possible). As long as people struggle to 
maintain themselves and their households on low incomes, 
there will be a continuing need for a service which can respond 
readily and flexibly to the unexpected difficulties which may 
befall them. To move to a situation where new or unusual needs 
might not be met because they would not be covered by the 
regulations would be a retrograde step. However, if there is 
always some need for discretion, there must equally be some 
attempt at standardisation. What is required is a more detailed 
setting out of criteria for qualification under the scheme, and a 
mechanism to ensure that these are adhered to in a 
standardised way. This would require comprehensive training 
for all staff, and a co-ordinating structure which would ensure 
that discretion is applied consistently throughout the whole 
country. Much greater care needs to be taken, moreover, to
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ensure that applicants and potential applicants are themselves as 
fully informed on the purposes and criteria of the scheme as 
possible.

8.5 The Quality of the Service Delivered to SWA Claimants
Respondents who talked about their experience of applying for 
assistance under SWA, in the Study of SWA Claimants, expressed 
great dissatisfaction with two particular aspects of the way the 
scheme is delivered to them. The conditions in the waiting areas 
in which people had to spend a lot of time queuing to see the 
CWO were singled out for particular condemnation. For many, 
these conditions symbolised the way the scheme in general 
treated them as less than human beings. Much of the 
dissatisfaction expressed, however, centred on the relationships 
between the applicant and the CWO. Significantly, it was not 
only applicants who had been unsuccessful in claiming who 
expressed negative views of the CWO; over half of those who 
had made successful applications were also negative. The 
experience most often expressed by respondents in relation to 
encounters with the CWO was that they felt degraded and 
humiliated.

The Study of SWA Claimants suggests that, to some extent at 
least, negative experiences with CWOs may be a result of certain 
features of the scheme in general, as much as of the particular 
behaviour of those administering it towards their clients. Those 
who discussed the scheme in general, and not just their 
experience with CWOs, were again likely to see it as personally 
degrading. What was considered degrading was primarily having 
to ‘ask for help’. Again, this raises the problem of the 
discretionary aspects of the scheme. By and large, applicants 
recognised that, since they had no entitlement to help under 
the SWA other than being in severe need, if they were to get 
help they would have to make a case on the basis of their own 
individual circumstances. Moreover, they had to do this while 
being unclear as to what CWOs might consider relevant criteria 
for qualifying for assistance. In this context, applying under 
SWA is inevitably understood as asking for personal help, rather 
than receiving a civic right. That, in turn, is highly likely to
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condition how applicants perceive the attitude of individual 
CWOs towards them.

Overall, lack of information on the scheme, its objectives and 
criteria appears to be the most serious source of difficulty for 
applicants. It may also be among the problems more easily 
remedied. Standard administrative practice would suggest, for 
example, that those refused in an application, or granted only 
some of what they applied for, should be informed of their right 
to appeal the decision. CWOs should not be reluctant to discuss 
such cases fully with applicants and explain to them the grounds 
on which they are being refused what they asked, for fear of 
compromising their discretionary powers. More generally, clear 
information on what sort of help is available and to whom, using 
means which ensured it reached as large a proportion of the 
target population as possible, would also help. The conditions in 
which people have to apply, and the demands made on them in 
terms of calls to other agencies in processing claims or receiving 
payment, also encouraged dissatisfaction. Some of the 
suggestions made above which would reduce the workload of 
individual CWOs and rationalise payments, would go a long way 
to resolving these difficulties. However, some effort needs to be 
put into improving the appearance and facilities of waiting 
areas; not only does their present condition, in most cases, cause 
unnecessary hardship but, it would appear, the message they 
convey to SWA claimants is totally inappropriate to the 
administration of welfare provision within a modern state.

8.6 Conclusion
The two research studies indicate that there are urgent reasons 
for reforming SWA. The scheme has never been 
comprehensively reviewed since its inception in 1977, and there 
is substantial evidence from these two studies to suggest that in 
the interim its use in covering up deficiencies in mainline 
welfare provision has become much more extensive than 
originally intended. The scope of the scheme has also become 
limited in a way that does not allow it to adequately respond to 
the needs of those with insufficient means. Its overall 
administration is crucial in any reform package. At present, the
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Department of Social Welfare is responsible for overall policy 
and funding for the scheme; the Department of Health deals 
with all staff-related issues; and the health boards are 
responsible for its day-to-day administration. It seems clear that 
reliance on the eight health boards, operating completely 
independently of one another, has not facilitated the 
development of the scheme, and may be largely responsible for 
the lack of consistency in its administration in different parts of 
the country.

Finally, what the two research reports draw attention to, 
perhaps more than anything else, is the inadequacy of the 
incomes on which so many of those on social welfare are 
expected to live today. This is an issue frequently raised in other 
Agency research which, undoubtedly, will continue to be raised. 
It is clear from this research that many of the people studied 
were unable to meet not just exceptional needs but basic and 
recurring needs out of the incomes available to them. If social 
welfare payments were themselves raised to a more adequate 
level, much (though probably never all) of the present need for 
SWA, and the corresponding experiences of humiliation and 
worthlessness among SWA applicants, would be removed.
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Appendix Tables: Survey of SWA Payments

T able A1: Principal Income Source of Recipients

Source Number %

Supplementary Welfare Allowance 332 31.8
Long-Term Unemployment Assistance (Urban) 306 29.3
Short-Term Unemployment Assistance (Urban 79 7.6
Unmarried Mother’s Allowance 57 5.5
‘Separate’ Unemployment Assistance 55 5.3
Disability Benefit 34 3.3
Unemployment Benefit (Flat-Rate) 28 2.7
Disabled Person’s Maintenance Allowance 18 1.7
Contributory Old Age Pension 18 1.7
Deserted Wife’s Allowance 14 1.3
Long-Term Unemployment Assistance (Rural) 14 1.3
Invalidity Pension 12 1.1
Unemployment Benefit (Reduced) 11 1.1
Deserted Wife’s Benefit 10 1.0
Non-Contributory Old Age Pension 8 0.8
Maintenance Payments from Spouse 7 0.7
Unemployment Benefit
plus Pay-Related Benefit 6 0.6
Contributory Widow’s Pension 5 0.5
Short-Term Unemployment Assistance (Rural 4 0.4
Non-Contributory Widow’s Pension 4 0.4
‘Separate’ Unemployment Benefit 4 0.4
FAS Payments 3 0.3
Retirement Penison 2 0.2
Wages 2 0.2
DHSS Pension 2 0.2
Prisoners Wife’s Allowance 1 0.1
Single Woman’s Allowance 1 0.1
Blind Pension 1 0.1
‘Separate’ Invalidity Pension 1 0.1
Other’ Separate’ Payments 1 0.1
Prescribed Relatives Allowance 1 0.1
Injury Benefit 1 0.1
Sick Pay for Employer 1 0.1
Sheltered Employment 1 0.1
Income from Investments 1 0.1

All 1,045 100.4
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Table Bl: Rates of Social Welfare Payment at 31/1/87 (£)

SWA Urban UA
Short
Term

Urban UA 
Long
Term

UB
DB

Invalid.
Pension

Contri
butory
OAP

DPMA

£ £ £ £ £ £ £

Single Adult
Adult Plus

33.00 34.05 36.70 41.10 47.10 53.45 43.20

Adult Dependant 56.95 58.65 63.15 67.70 77.70 87.55 67.75
Plus One Child 65.10 66.80 71.85 77.10 88.15 98.15 76.10
Plus Two Children 
Each Additional

74.40 76.10 81.75 87.60 99.65 109.85 85.65

Child 7.25 7.25 7.70 8.70 9.55 9.75 7.40

Table B2: Rates of Social Welfare Payment at 31/1/87 (£)

SWA UMA DWB Urban UA Urban UA
DWA CWP Short Long
PWA
NCWP

Term Term

£ £ £ £ £

Lone Parent Plus
One Child 41.65 56.15 60.50 42.65 45.70
Plus Two Children 50.95 68.50 74.15 51.95 55.60
Plus Three Children 58.20 80.85 87.80 59.20 63.63
Plus Four Children 65.45 93.20 101.45 66.45 71.00
Plus Five Children
Each Additional

72.70 105.55 115.10 73.70 78.70

Child 5.80 10.60 11.75 5.80 6.20
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Table Cl: Marital Status of Recipients xuith Non-Dependants Residing

Number
N on-Dependants

% No. Of %

Single 119 68.3 218 72.7
Married 24 13.8 33 11.0
Common-Law Relationship 1 0.6 1 0.3
Widowed 9 5.2 15 5.0
Separated 20 11.5 32 10.7
Divorced 1 0.6 1 0.3

All 174 100.0 300 100.0
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Table Dl: Reasons for Granting Basic Payments

Number of % in % of
Payments Category Payments

(a) Substitute Payments
Pending Unemployment Assistance 141 39.3 11.5
Pending Unemployment Benefit 18 5.0 1.5
Pending Disability Benefit 14 3.9 1.1
Pending Deserted Wifes Allowance/
Benefit 27 7.5 2.2
Pending Unmarried Mothers
Allowance 23 6.4 1.9
Pending Separate Unemployment 5 1.4 0.4
Assistance
Pending Separate Disability 3 0.8 0.2
Benefit
Pending Widows Pension 3 0.8 0.2
Pending Prisoners Wifes Allowance 1 0.3 0.1
Pending Invalidity Pension 1 0.3 0.1
Pending Maternity Benefit 1 0.3 0.1
Pending Single Womans Benefit 1 0.3 0.1

All (a) 238 66.3 19.4

(b) Other Basic Payments
Pending Disabled Persons 29 8.1 2.4
Maintenance Allowance
Pending Infectious Diseases 1 0.3 0.1
Maintenance Allowance
Pending DHSS Pension 5 1.4 0.4
Pending Maintenance 9 2.5 0.7
Pending Wages 5 1.4 0.4
111 - No Entitlement to
SW Payments 39 10.8 3.2
Not III - No Entitlements to SW 20 5.5 1.6
Payments
Disallowed SW Payments 2 0.6 0.2
Dependant of Striker 6 1.7 0.5
On Temporary Release from Prison 3 0.8 0.2
Ex Hospital for Week-Ends 2 0.6 0.2

All (b) 121 33.7 9.9

(a) + (b) 359 100.0 29.3

129



Table D2: Reasons for Granting Supplements

Number of 
Payments

%of
Supplements

%
of

Payments

Rent Supplements 418 73.3 34.3
Mortgage Supplement 49 8.5 4.0
Supplement to Separate Payments 37 6.5 3.0
Diet Supplement 26 4.5 2.1
Heating Supplement 10 1.8 0.8
Travel Supplement 9 1.6 0.7
Old Home Assistance Supplement 7 1.2 0.6
Supplement to Maintenance 5 0.9 0.4
Other* 9 1.7 0.8

All 570 100.0 46.7

* Other includes supplements for creche, child care at week-ends, hospital comforts and prescribed 
relative’s allowance.

Table D3: Reasons for Granting Exceptional Need Payments

Number of % in % of
Payments Category Payments

ESB Payment 149 51.0 12.2
Gas Co. Payment 19 6.5 1.6
Clothing - Adult 17 5.8 1.4
Beds/Bedding 21 7.2 1.7
Heating/Fuel 13 4.5 1.1
Pram/Buggy 10 3.4 0.8
Clothing - Children 7 2.4 0.6
General Household Requisites 7 2.4 0.6
Rent/Mortgage Arrears 5 1.7 0.4
Cookers 6 2.1 0.5
Travel Costs 5 1.7 0.4
Repairs 5 1.7 0.4
Insufficient Means 4 1.4 0.3
Cots 4 1.4 0.3
Money Lost/Stolen 3 1.0 0.2
Layettes 3 1.0 0.2
Delivery Charges 3 1.0 0.2
Funerals 2 0.7 0.2
Other* 9 3.1 0.8

All 292 100.0 23.9

* Other includes payments for tables, heaters, removal expenses, flat deposits, informal fostering and 
Section 213 emergency payment.
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Table El: Total and Average Amount of Basic Payments

Total Payments Average Payments
(£) (£)

(a) Substitute Payments
Pending Unemployment Assistance 5192.25 36.82
Pending Unemployment Benefit 763.00 42.39
Pending Disability Benefit 650.35 46.45
Pending Deserted Wife’s 
Allowance/Benefit 1355.35 50.20
Pending Unmarried Mother’s 
Allowance 1016.35 44.19
Pending ‘Separate’ Unemployment 
Assistance 232.00 46.40
Pending ‘Separate’ Disability
Benefit 153.65 51.21
Pending Widow’s Pension 104.65 34.88
Pending Prisoners Wife’s Allowance 72.70 72.70
Pending Invalidity Pension 20.00 20.00
Pending Maternity Benefit 41.65 41.65
Pending Single Women’s Allowance 33.00 33.00

All (a) 9634.95 40.48

(b) Other Basic Payments
Pending Disabled Person’s 
Maintenance Allowance 1160.80 29.68
Pending Infectious Diseases 
Maintenance Allowance 33.00 33.00
Pending DHSS Pension 150.95 30.19
Pending Maintenance 518.25 58.58
Pending Wages 213.85 42.77
111 - No Entitlement to
S/W Payments 1889.15 48.43
Not 111 - No Entitlement 
to S/W Payments 792.50 39.62
Disallowed S/W Payments 98.10 49.05
Dependant of Striker 259.05 43.18
On Temporary Release from
Prison 99.00 33.00

Ex Hospital for Week-ends 26.00 13.00

All (b) 5240.65 43.31

(a) + (b) 14,875.60 41.43
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Table E2: 'I'otal and Average Amount of Supplements

Total
Payments (£)

Average 
Payments (£)

Rent Supplements 7286.90 17.43
Mortgage Supplements 2744.15 56.00
Diet Supplements 183.00 7.03
Heating Supplements 60.00 6.00
Supplement to Separate Payments 365.95 9.89
Old Home Assistance Supplement 47.00 6.57
Supplement to Maintenance 77.75 15.55
Creche Payments 18.00 9.00
Child Ex Care for Week-ends 25.00 12.50
Travel Supplements 66.50 7.38
Hospital Comforts Supplements 3.00 3.00
Supplement to Prescribed
Relatives Allowance 42.90 42.90
Others 47.30 15.76

All 10,967.45 19.24
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Table E3: Total and Average Amount of Exceptional Need Payments

Total
Payments (£)

Average 
Payments (£)

ESB 4962.60 33.30
Dublin Gas 471.00 24.79
Clothing-Adult 400.00 23.53
Clothing - Children 176.00 25.14
Rent/Mortgage Arrears 232.00 46.40
Beds/Bedding 2413.80 114.94
Heating/Fuel 283.00 21.77
Pram/Buggy 325.00 32.50
Insufficient Means 50.00 12.50
Travel Costs 92.00 18.40
Money Lost/Stolen 60.00 20.00
Cookers 479.00 79.83
Repairs 166.00 33.20
Cots 181.15 45.28
General Housing Requisites 114.00 16.28
Layettes 55.00 18.33
Delivery Charges 24.00 8.00
Funerals 330.00 165.00
Tables 40.00 40.00
Heaters 45.00 45.00
Removal Expenses 40.00 40.00
Flat Deposit 18.50 18.50
Informal Fostering 100.00 100.00
Section 213 - Emergency Payment 86.00 86.00
Other 94.00 31.33

All 11,238.05 38.48
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Table FI: Social Welfare Personal Rates (July 1987 - July 1988)

Personal Rate
(£)

Adult Dependant 
Rate (£)

Lone Parent Allowances/Benefits £46.20 __
Short-Term Benefits £42.30 £27.40
Long-Term Unemployed £37.80 £27.20
Supplementary Welfare Allowance £34.00 £24.70

The social welfare rate used for lone parents was the 
allowance rate pertaining to recipients of unmarried mother’s, 
deserted wife’s, prisoner’s wife’s and non-contributory widow’s 
payments. The same social welfare rate was paid to all four 
groups and over half the people receiving lone parent 
allowances fall into one or other of these categories. Many of 
the lone parents were paid at a higher rate, eg deserted wife’s 
benefit and contributory widow’s pension were paid at the rate 
of £49.50.

Table F2: Social Welfare Child Dependant Rates (July 1987-July 1988)

Child Dependant Rate(£)

Lone Parent Allowances/Benefits £12.33
Short-Term Benefits £9.83
Long-Term Unemployed £9.03
Supplementary Welfare Allowance £8.50

The child dependant rate used was the average rate for the first three children. Again, recipients of 
Deserted Wife’s Benefit and Widow’s Non-Non-Contributory Pension received higher child 
dependent payments.
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Appendix Tables: Study of SWA Claimants

Tabled: Respondents, Type of Welfare Payment

Type of Welfare Payment N %

Unemployment Payments:
Unemployment Benefit 2 1.9
Long-term UA Rural 10 9.4
Long-term UA Urban 30 28.3
Short-Term UA Rural 2 1.9
Short-Term UA Urban 9 8.5

Social Employment Scheme 9 8.5

Disability Payments:
Disability Benefit 11 10.9
Invalidity Benefit 3 2.8
DPMA 1 0.9

Lone Parent Payments:
Widows’ Pension
Deserted Wife’s Benefit/

1 0.9

Allowance 8 7.5
Unmarried Mothers’ Allowance 8 7.5

SWA Basic Payment 9 8.5
None 3 2.8

All 106 100.03

Table G2: Respondents, Gender by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp- SES Disability Lone SWA Not SW All
loyment Parents

% % % % % %

Male 67.9 44.4 46.7 0.0 55.6 0.0 49.1
Female 32.1 55.6 53.3 100.0 44.4 100.0 50.9

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table G3: Age of Respondent by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp.
ployment

%

SES
Parents

%

Disability

%

Lone

%

SWA

%

Not
sw
%

All

%

< 20 5.7 0.0 0.0 5.9 11.1 0.0 4.7
20-24 18.9 0.0 0.0 35.3 33.3 0.0 17.9
25-29 15.1 22.2 13.3 0.0 11.1 0.0 12.3
30-34 30.2 22.2 20.0 29.4 22.2 33.3 27.4
35-39 17.0 22.2 20.0 11.8 11.1 66.7 17.9
40-44 5.7 22.2 26.7 5.9 11.1 0.0 10.4
45-49 3.8 11.1 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.7
50-54 3.8 0.0 0.0 5.9 0.0 0.0 2.8
55-59 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
60-64 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.9 0.0 0.0 0.9

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G4: Respondents Household Type by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents

%

SWA
Basic

%

Not
SW
%

All
SW
%

Single/no dep 50.9 44.4 26.7 11.8 55.6 0.0 39.6
Single/dep 3.8 33.3 13.3 88.2 11.1 66.7 23.6
Married/dep 41.5 22.2 60.0 0.0 33.3 33.3 34.9
Married/no dep 3.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.9

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G5: No. of Dependent Children by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents

%

SWA
Basic

%

Not
SW
%

All
SW
%

None 54.7 44.4 26.7 11.8 55.6 0.0 41.5
One 7.5 11.1 6.7 47.1 22.2 33.3 16.0
Two 7.5 22.2 26.7 11.8 0.0 0.0 11.3
Three 11.3 0.0 13.3 5.9 11.1 66.7 11.3
Four 5.7 22.2 13.3 17.6 0.0 0.0 9.4
Five 11.3 0.0 13.3 0.0 11.1 0.0 8.5
Six 1.9 0.0 0.0 5.9 0.0 0.0 1.9

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table G6: Age of Youngest Child by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp- SES Disability Lone SWA Not All
ployment Parents Basic SW SW

% % % % % % %

Under 6 63.0 20.0 41.7 64.7 40.0 33.3 53.6
6-11 18.5 60.0 33.3 23.5 60.0 66.7 30.4
12-17 14.8 0.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 10.1
18 or over 3.7 20.0 0.0 18.8 0.0 0.0 5.8

N 27 5 12 17 5 3 69

Table G7: 'Type of Accommodation by 'Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp- SES Disability Lone SWA Not All
ployment Parents Basic SW SW

% % % % % % %

Local
Authority Flat 5.7 11.1 0.0 29.4 0.0 33.3 9.4

Private Flat 26.4 22.2 6.7 0.0 22.2 0.0 17.9

Local
Authority
House 45.3 11.1 93.3 58.8 77.8 66.7 54.7

Private House 13.2 55.6 0.0 1 1.8 0.0 0.0 13.2

Other 9.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 4.8

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G8: Others In Household by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents

%

SWA
Basic

%

Not
SW
%

All
SW
%

No Others 97.2 66.7 86.7 88.2 55.(1 100.0 79.0
Parent (s) 5.7 22.2 13.3 0.0 33.3 0.0 9.5
Other Family 3.8 0.0 0.0 1 1.8 1 1.1 0.0 1.8
Friend (s) 1 1.3 1 LI 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7

N 53 9 15 17 9 :1 106
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Table G9: Employment Status of Respondent by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp- SES Disability Lone SWA Not All
ployment Parents Basic SW

% % % % % % %

Employed 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 33.3 1.9
Unemployed 79.2 88.9 0.0 17.6 77.8 0.0 56.6
Fulltime
Carer 15.1 11.1 53.3 82.4 22.2 66.7 33.0

111 1.9 0.0 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.8
Disabled 1.9 0.0 33.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.7

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G10: Weekly Income From Social Welfare by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone SWA 
Parents Basic
% %

Not
SW
%

All

%

<£30 1.9 0.0 0.0 5.9 0.0 100.0 4.7
30-39 26.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 55.6 0.0 17.9
40-49 26.4 0.0 20.0 5.9 22.2 0.0 18.9
50-59 1.9 55.6 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 7.5
60-69 0.0 22.2 0.0 52.9 0.0 0.0 10.4
70-79 1.9 0.0 0.0 11.8 0.0 0.0 2.8
80-89 5.7 11.1 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 4.7
90-99 13.2 0.0 13.3 11.8 11.1 0.0 11.3
100-109 9.4 0.0 13.3 5.9 11.1 0.0 8.5
110-119 11.3 0.0 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.6
120 + 1.9 11.1 26.7 5.9 0.0 0.0 6.6
Mean 66.9 72.0 89.5 69.6 51.4 0.0 67.8
Median 43.0 59.0 94.0 60.0 38.0 0.0 60.0

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table Gil: Proportion of Total Household Income Derived from Weekly Welfare 
Payments

Proportion of Number %
Income (%) of Recipients

0-9 3 2.8
10-19 1 0.9
20-29 0 0.0
30-39 0 0.0
40-49 2 1.8
50-59 2 1.8
60-69 3 2.8
70-79 10 9.4
80-89 37 34.9
90-99 15 14.2
100 33 31.1

N 106 100.0
84.7 (Mean)
87.0 (Median)

Table G12: Per Capita Social Welfare Income by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp- SES Disability Lone SWA Not All
ployment Parents SW

% % % % % % %

<£25 13.2 11.1 6.7 11.8 33.3 100.0 16.0
25.01-30 18.9 33.3 20.0 17.6 22.2 0.0 19.8
30.01-35 15.1 0.0 33.3 17.6 11.1 0.0 16.0
35.01-40 26.4 0.0 13.3 52.9 33.3 0.0 26.4
40.01-50 26.4 11.1 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 17.0
>50 0.0 44.4 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 4.7
Mean 34.5 42.1 36.9 34.7 29.7 0.0 33.9
Median 38.0 43.0 36.9 39.0 30.0 0.0 34.5

N 35 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table G13: Take-up of Other Welfare Benefits by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents
%

SWA

%

Not
SW
%

All

%

Medical Card 71.7 77.8 93.3 82.4 44.4 66.7 74.5
Children’s
Allowance 45.3 44.4 66.7 88.2 44.4 100.0 56.6
Fuel Scheme 32.1 11.1 26.7 94.1 11.1 33.3 37.7
Travel 1.9 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.8
ESB 0.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.8
TV 0.0 0.0 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.9
Phone 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G14: Total Weekly Household Income by 'Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone SWA 
Parents
% %

Not
SW
%

All

%

£30-39 24.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 55.6 0.0 17.0
£40-49 18.9 0.0 13.3 5.9 0.0 0.0 12.3
£50-59 7.5 44.4 13.3 5.9 11.1 0.0 11.3
£60-69 1.9 11.1 6.7 52.9 0.0 0.0 11.3
£70-79 0.0 11.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.9
£80-89 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
£90-99 7.5 11.1 6.7 11.8 0.0 0.0 7.5
£100-109 5.7 11.1 0.0 0.0 22.2 33.3 6.6
£110-1 19 9.4 0.0 13.3 5.9 0.0 0.0 7.5
£120 + 24.5 11.1 46.1 17.6 11.1 66.7 25.5
Mean 80.4 82.1 106.7 83.9 64.0 136.3 85.0
Median 59.0 67.0 116.0 69.0 38.0 126.0 60.0

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table G15: Per Capita Household Income by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents
%

SWA

%

Not
SW
%

All

%

<£25 3.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 11.1 0.0 2.8
25.01-30 5.7 11.1 0.0 0.0 22.2 0.0 5.7
30.01-35 20.8 11.1 26.7 17.6 22.2 0.0 19.8
35.01-40 32.1 11.1 13.3 23.5 44.4 0.0 26.4
40.01-50 26.4 22.2 53.3 58.8 0.0 33.3 33.3
>£50 11.3 44.4 6.7 0.0 0.0 66.7 12.3
Mean 40.1 46.2 42.3 41.6 33.6 60.4 40.9
Median 39.0 47.0 44.0 45.0 35.0 56.6 39.0

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table G16: Other Income Sources by 'Type ofWelfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents
%

SWA

%

Not
SW
%

All

%

Vincent de Paul:*
Ever 18.9 22.2 26.7 23.5 0.0 0.0 18.9
Currently

Relatives:
18.9 0.0 46.7 52.9 22.2 33.3 27.4

Ever 18.9 22.2 13.3 5.9 0.0 0.0 14.2
Currently 

Credit Union:
15.1 33.3 20.0 23.5 33.3 66.7 21.7

Ever 5.7 0.0 6.7 11.8 0.0 0.0 5.7
Currently 13.2 0.0 40.0 17.6 22.2 66.7 18.9

Moneylender:
Ever 13.2 0.0 20.0 17.6 0.0 0.0 12.3
Currently

Bank:
11.3 0.0 33.3 23.5 0.0 0.0 14.2

Ever 9.4 0.0 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 7.5
Currently 7.5 22.2 6.7 0.0 0.0 33.3 7.5

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106
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Table HI: When Respondent First Applied, for SWA by Type of Welfare Payment

Unemp-
ployment

%

SES

%

Disability

%

Lone
Parents
%

SWA

%

Not
SW
%

All

%

< 2 months 11.3 0.0 6.7 0.0 22.2 0.0 8.5
2 < 6 months 11.3 0.0 6.7 5.9 0.0 33.3 8.5
6 < 12 months 7.5 0.0 6.7 5.9 22.2 0.0 7.5
1 < 2 years 11.3 11.1 20.0 5.9 22.2 0.0 12.3
2 < 5 years 24.5 55.6 13.3 58.8 22.2 33.3 31.1
5 < 10 years 26.4 33.3 40.0 23.5 11.1 33.3 27.4
10 < 15 years 5.7 0.0 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.8
15 + years 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.9

N 53 9 15 17 9 3 106

Table H2: How Respondents First Heard About the SWA Scheme

N %

Informal Network:
Friend/Neighbonr 41 40.2
Just Knew 7 6.9
Relative 6 5.7

Voluntary Agencies:
Advice Centre/CIC 17 16.7
Social Worker 7 6.9
St Vincent de Paul 2 2.0
Hostel 2 2.0
Nuns 1 0.9
Solicitor 1 0.9

Official Sources:
Employment Exchange 17 16.7
Health Board 1 0.9

All 102 99.8
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Table H3: Number of Claims Made by Respondents (September-December 1988)

No. of
Claims

Respondents
No. %

One 37 34.9
Two 26 24.5
Three 19 17.9
Four 10 9.4
Five 12 11.3
Six 1 0.9
Eleven 1 0.9

All 106 100.0

Table H4: Exceptional Needs for Which Respondents did not apply to CWO

No.
Respondents

%

Furniture/house goods 23 26.1
Clothing/footwear
Children’s clothing

22 25.0

school/expenses 17 19.3
ESB/other bills 10 11.4
Christmas 7 7.9
Illness 4 4.5
Mortgage arrears 3 3.4
Diet 2 2.3
[ob-seeking expenses 2 2.3
Other 4 4.5
Not specified 1 1.1

Note: N = 88. Total > 100% because more than one need could be specified.
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Table H5: How Respondents Met These Needs

No.
Respondents

%

Did without other items 27 30.7
Did their best
Borrowed:

18 20.5

From family 13 14.8
From money-lender 7 8.0
From credit union 7 8.0
From bank 2 2.3

Didn’t pay bills 5 5.7
St Vincent de Paul 3 3.4
Bought second-hand 2 2.3
Did a ‘nixer’ 2 2.3
Sold home 1 1.1
Sold household goods 1 1.1

All 88 100.2

Table 11: Respondents’ Feelings of Entitlement to 5VK4 by Last Claim

Basic Supplement ENP Emergency Footwear All
% % % % % %

Need
Need assistance 
to survive 75.0 16.7 13.3 33.3 0.0 27.6
Inadequate income 4.2 33.3 35.5 66.7 66.7 31.4
Financial Pressures 8.3 41.7 26.7 0.0 22.2 24.8

Rights
CWO’s/ Government’s
obligation 12.5 4.2 8.9 0.0 0.0 7.6
Others get help 0.0 4.2 11.1 0.0 11.1 6.7
Desert 0.0 0.0 4.4 0.0 0.0 1.9

N 24 24 45 3 9 105
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