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The Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) represents over 270,000 civil and 
public servants across the UK, of whom around 34,000 are based in Scotland.  
Membership in Scotland is spread across UK-wide departments (including the 
Department of Work and Pensions (DWP), HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) and the 
Ministry of Defence (MoD), and departments and agencies which are the responsibility 
of Scottish Ministers, including Scottish government, the Crown Office and Procurator 
Fiscals, Sheriff and High courts, Registers of Scotland and the national museums and 
galleries.  We also have an increasing number of members in the private sector as a 
consequence of the UK Government’s privatisation programme.   
 
We welcome the opportunity to provide evidence to the Finance Committee in this 
critical phase of the Budget setting process in Scotland.  In doing so, we have focussed 
on the questions which we feel are most relevant from a PCS perspective.    
 
2. What evidence can you provide from the UK and abroad to show that promoting 
preventative spending has been effective? 

Welfare benefits are preventative spending. They prevent homelessness, chronic 
physical and mental health conditions, crime, and many other consequences which 
would have an even greater aspect on public finances and society. 

The Beveridge Report (paragraph 27) states: 

“Social insurance should aim at guaranteeing the minimum income needed for 
subsistence . . . determination of what is required for reasonable human 
subsistence is to some extent a matter of judgement; estimates on this point 
change with time, and generally, in a progressive community change upwards.” 

The gap between benefits and earnings has widened significantly over the past 30 
years because JSA has increased at a rate below inflation. If it had increased in line 
with earnings, an unemployed person would receive in excess of £110 per week. JSA is 
currently £64per week for over 25s, and £51 for under 25s. 

According to an ICM poll commissioned by PCS, 79% of people are not confident of 
surviving on the current rate of jobseekers allowance. Only 4% were ‘very confident’ 
they could survive on JSA. 

Research by the British Social Attitudes Surveyi shows that “work morale is actually 
stronger in countries with more generous welfare states” [emphasis in original]. The 
study of 13 countries in Europe, North America and Australasia found that “Britain has 



the weakest work commitment of all these countries”. Norway had the highest level of 
work commitment, it also had the most generous welfare state, along with Sweden.  

Research author, Ingrid Esser states: “it is clear that work morale has not been 
undermined by generous welfare states. Given the political controversy that has raged 
about this issues, this is an important finding . . . it appears to be quite possible to 
maintain strong work morale within a generous welfare state.” 

The research clearly shows that people able to live a dignified life on benefits are 
actually more proactive in looking for work, and feel more confident. If people are made 
to feel like welfare is punishment and their benefit levels are degrading, it is not 
surprising that many suffer illnesses such as depression which make them less work-
ready. 

Higher JSA levels should clearly be considered to reduce unemployment – as a 
preventative measure. 

5. What are the main barriers to trying to focus spending on preventing, rather than 
dealing with, negative social outcomes?  Is a focus on preventative spending less likely 
in the current financial climate?  

Public attitudes have been shaped by very negative and misleading media coverage of 
welfare issues. The whole political discourse has moved away from the original 
Beveridgian vision of welfare as universal, as-of-right benefits to a welfare system that 
is conditional and punitive. 

More support, in terms of higher benefit levels and skills training (offered rather than 
compelled) is actually likely to be cheaper in the long term. But government must also 
play a role in ensuring that ‘work pays’, and in creating jobs to ensure that there is work 
available – and, that once in work, that people have job security.  

7. Is the effectiveness of a preventative spending programme influenced by whether the 
relevant services are provided by the public, private or voluntary sector? 

There is a long-entrenched view in Whitehall and in many of the Westminster parties 
that the private sector is dynamic, efficient, creative and cost-effective. This is reinforced 
by the media, which has a clear political bias. Additionally though, information on public 
sector provision is more openly available through FOI requests, parliamentary questions 
and government publications. Often privatised or outsourced providers can hide details 
behind ‘commercial confidentiality’. 
 
A 2008 research report by Cardiff University ‘Contracting out employment services to 
the third and private sectors concluded “whenever Jobcentre Plus has been allowed the 
same flexibilities and funding as private sector companies or charitable organisations it 
has been able to match, if not surpass, the performance of contractors.”. Professor Paul 
Gregg’s Review also acknowledged that JCP was not given the same flexibilities as 



private and voluntary sector contractors. In evidence to the W&P Select Committee, 
then Welfare Reform Minister Tony McNulty MP admitted, “the evidence base for public 
provision versus private and voluntary provision is limited.” 
 
While limited, what DWP evidence there was actually pointed in favour of public sector 
provision. The Observerii reported that a leaked DWP report marked "restricted" 
revealed how the private companies placed just 6% of incapacity benefit claimants on 
their books into work, rather than the 26% they had claimed would be possible when 
they bid for contracts. This compared to 14% achieved by state job centres during the 
same period. The report described the performance of the private contractors as "not 
satisfactory". 
 
Neither is this viewpoint shared by the public: an ICM poll, commissioned by PCS, 
found that just 6% of respondents felt ‘very confident’ about the ability of private sector 
companies to take over some of the work of Jobcentres. 
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