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             Cumbria Mental Health Group



 Top Tips on benefits assessment for Mental Health Service Users
 “Top Tips” is to offer useful advice from those who have experienced the process of claiming Employment Support Allowance, to other mental health service users. Many of the useful tips below can be equally helpful with regards to negotiating the benefit system in general. 

1. Assume the “worst day” scenario when completing forms and attending medical assessments. Whilst this is essential to indicate the impact and severity of the condition, it is not in the best interests of a Mental Health Service User as the whole focus is negative and does not help them to challenge negativity and adopt a positive attitude which is essential for recovery. 
2. Seek specialist advice from Citizens Advice Bureau or other professional welfare benefits advisory service at the beginning of the claim and before filling in any forms.

3. Send supporting evidence (e.g. from professionals involved in Care Plan) together with copy of care plan and any other relevant information with the medical questionnaire Employment Support Allowance 50 form and also take that to the medical assessment. Make sure that all professionals who submit evidence on your behalf understand the Employment Support Allowance process and are familiar with the “descriptors” and how your symptoms / illness meet them. 

4. NEVER GO TO A Work Capability Assessment ALONE – as this will be recorded as able to travel / use public transport without problems. Also it is VITAL that a witness is present in case incorrect information is recorded in the medical report and an appeal has to be submitted. Whilst ATOS says in the information leaflet that you may take someone with you during the medical assessment, Mental Health Service Users have reported that advocates were not made to feel welcome and that they are able to give little or no input to the questioning. Mental Health Service Users need to make it clear that having an advocate present as support may well mean that they present with less demonstrative anxiety due to having support and are therefore seen as being less affected by their illness than they actually are. 

5. Fully brief advocates / support workers / carers before medical assessment so that they know whether their input will be required to help Mental Health Service Users describe symptoms, confirm statements etc, provide proof of treatment etc. 
6. Make written notes about your symptoms, side effects of meds to use for form filling and during medical assessments. Always try to give evidence to back up statements, with examples of symptoms and how you are affected, what you can and can’t do, and make it clear whether you are under Primary or Secondary Services care.
7. If in doubt about a question during the medical assessment (Work Capability Assessment), ask for further clarification about what is meant.

8. Always request a copy of the medical report even if the claim is successful. Give a copy of the report to your GP / Care Co-ordinator / Psychiatrist and discuss and make notes of their opinion.
9. Get help to fill in the form IB50 (or Employment Support Allowance50) from a benefits advisor and / or Care Co-ordinator. This form will help Department of Work and Pensions decide whether you need to attend for a Work Capability Assessment so the more information you give the better. Include copies of letters from GP / Psychiatrist / Care Co-ordinator and copy of care plan if possible
.

10. Ask for the Work Capability Assessment to be done by a doctor (preferably with a background in psychiatry) rather than a nurse or an Occupational Therapist.
11. The Big Book of Mental Health Benefits is a valuable and recommended guide   from Neath MIND.

12. Find out as much information as possible about Employment Support Allowance and other benefits – there is a lot of info available on line at www.direct.gov , the Disability Alliance website, Rethink website and Mind website.
13. Talk to other people about their experiences – it helps to know that others are in the same position and you might be able to help them
14. Be completely honest with your advocate / CPN / support worker – they need to know the real extent of your illness / problems
15. During Crisis periods, the Crisis Team and / or Psychiatrist can confirm that you are too unwell to attend a Work Capability Assessment, and that attendance could cause deterioration. A home visit can be arranged if too unwell to travel but again this can be postponed with the help of the Crisis Team. 

( please acknowledge Cumbria Mental Health Group as the source of the “Top Tips”)
Contacts  at foot of first page






	Kendal Office:

Castle Lodge, Aynam Road, Kendal LA9 7DE 
Tel: 01539 737012
	Barrow Office:

Prospect House, 3 Prospect Road, Barrow in Furness. LA13 9AA Tel: 01229 827870

	Carlisle Office:  Cumbria Centre for Independent Living, Unit 2c Port Rd Business Park Carlisle CA2 7AF
Cumbria Mental Health Group  office@cmhg.org.uk

	www.cumbriamentalhealthgroup.org.uk      Registered Charity No. 1105459


	
	

	 Cumbria Mental Health Group

	www.cumbriamentalhealthgroup.org.uk      Registered Charity No. 1105459



