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Abstract

Despite clear eligibility criteria, many older adults do not claim available financial and social
benefits. Understanding the reasons behind low uptake is essential for designing more
accessible and acceptable support systems. Guided by administrative burden theory, this
study investigates why older individuals may be reluctant to seek support and explores
factors that facilitate engagement with eligible benefits. A qualitative design was employed,
involving three focus group discussions with 25 participants aged 50 and above living in
Yorkshire, United Kingdom. Participants were recruited through community networks, and
discussions were analysed through thematic analysis. The findings reveal psychological costs
of generational pride, and perceived injustice and scepticism, as well as learning and
compliance costs of institutional inaccessibility as the barriers to uptake. The findings also
illuminate streamlined bureaucratic processes, organizational mediation, and social support as
important motivators of benefits engagement. The findings carry important policy
implications, particularly for designing welfare systems that are more accessible, relationally
responsive, and capable of reducing psychological barriers that currently discourage benefit

uptake among older people.

Keywords: older people, social policy, welfare systems, means-tested benefit uptakes,

barriers, motivators



1. Introduction

Means-tested benefits, which are also referred to as income-related benefits, constitute a
central pillar of contemporary welfare states in Europe. Designed to allocate public resources
according to assessed financial need, they play a crucial role in alleviating poverty, reducing
material hardship, and supporting households with limited income (Behrendt, 2000). In the
United Kingdom context, programmes such as Pension Credit, Housing Benefit, Income
Support and Council Tax Reduction (Age UK, 2025) are presented as essential safety nets for

low-income pensioners and working-age adults alike.

Despite sustained policy efforts, the under-uptake of means-tested benefits among older
adults remains a persistent problem in modern welfare systems. In the United Kingdom,
official statistics indicate that billions of pounds in Pension Credit and related entitlements go
unclaimed annually. In 2022/2023, for example, up to 760,000 eligible older households did
not claim Pension Credit, leaving up to £1.5 billion in support unused and intensifying
financial precarity for people often situated at the lowest end of the income distribution
(Department for Work & Pensions, 2024). The scale of these missed benefits not only reflects
inefficiencies in the welfare system but also points to deeper social, cultural, and
administrative processes that systematically deter or prevent older adults from accessing the
help to which they are entitled. Understanding the mechanisms that underpin this chronic

under-claiming is therefore a critical research priority.

Although a substantial body of scholarship has examined the non-take-up of means-tested
benefits, this literature has largely focused on the general population rather than treating older
adults as a distinct analytical group with unique socio-economic, cognitive, and cohort-
related characteristics (e.g., Butler et al., 2016; Gugushvili & Van Oorschot, 2020; Nelson,
2004). Much of the available evidence continues to conceptualise barriers in broadly
universal terms, such as information deficits, procedural complexity, or stigma (e.g., Biggs et
al., 2024; Bolland et al., 2025; Goedeme & Janssens, 2020). Such barriers from mixed-age
populations are frequently generalized to older adults. However, older adults face a distinct
constellation of challenges shaped by age-related changes (Preston & Biddell, 2021), which
may alter how they encounter and interpret administrative demands. Therefore, it is
insufficient to assume that barriers observed in the general population adequately capture the

mechanisms underpinning non-take-up among older adults. Instead, a focused analysis is



required to illuminate the age-specific processes shaping means-tested benefits engagement

in later life.

Moreover, research into positive motivators of means-tested benefits uptake remains
comparatively underdeveloped. Mawhinney et al. (2023) suggest that such interventions as
targeting residents, establishing trust, working through systems and networks can improve
means-tested benefits uptake; however, these mechanisms are typically understood through
organisational perspectives rather than through the lived experiences of older adults. Herd
(2023) finds that older adults may face distinct administrative challenges due to health
limitations, cognitive decline, or mobility constraints, which can make navigating complex
benefit systems particularly difficult. At the same time, assistance from family members,
social workers, or program staff can play an important role in facilitating enrolment by
helping older adults overcome informational and compliance barriers (Petry, 2024). Despite
these insights, there remains limited understanding of how older adults themselves experience
and interpret these facilitators in the context of seeking means-tested benefits, leaving a
conceptual blind spot in designing support systems that are not only administratively efficient

but also age-inclusive and responsive to the lived realities of later life.

Addressing these gaps, the present study offers a qualitative analysis of older adults’
engagement with means-tested benefits, examining both the deterrents to and facilitators of
benefits uptake. Using focus group discussions with 25 older adults aged 50 and over residing
in Yorkshire, United Kingdom, the research seeks to capture the lived experiences, and
interpretations that shape decisions around accessing benefits. Specifically, the study adopts
the administrative burden theory to pursue two fundamental aims, including (1) to explore
factors underlying older people’s reluctance or refusal to apply for means-tested benefits, and

(2) to identify factors that encourage older people’s engagement with means-tested benefits.

By integrating the administrative burden theory, the study contributes to a more holistic
understanding of means-tested benefits uptake in later life. It advances theoretical discussions
on ageing, administrative burden, and help-seeking behaviour, while offering practical
insights for policymakers and service providers seeking to design welfare systems that are not
only efficient but also socially attuned, relationally grounded, and responsive to the diverse

needs of older populations.



2. Administrative burden theory

Administrative burden theory (Herd & Moynihan, 2018) conceptualises the costs individuals
face when interacting with public programmes, including learning costs, compliance costs,
and psychological costs. These costs shape citizens’ behaviour, access to rights, and
ultimately the distributional consequences of social policy. Learning costs refer to the effort
required to locate, interpret, and understand information about eligibility rules, application
procedures, and benefit entitlements. Compliance costs encompass the demands associated
with fulfilling programme requirements, including form-filling, documentation, verification,
administrative waiting, and navigating digital or procedural systems. Psychological costs
capture the emotional, social, and identity-related consequences of claiming, such as stigma,
mistrust, and stress induced by interacting with bureaucratic institutions. Administrative
burdens are not simply technical obstacles, they can intensify social inequalities (Peeters,
2019). The burdens tend to fall disproportionately on already vulnerable groups, including
older adults, who often face cumulative disadvantages related to health, digital capacity,
cohort norms, and socioeconomic precarity (Herd, 2015). As such, the theory provides a
robust foundation for investigating mechanisms underpinning the non-take-up of means-

tested benefits in later life.

While the administrative burdens literature has substantially advanced our understanding of
barriers to accessing public services and benefits, it has not systematically examined non-
take-up specifically among older adults. Therefore, a conceptual framework that situates
administrative burdens within the circumstances of later life is required. The following
section develops this framework by integrating insights from the administrative burdens

literature with research on ageing and benefit non-take-up.

3. Conceptual framework

Grounded on the administrative burden theory, a conceptual framework (Figure 1) is
developed, situating learning, compliance and psychological costs within the current
research’s three overarching contextual influences, including ageing processes, cohort norms
and values, and digitalization of welfare systems. The conceptual framework is developed to
guide the fieldwork exploration of take-up barriers and facilitators in the specific context of

older adults.



Ageing processes recognize that older adults may experience sensory, cognitive, mobility or
health-related changes (Laurence & Michel, 2017), which can heighten the difficulty of
navigating information-heavy or bureaucratically complex systems. These age-associated

processes intensify all three forms of administrative burden.

Generational cohort theory suggests that individuals who experience similar social,
economic, and political events during their formative years develop shared value orientations
that persist throughout their lives and influence later decision-making (Fernandez-Duran,
2016). Building on this perspective, cohort norms and values in the current context refer to
shared attitudes and beliefs shaped by these formative life experiences and historical contexts
among individuals belonging to the same generational cohort. Cohort norms and values may
influence how older adults perceive and respond to administrative requirements associated

with means-tested benefits.

Faith & Hernandez (2024) describe the digitalisation of welfare as part of a broader shift
toward ‘digital-by-default’ welfare systems in which social protection services are
increasingly delivered through digital platforms. Building on this perspective, digitalisation
of welfare refers to the shift to online-first systems for information, applications, which can

be layers of administration burden.

Digital exclusion, which refers to unequal access to and ability to use digital technologies and
online services, including limitations in connectivity, digital skills, or access to devices that
restrict participation in an increasingly digital society (Ge et al., 2025), might also transform
routine administrative actions into significant barriers among older adults. Overall, these
contextual factors do not act independently. Instead, they magnify and condition the nature of
the burdens experienced across the three domains of learning costs, compliance costs and

psychological costs by older people.
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Figure 1. Barriers and motivators of older people’s uptake of means-tested benefits: A

conceptual framework

Within this context, learning costs concern the effort older people must undertake to find,
interpret, and understand eligibility rules and access clear information, particularly when key
details are communicated digitally. Compliance costs refer to the cumulative effort required
to complete process steps and forms, and to manage the cognitive load of navigating complex
systems. Psychological costs capture how generational identities, mistrust of institutions, and
threats to dignity and autonomy render claiming emotionally and morally fraught. These
domains interact to reduce claiming intentions, manifesting in delay, avoidance, withdrawal
and the normalisation of non-claiming. At the same time, the framework identifies potential
motivators or solutions that can mitigate administrative burdens. The framework provides a

guiding structure for the methodological approach demonstrated in the subsequent section.
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4. Methods
4.1. Study design

A qualitative research design was employed to explore factors that facilitate and hinder older
people’s uptake of means-tested benefits. Qualitative methods are well suited to examining
complex social phenomena and capturing the meanings individuals assign to their
experiences (Denzin et al., 2024). Focus group discussions were selected as the primary
method of data collection because they facilitate interaction, co-construction of meaning, and
the elicitation of collective perspectives that may not emerge in individual interviews
(Krueger & Casey, 2015). This approach was considered particularly appropriate for
capturing shared understandings of the factors that shape help-seeking behaviours among
older adults. Guided by the administrative burden theory and the derived conceptual
framework (Figure 1), the focus group discussion guide was structured to elicit participants’
experiences across the three domains, including learning, compliance and psychological
costs, as well as to explore the factors that may facilitate or motivate older adults’ uptake of

means-tested benefits.
4.2. Sampling and Recruitment

A purposive sampling strategy was adopted to recruit participants with direct experience of
navigating or attempting to navigate welfare systems. Purposive sampling is commonly used
in qualitative research to ensure the inclusion of information-rich participants who can
contribute in-depth insights relevant to the research question (Patton, 2015). Participants were
eligible if they were aged 50 years or older, and were eligible for financial benefits or
support, such as pension credit, housing benefit, council tax reduction, universal credit, etc.
This study included adults aged 50 and over because this stage often marks the beginning of
the transition from working life to retirement, during which individuals start to consider their
financial security, potential eligibility for public support, and future reliance on welfare
provisions. Examining this group therefore allows the study to capture how awareness of
benefits, perceptions of eligibility, and interactions with welfare systems begin to develop
before or during retirement. This approach is consistent with prior research on ageing and
retirement, which commonly includes individuals aged 50 and above (e.g., Fisher et al., 2016;

Loretto & Vickerstaff, 2012; Wainwright et al., 2019).

Recruitment was facilitated by three established community organisations, including Health

for All, Caring Together in Woodhouse & Little London, and Leeds Irish Health & Homes.



Partnering with trusted community groups is an established strategy for reaching populations
who may experience marginalisation, digital exclusion, or disengagement from formal
institutions (Bonevski et al., 2014). The partner organisations disseminated study information
through newsletters, direct contact, and community networks, and assisted in recruiting
participants who met the study’s eligibility criteria, particularly individuals who might
otherwise be underrepresented in research related to financial hardship and ageing. The
organizations additionally assisted in obtaining written informed consent from all

participants.
4.3. Sample Characteristics and Size

A total of 25 participants took part across three focus groups, each comprising between seven
and ten individuals. This sample size aligns with methodological guidance, which
recommends focus groups of six to eight participants, with a maximum of twelve, to balance
diversity of opinion with opportunities for meaningful participation (Robinson, 2020). The
adoption of focus groups enabled comparative thematic exploration while ensuring sufficient

depth and richness of data.
4.4. Data Collection and Analysis

Prior to the commencement of data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the
Research Ethics Committee of [redacted]. Following this approval, focus groups were then
conducted in Leeds between January and March 2025 in accessible community venues
familiar to participants, supporting comfort and rapport. Each session was moderated by an
experienced qualitative researcher and followed a semi-structured topic guide (Appendix),
which allowed for consistency across groups while providing flexibility to pursue issues
raised spontaneously by participants (Bryman, 2016). Sessions lasted approximately 60—90

minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent, and transcribed verbatim.

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis following the six-phase framework
developed by Braun & Clarke (2006), including (1) familiarisation with the data through
repeated reading, (2) initial coding conducted inductively to remain close to participants’
accounts, (3) collation and organisation of codes into potential themes, (4) reviewing and
refining themes to ensure analytic coherence and depth, (5) defining and naming themes to
capture their conceptual essence, and (6) producing the narrative account by integrating
illustrative extracts and interpretive commentary. This approach is widely used in qualitative

research due to its flexibility, theoretical independence, and suitability for identifying
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patterned meanings across datasets. Transcripts were imported into NVivo 15 to support
systematic coding and data management. The analysis resulted in six themes and fourteen

subthemes. Each (sub)theme is presented in the following part on the findings.

5. Findings

5.1. Participants’ demographics information

The demographic profile (Table 1) portrays a group of older adults who are predominantly
female, living alone, retired, and managing modest financial resources. These characteristics
are relevant because they may shape how older adults access information about welfare
programs, their reliance on formal or informal support when navigating application
processes, and their perceptions of eligibility and need for means-tested benefits. Notably,
40% of the participants are above the pension claiming age. Moreover, the substantial
number of participants receiving additional benefits beyond the state pension indicates varied

and potentially complex entitlement landscapes.

Table 1. Participants’ demographics

Demographic information
Age 4 16

50-59

60-69 11 44
70-79 9 36
80+ 1 4
Male 7 28
Female 18 72
Living arrangement Alone 18 72
With family 6 24
In a community setting 1 4
Current employment status Employed full-time 1 4
Employed part-time 2 8
Retired 19 76
Unemployed 3 12

Current financial situation Comfortable 11 44
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Means-tested benefits received Pension credit 10 40

Housing benefits 9 36

5.2. Barriers to uptake of means-tested benefits

5.2.1. Generational pride

A prominent theme emerging from participants’ accounts was the influence of generational
pride, which is a deeply embedded set of values shaped by earlier social, economic, and
cultural contexts, on help-seeking behaviour. The pride, grounded in experiences of familial
cohesion, strong community ties, collective labour achievements, and long-standing norms of
self-reliance, was repeatedly described as contributing to older adults’ reluctance to pursue

benefits even when they were eligible and in need.
Tight-knit relationships and mutual support

Participants described growing up in environments characterised by tight-knit family
structures and frequent face-to-face interactions, where mutual support was woven into
everyday life. Memories of routine family meals, and community interdependence were
invoked with a strong sense of admiration and nostalgia. Support was viewed not as a formal
entitlement but as an organic extension of social relationships. This relational model of care
cultivated expectations of reciprocity and self-management, which contrasts sharply with
contemporary welfare systems that require individuals to actively seek institutional
assistance. Participants positioned these earlier practices as morally superior to current
societal norms, reinforcing a generational identity grounded in authenticity, responsibility,

and interpersonal care as evidenced in the following narratives.

“The thing what we were proud of you all work together for family meals. You all got together
and like now you don't even see anybody. Where when we were younger, you were all there

together everybody.” (P5)

“Everybody kept an eye out on things for everybody, make sure children were happy. There

was loving and caring, we helped each other, not like young ones now.” (P4)
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Legacy of workers’ rights

The legacy of strong workers’ rights and unionisation further shaped participants’ attitudes
toward receiving help. Many recalled periods when workplace benefits and social protections
were widely understood as entitlements earned through employment and collective labour
struggles, rather than support that had to be individually requested. Participants contrasted
these past experiences with contemporary welfare systems, where accessing support often
requires navigating application processes and demonstrating eligibility. This perceived shift
from entitlement to conditional assistance contributed to some participants’ reluctance to seek
means-tested benefits, as doing so felt inconsistent with their expectations of how social

protections should be provided.

“We had good and strong unions. Our canteen always had tea, coffee, hot chocolate, bread,
bagels, cereals, subsidised lunch. In my day, you went with no experience and were trained
by the employer how to do the job. I was trained as a nurse, and they paid me to get trained. |
certainly wouldn't pay to go to university now. I'm shocked when the kids will say ‘you’re not

entitled to it, that s gone’. All that'’s gone.” (P7)
Self-reliance and resilience

Self-reliance and resilience emerged as core components of generational pride. Participants
described the hardships endured by their parents and grandparents and highlighted their own
efforts to live within their means, adapt to limited resources, and shoulder personal
responsibility. Independence, frugality, and perseverance were not only valued traits but
markers of status and identity. Therefore, seeking mean-tested benefits, even when
legitimately needed, risked undermining a carefully cultivated sense of self shaped by

decades of coping without institutional assistance.

“We took more responsibility for our values, for our decisions. We progressed without the
technology,; we got through everything. We were brought up that you worked to provide for
your family, that'’s what we were ingrained with. Our generation relied on us and our

community.” (P3)

“We managed without lots of stuff. We achieved by our own efforts, rather than saying ‘you
help me with this’. I'm proud that I got here without technology. I'm very, very, very
independent. I thought that if I asked for help, I was a failure.” (P10)

12



These narratives illustrate how generational pride functions as a complex psychosocial barrier
to benfits uptake. Understanding this dynamic is essential for developing more sensitive,
dignity-affirming approaches to welfare provision that align with the identity frameworks of

older generations rather than inadvertently challenging them.
5.2.2. Perceived injustice and scepticism

A further major theme concerned the ways in which perceived injustice and deep-seated
scepticism toward contemporary welfare systems shape older adults’ reluctance to pursue

means-tested benefits as further discussed below.
Perceived injustice

Participants expressed a strong sense of injustice within the support system, particularly
given their long work histories and contributions. Participants felt that, despite “working all
my life”, they were “not entitled” (P11) to the support they expected. This was experienced
as fundamentally inequitable, especially when those who tried to remain self-reliant were

penalised: “If you go back to work, you lose it.” (P20).

Participants described support as something that had to be ‘‘fought for” rather than
automatically granted, and the need to repeatedly apply or justify eligibility often led them to
“stop asking” (P23). This conveyed the sense that assistance had to be earned through
navigating a burdensome bureaucracy, rather than being a straightforward entitlement. This
perceived injustice not only generated frustration but also deterred older adults from pursuing

assistance that they believed that “If you 're entitled to something, why is it not automatic?”

(P13).
Procedural scepticism

Participants expressed a pervasive scepticism toward the reliability, authenticity, and
personalised nature of modern support systems. Participants felt that “support these days is
via faceless technology” and that they were “not always sure [they were] actually receiving
support” (P24). This contrasted with those of earlier decades, when support was delivered

through face-to-face interactions and perceived as more genuine, accountable, and relational.

Participants shared that these structures prioritised organisational efficiency and cost savings
over individual needs using “one-size-fits-all-systems”, leaving little room for discretion or

empathy because “One size does not fit everybody” (P18). Participants felt that their
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individual histories, challenges, and vulnerabilities were overlooked within an increasingly
standardised system. As a result, they expressed profound uncertainty about whether seeking
help would result in meaningful or timely assistance, further eroding motivation to initiate

claims as evidenced in the following narratives.

“A lot of support websites have a set amount of ‘is this your problem? . If your problem

doesn't fit into any of those, there's nothing you can do about it” (P12).

“I can 't be sure that I am going to actually get the support. They keep transferring you,

putting you on waiting lists, and you lose faith and hope” (P16).

Participants also expressed concern about being assessed by staff they regarded as
unqualified or insufficiently trained, which contributed to feelings of vulnerability and
uncertainty about the legitimacy of the decisions being made. Participants also expressed
concerns about health-related assessments associated with benefit applications, particularly
when additional support depended on demonstrating disability or health needs. They
questioned how “a normal person with no medical experience could do assessments” (P25)
noting that this left them feeling exposed and misunderstood. Others highlighted that
assessments were frequently carried out by individuals who were “not qualified... too young,
no experienced” (P15), reinforcing the perception that complex health needs were being
judged by people lacking the necessary expertise. These experiences collectively fuelled
doubts about the accuracy of assessments, making participants uncertain about whether the

support offered was grounded in genuine understanding of their vulnerabilities.
5.2.3. Institutional Inaccessibility
Poor service responsiveness

A combined theme emerging from participants’ accounts highlights how institutional
inaccessibility, manifesting through poor service responsiveness, limited information, and
digital exclusion, erodes trust and discourages older adults from seeking means-tested
benefits. Several recounted experiences of feeling ignored or dismissed when requesting
assistance, reinforcing perceptions that seeking help was futile. As negative experiences
accumulated, many reported withdrawing entirely from attempts to access support,
concluding that the effort involved was disproportionate to the likelihood of receiving

meaningful help.
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“They are not there to support you, it’s just as though they are wanting to get rid of you.
Weeks can go by, months can go by, and they still haven t sorted it [your application] out.
They ve forgotten about it. You could go years without getting a benefit that you re entitled to.
They don t tell you, then you've lost it. Weve all tried at one time or another, but you get

nothing back so many times that you stop asking.” (P14)

“I don t think there’s a support there. I think even if [ ask for it, it’s not there. You have to wait
so long to talk to people and then they say right time up and there’s no understanding, there's
no empathy. If you try too many times, they put you down as complaining, then you still
haven 't got your problem sorted, it’ll be pointless. By the time you actually get it sorted out,

it s months and years later, it makes you more and more depressed.” (P22)
Digital exclusion

This sense of institutional failure was compounded by limited knowledge of available
services and increasing reliance on digital platforms. Participants noted that support systems
had become more complex to navigate as key processes shifted online. Many lacked the
digital literacy, internet access, or confidence needed to complete tasks that had previously
been straightforward, such as updating personal information or initiating claims. As a result,
informational and technological barriers left individuals unaware of entitlements, confused

about procedures, or unable to engage with online systems independently.

“If you haven't got a computer, you re stuck, you can't see any information as it is online and

not everybody in the age group around this table are online or know how to go online.” (P17)

’

“When you’re on the computer, you're not talking to a person, you 're talking to a screen.’

(P18)

5.3. Facilitators of engagement with means-tested benefits

5.3.1. Streamlined bureaucratic processes
Tailored support

Participants highlight the critical role of personalised engagement in shaping older adults’
willingness to access means-tested benefits. Participants emphasised that effective assistance
requires more than the provision of information; it depends on support workers demonstrating
empathy, understanding, and the capacity to engage with the specific circumstances of each

individual.
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“I need someone who can understand what I'm talking about. It makes all the difference

when someone helps you with your situation.” (P16)

“You need someone who will actually listen to you, and they understand your situation. Its

the trust and compassion that make it acceptable.” (P17)
Simplified procedure

Alongside relational elements, participants highlighted administrative simplification as a key
enabler of uptake. Participants expressed strong support for streamlined procedures, the
reduction of unnecessary documentation, and where appropriate, automatic or pre-filled
entitlement assessments. Such measures were viewed as essential to lowering barriers,

ensuring that access to support does not hinge on bureaucratic proficiency.

“If they say this is a list of all the things you're entitled to without it being a great maze.”
(P23)

“It should be a phone number that you can ring to see what benefits are your.” (P5)

“Why isnt there a support system to help people simply know what they are entitled to?” (P6)
5.3.2. Organizational mediation

Expert guidance

Participants underscore the pivotal role that organisational mediation plays in enhancing
older adults’ uptake of means-tested benefits. A key dimension of this mediation relates to
expert guidance through administrative complexity. Knowledgeable support workers or
community-based programmes were perceived as critical facilitators to help prevent the loss

of entitlements and alleviated anxiety associated with navigating bureaucratic processes.

“I would trust the people from Caring Together [a community-based organization] because
they have been doing it for a long time. They have contact to other people who can help.”
(P11)

“It’s just total confusion without an organisation I can phone and talk to. Without that, I'd be
lost. The organisation speaks on our behalf in an informed way, and their correct information

is priceless” (P8)

Digital navigation
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Organisations also served a crucial function in supporting digital navigation. Participants
welcomed the idea of digital assistance, or supervised access to technology offered through
trusted community organisations. These supports will help older adults engage more

effectively with online systems.

“You re told to go online to apply when you don t have the skills, you want a professional

who cares and help you” (P9)
Accessible communication

Another important contribution of organisational intermediaries lies in clear and accessible
communication. Organisations that disseminated information proactively, using clear and
jargon-free language, were seen as vital for enabling informed decision-making. Participants
emphasised the value of multi-channel communication, including leaflets, community
posters, bulletin boards, and telephone hotlines, to ensure that information reached older
adults in accessible and familiar formats. This reduced the onus on individuals to seek out

complex information independently, thereby lowering barriers to engagement.

“One of the big issues is communicating, and that is, it's online, and not everybody is online.
I want someone I can talk to in ordinary language. It's all about communication that makes

life simpler for people and an organization breaks down communication barriers.” (P2)

’

“It should be some billboard advertising, leaflets all over the place with phone numbers on’

(P3)
5.3.3. Social support

Peer relationships and community-based social networks emerged as a significant
motivational factor influencing older adults’ uptake of means-tested benefits. Participants
emphasized how peer-led environments function as psychologically safe, non-judgemental,
and experientially grounded spaces that facilitate discussions about entitlements, reduce
stigma, and promote collective learning. In contrast, reliance on family members for guidance
on financial matters was often viewed as emotionally fraught, potentially undermining

autonomy and reinforcing hesitancy to seek help.
Shared peer experience

Participants noted that when discussions about benefit eligibility took place among peers,

particularly within community groups, they felt more comfortable raising questions,
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expressing uncertainties, and acknowledging gaps in their knowledge. Peer discussions were
characterised by mutual understanding and equivalent life circumstances, reducing the risk of
embarrassment or perceived burden. This mutuality normalised help-seeking behaviour and
counteracted internalised stigma associated with accessing welfare support, thereby

increasing older adults’ willingness to engage with available services.

“With an organisation like Caring Together, the support is very much mutual because the
people that we offer support to also offer us a lot of support back. I mean, like with this
group, we've always talked about things like that, aren 't we?. And that's where it’s good to
have groups like that, where you know, get a bit of support and a bit of push without
judgement.” (P18)

Family involvement as a double-edge influence

Family involvement in financial matters was frequently approached with caution. Participants
avoided discussing entitlements with family members to prevent causing worry, appearing
dependent, or challenging intergenerational dynamics of autonomy. Where family members
adopted supportive attitudes, framing means-tested benefits as a legitimate and ordinary
aspect of later-life wellbeing rather than a sign of inadequacy, participants reported feeling
more at ease in seeking assistance. Conversely, when families responded with indifference,
discomfort, or dismissal, these reactions contributed to further disengagement from available

support.

“I've talked to the family about it, but I don t know if they listen or they don t want to listen.
My daughter is fully good at computers, but I don t think the younger generation, even your

own family, want to know.” (P10)

“My sons told me whatever I need to go for, go for it and if [ want support they're always
there.” (P16)

In light of the findings, the conceptualized framework presented in Figure 1 was refined and

visualized in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Refined barriers-motivators of older people’s uptake of mean-tested benefits

6. General discussion

6.1. Theoretical implications

The findings contribute to scholarship on ageing, welfare engagement, and help-seeking by
foregrounding the role of generational pride in shaping older adults’ orientations toward
means-tested benefits. While prior research has emphasised generational identity and
normative expectations of independence in later life (e.g., Van Rossem, 2019; Breheny &
Griffiths, 2017), this study is the first to explicitly show how generational pride shapes
interpretations of welfare entitlement. Participants’ narratives suggest that earlier experiences
of workplace protections and social benefits as earned rights have fostered expectations that
support should follow contribution rather than be individually requested through conditional
systems. This creates a tension with contemporary welfare arrangements that rely on means-

testing and application procedures. In this context, reluctance to claim support reflects not
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only informational or administrative barriers but also a misalignment between historically
grounded expectations of entitlement and the conditional logic of modern welfare provision.
By identifying generational pride as a mediating factor in this relationship, the study offers a

new lens for understanding benefit non-take-up among older adults.

Second, the findings on perceived injustice and procedural scepticism extend theoretical
understandings of older adults’ engagement with welfare systems. While existing scholarship
has emphasised the impact of structural barriers such as administrative burdens on older
people (e.g., Benoit & Marier, 2024; Herd, 2023), comparatively less attention has been paid
to the psychosocial and moral interpretations that underpin reluctance to engage with
financial entitlements among older people. The present findings suggest that perceptions of
unfairness, rigid one-size-fits-all process, and limited institutional responsiveness shape how
older adults interpret both their entitlement to support and the legitimacy of welfare
processes. In this sense, administrative burdens are not experienced solely as procedural
obstacles but are also filtered through moral evaluations of fairness and reciprocity. These
findings contribute to administrative burden scholarship by showing how older adults’
engagement with welfare systems is shaped not only by institutional design but also by the
meanings individuals attach to those systems and their perceived alignment with fairness and

Jjustice.

Third, the study contributes to social support and help-seeking theory by highlighting the role
of peer networks in facilitating engagement with welfare systems. While existing research on
later-life decision-making has primarily emphasised the influence of family members (e.g.,
Luijkx et al., 2015), the present findings suggest that peers may play a particularly important
role in contexts involving bureaucratic navigation and financial entitlements. Participants
described how interactions with peers who shared similar life experiences provided
reassurance, practical knowledge, and a sense of normalisation around claiming support,
thereby reducing psychological hesitation associated with welfare engagement. In this sense,
peer networks may help mitigate certain administrative burdens, particularly learning and
psychological costs, by translating complex information into relatable experiences and by
legitimising help-seeking among individuals with similar backgrounds. These findings extend
emerging evidence that peer-based support can improve health and social outcomes among
older adults (Geffen et al., 2019; Silawan et al., 2024) by demonstrating its relevance in the

domain of welfare access and benefit uptake. By situating peer influence within the broader
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dynamics of administrative burden and welfare engagement, the study suggests that informal
peer interactions can function as an important intermediary mechanism linking institutional

systems with older adults’ everyday decision-making about seeking support.

Importantly, the research extends Administrative Burden Theory by demonstrating how
administrative frictions accumulate in age-specific and cohort-specific ways that are not fully
captured in existing formulations. Processes of ageing shape how individuals encounter and
interpret learning, compliance, and psychological costs across the life course. For older
adults, age-related factors such as declining health, mobility limitations, digital exclusion,
and increasing reliance on family members or intermediaries can intensify learning and
compliance costs associated with navigating complex benefit systems. At the same time,
psychological costs are shaped by cohort identities and moral frameworks, not only by stigma
or stress as previously emphasised (e.g., Day & Hitchings, 2011; Kuhner & Chou, 2023).
This reframes psychological costs as socially and historically situated, demonstrating that
older adults interpret administrative demands through deeply embedded norms of self-
reliance, resilience, and deservingness that were formed through particular welfare and labour
market histories. Therefore, administrative burdens are not experienced uniformly across the
population but are mediated by life-course processes and cohort experiences, highlighting the
importance of incorporating ageing into the theoretical understanding of how administrative

burdens are generated and navigated.
6.2. Practical implications

The research findings carry significant implications for policy, service design, and
community practice. Foremost, the findings highlight the necessity of streamlined, age-
inclusive administrative processes. Simplifying forms and expanding automatic or assisted
application mechanisms substantially lower barriers and improve uptake, echoing previous

research advocating for user-centred welfare design (Rodrigues & Pereira, 2018).

In parallel, the study emphasises the importance of relational, personalised support models.
Participants consistently reported that empathetic, knowledgeable human interaction, rather
than generic online guidance, was essential for building trust and enabling engagement. This
points to the need for investment in community-based advisors, welfare officers, and hybrid

digital-human systems tailored to older adults.

The findings also underscore the value of organisational mediation and peer-led outreach.

Community organisations are uniquely positioned to advocate on behalf of individuals
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struggling with complex systems. Evidence from social prescribing and community
development programmes similarly suggests that trusted intermediaries can significantly
improve access to services and enhance wellbeing (O’Grady et al., 2025). Policymakers
should therefore prioritise partnerships with third-sector organisations and incorporate peer-

support structures into welfare outreach strategies.

Finally, given the persistence of stigma associated with generational pride and the double-
edge influence of family involvement, interventions should aim to reframe means-tested
benefits as a legitimate and earned entitlement, not a marker of dependency. Normalising
benefits uptake through positive messaging, community education, and peer advocacy may

counteract internalised stigma and mitigate intergenerational misconceptions.
6.3. Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting its findings.
First, the research was conducted with a purposive sample of older adults residing in
Yorkshire, which may limit the transferability of the results to other regions with different
welfare infrastructures, demographic compositions, or community support ecosystems. While
qualitative methods are well suited to exploring complex experiences, the perspectives
gathered here may not fully represent the heterogeneity of older adults across the United
Kingdom, particularly those from minority ethnic backgrounds, rural areas, or individuals

who are entirely disengaged from community organisations.

Second, the focus group format, although valuable for generating rich, interactive
discussions, may have introduced social desirability pressures. Participants might have
underreported their experiences of financial hardship, or generational pride in front of peers.
Relatedly, the presence of community partners in recruitment may have shaped who felt
comfortable participating, potentially skewing the sample toward individuals already

connected to support networks.

Future research should aim to address these limitations by employing comparative studies
across regions and demographic groups to examine how structural contexts shape barriers to
means-tested benefits uptake. Quantitative or mixed-methods designs could also be used to
estimate the prevalence and relative weight of specific factors among different
subpopulations of older adults. Additionally, longitudinal studies would further enhance
understanding of how older adults’ attitudes, needs, and interactions with welfare systems

evolve over time, particularly as digitalisation continues to expand. Collectively, such
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research would strengthen the evidence base for designing more inclusive, responsive, and

equitable welfare systems for ageing populations.
7. Conclusion

This study provides an in-depth exploration of the factors that shape older adults’ engagement
with means-tested benefits, revealing a complex interplay of psychological costs of
generational pride, and perceived injustice and scepticism, and learning and compliance costs
as barriers to benefits uptake. At the same time, the research highlights the positive influence
of institutional inaccessibility streamlined administrative structures, organisational mediation,
and social support, especially peer-led encouragement in improving access to entitlements.
Collectively, these insights underscore the need to re-evaluate how means-tested benefits are

designed and delivered to older populations.
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Appendix

Part 1. Demographic questions

Question 1.1. What is your age?

O 50-59

0 60-69

0 70-79

0 80+

Question 1.2. What is your gender?

O Male

O Female

[0 Non-binary

O Prefer not to say

Question 1.3. Do you live...?

[J alone

O with family

[J in a community setting (e.g., a retirement home, a care home, etc.)
Question 1.4. What is your current employment status?
OO Employed full-time

0 Employed part-time

[0 Retired

0 Unemployed

O Others

Question 1.5. How would you describe your current financial situation?

O Comfortable
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[0 Struggling but managing

O In financial difficulty

Question 1.6. Do you receive a state pension?
O Yes

O No

Question 1.7. Do you receive any other benefits?
[0 Pension credit

[0 Housing benefit

[0 Council tax reduction

[0 Universal credit

[0 None of the above

[0 Other(s), please specify.....

Part 2. Main questions to guide focus group discussions

Question 2.1. What make you feel proud to be part of your generation?

Question 2.2. How do you feel about getting help from others?

Question 2.3. Have you ever hesitated to accept help? If yes, what made you feel that way?

Question 2.4. What kind of information or resources would make you more open to accepting

support?

Question 2.5. Are there specific programs or community efforts you think would encourage

older adults to seek financial help?

Question 2.6. What changes would you like to see in how society views older adults and the

help available to them?
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