
 

 

 

 

Response to Department of Work and Pensions Independent Review of Sanctions  

January 2014 

 

 

 
About NCVO  
 
NCVO champions and strengthens volunteering and civil society, with over 10,000 members, from 
the largest charities to the smallest community organisations.  
 
There are thousands of voluntary sector organisations in the UK. There are millions of volunteers .  
Every day, across the country, people give their time, energy and money. And for over 90 years 
NCVO has brought the voluntary sector’s people together: to solve problems, address root causes, 
and inspire each other.  
 
We know the power of the voluntary sector and volunteering. No one organisation can solve 
society’s challenges alone, but collectively we’re all vital for sustaining society in times of challenge 
and change.  
 
That’s why, inspired and empowered by our members, we support and celebrate volun teering in all 
its diversity, and champion and strengthen the voluntary sector – by making sure government knows 
its true value, and making sure it can continue to do what it does best. 
 
Because a vibrant and thriving voluntary sector improves the world around it. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

This response has been informed after sending out the key questions in the review and some follow 

up telephone conversation with respondents in the NCVO Special Interest Group of 130 voluntary 

sector Work Programme sub-contractors as well as a group of around 280 Volunteer Centre 

Managers.  

NCVO is the largest umbrella organisation for the voluntary sector in the country.  We have used our 

networks of welfare to work service providers to inform this response. We concentrated on getting 

feedback on what we felt were the core questions within the call for evidence, which we felt were:  

 

 Is the information given to claimants about sanctions and the consequences of non-

participation clear and easy to understand? 

 Does the sanctions process work smoothly and are claimants kept informed in an 

understandable fashion? 

 Do people understand why they were given sanctions and what they could if unhappy with 

the decision or in need of financial support? 

 We also asked for suggestions for how to improve the overall process.  

 

There is not a conformity of opinion within our responses concerning either the principle nor the 

process of sanctions. The effectiveness of the process seems to differ across different regions of the 

country, and even within the same JCP. Some respondents, as detailed below, felt that claimants are 

not sufficiently well informed about their responsibilities and what the consequences of non -

compliance are. Others, on the hand, felt that in all or the vast majority of cases, claimants were fully 

informed and fully understood.  

Some common themes did emerge from our consultation of our stakeholders.  

Key recommendations 

JCP staff need to be better trained when dealing with individuals with multiple or complex 

barriers. These barriers may be one, or a combination of – for example - mental health issues, a lack 

of skills, substance misuse issues or claimants newly assigned to JSA through the Work Capability 

Assessment. As mentioned below it is not felt that these issues are properly assessed or considered 

when going through the sanctioning process.   

It became clear that the process is occasionally faltering at the most basic level of communication.  

Some JSA claimants will have severe literacy barriers. This may be due to a lack of educational 

attainment, or English being their second language. These basic issues need to be highlighted earlier 

in the process. 

It is thought the process as a whole is too rigid and does not take sufficient considerations to the 

individual claimant’s circumstances. Simple measures such as allowing more time for JCP staff to 

interview and assess claimants could go a significant way towards highlighting an individual’s 

circumstances. Claimant’s circumstances should inform all interactions between themselves and JCP. 



There is a widespread feeling that JCP is driven by sanctioning targets. The fact that many of those 

sanctioned are individuals with complex or multiple barriers feeds into the perception that the 

hardest to help are being targeted. The sanctioning process should take into account an individual 

claimant’s personal circumstances and allow JCP staff to use their discretion when dealing with 

them. 

JCP should develop a simple ‘fact sheet’ on what support is available for sanctioned claimants. 
DWP and local JCPs should create a fact sheet for people who are sanctioned with details of local 
financial support available, details of how to claim hardship and support services that can assist with 
completing hardship forms and the appeals process. 

There should be an assessment of each claimant’s vulnerability initially and at regular intervals. 

JCP, with support from local agencies, should assess individuals based on their circumstances and 

barriers to work. This would include a longer initial interview; JCP working in co-operation with other 

organisations or agencies that individual is involved with, to get a fuller picture of the claimant’s 

situation 

JCP staff need to be clear about the guidelines surrounding volunteering and receiving JSA. All JCP 

staff needs to clearly understand the guidelines surrounding volunteering, claiming JSA and the 

imposition of sanctions. Mandated work placements are, obviously, not volunteering. There needs 

to be a distinction made between mandatory work placements and volunteering. JCP staff also  need 

to be clear about individual volunteering when claiming JSA.  

Although out of the scope of the review, we feel compelled highlight that the majority of VCSE 

respondents did express concern about the use and even effectiveness of sanctions in welfare to 

work schemes.  However, some VCSE organisations do see mandatory activities backed b y the 

threat of sanctions as an effective tool.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Below is the experience of Rochdale MIND in the words of their Business Manager: 

 
Case Study 
 
 
“For some time we have been concerned at the high number of, what we consider inappropriate, 
referrals we as an organisation are receiving from Job Centre Plus.  
  
We do know that many JCP clients state to their JCP adviser that they are suffering from stress, 
anxiety or depression and this is a barrier to them obtaining a job. To deal with this issue many of 
these clients are then simply given a referral form to our services by their JCP adviser (as they do not 
know and have not been trained in what other options are available)  – this by itself is fine as we are 
willing to work with anyone in the borough who has a mental health issue with the view to helping 
them on a path towards recovery. However all our services/therapies rely on the client wanting and 
being ready to tackle their issues in a small group environment. 
 
 As a mental health charity and a Local Mind Association our ethos is clear – attendance at our 
services is completely voluntary/ everything our clients disclose to us will remain confidentia l/ we will 
work with all our clients to help them only when they feel ready to be helped.  
We have repeatedly informed JCP of this information. 
  
When we are carrying out an initial assessment on many of the recent JCP referred clients they are 
disclosing to us that the only reason they are attending our services is that they have been told to do 
so ( as part of their Jobseekers agreement) otherwise their benefits will be sanctioned. It is difficult to 
contact JCP directly about specific cases as everything our clients disclose we keep confidential. 
  
I recently attended a presentation by JCP on the new Claimant’s Charter and I am afraid that this will 
mean JCP will be even more proscriptive in what claimants must do to retain their benefits and avoid 
sanctions. JCP stated that as part of the new Claimant’s Charter they will be re-branding their 
advisers as Work Coaches and giving them 2 days intensive training in this new role. However this 
training will be nationally sourced and delivered will not address specific local issues such as: the high 
number of BME claimants and the high level of claimants with mental health issues and what local 
services can assist these claimants 
 

The following statistics may also help reinforce how big a problem mental health issues are in the 
borough: we are now regularly receiving over 150 new referrals each month from residents who 
want help with mental health issues. We have had to restructure our services to ensure we can cope 
with this increase in demand and allow people at least a quick initial interview to reassure them 
there is help available. “  

 

In a telephone conversation with the Business Manager at Rochdale MIND, they raised concerns 

about whether some service users referred to their services should even be on JSA. Many have 

recently been re-assed through the Work Capability Assessment scheme and he felt that the process 

does not sufficiently take mental health into account when assessing if an individual is capable of 

joining the labour market. JSA claimants have greater expectations placed upon them when 

compared to ESA claimants, and he felt that many were simply not in a position to fulfil the 

requirements. 



The Business manager also felt that JCP staff lacked the training to deal with individuals with mental 

health issues. He raised concerns about the lack of privacy that are associated with most JCP 

interviews. This is particularly pertinent to individuals who may suffer from anxiety or may be 

understandably unwilling to talk openly about their mental health. 

When engaging with JCP staff about the issues of sanctions and mandatory actions, the Business 

Manager has been told that JCP staff only recommends they seek MIND’s services or help. However, 

when talking to the individual service user, many are under the impression that attendance to MIND 

services are compulsory and that their benefits are under threat if they fail to attend.  

The Business Manager told me that many of the service users are “terrified” of losing their sanctions. 

The anxiety surrounding sanctions is obviously understandable, but it is more worrying if service 

users have already been identified as having mental health issues.  

Clearly, the communication between JCP staff and service users needs to be improved.  

The Business Manager has also seen cases where services users are asked to attend specific services 

with MIND’s range of help. This was seen as unacceptable as it should be up to the experts within 

MIND to offer the services they feel most appropriate for the service user, and not JCP staff.  

The Business Manager did not blame JCP or JCP staff. He felt that the targets faced by JCP staff and 

the time pressures that JCP staff face do not help the development of an individualised plan for 

service users.  

The Business Manager also recommended that when appropriate there should not be a link between 

seeking help for mental health issues and finding or applying for work. Many of the individuals who 

access MIND’s services also face basic numeracy and literacy barriers. These barriers need to be 

over-come before the individual has any chance of gaining employment. Alongside seeking MIND’s 

help, many jobseekers are also required to prove that they have been actively seeking work – again 

under threat of benefits sanctions. However, many have multiple barriers looking for work in the 

short term is not appropriate. JCP could be more flexible and if multiple barriers are identified, the n 

the process leading to possible sanctions, be tailored.   

Rochdale MIND has set up information sessions with local JCPs and this was seen as very help ful. In 

general, the Business Manager felt that JCP staff needed better training when dealing with individual 

with mental health issues. His local JCP informed him that training was organised nationally. MIND 

and other mental health charities would be well  placed to provide training nationally. However, it is 

also vital that training is tailored to the specific local environment. 

The Business Manager at Rochdale MIND reiterated that in his view the local JCP are not to blame 

for the current situation. He felt the pressure frontline staff are under to get people into work or 

training and the lack of time they have with each service user does not lead to the individualised 

service that we should aspire to. He felt that better locally tailored training for staf f would help the 

process as a whole.  

 

 



North Somerset Enterprise Agency (NSEA) 

NSEA are a not-for-profit organisation who help their clients set-up and run their own business 

through a variety of services. NSEA provide a contract as part of the New Enterprise Allowance in 

North Somerset. NSEA were keen to support the NEA scheme in general and believed that the 

mandatory nature and sanctions backing the scheme allowed them to engage with individuals who 

would previously not have engaged with them as an organisation.  

In conversation with Terry Gilbert, the Manager at NSEA he revealed that up to 10% of the service 

users they deal with are illiterate to some degree. This, he said, does not necessarily prove to b e a 

barrier to engaging with NSEA’s work and starting and running a successful business.  

In general, Terry Gilbert believes that the sanctions process is working well. However, in a telephone 

conversation he pointed out that some service users did not fully comprehend the process or the 

consequences of not engaging mandated activities. Sometimes they would have to explain the 

requirement and consequences of non-compliance several times. Literacy is occasionally a serious 

issue, so it was recommended that the language used is further simplified. It was also suggested that 

a family member or close friend could be used as a ‘buddy’ at JCP meetings and / or meetings with 

providers to ensure that service users fully understand the process as a whole.  

Terry Gilbert‘s experience suggests that most service users are fully aware of the process, the fact 

that they can appeal decisions and financial assistance available. In the minority of cases where 

understanding is an issue, he believes simpler language, and / or a ‘buddy’ system would go a long 

way in clearing up any confusion. 

Special Interest Group survey 

In an anonymous online survey of Special Interest Group (SIG) members, there were conflicting 

views on whether the information provided to claimants was clear. The SIG are a group of around 

130 VCSE Work Programme sub-contractors. 

Some felt that the process did run smoothly, but often relied on the skills of the individual JCP 

advisor and the personal circumstances of the claimant. The individual circumstances of the claimant 

were often not taken into account which fed into the perception by claimants of a rigid and punitive 

system. This is particularly acute for claimants who may have multiple barriers to employment, may 

live chaotic lives but claim JSA. More training of JCP staff and increased tailoring of the process as a 

whole were the recommendations given by SIG members. 

Other respondents felt that JCP are working towards targets. This perception is damaging for the 

reputation of JCP and its welfare to work schemes as well as the vital relationship between the VCS E 

provider, the individual claimant and JCP. The perception of a target driven culture feeds into the 

view that many of the most vulnerable JSA claimants – often those with multiple barriers to work – 

are being hardest hit by the sanctions regime.  

One respondent who wishes to remain anonymous also highlighted literacy problems as a key 

barrier to claimants understanding the process as a whole. This fundamental barrier means that they 

are not aware of the sanction until they discover that their money has been stopped, and at that 

point still do not understand why they have been sanctioned. These language barriers also make it 



more difficult for them to understand the process of appealing a decision, and the appeal itself 

becomes difficult. 

JCP staff should be aware of local and individual circumstances and adjust their written 

communications with claimants accordingly. 

 

 

 

Case Study 

Below is a case study send in by an organisation based in Liverpool who wanted to remain 

anonymous: 

“ Our organisation has charitable status providing a free welfare, debt and money guidance service 

to people who live in some of the poorest areas of Liverpool and surrounding arrears. On 2/12/13 we 

were approached for assistance by a young man aged 23 ( Mr F) who had up until recently been 

living in a homeless hostel.  He had no family and therefore no family support network.  

Mr F ‘s JSA had been sanctioned for 4 weeks from the  16/11/13  to 13/12/13. The sanction was 

imposed on the grounds that Mr F had failed to ‘comply with the requirements of the scheme’ in that 

he failed, without good cause to attend an interview with the Work Programme provider..  

Mr F was due to ‘sign- on’ on the 13th December the last day of the sanction. As JSA is paid 2 weeks in 

arrears this meant that his JSA would not be paid until the end of December (taking into account the 

days that the DWP were closed for the Christmas period) effectively leaving him without an income 

for six weeks ,not four. 

Evidently this meant that Mr F would have to survive this period without any income for food or fuel. 

There appears to be no provision for emergency funds to be made available for such situations to 

take into account a period following the sanction and before the onset of the next JSA payment. 

Hardship payment in this case will only be paid from the 15th day but  if there is a delay with the 

payments the claimant could be waiting  a month or more without any income at all.  

In this case the sanction decision was ultimately lifted and good cause accepted after a period of 

more than 4 weeks had passed; but not before he had submitted 2 hardship payment applications 

which were both lost (despite a senior DWP offer taking some responsibility for the safe passage of 

the second application) Crucially, Mr F was not advised at any time by JCP that he was able to apply 

for a hardship payment.  

 

 

 

 



Cast Study … cont.. 

Mr F advised us that he made several attempts to ring the Work Programme provider prior to, and 

after ,the appointment to explain why he couldn’t attend the meeting but  he was unable to speak to 

the relevant person. Mr F advises us that he did not receive any letters or other communication 

notifying him that a doubt about his entitlement had been raised and the first he knew about the 

sanction was when he went to collect his JSA only to find - without warning - that had not been paid. 

Without adequate warning of the sanction he was completely unable to make any provision to deal 

with the emergency of having no food or fuel. The DWP say that Mr F was sent a letter informing him 

of the sanction and asking him to provide good cause for failing to attend. As we explained to the 

DWP, Mr F lives in a block of multi occupancy flats based in a poor and run down area of Liverpool 

populated by a transient population. Mr F had tangible evidence of good cause - which was later 

accepted leading to the lifting of the sanction - which begs the question why would he not have 

provided it sooner if he had received said letter? 

When Mr F managed to speak to the training provider the doubt had already been raised and the 

sanction imposed. When the training provider had sight of relevant evidence of good cause they 

readily accepted the grounds. They also confirmed that he had never had any problems with Mr F at 

any point in the past (Mr F had been attending the Work Programme for approximately 18 months.) 

The training provider told us that, although they were happy to accept good cause for failing to 

attend there was nothing they could do as the sanction had been made and was now out of their 

hands. We asked if they would contact JCP to inform them of their belief that good cause was 

provided but they said they couldn’t as they didn’t have the correct form. We asked   JCP to ring the 

training provider to discuss the ‘good cause’ grounds and they said that the training provider should 

send them a letter. 

They gave us a fax number and we had to ring the training provider back and ask them to write the 

letter and fax it to the DWP number we had been given. It is our understanding that they did this but 

later a sanction Decision Maker rang our office to advise us that the decision now had nothing to do 

with the training provider. In any case the evidence for good cause was not recorded or available to 

the DM on the system despite the training provider telling us they had previously faxed it to the 

specific fax number. 

This matter took weeks to resolve  whilst a very vulnerable young man was left without food or 

heating for almost a month  because of a simple breakdown of communication and a series  

unnecessary obstacles being placed before him one by one. 

This case demonstrates the very poor   communication pathways between DWP and its partner 

agencies as well as between these two agencies and the claimant. Communication is fragile and 

easily broken leaving a vulnerable person helpless between the both. 

In our opinion, this demonstrates how inflexible, pedantic and unhelpful   DWP processes are.  As 

soon as a doubt is raised the process of sanction swings into action swiftly , taking no account of the 

nature of human vulnerability and frailty and lack of resources. Our client was left walking miles in 

cold weather between home and Job centres and back again often to no avail”  

 



Below is a case study from an organisation that helps young homeless individuals. 

Case Study 

The service supports and accommodates homeless 16-25 year olds in family-style accommodation 

and supports them to access and manage permanent and independent accommodation after these 

placements.  While most of the clients are at college and claim income support a small number from 

each office are job seekers and claim JSA. The majority of cases where our clients have been 

sanctioned have been through miss-communication between them and their advisers (jobcentre or 

partner agencies) rather than through a lack of motivation or engagement by the client.  Some 

examples: 

HB was told she had been sanctioned for not attending an appointment.   She had no letter about the 

appointment, it had been written on the front of her signing on book but no-one had told her about 

this.  In previous instances the adviser had always got her to sign to say he had told her about 

meetings she had to attend but this had not happened.  When she questioned this with the adviser 

maintained he had told her about the appointment.  She was also told that in addition her money 

had been sanctioned for not attending a workshop which she had been told was optional.  Later she 

was told that this workshop had been mandatory.  As she had not signed anything, the jobcentre had 

no proof she had been told the information or that she had been told it was mandatory.  Equally she 

had no way of proving her side of the story and she was sanctioned and her appeal failed. 

NM changed jobcentres following a move to our accommodation and on his first trip to the new 
jobcentre was told verbally that he was changing from signing on fortnightly to weekly.  He did not 
take this in with everything else going on, missed an appointment and as he had been sanctioned 
previously for 4 weeks in May he was automatically given a 13 week sanction.  At the previous 
jobcentre he had signed a paper whenever he was given a new appointment to say he had got the 
information.  As he did not sign anything he did presumed there was no other 
appointments/information.   

Once a sanction is in place communication is not always clear.  Letters about ‘waiting for a 
mandatory reconsideration’ are confusing even to professionals – whether or not an appeal can be 
made.  NM (case above) was given a blank sheet of paper and told to write his reasons for missing an 
appointment with no support.  This has to be seen in the context of these clients being very 
vulnerable and stressed to be told they have been sanctioned, especially when they are doing 
everything within their power to actively seek employment.   

Information about claiming hardship/extra support is not clear - HB was told to claim hardship but 
was then told at a later appointment she had been unsuccessful as she had claimed the wrong way 
and that she could not put in another claim.  HB was not told about the availability of food 
vouchers/emergency support scheme.  When I (support worker) asked her adviser about this he said 
they only had to provide this information if it was requested. 

When NM was sanctioned I (support worker) rang the benefits helpline who advised I contact the 
‘vulnerable person’s worker’ at his jobcentre.  When I rang the jobcentre no such person exists.  They 
arranged an appointment with the lady on reception who was helpful but could not do anything to 
take into consideration NM’s vulnerabilities in terms of the current sanction or the future service NM 
would receive – the fact that even professionals are not able to speak to decision makers in the 
jobcentre means that vulnerable people will continue to be hugely disadvantaged. 



 

Case Study…cont… 

At no point in the sanction process, does the vulnerability of clients seem to get considered and at no 
point jobseekers given the opportunity to highlight vulnerabilities. The client group (16-25) who are 
referred our service, live in supported accommodation because they are already deemed 
vulnerable and at risk. They often have little experience or understanding of how the benefits system 
works and the implications of falling outside their agreed job-seeking steps.  Some have mental 
health problems and are on prescribed medication; others have little concept of time and the 
importance of attending appointments punctually.  

Examples: 

BC received a sanction because of his poor literacy skills.  An application form that he'd been given to 
complete was deemed unacceptable and he received a sanction which was only overturned when a 
support worker challenged this decision.  

HB was living in a hostel having fled domestic violence and suffering with depression.  She needed an 
income to pay her hostel contribution and to purchase her own food.  Getting sanctioned left her in a 
position with no food for a week and significantly worsened her depression putting her at risk.  When 
I (support worker) went with her to the jobcentre and explained this, they said they were not aware 
of her depression and rather than making allowances advised her to consider claiming ESA. 

 

 

Volunteering and Sanctions 

NCVO believe that volunteering represents a great opportunity to get some individuals into or 

towards employment. Indeed a recent project run by NCVO and funded by the Big Lottery 

Foundation helped over 20% of participants into paid employment.1  

However, voluntary work should be just that – voluntary. NCVO have long maintained that 

mandated work placements – even if at a charity or volunteering centre – cannot be considered 

volunteering.  

There seems to be a great deal of confusion about whether claimants can volunteer when claiming 

benefits – despite quite clear DWP guidance stating that it is permitted in most cases.2 The guidance 

states: 

“ We know that volunteering can give you a much better chance of finding paid work. So you 
can volunteer as many hours as you like while you’re getting benefits as long as you keep to 
the rules for getting them. 

 

                                                                 
1
 http://www.volunteering.org.uk/images/stories/Volunteering-

England/Documents/VSC/vsc_final_evaluation_report_dec_2013.pdf  
2
 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/264508/dwp1023.pdf   

http://www.volunteering.org.uk/images/stories/Volunteering-England/Documents/VSC/vsc_final_evaluation_report_dec_2013.pdf
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/images/stories/Volunteering-England/Documents/VSC/vsc_final_evaluation_report_dec_2013.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/264508/dwp1023.pdf


The basic rules are that if you get Jobseeker’s Allowance, you will still need to be looking for 

paid work. You must be free to go to an interview if we give you 48 hours' notice. You must 

be able to start work within one week of us giving you notice.” 

 

Despite this, some claimants are being told that if they continue to volunteer, they may be 
sanctioned. Conversely, others are mandated to ‘volunteer’ under threat of sanctions. The confusion 
surrounding should be cleared up as soon as possible. Information is need from a national level to all 
local JCP. 

 

Case Study 

This case study was provided anonymously by a Volunteer Centre based in the East Midlands 

One of our volunteers is a parent of a seven year old and has volunteered for us for five years in an 

administrative role whilst actively seeking work. Motivated by a desire to improve her job prospects 

and be able to provide for her daughter, for the past 2/3 years she has also had a paid role as a 

lunchtime supervisor at a local primary school.  She has also taken up opportunities (provided 

through us, not DWP) to undertake Maths, English and NVQ qualifications in customer care and 

business admin.  

This volunteer had no history of missed appointments and has always tried to do her best to fulfil JSA 

conditions, despite the pointlessness of some of the forced activity (eg having to apply for jobs she 

has no realistic chance of getting). She has always kept tight control of her household budget and 

spends within her limited means without resorting to debt. 

In November, the volunteer went for an interview for a job in the care sector and was successful. She 

was offered an initial training/induction day (unpaid), and in the confusion of new prospects and new 

routines, missed a JSA appointment by one day. Not a deliberate act, just a mistake - she turned up 

for the appointment at the right time, just a day later than she was meant to.   

Her payments were stopped in early December. This was unexpected; she had no idea that the 

penalty for her error would be so severe. She tried appealing - basically the response was akin to 

‘computer says no’.  Apparently DWP staff are unable to make decisions on a case by case basis.  

The job that she has been offered is not due to start until late January. Her stringent budgeting 

routine ensured that her bills would be covered, as she puts child benefit and tax credits into a 

separate account for that, but it was the worry over day to day items and Christmas coming up that 

was causing stress. We and her colleagues at the school rallied round to make sure she had enough 

basic supplies (eg household items, toilet rolls, food) for the fortnight, in anticipation that normal 

service would be resumed following her next signing day. 

 

 

 

Case Study…cont… 



 

Next signing day, she discovered she was still being sanctioned, and her money had been reduced 

without warning. So her careful budgeting for her daughter’s Christmas presents went out of the 

window as the little money she had put by had to be used up to meet the need for basics.  She had 

hoped to invite her mother and brother round for a family Christmas, but this was looking impossible.  

This has all been deeply stressful for our volunteer, and has rather taken the shine off the success of 

her job offer.  She has been forced into debt in order to get by, very much against her own better 

judgement.  Thankfully she has had the support of colleagues both in our office and at the school, 

who lent small amounts so she has not had to resort to expensive loans.  Colleagues also rallied 

round to collect food and gift hampers so that her planned family Christmas could still go ahead.  

But still it means that these debts are hanging over her until she can repay people’s generosity out of 

her first few pay cheques.  Everything (including her own self-respect) now hinges on the job, starting 

at the end of January. 

 

 

 

This is not the sort of transgression or non-compliance that any sanction regime should be targeting. 

The volunteer in question was clearly actively seeking work, and missing one appointment should 

not have resulted in such harsh actions being taken against her.  Better communications between JCP 

and this individual would have avoided this situation. The actions taken were severe and seemingly 

rash. 

The Volunteer Centre has said that the volunteer in question reported that she was not given 

accurate information about what would happen next, rather kept ‘stringing along’ in the belief that 

her benefits would be restored the following fortnight, only to find that this was not the case. It 

came as a shock to her to find the sanction went on for as long as it did as she was not told about it 

in the first place.  

The volunteer understood why she had been sanctioned as soon as she realised that she had a 

mistake, however was given very little help to appeal.  She was not initially offered any help with 

alternative financial support options by DWP staff.  It was only after suggestions by the Volunteer 

Centre and her colleagues at the school about where she could go and what she should ask for, that 

any options started to be talked about – not early enough to avoid financial problems. The Volunteer 

Centre signposted her to local food banks, the credit union and hardship funds.  

  

This case highlights why the process should be based on the needs and circumstances of the person 

sitting in front of them. At the moment, it seems like a processing exercise and not at all about 

supporting people into work.   

 

 



Recommendations: 

Assessment of each claimant’s vulnerability initially and at regular intervals 

JCP with support from local agencies should assess individuals based on their circumstances and 

barriers to work. This would include a longer initial interview; JCP working in co-operation with other 

organisations or agencies that individual is involved with, to get a fuller picture of the claimant’s 

situation.  

Less prescriptive process  

Reflecting the aim of the wider welfare to work schemes, the sanctions process and system needs to 

be tailored to individual circumstances of the claimant. The short length of time that an advisor has 

with the claimant – often no more than 10 minutes3 – means it is difficult for JCP to get a clear idea 

of the personal circumstances of the claimant.  

An end to the perceived target driven culture 

To an extent linked to the above recommendation, there is a perception –amongst some VCS 

organisations, the public and claimants – that JCP staff are working towards sanctions targets. 

Despite a DWP commissioned report finding no evidence of this4 , it is still a wildly help perception. 

This is not helped by the fact that many of those who face benefit sanctions are often those with 

multiple barriers to employment and could be seen as ‘soft targets’. As mentioned above, the 

sanctions process needs to consider the personal circumstances of the claimant. This tailoring of the 

process could go a long way to reversing this perception. 

More training for staff on dealing with those with multiple barriers to employment 

This issue was raised by several respondents. It is felt that JCP staff are not sufficiently trained to 

deal with claimants who have multiple or complex barriers to employment – be that mental health 

issues, a lack of skills, substance misuse issues or former Incapacity Benefit claimants newly assigned 

to JSA.  

Many VCSE organisations are dedicated to helping those with multiple or complex barriers and 

would be well placed to give training to JCP staff. DWP training is nationally commissioned however 

and it was felt this meant training for frontline could not take sufficient consideration to local 

characteristics.  

Better and clearer communications with individual claimants 

For some claimants, the language used in communications between themselves and JCP is too 
complex. Time needs to be taken to ensure that all claimants fully understand all communications. If 
a claimant has severe language barriers this must be taken into account when informing them of the 
expect 
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Develop a simple ‘fact sheet’ on what support is available for sanctioned claimants  

Create a fact sheet for people who are sanctioned with details of local financial support available, 
details of how to claim hardship and support services that can assist with completing hardship 
forms, appeals etc. 

Vulnerable claimants may need support to complete hardship forms and there should be staff who 
can assist people with this.   

Assess appeal decisions based on the client’s overall engagement with job seeking using supporting 

letters rather than whether they have missed 1 specific appointment – this would reduce the 

number of clients who are being unfairly sanctioned. 

Clear guidance for JCP staff on volunteering 

All JCP staff need to be clear about the guidelines surrounding volunteering, claiming JSA and the 

imposition of sanctions. 
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