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Introduction 

 

1. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) has worked for more than 50 years to prevent and relieve 

poverty among children and families in the UK. We have a wide range of expertise and evidence 

from which we draw in this submission. Each year, we author and publish The Welfare Benefits and 

Tax Credits Handbook, the authoritative guide to social security in the UK; provide specialist advice 

and training to expert and non-expert frontline advisers; coordinate and collate evidence from the 

National Association of Welfare Rights Workers; collect evidence and case studies of the impacts of 

welfare reform in Scotland through the Early Warning System (EWS); and are currently providing 

frontline welfare rights advice to food bank users in Tower Hamlets.  

 

CPAG response 

 

2. The twin key roles of Jobcentre Plus are the administration of benefit claims, and supporting 

claimants (where appropriate) into work. This submission will focus on the latter, but it is important 

to note that the former requires adequate resources to be carried out effectively, and that the twin 

roles can come into conflict, particularly as regards advisers acting as gatekeepers to the system. 

With regard to benefit administration, it is worth noting that research by CPAG and others 

suggested that between 28 and 34 per cent of food bank referrals are linked to benefit delays,1 

while, among cases collected by CPAG Scotland’s Early Warning System to illustrate the impact of 

welfare reform on families in Scotland, 40 per cent relate to error and delay rather than to 

substantive changes in entitlement.2 CPAG submitted a detailed response to the Work and Pensions 

Committee’s inquiry into benefit delivery in September 2015, in which these and other issues are 

discussed at length. 

 

3. As regards employment support, the evidence shows the importance and value of high-quality, 

personalised, one-to-one support. The New Deal for Lone Parents (NDLP), a voluntary employment 

support programme that ran from the late 1990s to early 2000s, showed excellent results. It 

doubled lone parents’ chances of getting a job, and the national evaluation found that ‘impacts 

measures for the programme are very large and impressive’ in terms of entry into employment, job 

satisfaction, and job sustainability. The evaluation also found that the programme was cost-

effective and provided a net saving to the Exchequer.3 

 

4. A number of lessons can be learned from the success of the NDLP, 4 including: 

 Supporting, informed, one-to-one relationships developed with advisers; 

 Discretionary funds to support work and training; 

 Work experience provided alongside training; 
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 Mentoring in work to assist retention and advancement; 

 Family-friendly environment for training; 

 Compulsory initial meetings with personal advisers for hard-to-reach groups, which led to 

greatly increased participation (subsequent participation was voluntary). 

 

5. Independent analysis of the Scottish Working for Families Fund (WFF, 2004-2008) showed similar, 

excellent results, concluding that it achieved ‘a high rate of verified outcomes given the nature of 

the client groups (their qualification levels were generally much below the Scottish average)’. WFF 

targeted deprived areas, and the majority of clients were either lone parents, parents on low 

incomes, or parents with additional stresses in the household. 62 per cent had a child under 5. Due 

to the low employability of many of the clients at the start of the programme, evaluators concluded 

that ‘it is unlikely that a large share of the positive outcomes is due to WFF simply attracting 

relatively high achievers’. Like the NDLP, the WFF provided a skilled designated keyworker for each 

client, and flexible, tailored support. Another key factor in its success was that, as well as supporting 

clients to improve their employability, it helped them to address childcare and other barriers, and 

was characterised by a high degree of joint working between agencies. The fund was delivered by 

local authorities, who were well-placed to do this.5 

 

6. CPAG experience, as well as wider evidence, shows that investment in a high-quality relationship is 

key to successful employment support outcomes.6 Where programmes are mandatory, with threat 

of sanctioning, however, such a positive relationship is far less likely. Clients have reported, where 

relationships are based upon compulsion, feeling that they are treated with little respect and that 

advisers assume that they are unmotivated or incompetent; that they fear intrusive questions from 

advisers, who become monitors of their behaviour, with the result that clients may be afraid to be 

open about the challenges they face. Advisers have reported facing conflicts of interest between 

clients’ best interests and their own targets.  

 

7. The following quote from a Jobcentre client who had recently lost her job is indicative of the 

damage that a compulsion-based regime can do to the motivation and engagement of clients: ‘I am 

an independent person. I don’t like relying on benefits. I just hate it. They turn into the FBI, 

questioning your every movement… Just going to the Jobcentre makes me depressed. I just detest 

it; I really do’. This individual experience is not uncommon in CPAG’s extensive experience working 

with a range of Jobcentre clients. 

 

8. CPAG Scotland’s Early Warning System has encountered a number of cases where individuals on 

the Work Programme have been subjected to conditions or pressure that is unconducive to 

maximising their chances of obtaining employment. Jobcentre Plus should be ensuring that such 

situations do not arise. Examples include:  

 

Case 4141: A lone parent who is receiving ESA in the WRAG feels she is being pressured by 

Ingeus to stop claiming ESA and to start work as a self-employed hairdresser, something she 
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hasn’t done for 17 years. The client has numerous health problems, and does not feel well 

enough to work. The pressure from Ingeus would appear to be making her health worse. 

 

Case 4624: A young jobseeker has found himself a place with the Glasgow City Council 

Commonwealth Jobs Fund, which will allow him to come off JSA and on to a one year 

apprenticeship, leading to a job opportunity. The Jobcentre told him that he must stay on the 

Work Programme for two years, and that he cannot leave before then. In fact, the legislation 

says that the Work Programme is designed to help someone for up to two years, and so he 

should not be prevented from taking up this opportunity. 

 

9. CPAG’s experience and other evidence show that, for most people, compulsion is unwarranted, as 

the vast majority of those out of work want to work. Moreover, as regards in-work conditionality, 

the majority of those in low-paid work already want to increase their earnings,7 and participants in 

the DWP’s UC Insight Study were largely opposed to in-work conditionality, stating that they 

already either worked as many hours as childcare allowed, or wanted more hours but were unable 

to secure them.8 

 

10. Analysis undertaken for the DWP of the Jobseeker’s Allowance Skills Conditionality Pilot launched in 

2010 found that compelling unemployed people to attend training courses was ‘neither necessary 

nor effective for many claimants’. In spite of participants being generally enthusiastic about the 

prospect of training, they tended to feel ‘disappointed that they were not offered the training they 

felt they needed’, and often ‘complained at being sent on repeated courses in job search and CV 

writing’. The report also found a lack of personalised attention and support for some claimant 

groups who were hardest to help, such as ex-offenders.9  

 

11. The dual role of Jobcentre Plus advisers – acting as gatekeepers and making discretionary decisions 

regarding conditionality and flexibilities, while also providing employment support – militates 

against maintaining positive relationships with clients. This tension has markedly increased with the 

substantial growth in sanctioning from October 2012 onwards. Sanctions can not only have 

devastating impacts on individuals and families, including accounting for 20-30 per cent of food 

bank use,10 and in themselves push claimants further away from employment,11 but the imposition 

or threat of sanctions is also harmful to the development of positive, trusting relationships between 

claimants and advisers. Advisers have also expressed concern that compulsion in welfare-to-work 
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programmes risks poor quality training because clients have no choice about whether to attend, so 

customers are guaranteed for courses.12 

 

12. Looking to the future, Jobcentre Plus should focus on the core role of providing high quality, 

tailored, one-to-one support to claimants, based upon the evidence of what works. This should be 

driven by a positive culture of collaboration and voluntary engagement (perhaps with the successful 

NDLP model of a first, compulsory interview), and underpinned by a public service ethos, focused 

on the best interests of clients and assisting them to achieve their goals, rather than a target-driven 

approach with heavy emphasis on monitoring and ensuring compliance. Claimant commitments 

should be two-way, setting out support which will be provided as well as requirements on the 

claimant. Accountability mechanisms should be established for claimants who do not receive the 

promised support. 

 

13. As part of such an approach, flexibilities for claimants, for example around the needs of children, 

are needed, and should have statutory footing. Advisers should be thoroughly trained in their 

application. Even when lone parent flexibilities were contained in Statutory Instruments, they were 

not always applied. The trend towards including them in guidance instead is a worrying one, 

bringing a real risk of patchy decision-making and introducing a significant imbalance of power into 

the adviser-client relationship. It is very difficult for clients to challenge discretionary decisions, 

leaving them with little recourse if guidance is poorly applied, while undermining the relationship 

between client and adviser.  

 

14. CPAG has identified characteristics of good employment support, summarised in the table below. 

 

Table: Key attributes of effective employment support services13 

 

Aspect of support Key attributes What does this mean in practice? 

Treatment of 

clients 

Respectful Treating people as competent  

Attentive Taking time to understand people’s situations 

Understanding Sympathetic to people’s challenges and needs 

Consistent Consistent advice over time 

Personalised / holistic Tailored support based on holistic understanding 

of their circumstances and aspirations 

Helpful Focus on help, not enforcement 

Trusted Clients trust that advisers are working in their best 

interests and will give accurate advice 

Empowered  Advisors with the power to help clients overcome 

their barriers, not just implement a one-size-fits-all 

programme 

Accountable Clear contacts and processes for people who 
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receive poor-quality service 

Assistance given Meaningful Activities and advice are relevant to needs 

Flexible / responsive Activities can be adjusted as needs evolve 

Adviser Consistent Named regular adviser for each client  

Follow up Advisers actively follow up with clients to see how 

situations have developed 

Competent Advisers are skilled in supporting clients 

Advocacy role Advisers advocate for clients who experience 

discrimination or poor treatment, e.g.  by 

employers or government offices 

Advice 

environment 

Pleasant/welcoming Clients are made to feel welcome 

Calm Quiet, clients do not feel intimidated or rushed 

Comfortable Seats, toilets, drinking water are provided 

Family-friendly Safe places for children to wait/play (unless 

childcare is provided) 

Practical help Computers, phones and photocopiers are available 

for clients’ use  

Social contact Opportunities for peer support e.g. informal 

groups for clients in similar circumstances 

 

15. Such an approach has significant resource implications: good support costs money. With plans to 

increase the frequency with which JSA claimants are to be required to attend Jobcentres, the 

scaling back of the Work Programme, and the planned introduction of in-work conditionality, the 

demands on Jobcentre Plus to provide advice are set to grow, at a time when DWP and both public 

and voluntary sector advice providers face cutbacks. CPAG is concerned that this will result in a 

poor quality programme, and advisers have already told us that cuts are leading to reductions in 

face-to-face time,14 while UC Insight pilots found that claimants already feel that Jobcentres do not 

invest enough time in providing tailored support, and appointments feel rushed.15  

 

16. We have discussed above the importance of personalised, vocational support and tailored jobs that 

meet the specific needs of clients. The government’s UC Insight study found that these were the 

things that clients most valued in the support they were offered. Being required to take part in 

activities not relevant to their needs (e.g. training in areas where they are already proficient) is a 

significant source of frustration among current jobseekers, and can lead to a lack of faith in advisers 

and the programme as a whole.16 To this, given the pressures on resources outlined above, we 

would add that a voluntary approach, based upon employees receiving the type and level of advice 

most appropriate for them, is likely to provide better value than a one-size-fits all approach.  
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17. Regarding the location of employment services, we have previously argued that local authorities are 

best placed to deliver in-work progression services, because of their familiarity with local labour 

markets and links to employers, childcare providers, and colleges.17 Greater co-location of 

Jobcentre Plus offices with other local services, therefore, has the potential to have a positive 

impact on the quality of support being offered to clients. Regardless of the location of Jobcentre 

Plus services, it is important to engage well with localised forms of social security provision, 

especially local welfare assistance schemes. 

 

18. It is important to note that the support offered through Jobcentre Plus does not exist in a vacuum. 

In particular, it is important to ensure that work incentives are sufficient to make working a viable 

option for claimants, especially once the costs of working, such as childcare and transport, are 

factored in. Successive cuts to universal credit threaten to undermine this aspect of the welfare-to-

work offer available through Jobcentre Plus, which in turn reduces the impact that even high-

quality employment support can have.  

 

19. Finally, consideration should be given to how Jobcentre Plus performance is measured. It is 

important to look more broadly than off-flows (or the equivalent under universal credit), taking into 

account the quality of employment or other outcomes, and in particular to analyse what happens 

to sanctioned claimants. 

 

_________________________________________________ 

 

For further information, please contact Moussa Haddad, Senior Policy and Research Officer, at 

mhaddad@cpag.org.uk. 

 

Child Poverty Action Group is a charity registered in England and Wales (registration number 294841) 

and in Scotland (registration number SC039339), and is a company limited by guarantee, registered in 

England (registration number 1993854). VAT number: 690 808117 
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