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The research 
Funded by Trust for London, Centrepoint com-
missioned the University of Warwick to evaluate
the Youth Obligation. Centrepoint supports
homeless young people into employment, edu-
cation and training, so we understand the com-
plex needs of this group and the support which
is most effective. We were concerned about the
design of the programme and its impact on the
most vulnerable young people.

These findings are based on research in London
and Manchester from April 2017 to January
2019. Interviews and surveys were carried out
with young people participating in the Youth
Obligation, alongside a group of young people
not on the Youth Obligation.1 The research includ-
ed three waves of data collection: at the start of
the universal credit claim; six months later at
the end of the programme; and one year on.

The experiences of disadvantaged
young people
The young people who took part in the study
had a range of complex needs, including a his-
tory of offending, drug or alcohol misuse, a dis-
ability or learning difficulty, and experience of
homelessness or being in care. Just over three-
quarters of those surveyed had more than one
disadvantage or vulnerability. Many did not
have the qualifications needed in a competitive
job market: over half did not have at least five A*
to C grade GCSEs, around 60 per cent had
some difficulty reading and 18 per cent were
functionally illiterate. This affected their ability to
find work, but also their ability to engage with
Youth Obligation activities and to understand
what was required.

Most were not in, or seeking, work prior to mak-
ing their universal credit claim. Some had
recently left education and were thinking about
their next steps, but most had been ‘not in
employment, education or training’ (NEET) but
not claiming benefits. Many were also disad-
vantaged by their lack of work experience.
Although just under half had some kind of work
experience, most had done this while at school
and it did little to differentiate them from other
young people with fewer barriers to work. 

The problems we uncovered 
Disadvantaged young people do not
understand their obligations
One in five young people on the Youth Obligation
were unaware that they were taking part in it.
Most knew they would move through various
stages of support, but were unclear what this
would involve or how long each stage would
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What is the Youth Obligation?
The Youth Obligation was launched in April
2017 and rolled out across the country along-
side the universal credit full service. The pro-
gramme begins with the ‘intensive activity
programme’ (IAP) – a series of workshops
designed to improve job search and interview
skills. Following this, young people attend regu-
lar universal credit work search reviews and
receive coaching over the six-month period.
After this time, if the young person is still unem-
ployed, s/he should be offered a sector-based
work placement or encouraged to take up a
traineeship. In reality, it seems that for most
claimants the only additional support they get
on the Youth Obligation is the additional work-
shops at the start of their claim, and our evi-
dence suggests that the quality of that provision
varies greatly between job centres. 
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However, it is most concerning that 40 per cent
of young people withdrew from the programme.
There were broadly two reasons for this. 

Forty-five per cent were unable to continue
because of ongoing challenges in their lives.
This group was mainly those who were home-
less, had drug or alcohol problems or who had
mental health issues. For most, it had been
obvious from the start that they would struggle
to meet the programme’s requirements. Some
were experiencing mental and physical health
problems, which were significant barriers to
work, but were unwilling to undertake the
assessment necessary to be considered for dis-
ability-related benefits or found their health
issues fluctuated. The Youth Obligation was not
appropriate for these young people at that
point. Being placed on the programme too early
led to a waste of resources – the young people
could not benefit from it and became dis-
tressed. A delayed start would have been more
appropriate to give them space to address
other issues in their lives.

Forty-five per cent were unable to continue
because of a temporary problem, which caused
them to miss job centre appointments. Fear,
embarrassment and uncertainty about their
involvement in the programme meant they did
not come back. Although temporary withdrawal
from the programme is possible, very few par-
ticipants knew that this was the case. It is
essential that young people know this and also
that the job centre creates an environment with-
in which they can participate again. Being
unable to take part in the Youth Obligation does
not necessarily mean their universal credit claim
is terminated, but young people can be left in a
state of being continually sanctioned.

These young people, in particular, struggled to
advocate for themselves, sometimes due to a
lack of understanding of the system which was
exacerbated by learning disabilities and mental
health issues. Several organisations were willing
to assist with advocacy, but thought that this
would not be welcomed or even allowed by the
job centre.

take. The large amount of written information
contributed to this lack of understanding. Young
people described ‘thinking’ they had been given
‘something’, but were unaware of the content.
Some had simply not paid attention to it, but
others found reading difficult and were discour-
aged by the format. This uncertainty was partic-
ularly an issue for those with mental health and
autistic spectrum disorders.

There was insufficient opportunity to tailor
support
The generic IAP workshops followed a work-
first approach and there was little acknowl-
edgement of whether the young person was
ready to enter and sustain work. Beyond the ini-
tial procedural personalisation of having a work
coach and individual plan, there was little evi-
dence of substantive personalisation, whereby
the subsequent support was tailored to their
individual needs. Young people felt their work
coach did not have time to discuss issues not
directly related to looking for work. 

Young people on the Youth Obligation were
more likely to be sanctioned
Young people on the Youth Obligation were 10
percentage points more likely be sanctioned
than those not on the Youth Obligation: 38 per
cent of participants were sanctioned at least
once. This is unsurprising as the IAP includes
additional conditionality. The risk of sanctions is
particularly unfair for those young people who
have complex needs. These young people are
set up to fail and, when they do, they are
pushed into even further hardship.  

Referrals to other support are limited
One in four Youth Obligation participants said
there was support that they would like that
Jobcentre Plus did not offer. It is understand-
able that a work coach cannot meet all the
complex needs of the most vulnerable
claimants, so working in partnership with spe-
cialist organisations is absolutely crucial.
However, referrals to specialist organisations
were relatively rare. When mentioned, young
people generally believed that this was not a
feature of the programme and some had
accessed additional support through other
routes independent of the job centre. Where job
centres did make referrals, this was most com-
monly for specific types of counselling, such as
anger management or addiction services.  

The impact
At the end of the Youth Obligation programme,
only one in 10 young people were in work or train-
ing. The majority were still on universal credit.

‘My work coach is

really nice, like,

she’s a nice person.

I don’t know if she

can help me

though. I mean, at

the moment. It’s

the housing, like,

that’s what I’ve got

to sort out, with the

council to get me a

place, and that

ain’t her.’

Where were the Youth Obligation young

people after six months?

48% were still on universal credit

40% were unable to continue and became ‘hidden NEET’

8% found work

2% started a full-time training course

2% left for other reasons
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far from the labour market nearer to finding
employment. There is evidence that Youth
Obligation participants experience gains in their
skills, confidence, understanding of the labour
market and knowledge about how to find
employment, and these gains are greater than
for unemployed young people not on the Youth
Obligation.

However, there was a decline in the proportion
of young people, both on the Youth Obligation
and not on the Youth Obligation, who believe
they have the skills for the jobs they want. This
highlights the scarring effect of continued
unemployment. Furthermore, for both groups
their confidence in finding suitable employment
within the next six months decreased as their
unemployment continued. By the end of wave
3, more than two-thirds of Youth Obligation par-
ticipants believed that it was ‘not likely at all’
that they would find suitable employment with-
in the next six months.

Conclusion
This research is the first longitudinal evaluation
of the Youth Obligation to be published. It
reflects the experiences of disadvantaged
young people: those with the most complex
needs who are furthest from the job market. The
Youth Obligation is not working effectively for
this group. Less than a quarter of the young
people who had been on the Youth Obligation
programme were in work after a year, and near-
ly half of them were in informal employment. Of
those in formal employment, wages and hours
tended to be low.

There are also clear areas where job centres
could improve the support they offer. Easements
do not seem to have been applied in those cases
where young people were clearly at a crisis
point and could not engage effectively. Better
partnership working with local agencies is
needed, whether in referring to specialist serv-
ices or working alongside providers which are
already supporting that young person. This
would help work coaches to better identify vul-
nerability and facilitate additional support.  

Recommendations
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)
should:

1. Review the IAP requirements and incorpo-
rate provision which builds soft skills,
such as self-confidence. The current work-
first approach does not meet the needs of
the most disadvantaged young people. The
Youth Obligation needs to support them to

Only 3 per cent were offered a traineeship and
only 5 per cent were offered a work placement
at the end of the Youth Obligation, despite the
policy promising this. It may be that these rates
were low at the six-month point because the
young people had been offered these earlier in
the programme, or that they were not ready to
participate.

The longer-term impact

Getting into work or traineeships
Less than a quarter of young people were in
work and just 4 per cent were on a full-time
training course one year on from starting the
programme. Forty-four per cent of those in
work were engaged in informal cash-in-hand
work such as cleaning, ironing, babysitting or
hairdressing. Having withdrawn from the Youth
Obligation, they felt that this was the only viable
option for them. Of those who were in formal
employment, just under half were claiming ben-
efits to top up their wages. The average annual
salary of all participants doing some form of
work was just over £6,000.

Comparisons between the Youth Obligation
participants and the comparator group do not
tell a clear story: in London, Youth Obligation
participants had a higher rate of employment at
the end of the programme than non-partici-
pants, but in Manchester the reverse was true.
This could be due to differences in the local
labour market or even differences between indi-
vidual job centres. 

Supporting young people to achieve their
aspirations
It is sometimes suggested that some young
people struggle to find employment as they
hold unrealistic aspirations for the type of work
that is available to them. However, this was not
the case for most young people on the Youth
Obligation. The majority were flexible about the
type of work they were willing to accept.

Despite the job outcomes of young people par-
ticipating in the Youth Obligation being relatively
poor, the programme might be considered suc-
cessful if it brings young people who are very

40 per cent of

young people

withdrew from the

programme

Where were young people one year on?

35% were not working or claiming benefits

31% were not working and were claiming benefits

24% were in engaged in some form of employment

5% were engaged in part-time voluntary work

4% were on full-time training courses
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Less than a quarter

of the young people

who had been on

the Youth Obligation

programme were in

work after a year

the DWP is monitoring data, reflecting
process rather than efficacy. This may drive
work coaches to focus on certain procedural
outcomes, rather than implementing the per-
sonalised approach which is best for the
claimant. A national impact evaluation is
needed to examine whether the programme
has brought about change for those partici-
pating, what worked effectively and for whom.

6. Take a psychologically informed environ-
ment approach within job centre buildings
and ensure all work coaches are trained in
identifying and supporting claimants with
complex needs. Creating a welcoming
atmosphere is crucial to enabling claimants
to disclose their needs and to build a positive
working relationship with their work coach.
The physical environment of the job centre
must reflect this, as well as the attitude and
approach of the work coach. 

7. Better promote traineeships and recog-
nise participation in one as a positive out-
come. Traineeships are a vital stepping stone
for those young people who are ready to
enter the workplace, but need to build skills
and experience. While participants may need
to continue claiming universal credit during
their traineeship, their participation should
increase their employability in the longer term.

8. Provide all Youth Obligation participants
with information about the programme in
a range of formats. It is crucial that young
people fully understand what is expected of
them prior to signing their claimant commit-
ment. Information about the content of the
Youth Obligation, including support and
easements that are available, should be pro-
vided in written, easy read and video format.
These should be publically available so that
other agencies supporting a young person
on the Youth Obligation can also understand
the programme requirements fully and
appropriately support the young person to
participate.  ■

Abigail Gill is Senior Policy and Research Manager at
Centrepoint

A summary of the report, From Obligation to Opportunity:
the impact of the youth obligation on disadvantaged young
people, is available at https://editor.centrepoint.org.uk/
media/3365/centrepoint-youth-obligation-report.pdf

1 Young people on the Youth Obligation had made a new universal

credit claim in a full service area, since 26 April 2017. The

comparator group made a new claim in a live service area and so

were not enrolled on the Youth Obligation. However, there was

evidence that elements of the Youth Obligation programme began

filtering into live service areas.

become workplace ready, before they can
start applying for jobs. This should be recog-
nised as a successful outcome in itself, where
the young person knows which jobs are
available and has the confidence to apply.

2. Overhaul explicit consent within universal
credit, to facilitate information sharing
between the DWP and trusted organisa-
tions supporting claimants. Explicit consent
rules currently prevent information sharing
between the DWP and other support agen-
cies. Crucial information about a claimant’s
vulnerability, which might ensure the right
support is put in place, cannot be shared. A
mechanism is needed through which
claimants can give their consent for other
professionals supporting them to communi-
cate directly with the DWP. This must be pro-
moted by the DWP to ensure organisations
know their input is both welcome and essen-
tial in order to work together to support
claimants. 

3. Promote the use of advocates within job
centres and ensure that no claimant is
prevented from bringing an advocate to a
job centre appointment. For some of the
most vulnerable claimants, an advocate can
play a vital role in facilitating their relationship
with the work coach. S/he can offer a source
of support and expertise, ensuring that the
young person knows her/his rights and enti-
tlements, while also aiding the work coach to
understand how best to work with the
claimant. 

4. Ensure that a young person’s Youth
Obligation support programme is person-
alised according to her/his identified
needs, including referring to specialist
support services. Personalisation must go
beyond simply identifying individual needs,
to actually addressing these needs. Work
coaches cannot be specialists in supporting
every vulnerable group and so referrals must
be made to specialist agencies. Partnership
managers must play a central role in facilitat-
ing links with wider support networks and
ensure work coaches know about the sup-
port available locally, and staff must ensure
that job centre funds and resources which
can benefit young people are properly sign-
posted and promoted.

5. Conduct a national impact assessment of
the Youth Obligation that goes beyond
currently collected monitoring data. The
Youth Obligation data currently collected by

https://editor.centrepoint.org.uk/media/3365/centrepoint-youth-obligation-report.pdf



