
Dear Mr Oakley 
 
Firstly, please let me introduce our organisation, Hestia Housing & Support. Hestia is a registered 
charity founded in 1970.  For more than 40 years, we have continued to work in partnership with 
service users and local communities; to empower vulnerable people across London so that they can 
make positive changes in their lives. We currently work across 19 London boroughs and we provide 
care and support services to people with a range of needs such as women and children fleeing 
domestic violence and abuse, people with mental health needs, offenders and ex-offenders, old and 
young people, people with physical disabilities, homeless people and people who have been 
trafficked into the UK. 
 
In response to your call for evidence, I can now report the following, based on the information I have 
obtained from our support workers. On this occasion, my response is focussed in prisoners (Royal 
Holloway), ex-offenders on Hestia’s Back on Track programme, ex-offenders living in the community 
in Bromley and offenders in Approved Premises. 
 
 
• To what extent do JSA claimants understand that when they are referred to a 'back-to-work' 
scheme (such as the Work Programme) their benefit may be sanctioned if they don't take part?  
 
From Bromley, the feedback I had was: 
“They do understand that they could be sanctioned for not attending and not looking for jobs. 
However, each back to work scheme seems to impose the rules differently. 
 
One SU who informed his back to work scheme (Seetec) the days that he would be at college, and 
when he didn’t answer the phone to them on one of those days he was sanctioned. 
 
Another who waited two hours to use an computer to type up a letter as instructed (by Seetec) 
before staff agreed he could type it up at home. He was then sanctioned as they said he didn’t not 
type up the letter on the day. (He didn’t type it up that day because they gave him permission to do it 
at home).” 
 
From the Approved Premises I received the following: 
“A fair few of our guys have been sanctioned though, to be honest, I can’t think there was an 
occasion when it’s happened without warning. 
 
As far as I’m aware all the cases where sanctions have been made are where guys have failed to 
attend to sign on, sometimes more than once. In all honestly this has mostly been due to lack of 
motivation – even if they haven’t been informed of the sanction process by Job Centre Plus we 
certainly make them aware that it happens.” 
 
 
• To what extent does a claimant’s failure to meet their conditions arise from them not having a 
sufficient understanding of what is expected? Are there ways in which this could be made clearer to 
them?  
 
From Bromley: 
“I think the claimants know what is required of them, however the goalposts are changed so 
frequently by the DWP. Both staff and clients understood that Universal jobmatch was created so 
staff at the jobcentre could check the claimant was applying for jobs. Now clients from Bromley 



Jobcentre are being told they are using universal job match to much to look for jobs and should look 
using other sources. There’s no consistency.”  
 
From the Back on Track programme: 
“Our experience is that our volunteers have poor time management when attending training, 
mentoring meetings etc.  Failure to attend their JSA appts on time, would result in a sanction/loss of 
benefit, which I believe is also a ‘grey area’ for them, as (in some cases) they do not appear to be 
aware of the consequences.” 
 
 
• Do sanctioned claimants understand why they have been sanctioned, and if not are there ways in 
which this could be made clearer to them?  
 
From Bromley: 
“I think if most people told jobcentre and their work related programme the days they would be in 
college (specific days), and they were then sanctioned for not answering the phone on those days 
they would have difficulty understanding it. They have to find out why their money has been stopped 
80% of the time.“ 
 
From the Back on Track programme: 
“From the feedback I’m getting the clients that have had ‘issues’ with the Benefits agency around 
sanctions end up dealing with a person identified as a ‘decision maker’ and also I’m hearing  that 
whilst ‘challenges’ to a decision are all heard, they take about 2 months to be conducted and are 
never successful (the term I’m hearing is “Completely Inflexible”). It sounds less like a person dealing 
with a person and more like individuals interacting with a fixed and rigid system.” 
 
• Do sanctioned claimants feel informed throughout the sanctions process, and if not how could 
their awareness be improved?  
 
From Bromley: 
“No, they don’t as they have to find out the exact reason they have been sanctioned. This information 
is not made available to them.”  
 
From the Back on Track programme: 
“The system appears to be ‘punitive’ and has no room for personal circumstances.  People being 
‘thrown out of accommodation’ and forced to bed-hop are having their claims stopped as they are 
unable to fulfil their job-search requirements (showing evidence of it) 
People are having more ‘compulsory’ tasks added to their ‘requirements’ and this is impacting on 
their ability (or willingness) to volunteer. 
 
The system does not keep everyone advised of the developments in their personal case, and people 
appear to be sanctioned, and struggle to re-start their claims due to the system’s structure.” 
 
 
• To what extent are sanctioned claimants aware of the help available to them from Jobcentre Plus? 
For instance are they aware of how to appeal a decision or how to seek help through hardship 
payments? Are there ways in which this could be made clearer to them?  
 
From Bromley: 



“Having spoken to our clients they would not have been aware of the appeals process or hardships 
payments had our staff or other claimants informed them of it. Information on the appeals process or 
the hardship payments is not readily offered up by jobcentre.”  
 
From the Approved Premises: 
“It tends to be the younger guys who are affected most yet, somehow, care the least. They generally 
have other sources of income, the least dodgy of which are mums and girlfriends usually… how stupid 
some of us women are! 
Luckily, these guys have us to chase their tails and support them to get their claims up and running 
again though not all of them seem that bothered – they’re the ones with the stupid mums and 
girlfriends though!” 
 
From Holloway Prison: 
“The general feedback I am getting from custody is that what people are not able to ‘source’ from 
the system they are perfectly willing to ‘attain’ from criminal activity – and ‘hang the 
consequences!’  They have not followed/obeyed the system in the past, and in many cases, sure as 
hell are not about to start now!” 
 
From the Back on Track programme: 
“The help that can be obtained from Jobcentre Plus is reported as patchy and not offered but being 
presented as ‘at the discretion of…’  Payments appear to stop and then clients wait until their claim 
‘re-boots’ in many cases.” 
 

 
 
In addition, I received the following comments from Bromley: 
“Every time they sanction someone (regardless of whether the appeal is successful or not) It stops our 
direct deductions. (which is where their service charge comes directly from their benefits to us) 
 
Which means I have to reapply again which can take up to six weeks, then it’s another four weeks 
before we receive a payment. Ten weeks x £9.81 (our service charge) the client can end up in 
substantial arrears pretty fast.  
 
While they are on sanction they just can’t afford to pay it. (One resident at the moment has £65 to 
last him for two weeks (he has college to travel to)).” 
 

 
 
Unfortunately, given our client groups, not all of our service users are in receipt of JSA and thus the 
feedback I received was quite limited. However, I do hope it will give you a qualitative insight into 
what our front line workers and service users are experiencing with regards to the sanctions they are 
being imposed. 
 
I look forward to reading your report in the Spring. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Coral 

Coral Bru Cuadrada 
Welfare Reform Officer 
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