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Summary
This report brings together and summarises the main evidence from:
•	 the 2013 and 2014 waves of the Work Programme evaluation about the commissioning 

model, finance and programme delivery; and

•	 provider surveys from 2012, 2013 and 2014.

The report explores the impact of the commissioning model on the provider market, the 
operation of the financial model and programme delivery. 

The report draws on:
•	 qualitative interviews, conducted in 2013 and 2014, with Work Programme prime 

providers, selected subcontractors and DWP and Jobcentre Plus staff;

•	 national surveys of providers; and

•	 an analysis of Work Programme provider market data. 

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) will use the results from this report in the 
continuous improvement of the Work Programme and the design of any future contracts. 

The preface notes at the start of the report give an update of the DWP’s response to the 
research findings.
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Glossary of terms
Black box 	 A term for minimum service prescription, which allows 

providers to decide which interventions to offer to 
programme participants into sustainable employment.

Customer 	 Used by some providers (and others) to refer to their 
Work Programme participants. 

Differential pricing	 A system of funding where providers are paid at different 
rates for outcomes achieved by different claimant groups 
with outcomes for the harder-to-help groups being paid 
at higher rates than those for groups closer to the labour 
market.

End-to-end provider 	 A provider that covers the range of general employment-
related services a participant receives throughout their 
time on a programme. 

Generalist provider	 Such providers typically provide services for all Work 
Programme participants and deliver a wide range of 
employment support services including job matching 
and case management and, where necessary, refer 
participants to more specialist services.

Jobcentre Plus 	 Jobcentre Plus is part of the Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP). It provides services that support 
people of working age from welfare into work, and helps 
employers to fill their vacancies.

Minimum Service Standards	 When bidding Work Programme prime providers had 
to specify their own individual set of minimum service 
standards. These set out, for example, the frequency of 
contact and nature of support a participant can expect 
from the provider. The minimum service standards 
vary considerably between providers and are often not 
quantifiable or measurable.

Non-end-to-end provider	 A service provider that is responsible for delivering 
support to participants for short spell, rather than the full, 
two-year Work Programme period. This includes providers 
of distinct stages of the programme journey such as a 
training routeway or the in-work-support stage, as well 
as ‘spot provision’ which includes short sessions of 
counselling or courses lasting a few days or less.

Outcome-based funding	 Within an outcome-based funding programme, services 
are paid for on the basis of achieved outcomes (e.g. 
sustainable job outcomes) rather than for delivering the 
service (e.g. motivational training, interview techniques). 
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Participant 	 A person on the Work Programme. (Also referred to as 
participant by some providers). Referred to as a claimant 
prior to participation on the Work Programme. 

Payment Group	 Work Programme participants are divided into nine 
payment groups based on the benefit they claim and prior 
circumstances (e.g. prison leavers, young people formerly 
not in education, employment or training (NEET)). 
Providers are paid at different rates for outcomes 
achieved by different payment groups.

Provider Referrals and	 PRaP is an IT system which automates the clerical 
Payments (PRaP) 	 referrals and payments process for providers. This was 

introduced to replace paper-based systems, as well as 
to facilitate the smoother exchange of information about 
participants referred for provision.

Quasi-market 	 This is defined as a market of independent agents 
competing with one another for custom, but unlike a 
normal market the purchasing power comes not directly 
from consumers but from the state.

Specialist provider 	 A specialist provider typically provides niche services 
such as provision of support for those wanting to become 
self-employed or support related to a participant’s health 
or underlying issues, such as drug rehabilitation or debt 
management. 

Supply chain	 The organisations providing services to Work Programme 
participants under contract to a Work Programme prime 
providers.

Sustained job outcome 	 This refers to a form of employment that lasts for at least 
13 or 26 weeks (depending on the claimant group). 

The Department	 The Department for Work and Pensions

The Merlin Standard 	 The standard is designed to ensure fair treatment of 
subcontractors, adherence to the Department’s ‘code of 
conduct‘, and promote high performing supply chains. 
The standard is constructed on four integrated principles; 
supply chain design, commitment, conduct and review, 
and is assessed by independent evaluators. All Work 
Programme prime providers are contractually required to 
undergo a Merlin assessment and to maintain accreditation 
through biannual reassessment. During the assessments 
evaluators obtained feedback from a representative 
selection of supply chain partners on how the prime 
provider had met the core elements of the standard.
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Transfer of Undertakings	 Protects employees’ terms and conditions of 
(Protection of Employment)	 employment when a business is transferred from one 

owner to another. Employees of the previous owner 
when the business changes hands automatically 
become employees of the new employer on the same 
terms and conditions.

Welfare-to-work market	 The welfare-to-work market consists of a range 
organisations providing various services through the 
Government’s series of programmes to encourage and 
support the unemployed in finding jobs. Organisations 
come from public, private and third sectors and can 
offer a range of general employment-related services or 
specialist provision.
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List of abbreviations
ATM	 Advisory Team Manager (called Work Services Manager 

from October 2013)

BEST	 Business Employment Services Training

CDG	 Careers Development Group

CPA	 Contract Package Area 

DWP	 Department for Work and Pensions

ESA	 Employment and Support Allowance

ESF 	 European Social Fund

ESOL	 English for Speakers of Other Languages

HHI	 Herfindahl-Hirschman Index

HMRC	 Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs

IES	 Institutue for Employment Studies

ITT	 Invitation to Tender

JSA 	 Jobseeker’s Allowance

MAPPA	 Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements

MI	 Management Information

MSS	 Market Share Shift

NAO	 National Audit Office

NEET	 Not in education, employment or training

NHS	 National Health Service

NIESR	 National Institute of Economic and Social Research

NIR	 Non-intervention rate

OECD	 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

PA	 Personal Adviser (in Jobcentre Plus these were called 
Work Coaches from October 2013)

PbR	 Payment by Results

PIP	 Performance Improvement Plan

PMR	 Performance management regime
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PRaP	 Provider Referrals and Payment

SFA	 Skills Funding Agency

SPRU	 Social Policy Research Unit

VCSE	 Voluntary and Community sector and Social Enterprise
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DWP preface notes
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) is committed to using the results from this 
report in the continuous improvement of Work Programme and the design of any future 
contracts. However, it should be noted that this report necessarily reflects a historic view of 
the Work Programme, and that there have been, and continue to be, many changes made in 
both the approaches and processes to further drive up performance and quality of delivery.  
Changes that the DWP has made since the research phase of this report are set out below.

Contract renegotiations
The Department has, over the last few months, been renegotiating some aspects of the 
Work Programme contracts. Central to these changes are amendments to the validation 
system and performance metric.  Our core principles when designing these changes have 
been fairness, transparency and programme neutrality.  By introducing these changes the 
Department is seeking to ensure that we more accurately capture programme and provider 
performance. We are also looking to improve our financial controls and provide longer-term 
market stability as we seek to align our future labour market and disability employment 
programmes.

Performance and contract management roles
In 2013 a review was undertaken to address the major commercial challenges in the 
Department and to meet significant savings targets, whilst at the same time improving the 
service we provide. To meet this challenge our commercial functions were restructured 
into end-to-end category manager and supplier manager roles. The category manager role 
provides accountability for each category of contracts to deliver savings and continuous 
improvement. The supplier manager role is to manage the end-to-end performance of 
the Work Programme and other providers. Our ability to use both market and supplier 
intelligence, across categories, is crucial in taking out cost in our contracts, managing 
demand and obtaining lower cost contracts.

Minimum service standards (customer service standards)
The Department continues to work closely with providers to ensure the maintenance of 
minimum service standards, and to ensure providers are clear about the flexibility in delivery 
allowed above and beyond these standards.

The Department has accepted all the recommendations from the Andrew Sells Building Best 
Practice Group on minimum service standards.  With regards to the new contract in CPA18 
we have given customer service standards more prominence in the specification, and set out 
in more detail what the Department expects and how the Department will take consideration 
of the customer service standards going forward.
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Performance management
DWP has introduced a robust performance management regime (PMR), to consistently 
manage the performance of Work Programme contracts, particularly those in the bottom 25 
per cent, with the aim of driving up performance and reduce variation.  

The Department has been building capacity within the performance manager role via an 
externally developed two-day performance management training event, internal workshops 
on PMR, data analysis, and ensuring appropriate senior manager support through the 
senior performance manager and a national Work Programme performance manager. 
Performance managers hold monthly provider operations forums (for all providers) to review 
key performance areas and share best practice and ideas. We are further driving the quality 
of contract performance reviews through a new performance manager quality assurance 
framework. This has been piloted and a final version will be rolled out in the New Year.

The Department now uses cohort and profiled-cohort performance metrics to understand 
performance. These metrics provide the clearest measure of performance, and profiled-
cohort metrics enable us to do this in real time. DWP has also introduced a new performance 
dashboard that provides performance transparency across all Work Programme contracts 
and brings together all performance data in one product. The Department has reviewed the 
PMR as we have learnt lessons from its operation and in response to feedback from the 
National Audit Office (NAO).  The Department is also looking at how it can make effective 
use of improved data sources on employment from Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs 
(HMRC) to both understand and drive performance and to make further improvements to its 
validation regime.

Delivery for Employment and Support Allowance participants

Recognising the growing number of Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) participants 
on the Work Programme, the Department has taken specific actions to improve performance 
for this group which includes:  
•	 improving the way Jobcentre Plus share information and hand off to providers;

•	 quality assurance work to build best practice for ESA participant action plans

•	 encouraging more focused employer engagement on ESA participants;

•	 Performance Management staff to sample more ESA cases to assess compliance with 
providers’ service standards.

In order to help us better understand what support ESA claimants need to help them move 
into work we are running various pilots and will be introducing more from early 2015. 
These are exploring a variety of different approaches including supporting people while 
still in employment and supporting those with mental health conditions. From early 2015 
we are introducing a number of pilots, these include: those awaiting a Work Capability 
Assessment will be offered voluntary employment-related Work coach interventions;  for the 
first six months following the completion of the Work Programme, pilots will offer increased 
frequency and intensity of Work Coach support; more personalised Remploy support; 
enhanced Jobcentre Plus support and support from local health care professionals; and a 
local authority-led pilot in Manchester.
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Payment groups
The Department acknowledges the findings regarding the current payment groups and will 
review the payment group structure for future contracts

Validation of payments 

DWP has also significantly strengthened its validation and control processes – not least by 
introducing the extrapolation of sustainment payments. The Department is also exploring 
how to leverage enhanced employment information from HMRC to automate validation for 
future programmes.

Changing referral volumes and profile
Reducing volumes are an indication of the improvements seen in the labour market over 
recent years and the strong performance of Jobcentre Plus. However, the Work Programme 
is payment by results and lower referrals to the programme reduces the maximum 
earning power of contracts. The improvement in outcome performance of providers has 
increased revenue and providers are able to increase revenue earned by delivering further 
improvements in outcomes. Providers have not raised reducing volumes as a major issue 
during contract change negotiations.  

The change in profile of referrals towards a higher proportion of ESA participants has 
increased the proportion of the hardest to help participants who traditionally require higher 
levels of investment from providers. The Work Programme offers higher prices in return 
for job outcomes and sustained outcomes for this demographic, therefore increasing the 
potential earning power of contracts. 

DWP were clear at the contracting stage that volumes and mix of participants were not 
guaranteed and therefore providers were able to price accordingly to take account of the risk 
of volumes/mix not materialising in line with forecasts.

Market share shift
DWP have reviewed the merits of larger and/or more frequent changes to market share, 
acknowledging the primary consequence being the impact such changes have on an 
organisation’s reputation.  The Department, with agreement from Her Majesty’s Treasury and 
Cabinet Office colleagues, concluded larger or more frequent shifts would not be progressed 
within the current Work Programme, but that they would be a key area for consideration in 
the development of a successor programme.

The report raises concerns about market share shift resulting in the provider gaining market 
share appearing to have a dip in performance as a result.  The new performance metric, 
formalised as part of the contract changes, will eliminate this issue.
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Building Best Practice
In March 2013, the Department commissioned an externally led Building Best Practice 
group. A report from this work has made recommendations including the following: 
•	 to maximise transparency both in the current Work Programme and in future contracts to 

allow providers and subcontractors to benchmark their performance against the best in 
their field;

•	 to ensure minimum service standards should be incorporated into a customer service 
standard framework, which follows the customer journey through the Work Programme;

•	 to explore capacity building for the sector, to improve engagement with specialist Voluntary 
and Community Sector organisations.

The Department is committed to implementation of these recommendations

We have an increasing focus on sharing best practice and building the capability of the 
market to deliver. We have started this with the Work Programme Accelerated Performance 
Regime workshops, and we will continue to build this approach.

Contract termination 
The Department is working to ensure the new contract is in place before the current contract 
with Newcastle College Group expires on 5 March 2015.  A number of lessons learned 
during live running and the changes planned for the other Work Programme contracts have 
also been incorporated where practical to achieve the optimum solution in the time available. 
The key objective remains to award the contract in December 2014 with the new provider 
being able to accept referrals from 2 March 2015 (at the latest) and we are on track to 
achieve this.

Working with Jobcentre Plus
Recognising the importance of Jobcentre Plus involvement in the assessments of provider 
performance, particularly in relation to participant feedback and sanction processes, the 
Department has piloted a new closer working approach across West and North London. This 
involves Jobcentre Plus and benefit delivery centres having a pre-meeting with the Work 
Programme performance manager to discuss and agree performance issues. These issues 
are then taken to the monthly contract performance review meetings with representation 
from Jobcentre Plus in that Contract Package Area. DWP have also launched a range of 
activities to reduce the number of cancelled sanction referrals by improving data feeds, 
communications and streamlining the DWP processes.
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Executive summary
This report brings together and summarises the key evidence available from the 2013 
and 2014 waves of the Work Programme evaluation relating to the commissioning model, 
finance and programme delivery, together with evidence from provider surveys from 2012, 
2013 and 2014. The report explores the impact of the commissioning model on the provider 
market, the operation of the financial model and programme delivery. Findings from the 
2012 commissioning and programme provision research were reported in Lane et al., (2013) 
and Newton et al. (2012) respectively. (A parallel report, Meager et al., 2014, sets out the 
findings relating to Work Programme participants). As the findings from the evaluation build 
up, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) is able to use the evidence to improve 
programme performance and influence the design and management of future programmes. 
A note of recent DWP activity related to the findings in this report is provided in the notes 
(see page 25).

The report draws on qualitative interviews, conducted in 2013 and 2014, with Work 
Programme prime providers1, selected subcontractors and providers outside supply chains, 
DWP and Jobcentre Plus staff, together with national surveys of providers and an analysis of 
Work Programme provider market data (Chapter 3). 

Provider market structure
The Work Programme is delivered by 18 prime providers who were awarded 40 separate 
contracts to deliver services in 18 large Contract Package Areas across England, Scotland 
and Wales.2 To help determine whether the Work Programme commissioning model3 has 
led to the development of an effective quasi-market, the research explored the changing 
structure and characteristics of the Work Programme provider market (Chapter 3). The 
overall number of Work Programme providers has fallen, with a decrease from 831 in 2013 
to 806 in 2014. In addition to this a number of subcontractors reported that they had received 
no referrals so the number of providers actively delivering the programme is likely to be 
fewer than DWP supply chain data suggests. 

Two different models of prime provider delivery practice have developed. The first model 
comprises a prime managing agent that provides no direct services but sub-contracts all 
Work Programme activities through a supply chain of contractors.

The other model is that of a prime delivery agent that combines direct delivery, of varying 
levels, and subcontracting with a supply chain.

1	 The Department directly contracts with prime providers. Prime providers, in turn, both 
deliver and/or commission and manage a supply chain of subcontracted providers to 
deliver the Work Programme (Section 3.1).

2	 www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/253680/cpa-
preferred-bidders.pdf

3	 Key elements of the model include a prime-provider approach with minimum service 
prescription, large scale, longer contracts and ongoing performance competition. The 
funding element emphasises sustained outcomes and utilises a differential payment 
approach (Section 1.2).
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Prime providers reported a range of factors which affect their decisions to outsource 
provision. Managing agent prime providers noted their organisational expertise in 
outsourcing. Some also suggested this approach facilitated a more detached focus on 
performance which was not influenced by in-house delivery pressures. In contrast to this 
some prime delivery agents suggested that it was important that they delivered a proportion 
of the service themselves to ensure a thorough understanding of the programme. They 
reported that this facilitated their role in supporting practice development and performance 
improvement. There was, however, a suggestion from a small number of subcontractors that 
the decisions made by some prime delivery agents related to outsourcing and market share 
shifting were influenced by a desire to protect their own market share (and related income).

Analysis of Work Programme attachment data found that the provider market is not 
‘concentrated’ by conventional measures (for example, it is considerably less concentrated 
than the UK supermarket sector or domestic UK electricity and gas supply market). At prime 
provider level, using attachment data from June 2011 to March 2014, the top four prime 
providers delivered around 54 per cent of the Work Programme. The market could therefore 
be described as an unconcentrated, competitive oligopoly, which has remained fairly stable 
over time, with a slight increase in concentration following the implementation of market 
share shift in August 2013.

Analysis of prime provider and Tier 1 subcontractor4 referral data showed a clearer increase 
in market concentration over time, with an inconsistent pattern across contract package 
areas (CPAs). The overall increases in market concentration could be linked with changes 
in the supply chains of particular prime providers. This, alongside previous experience 
from Britain and Australia, suggests that in order to offer an ongoing assessment of the 
effectiveness of the Work Programme market it will be important to continue to monitor the 
market concentration, the number and composition of providers and their market share. The 
analysis of referral data also indicates a need to consider these factors at both national and 
CPA level. 

Generalist end-to-end providers dominate Work Programme delivery, and the majority of 
these deliver all support in-house with low levels of onward referral to specialist support, 
particularly where this involved formal contracting arrangements. An increase in onward 
referrals was only reported in the signposting of participants to providers outside supply 
chains. With around half of subcontractors being small organisations, the impact on 
the organisation of not receiving referrals can be significant and had resulted in some 
subcontractors choosing to leave their supply chains. There were also cases of prime 
providers terminating contracts or coming to mutual agreements for subcontractors to exit a 
supply chain as a result of underperformance. 

In general there was little evidence of market entry into supply chains, with few new 
providers brought in to replace existing ones, or to provide additional services. Instead, in 
cases of market exit, prime providers were redistributing referrals from a leaving provider 
to existing supply chain members or taking the work in-house. There was, however, some 
evidence of market entry via acquisition and merger at the prime provider level.

4	 Definitions of Tier 1 subcontractors vary from prime provider to prime provider although 
they are generally responsible for delivering end-to-end services to participants.
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Contract and performance management
Providers and supply chains are diverse and it can be difficult to generalise about what 
Work Programme providers ‘think’ or ‘do’. Relationship management in particular can be 
strongly affected by individual personalities and ways of working. As the Work Programme 
was contracted using a prime provider model, DWP’s role in contract and performance 
management was focused at the prime provider level. As the contract has progressed, there 
were developments and changes to the performance management processes and systems 
used by DWP to manage Work Programme provider performance and contracts (Chapter 
4). A restructure occurred in 2013 and, as part of this, there were changes made to some 
contract and performance management roles, including a move to a 100 per cent focus on 
the Work Programme contract for Performance Managers. The new structure and roles were 
still bedding in at the time of the 2014 research, and at this time some DWP staff felt that 
the split between DWP commercial and performance management staff was not helpful in 
getting the best out of providers.

A new performance management regime was introduced from summer 2013 which included 
more intensive processes for lower performing providers. Some DWP Performance 
Managers welcomed the changes and felt that they had the potential to make prime 
providers focus more on improvement activities. However, some DWP Performance 
Managers questioned whether the new regime was too intensive and/or prescriptive. There 
appeared to be an underlying tension felt by some DWP staff between offering flexibility to 
providers to deliver services as they see best and driving up performance by prescribing 
delivery methods that have been found to be effective. There were some indications in 
2013 that the DWP performance management approach was becoming more prescriptive. 
Nonetheless, most staff also described having positive relationships with prime providers, 
underpinned by regular, open communication. 

Black box contracting
One of the key elements of the DWP commissioning model was minimum service 
prescription by the Department (Chapter 5). This was termed the ‘black box’ approach, the 
aim of which was to allow providers considerable flexibility in deciding what interventions 
would best help participants into sustainable employment. However, as part of their bids, 
prime providers were required to specify the minimum service standards (later renamed 
customer service standards) that they would offer to programme participants. The research 
revealed a range of views on what the ‘black box’ model means in theory and practice. DWP 
Performance Managers felt the ‘black box’ had applied during contracting since providers 
were required to meet minimum performance and customer delivery standards once in 
contract. However, many providers believed they would have the freedom to flex delivery 
during live running to meet participant needs. Prime providers were able to choose how 
much prescription to apply to their subcontractors’ provision and, in both the 2013 and 
2014 research, there was variation found in the level of prescription applied by different 
prime providers (Chapter 4). Where subcontractors were afforded delivery flexibility, this 
was viewed positively by the subcontractors. There was some evidence that, like DWP 
performance management, some prime providers were becoming more prescriptive with 
subcontractors with an aim of driving performance improvement. However, subcontractor 
reports of the level of flexibility in service delivery they were given by their prime providers 
remained consistent across the waves of research. 
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Market share shift and contract termination
A key performance management mechanism utilised by DWP was ‘market share shift’ (MSS) 
which gave DWP the flexibility to move five per cent of new referrals within each CPA from 
lower to higher performing prime providers. The first MSS occurred in summer 2013 and 
DWP staff interviewed in 2014 did not report any noticeable impact of this on performance 
to date. Many prime providers also reported that MSS had lacked impact due to the 
relatively small percentage shift against the backdrop of falling referrals. Some DWP staff 
suggested that MSS and DWP’s decision to terminate a contract due to underperformance 
had not negatively affected their relationship with prime providers, although some felt that 
it had potentially weakened previously positive relationships. In the early part of 2014 DWP 
reviewed the performance of the bottom 25 per cent of Work Programme contracts and put 
them under an enhanced performance management regime. Notice of a contract termination 
was also given to one prime provider5. Views from prime providers on the contract 
termination were mixed. Some prime providers were supportive of DWP’s decision to 
terminate a contract. However, other prime providers were confused as to why this particular 
contract had been chosen for termination, leading to some uncertainty and concern over how 
future contract termination decisions would be made.  Overall views from prime providers 
on DWP’s approach to contract and performance management varied, with some positive 
and some negative. Key issues raised by prime providers included a perceived lack of 
consistency and clarity in DWP’s approach, although in the most recent 2014 research, 
some providers also noted that the DWP approach was developing positively and improving 
over time. The preface notes (see page 25) provides an update on the DWP approach to 
performance management.

Supply chain contract and performance management
Under the prime provider model, the responsibility for managing a supply chain of 
subcontractors lies with prime providers rather than DWP. The research identified that 
prime providers appeared to be using two different approaches to driving subcontractor 
performance – competition and collaboration – with the majority utilising both, but to different 
degrees. Whilst some subcontractors in the 2013 research suggested that competition 
tempered supply chain relationships and the willingness to share best practice, by 2014 
this was not reported as a problem, with trust and relationships between subcontractors 
appearing to be further developing over time.

Overall there was a spread of opinion in both the 2013 and 2014 research as to whether 
subcontractors felt the monitoring and management of their performance by their prime 
provider was effective, though a greater percentage of subcontractors felt their prime providers’ 
monitoring and management was effective in 2014, suggesting improvements over time.

5	 There is a 12-month notice period in relation to the notice of termination that was given 
to a prime provider in relation to one of their contracts.  DWP has been conducting a 
procurement competition to identify a replacement provider. This aims to enable the 
Department to ensure continuity of service to the affected claimants currently being 
supported by the programme.
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Finance
As noted above, providers and supply chains are diverse so it can be difficult to generalise 
about providers’ views on specific issues such as the financial model and some provider 
views may appear contradictory. By 2014, however, it appeared that prime providers were 
broadly positive that finances were where they were expected to be, in terms of heavy 
upfront investment in delivery with later reward through sustainment payments (Chapter 6). 
A number of prime providers also felt that the peak of profitability had passed, particularly 
as referral volumes were generally lower than anticipated due to a stronger than expected 
labour market and continued to drop towards the end of the programme. Many prime 
providers did express concerns about the impact of changing and falling referral volumes 
on the future financial viability of the programme. Deductions from outcome payments 
based on the extrapolation of errors that DWP identified in routine checks of a sample of 
providers claims was also a key issue for many prime providers.  However, prime providers 
were largely positive about the commercial attractivenesss of the contracts and intended to 
sustain or increase their involvement with the programme.

Around half of prime providers were exposing their supply chains to the same incentives and 
financial risks as their own contracts with DWP. However, there was also evidence that prime 
providers saw a need to offer modified versions of the outcome payment model to certain 
subcontractors. This tended to result from a desire to maintain or attract specialists within 
the supply chain, often linked to a need to improve performance for the Employment and 
Support Allowance (ESA) participant group.

In 2014 subcontractors were more positive about the financial model than in earlier years of 
programme, with nearly two-thirds of those surveyed expressing satisfaction with payment 
terms. This may suggest that subcontractors experiencing most financial difficulties had 
then left supply chains, which in turn made the programme more viable for remaining 
organisations in receipt of redistributed referrals. Providers’ views on the commercial 
attractiveness of the Work Programme contract appeared to be related to their current 
experiences of financial viability. As noted above, prime providers were largely positive about 
prospects over the long term, but only a small proportion of subcontractors were positive 
about the commercial attractiveness of their contracts with the primes. However, this was not 
reflected in subcontrators’ intentions to remain involved with the programme with over two-
thirds of subcontractors in 2014 indicating they would sustain or increase their involvement 
in the programme. For many of these subcontractors the provision of employment support 
was core to their business and thus they viewed involvement in the Work Programme or 
any successor programme as essential. Prime providers were also positive about their 
intentions to sustain or increase their involvement in both the Work Programme and other 
DWP programmes more widely. They did, however, perceive a need to review the Work 
Programme financial model, a view reflected both inside and outside supply chains. Specific 
issues raised included the construction of the differential pricing model and the complexity 
of the payment structure, as well as the administrative process for claiming and verifying 
outcome payments.  

The differential payment model
An ‘outcome-based commissioning’ approach encourages commissioners to focus on ends, 
not means, and is seen as a way of promoting improvements in public services. Payment-
by-results (PbR) aligns funding arrangements with this outcomes focus, paying for services, 
at least in part, on the basis of the outcomes that they achieve. Existing evidence on PbR 
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models suggests that wholly outcome-contingent contracts are often less suitable for clients 
with multiple barriers to employment. The reasons for this are that providers may concentrate 
effort and resources on those participants for whom they believe they can achieve an 
employment outcome most quickly and/or cheaply, and offer only minimal services to more 
costly-to-help participants. Attempting to address such concerns the Work Programme model 
includes a ‘differential pricing’ structure under which providers are paid at different rates for 
outcomes achieved by different target groups (with outcomes for ‘harder-to-help’ groups 
being paid at higher rates than those for groups closer to the labour market).

The research suggests that differential pricing has had little impact in driving provider 
behaviour in how they segmented customers and prioritised support. (Chapter 6). For 
example, the development of services for the ESA participant group appeared to be 
driven by factors other than the payment model, including more intensive performance 
management by DWP. Providers reported that a key reason that differential payment groups 
did not drive their customer segmentation and delivery,  was the heterogeneity in levels 
of support need within and between payment groups. In practice they also felt it was not 
possible to manage delivery and performance against the complexity of the payment model. 
In addition to this providers suggested that in some cases the costs of support for those 
with greatest need exceeded the payments available. These findings on the lack of affect of 
differential pricing on segmentation were also reflected by those reported in the parallel Work 
Programme participant experience report, (Meager et al., 2014). Both inside and outside the 
supply chain, providers suggested a need to review the Work Programme financial model. 
The preface notes (page 25) show that the Department will be reviewing the structure of the 
payment groups for future contracts

Changes in referrals
The majority of providers in the 2013 and 2014 surveys reported a decline in referrals in 
the previous year (66 per cent and 76 per cent, respectively) (Chapter 7). Over 40 per 
cent in each year had seen a significant change in the mix of referrals. Both changes were 
particularly marked for end-to-end providers. The main compositional change was a growth 
in ESA participants and decline in Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) participants6. 

Lack of confidence, work motivation and work-related skills amongst job seekers were the 
most prevalent barriers reported by providers in 2013 and 2014. However, the change in 
the mix of referrals appeared, by 2014, to have increased the extent to which participants 
faced barriers due to health conditions and disabilities; criminal record or history of offending 
behaviour; and drug or alcohol problems.  

These changes were reported as being financially detrimental for end-to-end providers, 
reducing income or requiring more staff, physical resources and outsourced services in order 
to respond to the change in the composition of demand. For non-end-to-end providers, the 
changes more often led to an increase rather than decrease in income because the demand 
for their services increased and they were paid for their services (and not be result).

6	 A change in the Work Programme eligibility rules resulted in an increase in ESA claimants, 
whilst improvements in the economy may have reduced the number of JSA claimants.
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Support from Jobcentre Plus
Jobcentre Plus staff’s most common contact with Work Programme participants was to 
monitor conditionality (Chapter 7). There was evidence of some continued ad hoc and light 
touch support to Work Programme participants. 

There was some evidence that, between 2012 and 2013, relationships had strengthened 
between Jobcentre Plus and providers, although this varied by location and may depend 
on the willingness of those involved (i.e. Jobcentre Plus and provider staff) to collaborate. 
Where strengthened relationships were in evidence, examples were seen of co-location and 
information sharing which supported participants (including helping to engage hard-to-reach 
participants), providers and Jobcentre Plus staff in achieving their objectives.

Mandation, conditionality and sanctioning
The use of mandation varied substantially across providers: its use, the activities mandated; 
the degree of Personal Adviser discretion over mandation; and whether and which payment 
groups were targeted (Chapter 8). Providers differed in their views over the usefulness of 
mandation. 

Sanctioning policies (i.e. whether non-compliance was automatically referred for sanctioning 
or whether there was discretion) were determined by the prime providers, although providers 
(both branches of the prime provider, as well as subcontractors) did not always comply with 
these policies. Changes in sanctioning policies and processes had resulted in more referrals 
for sanctioning by 2013, an increase which continued at a slower rate into 2014. The 
changes appeared to include some shift towards automatic referral for sanctioning for non-
compliance, as well as improved processes, both due to in-house changes and due to the 
introduction of Provider Direct. However, there was tentative evidence that automatic referral 
of non-compliance resulted in more cases of cancelled or overturned sanctions. Providers 
varied in their beliefs about the effectiveness of sanctions, some seeing it as improving and 
others as reducing commitment. Providers’ satisfaction with the sanctioning process had 
improved by 2014, albeit slightly.

Employer engagement
Most providers, particularly end-to-end providers, were involved in employer engagement 
activities (approximately four out of five) (Chapter 9). Vacancy identification was most 
common. Support to employers recruiting participants from disadvantaged groups or 
requiring adaptations to enter work were also common. 

The organisation of employer engagement varied: centralised by the prime provider for its 
supply chain; centralised by the provider for its own provision; and dispersed to local offices, 
with dedicated employer engagement staff or Personal Advisers.  

Collaboration with other providers for employer engagement was common (particularly for 
end-to-end providers), taking the form of sharing vacancies. Collaboration with Jobcentre 
Plus was also common and was seen, by both Jobcentre Plus staff and providers, as in the 
interests of Work Programme participants. Again, the nature of collaboration was largely in 
sharing vacancies, although there was some indication that vacancy information more often 
went from Jobcentre Plus to providers rather than vice-versa. The quality of collaboration 
varied and there may be a need for some Jobcentre Plus areas to take a more positive 
approach to collaboration. 
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Support provided to participants
Overview of changes in support
Support had been changing over the course of the Work Programme (Chapter 10).  The 
main changes between 2012 and 2014 were in the nature and extent of provision for ESA 
participants; a switch towards a work-first approach; changes in participant contact; co-
locating with Jobcentre Plus and with probation; an increase in employer engagement 
activities; and changes to in-work support. By 2014 there was also evidence of some shift 
of support towards the ESA group covered by DWP performance targets as well as towards 
those most job ready. The implication is that, to some extent, those participants deemed less 
job ready and those not in the three DWP performance target payment groups may receive 
less support.

Many of the changes were in response to the change in the composition of referrals and 
did not affect the level of support individuals received. However, others were driven by 
financial pressures (to achieve outcome payments or to reduce costs) and by Performance 
Improvement Plans. Whilst some of these changes sought to increase outcomes and meet 
performance targets, they also appeared to reduce assistance to some of those least likely 
to enter and remain in employment. 

Initial engagement, identifying support needs and action 
planning
The way that support needs were identified has been changing. There was evidence of a move 
towards greater personalisation and increased use of assessment experts. Innovation included 
the trialling of ‘client engagement advisors’ to focus on participants in their first four weeks. The 
increase in ESA referrals had led to an increase in the average time for assessment. 

Personal Advisers
Changes in Personal Adviser support include increased frequency of contact with participants 
and greater continuity of Personal Adviser. Innovations included a move towards specialist 
advisers, particularly for ESA participants, and linking frequency of contact more closely to need.

Training
The percentage of participants receiving vocational or work-related skills training appeared 
to have changed little since the first wave of the evaluation. However, the qualitative 
research suggested a decrease in training for the more job-ready. There seemed to be a 
move towards providing training in-house, particularly to support the least job-ready ESA 
participants. Providers sought to use training which incurred no cost to the Work Programme. 
However, awareness varied by provider and access varied across the country, leading to 
differences in the provision. Financial considerations, including the PbR incentives, featured 
strongly in the training support decision and appeared to reduce the use of externally paid-
for training and increase in-house training.

In-work support
In-work support was provided by most end-to-end and some non-end-to-end providers. It 
tended to be delivered by telephone, provided either by a dedicated in-work support team or 
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by the pre-employment Personal Advisers. The trend for dedicated in-work teams identified 
by Newton et al. (2012) appeared to have continued, with providers reporting improved 
retention stemming from such teams. 

Although fewer than one-third of providers considered most of their participants required in-
work support, nearly all (83 per cent) offered it to all participants in 2013. Providers offered 
the same support to all or based frequency of contact on assessed risk. 

The nature of in-work support changed in the first three years of the programme. Between 
2012 and 2013 the proportion of providers offering financial or benefits advice, help and 
advice on ensuring work was compatible with a health condition or disability and in-work 
mentoring had increased and there was more emphasis on helping participants in work to 
look for new jobs, particularly in locations with a high incidence of temporary employment. 
By 2014, the percentage offering each of these forms of support had declined, although the 
percentage for each remained higher than in 2012.

In 2013, around one-third of participants in work appeared to opt out of in-work support, with 
providers believing they saw it as a nuisance, stigmatising or participants having thought 
they would leave the Work Programme on gaining a job.

Providers’ views on programme provision
By 2013 there had been an increase in the percentage of providers who believed the Work 
Programme to be broadly effective. The weight of opinion among end-to-end providers was 
towards the view that it was effective, whereas non-end-to-end providers were less positive.

Jobcentre Plus managers’ views of the Work Programme
Jobcentre Plus managers’ views on the effectiveness of the Work Programme tended to be 
fairly negative. There were calls for increased collaboration between providers and Jobcentre 
Plus to increase support to participants, and the ironing out of some issues such as clearer 
identification of who should offer support when participants moved CPAs and referral 
problems associated with prison leavers.

Outcomes
Based on end-to-end providers’ reports, by 2013, the percentage of participants entering 
work appeared to have increased compared to the previous evaluation wave (Chapter 10). 
On average, end-to-end providers estimated that 50 to 59 per cent of their participants would 
return to Jobcentre Plus for support at the end of their two years on the Work Programme. 

Jobcentre Plus reported that the quality of exit reports varied greatly. Jobcentre staff believed 
it would be useful to receive exit reports which gave a full history of the support received and 
information about the attitudes and motivation of returners.
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Part 1 
Introduction
Coverage of this report and methods
This, the fourth published report from the official Work Programme evaluation, draws 
together findings from the two evaluation strands, the commissioning model evaluation and 
the provider research carried out as part of the programme delivery evaluation, namely:
•	 Three waves of commissioning focused qualitative research with Work Programme 

providers and Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and Jobcentre Plus staff. 
The findings from the first wave (2011/12) were published in Lane et al. (2013). The 
findings from the second and third waves of research, which took place in summer 2012 
and spring 2014 are presented in this report.

•	 Two waves of delivery focused qualitative research with Work Programme providers 
and Jobcentre Plus staff. The findings from the first wave (2012) were presented in 
Newton et al. (2012). The findings from the second wave of research, which was carried 
out in summer 2013, are presented in this report. 

•	 Six national online quantitative surveys of Work Programme providers, three of 
which had a commissioning focus and three a delivery focus and were carried out in 2012, 
2013, 2014. The findings from the 2012 commissioning survey were published in Lane et 
al. (2013). The findings from the 2013 and 2014 surveys are presented in this report.

•	 Analysis of Work Programme provider market data was carried out in 2013 and 2014. 
The findings of this analysis are also presented in this report.

The overall structure of the evaluation and the reporting schedule are summarised 
in the table below.



39

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Work Programme payment groups

Report title Content Publication date
Newton et al. (2012). Work 
Programme evaluation: Findings 
from the first phase of qualitative 
research on programme delivery, 
DWP Research Report No. 821.

Findings from: 
1	observational research;
2	wave 1 of qualitative participant study;
3	wave 1 of Jobcentre Plus and provider visits/

interviews (programme evaluation).

November 2012

Lane et al. (2013). Work 
Programme evaluation : 
Procurement, supply chains 
and implementation of the 
commissioning model, DWP 
Research Report No. 831.

Findings from:
4	wave 1 of qualitative study of unsuccessful 

bidders, non-bidders and market leavers;
5	wave 1 of qualitative commissioning study;
6	online provider survey (commissioning).

March 2013

Meager et al. (2014). Work 
Programme evaluation : the 
participant experience, DWP 
Research Report No. 892.

Findings from:
1	longitudinal survey of participants (both waves);
2	all waves of qualitative participant research.

December 2014

Bertram et al. (2014). Work 
Programme evaluation :  
Operation of the commissioning 
model, finance and programme 
delivery, DWP Research Report 
No. 893.

Findings from:
3	wave 2 of the programme delivery strand;
4	waves 2 and 3 of the commissioning study;
5	waves 2 and 3 of online provider surveys 

(commissioning and programme delivery).

December 2014

Work Programme evaluation 
: A synthesis of the evidence 
(provisional title)

Final synthesis of all the qualitative and quantitative 
evidence exploring the commissioning approach, 
programme delivery and participant experiences 
and outcome. Also including econometric analysis 
of administrative data examining the factors 
influencing provider effectiveness.

2015 (date to be 
confirmed)

Report structure
The report is structured in three parts:
•	 Part 1 (Chapters 1 to 2), ‘Introduction’, introduces the Work Programme and its 

objectives, outlines the scope of the evaluation, and describes the characteristics of the 
Work Programme’s target eligible population(s).

•	 Part 2 (Chapters 3 to 6) ‘The Commissioning Model’ focus on the operation of the 
commissioning model: the market structure (Chapter 3), contract and performance 
management (Chapter 4), minimum service prescription and the black box approach 
(Chapter 5) and Finance (Chapter 6).

•	 Part 3 (Chapters 7 to 10) ‘Programme Delivery’ focus on programme delivery: the 
context in which providers are operating, including referrals (Chapter 7), providers’ policies 
and practices  towards sanctioning, mandation (Chapter 8) and employer engagement 
(Chapter 9), support provided to participants (Chapter 10) and outcomes (Chapter 11). 
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1 The Work Programme
The Work Programme is an integrated welfare-to-work programme, implemented across 
Great Britain7 in June 2011. It replaces a range of predecessor back-to-work programmes 
for unemployed and economically inactive people including Pathways to Work8 and the 
Flexible New Deal9. This chapter outlines the genesis and design of this new programme. 

1.1 A new model for welfare-to-work
The programme is designed to address concerns raised about the performance and cost-
effectiveness of existing employment programmes targeted at unemployed and inactive 
people. For example, the National Audit Office (NAO) examined Pathways to Work and noted:

‘Pathways has turned out to provide poor value for money and the Department needs 
to learn from this experience.’

(National Audit Office)

The Work Programme builds on previous approaches to commissioning welfare-to-work 
programmes delivered through private and voluntary sector contractors. A distinguishing 
feature of the Work Programme, compared with previous programmes such as the Flexible 
New Deal, is that it combines a minimum specification or ‘black box’ approach with payment 
by results (PbR)10. Thus, contracted providers are paid for getting people into work and are 
free to design their own support provision, with minimal intervention from the Department. 

The invitation to tender for potential Work Programme providers stated that the programme’s 
core objectives are to:

•	 ‘increase off-flow rates for Work Programme customer11 groups (more people into 
work);

•	 decrease average time on benefit for Work Programme customer groups (people into 
work sooner);

•	 increase average time in employment for Work Programme customer groups (longer 
sustained jobs);

•	 narrow the gap between off-flow rates/time in employment for disadvantaged groups 
and everyone else; and

•	 contribute to a decrease in numbers of workless households.’

(DWP: Work Programme invitation to tender, pp. 3-4)

7	 Different arrangements apply in Northern Ireland.
8	 See NAO (2010), for a summary of evaluation findings relating to Pathways to Work.
9	 Several published reports set out the evaluation findings relating to the Flexible New 

Deal: see Vegeris et al. (2011a and 2011b).
10	 Previous national employment programmes also incorporating a payment by results 

approach include the New Deal for Disabled People: see Stafford et al., 2007.
11	 Note that, although this term (customers) was used in the original invitation to tender, 

throughout this report we refer to people in the target groups for the Work Programme 
as ‘claimants’ (during the period before their participation in the programme), and as 
‘participants’ (during their period on the programme itself).



41

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

While some of these objectives are similar to previous UK welfare-to-work schemes, the 
focus on sustainable employment is an important new emphasis. This confirms the intention 
to address a key deficiency of previous active labour market measures in the UK and 
elsewhere, namely their susceptibility to ‘revolving door syndrome’, where the emphasis on 
getting participants quickly into work results in short-term, unstable employment spells, with 
many participants quickly returning to benefit.

The programme therefore combines: a) a new commissioning approach, with PbR and 
flexibility for providers to innovate; and b) an emphasis on sustainable outcomes, with much 
of the payment to providers occurring only after participants have spent a significant period 
in work. This combination makes the programme’s performance of considerable interest not 
only as a welfare-to-work scheme, but more broadly as the largest example to date of PbR in 
the delivery of UK public services.

1.2 The commissioning model
The key elements of the Work Programme commissioning model were:
•	 A prime-provider approach. The Department contracts with a single provider (the prime 

provider, or ‘prime’). The prime, in turn, commissions and manages a supply chain of sub-
contracted providers to deliver the contract.

•	 Outcome-based funding. This goes further than previous models, incorporating several 
new elements:

–– Emphasis on sustained outcomes. While the amount and timing of payments to 
providers vary between different participant groups (see below), the key principle is 
that the payment on ‘attachment’ (when the participant enters the programme) is a 
small part of the total. Participants remain attached to the programme for two years, 
irrespective of whether they have entered work, and the bulk of the payment is triggered 
for achievements later during these two years. In particular, a ‘job outcome’ payment is 
triggered after a participant has been in work for a number of weeks (13 to 26 weeks, 
depending on the target group).This aims to reduce ‘deadweight’ (the extent to which 
providers are rewarded for outcomes that would have happened anyway). Further 
‘sustainment’ payments are payable (on a regular four-weekly basis, subject to a 
variable cap on the number of payments) after a trigger point when the participant has 
been in work for a longer period (17-30 weeks, dependent on the target group).

–– Differential payments12. Providers are paid at different rates for outcomes achieved 
by different target groups (outcomes for harder-to-help groups paid at higher rates than 
those for groups closer to the labour market). This incentive structure aims to discourage 
providers from concentrating effort and resources on those participants for whom they 
can achieve an employment outcome most quickly or cheaply.

12	 Strictly speaking this approach is not entirely new in the welfare-to-work field. Indeed it 
has a provenance going back at least 20 years. Thus, in the early 1990s, Training and 
Enterprise Councils delivering government employment programmes under contract 
operated under a variable tariff for outcome payments, with higher rates for outcomes 
achieved by participants with ‘special training needs’: Meager (1995).
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•	 Ongoing performance competition. Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
manages the provider ‘market’ so that providers can compete for market share to reap 
rewards from good performance and suffer the consequences of poor performance. This 
happens through a process of ‘market share shifting’, under which better-performing 
providers are rewarded by being allocated more claimants, while poorer-performing 
providers (who remain above the minimum quality threshold) receive fewer claimants. 

•	 Minimum service prescription by the Department. This ‘black box’ approach allows 
providers flexibility to decide what interventions will best help participants into sustainable 
employment. This is intended to encourage providers to develop a personalised approach 
customised to the needs of individual participants, and stimulate wider innovation in 
service delivery.

•	 Larger, longer contracts (typically five to seven years in length). The greater market 
stability this offers aims to facilitate the development of provider capacity and expertise 
and encourage investment to support service delivery innovation13.

1.3 Programme delivery and service design
1.3.1 Who participates in the Work Programme?
The Work Programme applies to benefit claimants in various categories14 (‘payment groups’) 
summarised15 in Table 1.1 below. This also shows the time during their benefit claim at 
which claimants will be referred to the programme, and whether their participation will be 
compulsory or voluntary.

13	  The case for larger, longer contracts was first made by Lord Freud in 2007 in his 
review of welfare provision, Reducing dependency, increasing opportunity: options for 
the future of welfare to work.  
base-uk.org/sites/base-uk.org/files/[user-raw]/11-07/welfarereview.pdf

14	 In due course, these categories will be redefined in light of the new unified system of 
benefit payment known as Universal Credit, being implemented in stages from 2013.

15	 Fuller details of each of the payment group categories can be found in:  
www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/wp-pg-chapter-2.pdf
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Table 1.1	 Work Programme payment groups

Payment group Point of referral Basis for referral
1 JSA claimants aged 18-

24
From 9 months on JSA Mandatory

2 JSA claimants aged 25+ From 12 months on JSA Mandatory
3 JSA ‘early access’ groups From 3 months on JSA Mandatory or voluntary depending on 

circumstance
4 JSA ex-IB From 3 months on JSA Mandatory
5 ESA Volunteers At any time from point of Work 

Capability Assessment
Voluntary

6 New ESA claimants Mandatory when expected to be fit for 
work within 3-6 months*. Voluntary 
from point of Work Capability 
Assessment for specified participants.

Mandatory or voluntary depending on 
circumstance

7 ESA Ex-IB Mandatory when expected to be fit for 
work within 3-6 months*. Voluntary 
from point of Work Capability 
Assessment for participants with 
longer prognoses.

Mandatory or voluntary depending on 
circumstance

8 IB/IS (England only) From benefit entitlement Voluntary
9 JSA prison leavers From day one of release from prison Mandatory

*	 Note: since autumn 2012, this mandatory requirement for ESA groups has been extended to cover 
claimants who are expected to be fit for work within 3-12 months.

1.3.2 What do providers offer participants?
Providers are expected to deliver an individually-tailored service for each participant, 
regardless of their benefit category. The nature of that service, and how it varies between 
participants and between participant groups is not specified by DWP, in line with the 
programme’s underlying ‘black box’ principles. When tendering for the Work Programme, prime 
providers indicated the level and nature of the support they would offer each participant group. 
Minimum service standards were specified in their contracts and any revisions are made 
publicly available through the DWP website. Jobcentre Plus advisers also explain the minimum 
service standards to participants on referral to the programme. The rationale is that both DWP 
and participants will be able to hold the providers to these standards.

1.3.3 How do claimants enter the Work Programme?
Jobcentre Plus refers claimants to Work Programme providers through the ‘Provider Referral 
and Payments System’ (PRaP), giving the provider basic details of the claimant with each 
referral. At this point the provider makes initial contact with the participant, and agrees 
the action(s) that the provider and participant will undertake through the programme. This 
agreement should be recorded in an ‘action plan’, which also incorporates any mandatory 
activity which the provider requires the participant to undertake. If a participant fails to 
comply with any mandatory activities, the provider notifies Jobcentre Plus in order that 
sanctions can be considered. 
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1.3.4 How long do participants stay on the programme?
Once Jobcentre Plus refers a participant to the Work Programme, the provider is expected 
to deliver two years (104 weeks) of continuous support regardless of whether the participant 
changes benefits or moves into employment. Early completion of the Work Programme 
occurs only when:
•	 the final outcome payment has been claimed by the provider; 

•	 the participant is referred to Work Choice or a Residential Training College; or 

•	 the participant dies.

Participants who leave benefit and return within the two-year period are referred back to 
the relevant provider. If, however, they return to claim benefit after two years, or when the 
provider has claimed a final outcome payment for them, they remain with Jobcentre Plus.

1.3.5 Who are the Work Programme providers?
England, Wales and Scotland are divided into 18 ‘contract package areas’ (CPAs). Following 
a competitive tendering process, two or three Work Programme providers (drawn from the 
private, voluntary and public sectors) were contracted to operate as prime providers in each 
of the CPAs16. Prime providers may deliver services directly to Work Programme participants, 
or through a network of subcontractors, or both.

Eligible claimants are randomly allocated to one of the prime providers operating in the 
claimant’s CPA. Claimants are not given a choice of provider, but competition is generated 
over time through the better-performing providers being offered an increased share of the 
claimants referred to the programme in each CPA. 

16	 For a list of prime providers and a map of CPAs, see: www.gov.uk/government/
publications/work-programme-contract-package-area-and-prime-providers
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2 The evaluation of the Work 
Programme

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) commissioned a consortium led by the 
Institute for Employment Studies (IES) to undertake an independent evaluation of the 
Work Programme. Research started in autumn 2011 and concludes in early 2015. The 
consortium includes the following organisations working alongside IES on various 
strands of the evaluation: Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion; National Institute 
of Economic and Social Research (NIESR); Social Policy Research Unit (SPRU) at the 
University of York: GfK NOP. This chapter provides details of the evaluation approach 
and research methodologies.

2.1 About the evaluation
The evaluation is exploring the delivery and effectiveness of the Work Programme by 
assessing participants’ experiences and outcomes. Given the innovative manner in which 
the programme is commissioned, the evaluation also focuses on how the commissioning 
approach impacts on the provider market and influences service delivery and participant 
outcomes. Thus the evaluation is spilt into commissioning and programme evaluation 
strands with considerable overlap between the two.

Key research questions for the evaluation as a whole include the following:

Commissioning: How does the commissioning model impact on the provider market? How 
do DWP and prime providers influence service delivery and outcomes? Why do providers 
design their services the way they do?

Delivery: What services do providers deliver to participants and how do they deliver them? 
What is the participant experience? What are the key operational lessons learnt from 
delivery?

Outcomes: What are participants’ outcomes and destinations? How quickly do participants 
flow off benefit? How long do participants stay in work? What is the impact on benefit off-
flows, job entry, retention and time in employment?
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Figure 2.1	 Structure of the Work Programme evaluation 

2.2 The commissioning model evaluation
This strand of the evaluation examines how the commissioning approach impacts on the 
provider market and the decision-making processes of Work Programme providers, and 
thereby influences service delivery and participant outcomes.  

The research design of this strand includes three fieldwork waves.

The first wave of research, undertaken during 2011/12, was reported in Lane et al. (2013) 
and included: 
•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with unsuccessful bidders, non-bidders and providers who 

left the supply chain following contract award (autumn 2011);

•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with all Work Programme prime providers and a sample of 
subcontractors (early summer 2012);
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•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with DWP and Jobcentre Plus staff (early summer 2012);

•	 a national online quantitative survey of all subcontractors (early summer 2012).

The second, 2013, research wave is covered in this report and included:
•	 longitudinal in-depth interviews with unsuccessful bidders, non-bidders and providers who 

left the supply chain following contract award (summer 2013);

•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with all Work Programme prime providers and a sample of 
subcontractors (summer 2013);

•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with DWP and Jobcentre Plus staff (summer 2013);

•	 a further national online quantitative survey of all subcontractors (early summer 2013);

•	 an analysis of Work Programme provider market data at national and contract package 
area (CPA) level.

The final, 2014, research wave is covered in this report and included:
•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with providers who left the Work Programme in 2013/2014 

(spring 2014);

•	 in-depth qualitative case study supply-chain interviews with Work Programme prime 
providers and subcontractors (spring 2014);

•	 in-depth qualitative interviews with DWP staff (spring 2014);

•	 a final national online quantitative survey of all subcontractors (spring 2014);

•	 an analysis of Work Programme provider market data at national and CPA level.

The 2011/12 wave of commissioning research considered how the Work Programme was 
procured, how that affected supply chain construction and how this may have had an impact 
on service provision in the first year of the programme. It also began to explore issues related 
to contract management and design such as whether the commissioning model was driving 
provider behaviour (and service delivery) as intended, through the use of outcome payments 
and differential pricing. Findings from this wave were reported in Lane et al., (2013). 

This report covers findings from the 2013 and 2014 waves of fieldwork. These waves of 
research have continued to explore the impact of the commissioning model on the provider 
market and the operation of financial model during the second year of the programme. It has 
also focused the management of performance, exploring both DWP management of prime 
providers and the management of supply chains by prime providers. To facilitate a more in-
depth exploration of these issues, in the 2013 research a number of the provider interviews 
were targeted via case studies of a single supply chain within three contract package areas, 
offering perspectives from both the prime provider and their related subcontractors. In the 
2014 research, the greater part of the qualitative fieldwork was organised through eight case 
study supply chains to facilitate a deeper understanding of the operation of different supply 
chain model ‘typologies’ based on prime providers’ different in-house/outsourced delivery 
structures and approaches to performance management.  Further detail on methodology is 
offered in Appendix B.
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2.3 The programme delivery evaluation
This strand of the evaluation involves research with both providers and participants. The 
black box model means that DWP has little information about the services that providers 
deliver to participants, so exploring the type and nature of the services delivered is a key 
objective of this strand. 

2.3.1 Provider research
The provider research in this strand aims to identify the services being provided and the 
factors shaping their nature, which may vary between providers according to local conditions, 
the types of participants served and provider preference. 

The research included:
•	 observational research (Jan/Feb 2012) examining key interventions and interactions 

between participants and Work Programme provider advisory staff from four prime 
providers;

•	 qualitative research with Jobcentre Plus staff and Work Programme provider managers 
and advisers in six contract package areas (spring/summer 2012);

•	 further qualitative research with Jobcentre Plus staff and Work Programme provider 
managers and advisers in six contract package areas (summer 2013);

•	 three national online surveys of Work Programme providers (summer 2012, 2013 and 2014).

Findings from the 2012 observational research and 2012 qualitative research with providers 
were reported in Newton et al. (2012).

The current report covers findings from the 2013 qualitative research and from all three 
surveys of Work Programme delivery. For these surveys, all providers who were active in 
delivery could respond, which included prime providers that delivered services to participants 
(whether in the CPA in which they were prime provider, or as a subcontractor in another 
CPA) as well as subcontractors.

The programme delivery research explores the differences and similarities in the delivery 
of the Work Programme between providers, and how delivery is coordinated between 
Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme providers. There is a particular focus on identifying 
changes that have been made since 2012 and the impact that these have had for prime 
providers and subcontractors. The issues explored in detail are: the organisation of delivery; 
the impact of the financial model; sanctioning; and the delivery of training, in-work support, 
and employer engagement.
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2.3.2 Participant research
The research with participants is exploring their end-to-end experience of the Work 
Programme and ascertaining their views on services received, the relevance and helpfulness 
of services, and outcomes from the programme as a whole. This element aims to look 
beyond immediate job outcomes, to examine whether and how providers support participants 
to stay in employment, and work with employers to faciliate this.

Several waves of research are being undertaken, employing a mixed cross-sectional, 
longitudinal design.

Findings from the first wave of qualitative interviews with participants were published in 
Newton et al. (2012), and findings from the initial and follow-up surveys, along with further 
qualitative research are reported in the companion report published alongside this one 
(Meager et al., 2014).  

2.4 Measuring outcomes and impact
Analysts within DWP are undertaking econometric work to estimate the net impact of the 
Work Programme on employment outcomes and benefit receipt. The consortium is providing 
advice to support this element of the evaluation, which faces significant methodological 
challenges due to the absence of a clear control group or ‘counterfactual’ against which to 
compare participants’ outcomes.

In addition, the consortium is undertaking a separate piece of econometric analysis, 
exploiting the opportunities offered by the random allocation of participants to the prime 
providers operating in each contract package area, drawing on administrative data and data 
generated by other strands of the evaluation to identify the factors associated with variations 
in provider effectiveness, asking:
•	 which prime provider characteristics (e.g. supply chain composition, whether for profit or 

not-for-profit) tend to lead to better performance;

•	 which participant groups appear to benefit most; and

•	 how strongly area characteristics (e.g. labour market conditions) influence delivery and 
performance.

It is planned that the findings from the work on provider effectiveness will be included in the 
final synthesis report in 2015.
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2.5 Locating the evaluation within existing 
evidence

The DWP and evaluation consortium agreed that the evaluation findings should be located 
within the existing evidence base on welfare-to-work programmes and active labour market 
programmes, both within the United Kingdom (UK) and, where relevant, overseas. To do this 
systematically an ‘evidence review group’ was established. This group involved participants 
from all organisations in the evaluation consortium, supplemented with additional key experts 
including from DWP itself. The group facilitated a peer-based discussion and review process 
for UK and international evidence, to situate the Work Programme evaluation findings in the 
context of wider evidence and highlight differences and similarities between what is coming out 
of the Work Programme evaluation, and that corpus of earlier knowledge and experience. 

The activities of the evidence review group included:
•	 ongoing review of findings emerging from the evaluation, in particular, contributing to the 

development of the evaluation synthesis report;

•	 ongoing review of evidence and data from previous UK and international research on 
active labour market programme interventions for relevant client groups and evidence on 
the underlying commissioning and funding regimes.

It is planned that summary findings from these reviews will be included in the final synthesis 
report in 2015.
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Part 2 
The Commissioning Model
The chapters in this second part of the report look in more detail at the operation of the Work 
Programme commissioning model to explore:
•	 the changing structure and characteristics of the Work Programme provider market (prime 

and subcontractor) between 2011 and 2014 (Chapter 3);

•	 Work Programme contract and performance management, and DWP and provider 
capabilities related to this (Chapter 4);

•	 minimum service prescription and the ‘black box’ approach within the Work Programme 
(Chapter 5); and 

•	 the Work Programme financial model (Chapter 6).
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3 Market structure
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) was keen to understand the impact of its 
commissioning model on providers of welfare-to-work services, and in particular how the 
model, as between 2011 and 2014 shaped the provider market during this period. One of the 
aims of the DWP commissioning model was to boost efficiency by stimulating competition 
between service providers.

At prime provider level, this was attempted by: 
•	 offering organisations larger and longer contracts, partly to encourage them to compete for 

contracts; and 

•	 awarding shifts in market share to better-performing providers during the contract period.

Beneath this level, prime providers were expected to manage sub-regional markets, 
ensuring that their supply chains were effective and delivering to high standards.  To this 
end, prime providers were free to deliver services themselves or to outsource some or all of 
the Work Programme service to subcontractors.  They were also free to manage competitive 
supply chains or to work more collaboratively in order to generate the performance and 
service quality required.  A key focus of the evaluation therefore involved looking at the 
characteristics and structure of the provider market, at national and contract package area 
level, to identify evidence of competition and form a view on whether the 2008 version of 
the DWP commissioning model (deployed through the Work Programme) was leading to the 
development of an effective quasi-market for contracted employment provision.

Independent evaluations of contracted out employment services in other countries have 
typically derived their analytical frameworks from the work in institutional economics of 
Bartlett and Le Grand (1993). This work suggests that to be effective quasi-markets, 
amongst other things, require a market structure based on price and competition, with free 
entrance and exit of competing providers. Of course, some contracting systems may not 
promote the entry of new providers or facilitate the exit of inefficient ones. Providers may 
also look to reduce inter-firm competition through, for example, collaboration or mergers.

To help determine whether the Work Programme commissioning model has led to the 
development of an effective quasi-market, this chapter considers such factors by exploring 
the changing structure and characteristics of the Work Programme (prime and subcontractor) 
provider market between 2011 and 2014. The evidence presented in this chapter is based 
on qualitative interviews with DWP staff, prime providers and subcontractors, as well as 
providers not delivering the Work Programme. It also includes analysis of DWP supply chain 
data and incorporates findings from six provider surveys that focused on commissioning and 
programme delivery-related issues.

3.1 Prime providers, supply chains and third 
sector organisations

The Work Programme is delivered by 18 prime providers who were awarded 40 separate 
contracts to deliver services in 18 large Contract Package Areas (CPAs) across England, 
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Scotland and Wales17 (see also Appendix A). Two different models of prime provider delivery 
practice have developed. The first model comprises a prime managing agent that provides 
no direct services, but sub-contracts all Work Programme activities through a supply chain 
of contractors. This is the model chosen by two of the largest for-profit primes, Serco and 
G4S, and by ‘Rehab Jobfit’. The added value of these organisations lies in their expertise 
in building and managing supply chains and in organising finance and synergies with their 
other corporate activities.

The other model is that of a prime delivery agent that combines direct delivery, of varying 
levels, and subcontracting with a supply chain. Variants of this model are used by the other 
14 prime providers, most of which directly deliver a wide range of employment programmes 
in both the UK and in other countries. About half of these organisations also act as key 
subcontractors in the supply chains of primes in other CPAs.

Work Programme prime providers were free to design their own delivery systems and supply 
chains, but had to do so in compliance with safeguards introduced after significant lobbying 
by third sector organisations. These safeguards are intended to protect the position of 
non-profit, specialist, community-based and other ‘third sector’ providers which have been 
associated with a record of innovation and of working with the ‘hardest to help’ populations 
and localities.

DWP does not prescribe quotas or specify contracting arrangements for primes, but the 
DWP Commissioning Strategy encouraged prime providers to maintain diverse delivery 
networks and outlined a ‘code of conduct’ to guide behaviour between prime providers and 
their subcontractors. The values expressed in the code focus on best practice in supply 
chain management and equitable treatment for smaller providers. Subsequently DWP, 
in partnership with providers, developed a ‘Merlin Standard’ as the assessment 
and enforcement tool that regulates compliance with the code of conduct (see 
www.merlinstandard.co.uk).

3.2 Current provider market and high-level 
changes in the last year

The number and type of organisations involved at prime provider level has remained 
unchanged since the programme went live in 2011.18 However, there is evidence of market 
entry via acquisition and merger at the prime provider level.

17	 www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/253680/cpa-
preferred-bidders.pdf

18	 Out of the 18 prime providers, 15 are private companies, one is not-for-profit 
(Newcastle College Group Intraining), one is a third sector special purpose vehicle 
(CDG-Shaw Trust) and one (Working Links) is a public, private and voluntary company.
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Although involved in Work Programme delivery via the special purpose vehicle, Rehab 
Jobfit19 (who hold two contracts), Interserve plc were unsuccessful in their attempts to get on 
the DWP Framework for the provision of employment-related support services. But in May 
2012, Interserve acquired Business Employment Services Training (BEST)20 to deliver the 
programme in West Yorkshire as Interserve Working Futures.

Similarly, Shaw Trust, a long-established provider of specialist disability employment 
programmes, did not hold any Work Programme contracts as a prime provider.21 However, 
in September 2012 Shaw Trust completed a merger with the Careers Development Group 
(CDG), so are now involved in delivery as a prime provider in East and South London.  

In November 2012 Learndirect merged with JHP Group (the prime provider in CPA 12).  
In May 2014, Staffline, the parent company of EOS (prime provider in CPA 14), acquired 
Avanta (the prime provider in CPAs 5, 7 and 10).

In March 2014, Ingeus was acquired by Providence Service Corporation, a United States 
of America (USA)-based company specialising in the management and provision of human 
services and non-emergency transportation.

Looking beneath prime provider level, information collected by DWP on the structure of Work 
Programme supply chains has shown some fluctuation.  The most recent data (March 2014) 
shows that there were 806 subcontractors which was a slight decrease compared with 830 in 
March 2013. However, the number of subcontractors that were actively delivering the Work 
Programme was fewer than these numbers suggest because some subcontractors had not 
received many, if any referrals (see Section 3.4 below). This was particularly the case for 
non-end-to-end providers.

The majority of providers were either voluntary, community or social enterprise organisations 
(40 per cent) or private organisations (46 per cent). Fourteen per cent were public sector 
organisations (DWP 2014).

The information collected by DWP also showed that the size and structure of supply chains 
vary (DWP, 2014):
•	 The number of end-to-end providers in supply chains ranged from 2 to 15 with an average 

(mean) of 7.

•	 Non-end-to-end providers ranged from none to over 100, with an average (mean) of 22.

Some DWP staff reported that they believed the current market structure posed some risks 
to the Department.  Some felt that there was a lack of providers that had the potential to take 
over contracts at the prime provider level if DWP withdrew them due to underperformance 
or if the prime provider failed due to financial reasons. Prime providers were, however, 
generally positive about the financial viability of contracts.

 A more systematic analysis of market structure exploring provider market share and 
concentration is presented in the following section.

19	 www.interserve.com/news-media/press-releases-and-news/2011/04/04/1544/
interserve-joint-venture-awarded-p130m-contracts-in-dwps-work-programme

20	 www.interserve.com/news-media/press-releases-and-news/2012/05/04/1747/
interserve-acquires-welfare-to-work-business

21	 CDG-Shaw Trust currently delivers as a subcontractor in four CPAs.
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3.3 Provider market concentration
A risk of the prime provider model is that more of the Department’s business could become 
concentrated in the hands of fewer organisations, It was therefore important to consider the 
share of the business that each provider delivered, to compare this to market concentration 
in other sectors, to assess how market concentration changed between 2011 and 2014, and 
to determine what this might mean for DWP.

The technical annex provides an outline of the methodology used for calculating market 
share and concentration, including an explanation of why Work Programme attachment data 
was considered the best metric to use for calculating share/concentration between 2011 
and 2014. In short, Work Programme attachment data from the DWP Tabulation Tool and 
financial data on actual contract spend were used to calculate concentration ratios22 and 
Herfindahl-Hirschman Indices (HHI)23 for the Work Programme provider market at particular 
points in time to establish whether the market was becoming more or less concentrated as 
a result of factors such as market share shifts at Tier 1 subcontractor level and market share 
shifts at prime provider contract level (implemented in August 2013).

3.3.1 Prime provider market concentration
To date, the four largest prime providers of the Work Programme in terms of attachments 
have been Ingeus, A4e, Working Links and Seetec. As shown in Table 3.1, using prime 
provider attachment data from June 2011 to March 2014 these providers delivered around 
54 per cent of the Work Programme across England, Scotland and Wales. On this basis, the 
Work Programme prime provider market could be described as a very competitive oligopoly.

Table 3.1 Market concentration based on prime provider attachment data

2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2011/14
CR41 52.83% 54.77% 55.12% 54.03%
CR5 60.61% 62.70% 62.90% 61.86%
CR8 75.22% 77.11% 77.21% 76.21%
HHI 0.10739 0.10813 0.10955 0.10841

1	 CR – concentration ratio which measures the combined market share of the top ‘n’ providers.

To help put this into context, the Work Programme prime provider market during this period 
was considerably less concentrated that the UK supermarket sector in which the four largest 
firms held over 75 per cent of the business (according to 2011 figures).24

22	 The most commonly used concentration ratios are the CR4 and the CR8, which means 
the combined market share of the four and the eight largest firms, although the CR5 
(the combined market share of the five largest firms) is sometimes used.

23	 The HHI is the sum of the squares of the market shares of the 50 largest firms (or 
summed over all the firms if there are fewer than 50) within an industry, where the 
market shares are expressed as fractions.

24	 tutor2u.net/economics/revision-notes/a2-micro-measuring-market-concentration.html
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The arguably more complete measure of market concentration, the HHI, produced similar 
results. The mean HHI between June 2011 and March 2014 was 0.10841, indicating an 
unconcentrated market at national, prime provider level.25

These values compare to 0.1483 for British electricity generation based on total metered 
volume in 201226 or to over 0.2 for British domestic gas sales in 2011, in which there were 
only seven companies selling gas in the domestic sector.27

HHI estimates for more comparable public sector markets within or outside the UK are not 
commonly available. However, in 2009, the market share of the top 10 Job Services Australia 
providers was 48 per cent, while that of the top 25 was 75 per cent (DEEWR, 2009). This 
suggests that compared to the equivalent Australian contracted employment provider market 
the Work Programme market may be more concentrated. However, until the data and 
method used to calculate market concentration is standardised across sectors and countries 
fair comparisons cannot be drawn.

Despite the absence of reliable comparisons with equivalent sectors, the overall conclusion 
is that the Work Programme prime provider market between 2011 and 2014 was not 
concentrated by conventional measures and is considerably less concentrated than the 
UK supermarket sector or domestic UK electricity and gas supply market.  But how has 
concentration changed?

3.3.2 Changes in prime provider market concentration
The data above suggest a very small increase in prime provider market concentration (by 
all measures) between 2011 and 2014. However, with prime provider market share fixed 
at contract level until August 2013, in theory market concentration should have remained 
constant. More detailed analysis of the data reveals more.

Figure 3.1 shows the HHI calculated each month using prime provider attachment data 
from the Tabulation Tool and shows how the HHI fluctuated month to month. This can be 
explained by variations in attachment volumes and differences in the referral to attachment 
ratios between the prime providers operating in each CPA.

Against this ‘natural’ variation, there was a small, but noticeable, increase in concentration 
from August 2013 onwards when market share shift was implemented in several CPAs. This 
is better illustrated by calculating the mean concentration ratios and HHIs pre- and post-
market share shift (MSS).

25	 An HHI below 0.15 (or 1,500) indicates an unconcentrated market; an index between 
0.15 and 0.25 (or 1,500 to 2,500) indicates moderate concentration.

26	 www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/82755/2013greatbritainandnorthernirelandnation
alreportstotheeuropeancommission.pdf

27	 www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/65900/6801-uk-
energy-sector-indicators-2012.pdf
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Figure 3.1	 Herfindahl-Hirschman Index at prime provider level

Table 3.2	 Market concentration pre and post market share shift

Pre-share shift mean Post-share shift mean
CR4 53.85% 56.00%
CR5 61.68% 62.93%
CR8 76.00% 77.55%
HHI 0.10739* 0.11010

* Excluding the first four months of data the mean pre share shift HHI was 0.10614.

As Table 3.2 demonstrates, there was a small increase in the mean market concentration 
before and after August 2013, driven primarily by the five per cent shift in market share 
towards Ingeus in five of its seven contracts, thereby giving increased market share to the 
most dominant prime provider. It is worth noting that if data from the first four months of live 
running is excluded from the analysis the difference is greater still.
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The overall conclusion is that market share shift in August 2013 led to a small increase in 
prime provider market concentration at national level. However, the market following MSS 
could still be described as an unconcentrated, competitive oligopoly. Only with an HHI above 
0.15 could it be described as moderately concentrated.

However, this analysis only tells part of the Work Programme story. There are significant 
problems associated with limiting analysis of market share and concentration to the prime 
providers, or only exploring changes at national level because it completely ignores the role 
of subcontractors. Furthermore, it regards the Work Programme market as a single unit, 
when in reality it is broken down into 18 sub-regional markets – the CPAs. 

3.3.3 Market concentration including subcontractors
A key consideration when calculating market share/concentration in the Work Programme 
market was the fact that a significant proportion of the service – in some cases all – was 
contracted out to other suppliers. This meant that calculations of market share/concentration 
at prime provider level alone obscured the role of the subcontractors; potentially leading to 
overestimates of market concentration.  This is especially important in the welfare-to-work 
market for two reasons:
•	 some prime providers earn significant additional income as Tier 1 subcontractors to other 

primes in other (and in some cases the same) CPAs; and

•	 some non-prime providers earn more money as subcontractors than some of the smaller 
prime providers earn as primes.

To demonstrate this, expenditure data for the welfare-to-work provider market as a whole, which 
incorporated providers of all DWP employment programmes,28  was used to calculate indicators 
of market concentration in 2012/13 and 2013/14. The results are provided in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3 Welfare to Work market concentration including subcontractors

2012/13 2013/14

Income 
as prime 

provider only

Prime income 
– taking into 

account 
money 

passed down 
the supply 

chain

Combined 
income as 

prime and/or 
subcontractor

Income 
as prime 

provider only

Less money 
passed down 

the supply 
chain

Combined 
income as 

prime and/or 
subcontractor

CR4 49.72% 34.53% 42.25% 49.06% 34.28% 43.16%
CR5 57.18% 39.35% 48.52% 56.41% 38.77% 48.65%
CR8 72.08% 47.16% 61.63% 72.23% 47.23% 59.54%
HHI 0.0865 0.0392 0.0633 0.0887 0.0412 0.0643

When money passed on to subcontractors was taken into account, measures of prime 
provider market concentration were greatly reduced. Measures of market concentration were 
also significantly reduced when combined income as a prime provider and/or subcontractor 

28 	 Work Programme, Work Choice, Jobcentre Plus support contract, European Social 
Fund, Mandatory Work Activity, Residential Training Colleges and Access to Work.	
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was taken into account.29 It was therefore deemed important to attempt to estimate the 
market share of the top 50 providers, regardless of their status as a prime provider or 
subcontractor. Tier 1 subcontractor referral data was requested from the prime providers to 
facilitate this analysis.

3.3.4 National market concentration including prime and T1 
subcontractor delivery

Once market share of all the Tier 1 subcontractors was taken into account, alongside 
direct delivery by the prime providers, the Work Programme provider market appeared 
much less concentrated. The median HHI between June 2011 and March 2014 was 
calculated to be 0.04710.

Time series data shown in Figure 3.2 demonstrates the pattern of referral profiles and 
the corresponding effect on supply chains reported through the qualitative research. 
Concentration was initially relatively high but dropped once the initial burst of referrals to 
prime providers filtered through to the rest of the supply chain. Concentration then increased 
during 2012 as the volume of programme referrals reduced, then increased further still in 
2013 as many prime providers began rationalising their supply chains. See Section 2.4 for a 
discussion of changes to supply chains and reasons for supply chain contraction.

29	 These calculations were based on the top 50 earners in the welfare-to-work market, 
whether as a prime provider or subcontractor (i.e. including non-prime providers).
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Figure 3.2	 HHI measured using prime and T1 subcontractor referral data

Simple linear regression analysis was applied to the supply chain data between October 
2011 and March 2014.30 Figure 3.3 shows the strength of the overall change in concentration 
at national level.

30	 Data from the first four months of the programme (June to September 2011) were 
excluded from the analysis because the design of some providers’ Work Programme 
models (e.g. Serco and Ingeus) meant that referrals would not be established to 
significant portions of their supply chains until at least after four months of live running.
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Figure 3.3	 Overall trend in prime and T1 subcontractor market concentration

Figure 3.3 demonstrates the gradual increase in the Work Programme provider market 
concentration at prime and Tier 1 subcontractor level between October 2011 and March 2014.

When the data were analysed in more depth it was possible to compare the concentration of 
each contract and CPA, and how this had changed between 2011 and 2014.
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Figure 3.4 Relative concentration of Work Programme contracts 2011 to 14

Taking the median HHI over the full period the most concentrated supply chains were Seetec 
in CPA 1, EOS, in CPA 14 and A4e in CPAs 4 and 17. In these CPAs the prime providers 
delivered the majority of the service directly with less reliance on subcontractors to fulfil their 
contracts. Unsurprisingly, the least concentrated supply chains were those of the managing 
agents and other primes that contracted out all or most of their support. Over the full period 
the four least concentrated supply chains were JHP/Learndirect in CPA 12, Serco in CPA 15 
and Rehab JobFit in CPAs 12 and 13.

Analysis of these data over time (see Figure 3.5) shows how some supply chains remained 
relatively consistent between 2011 and 2014, whereas others either reduced or increased in 
concentration.

In 2011 to 12 the four most concentrated supply chains were Seetec in CPA 1, EOS in 
CPA 14, Working Links in CPA 11 and Interserve (then BEST) in CPA 16. By March 2014, 
Interserve and Working Links had been replaced in the top four by A4e in CPAs 4 and 17; 
the two most concentrated supply chains remained Seetec in CPA 1 and EOS in CPA 14.

In 2011 to 12 the four least concentrated supply chains were JHP in CPA12, Serco in CPA 
15, Rehab JobFit in CPA 13 and G4S in CPA10, but by March 2014 the G4S CPA 10 supply 
chain had become more concentrated with Rehab JobFit in CPA 12 replacing it as the fourth 
least concentrated supply chain.
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Figure 3.5	 Changes in the concentration of Work Programme contracts 2011 to 14

In addition to identifying the starting and finishing points of each contract, linear regression 
analysis identified the strength of the overall change in concentration for each supply chain. 
Figure 3.6 shows the m-values for each supply chain and identifies the supply chains that 
became more or less concentrated by the largest amount according to the overall trend 
between October 2011 and March 2014.
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Figure 3.6	 Trends in concentration of Work Programme contracts 2011-14
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The four supply chains that increased in concentration the most between October 2011 and 
March 2014 were A4e in CPA 2, A4e in CPA 4, Ingeus in CPA 5 and Prospects in CPA 11. 
The four supply chains to have reduced in concentration to the greatest extent in the same 
period were Working Links in CPA 11, BEST/Interserve Working Futures in CPA 16, G4S in 
CPA 18 and Avanta in CPA 5.

3.3.5 Effects of supply chain concentration changes at CPA 
level

The combined effects of prime providers’ differing strategies and the amount of Tier 1 
subcontractor overlap between prime providers within CPAs was explored by analysing the 
data at CPA level. The results are shown in Figures 3.7 and 3.8.

In 2011 to 12, the four most concentrated provider markets were CPAs 1, 16, 9 and 11. By 
March 2014 the top four were CPAs 1, 2, 11 and 16; a large increase in the concentration of 
CPA 2 driving the change.31

In 2011 to 12, the four least concentrated provider markets were CPAs 12, 15, 7 and 4. 
By March 2014 the bottom four were CPAs 12, 15, 18 and 7; driven by an increase in 
concentration in CPA 4 and a reduction in concentration in CPA 18.32

Figure 3.7 Relative changes in the concentration of CPA markets 2011 to 14

31	 In March 2014 the HHI for CPA 9 was higher than the HHI for CPA 2, but the R2 value 
was higher, calling into question the strength of the trend identified in CPA 9.

32	 In March 2014 the HHI for CPA 3 was slightly lower than the HHI for CPA 7, but the R2 
value was higher, calling into question the strength of the trend identified in CPA 3.
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Figure 3.8	 Degrees of change in the concentration of CPA markets 2011 to 14

In terms of the amount of change at CPA level between October 2011 and March 2014, the 
vast majority of CPAs increased in concentration, with CPAs 2 and 6 standing out above all 
others. The large relative increase in concentration of the Prospects supply chain in CPA 11 
was offset by an almost equal decrease in the concentration of the Working Links supply 
chain in the same CPA. Notably, the only two CPAs to have decreased in concentration to 
any significant extent are CPAs 13 and 18. So which prime providers were responsible for 
these effects?

3.3.6 Prime providers driving changes in market concentration
The same linear regression analysis was applied to the supply chain data between October 
2011 and March 2014, this time at prime provider level. This identified the strength of the 
combined changes in concentration for all of each prime provider’s contracts. Figure 3.9 
shows the m-values (i.e. the slope of the line of best fit) for each prime provider, providing 
evidence to suggest what the business strategy of each prime provider was during the period 
of measurement.
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Figure 3.9	 Degrees of change in the concentration of CPA markets 2011 to 14

In summary, although some prime providers such as Working Links and Interserve Working 
Futures appear to have increased subcontractor engagement and therefore reduced market 
concentration within their supply chains, the small increase in overall concentration of the 
prime and Tier 1 subcontractor provider market at national level, between October 2011 and 
March 2014, was driven mainly by the activities of Ingeus and particularly A4e, though the 
activities of EOS, Seetec, Reed and Newcastle College Group also played their part.

It is important to note, however, that when direct delivery by primes is considered alongside 
delivery by Tier 1 subcontractors, the market in 2013/14 was still unconcentrated at national 
level according to conventional measures (concentration ratios and the HHI). But there is 
still a valid question over whether you can regard the Work Programme market as a single, 
national market.

There is a potential argument that the Work Programme could be regarded as 18 separate 
markets – one for each CPA. Only at CPA level were there multiple purchasers (i.e. two 
or three prime providers), with suppliers relatively free to choose which prime providers 
they wanted to work with. At CPA level the vast majority of markets were moderately 
concentrated, with an HHI between 0.15 and 0.25. As of March 2014, only CPAs 1, 2, 9, 11 
and 16 were rated as highly concentrated according to the HHI (HHI above 0.25). A separate 
strand of the evaluation will seek to establish whether supply chain concentration appears to 
have any relationship with performance.
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3.4 Changes to supply chains in the last year
All three waves of research saw subcontractors leave supply chains. In the 2012 and 
2013 research many subcontractors that left were non-end-to-end providers that did not 
receive any referrals. In the 2014 research it was more common for end-to-end providers to 
leave on the basis of financial difficulties due to falling volumes of referrals or due to poor 
performance. As seen in Section 3.7 in the online 2014 provider survey (commissioning) ten 
per cent of subcontractors had received no referrals in the past 12 months compared to 17 
per cent in 2013.  It is likely that many of the subcontractors that did not receive referrals had 
left supply chains already by 2014. 

In cases where subcontractors left due to poor performance this was usually by mutual 
agreement or, more rarely, via contract termination. In one case in 2014, a subcontractor 
reported a prime waiving contractual exit fees even though the decision to cease providing 
was the subcontractor’s. Generally, supply chain exit came after a period of performance 
management activity by the prime provider which resulted in either a reduction in the 
number of participant referrals to the underperforming subcontractor or contract termination 
if performance did not improve. Some prime providers reported that they anticipated further 
exits if underperforming subcontractors did not improve. This was expected to be through 
a mixture of contracts being terminated and providers leaving by mutual agreement. See 
Section 4.3.1 for further discussion of prime providers’ management of subcontractors’ 
performance. 

In other cases, end-to-end subcontractors leaving a supply chain was linked to finances and 
falling referrals. For example, Work Programme delivery was not perceived to be financially 
viable to subcontractors that reported that they were not receiving as many referrals as they 
had hoped. Sometimes this was in combination with lower than expected outcomes which 
exacerbated the limited funding.  For example:

‘The reality is it just wasn’t viable to run a contract for 25 people [a month]. It just does 
not stack up and when you consider over 80 per cent of the money that comes in is 
about getting those people sustained outcomes you look at the front end and say it’s 
okay it’s bad, we’re suffering now with 25 people a month coming through our doors.’

(Generalist end-to-end subcontractor, left some but not all supply chains, 2014)

Prime providers responded in a number of ways following subcontractors leaving their supply 
chains. Rather than replace organisations that left, it was common for prime providers to 
redistribute referrals among the existing supply chain or to take more business in-house. 
This approach has led to the increases in market concentration seen in most CPAs. Others 
offered the referrals to their existing list of approved suppliers only, which was broader than 
their existing supply chain. Some prime providers reported a lack of interest among non-
Work Programme providers joining supply chains due to the ending of attachment fees33 and 
falling referral volumes.

‘At this point in Work Programme it’s not really financially beneficial or particularly 
viable for organisations to come in fresh and new because obviously there isn’t the 
attachment fee any more and the flows are decreasing.’ 

(Prime provider)

33	 The attachment fee reduced over the first three years of the contract to nil from 1 April 
2014 – the start of year four. The profile for this payment is: Yr 1 = 100 per cent, Yr 2 = 
75 per cent of the original amount, Yr 3 = 50 per cent of the original amount, Yrs 4 and 
5 = 0 per cent.
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It was argued that redistributing referrals from leaving subcontractors to the rest of the 
supply chain rather than bring in a new supplier helped to make the remaining contracts 
financially viable. 

‘I think with the referrals dropping what we’re probably seeing across the market is 
consolidation in supply chains as opposed to proliferation.’ 

(Prime provider)

In general, prime providers reported that supply chain contraction was advantageous 
because of the resource saving related to managing fewer subcontractors. A number 
of prime delivery agents also suggested that the initial size of their supply chains was 
related to a perceived DWP requirement that they utilise diverse supply chains, rather their 
organisational preference. This and other factors related to the outsourcing of delivery are 
discussed further in Section 2.7.

Some prime providers had added subcontractors to enhance or broaden the range of their 
provision. This was commonly to work with Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) 
claimants. One such subcontractor described responding to an advertisement on a prime 
provider’s website inviting expressions of interest in providing specialist end-to-end support 
for Work Programme participants with health conditions. Provision of end-to-end employment 
services was a new area of work for the subcontractor, but was an area of their business 
they hoped to grow in future through gaining experience with this contract.

One prime provider reported operating an open procurement process to replace an end-to-
end subcontractor. Despite advertising the opportunity widely, the only applications received 
were from subcontractors already working for the prime.  Given this, and the resource 
expended in running an open procurement process, the prime questioned the use of such an 
exercise in future. 

The extent of market entry by new Work Programme providers is unclear. Findings from 
the qualitative interviews suggest market entry is limited for the reasons discussed above. 
However, one in five (20 per cent) of subcontractors in the 2014 survey reported that had 
joined one or more supply chains since the programme went live34. Specialist subcontractors 
were more likely than other types of subcontractors to have joined a supply chain in the past 
12 months. Twenty-nine per cent of specialist end-to-end subcontractors surveyed in 2014 
had joined a supply chain for the first time in the past 12 months compared to nine per cent 
of generalist end-to-end subcontractors and five per cent of non-end-to-end subcontractors.

34	 Source: Work Programme Commissioning survey 2014. This includes both end-to-end 
and non-end-to-end providers. It may also include some who felt they were not in 
the supply chain from the start of the programme due to the length of time it took to 
finalise contracts.
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3.5 Characteristics of Work Programme 
subcontractors and providers

During the bidding process, prime providers were asked to provide assurances of how they 
will maintain balance in their supply chains in terms of size and type of sub-contractor. The 
commissioning-focused provider survey (2014) provides feedback on their level of success in 
this area. It found that just over half of subcontractors (52 per cent) were small organisations 
with 50 employees or fewer in the UK. Nineteen per cent were medium-sized enterprises 
(between 51 and 250 employees) and the remaining 31 per cent were large organisations 
with over 250 employees (see Figure 3.10 below). This was in line with the size of Work 
Programme subcontractors in the previous two waves of the survey. As might be expected, 
non-end-to-end providers and specialist end-to-end providers tended to be smaller than 
generalist end-to-end providers (with 70 per cent of non-end-to-end providers and 68 per 
cent of specialists having 50 employees or fewer compared with 32 per cent of end-to-end 
providers). This was the same pattern observed in the 2013 survey, where 59 per cent of 
non-end-to-end providers had 50 employees or fewer compared with 37 per cent of end-to-
end providers.

Public sector organisations tended to be larger than private or Voluntary, Community and 
Social Enterprise (VCSE) organisations in all three waves of research.35

Figure 3.10 Size of organisation (subcontractors)

35	 However, the numbers are too small in this wave to report percentages.
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71

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

The programme delivery survey supplied information about service provision in 2012 and 
2013. In the 2014 survey, a core set of questions covered this information. In all years, a 
majority of responding providers reported that they offered a generalist, end-to-end service 
(Table 3.4).

Table 3.4 Type of delivery

 2012 
%

2013 
%

2014 
%

Generalist end-to-end 46 51 36
Specialist end-to-end 12 16 14
Non end-to-end 41 30 24
Not answered 0 4 25

Base 169 190 243

Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014, 2013 and 2012.

As might be expected, non-end-to-end providers tended to be smaller than generalist end-
to-end providers (Table 3.5).  More of all types of providers were in the VCSE sector, with 
concentration most marked for non-end-to-end providers (Table 3.6).  

Table 3.5 Type of delivery, by size

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%
All 
%

50 staff or fewer 48 37 59 0 42 42.1 69.5 51.9
More than 50 
staff 52 63 39 88 57 57.9 30.5 48.1
Don’t know  0 2 13 1 0 0 0

Base 106    190   189

Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.
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Table 3.6	 Type of delivery, by sector

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%
All 
%

Public 18 25 13 0 21 29.8 10.2 22.2
Private 25 26 34 88 31 24 33.9 28
Voluntary, 
community, 
or social 
enterprise 58 48 52 13 47 44.6 54.2 48.1
Don’t know  1 2 0 21 1.7 1.7 1.6

Base 106    120   189

Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.

The programme delivery survey (of subcontractors and prime providers delivering support 
directly to participants) identified 30 providers in 2013 (16 per cent of the total) as specialist 
end-to-ends and in 2014, 26 providers (14 per cent of the total) indicated their organisation 
supplied specialist end-to-end services. Table 3.7 shows their specialisms. In both years, the 
most commonly cited specialisms related to participant groups were those for mental health 
conditions or learning disabilities and the least common were for those working with distinct 
groups such as veterans or gypsies/travellers. This pattern was very similar to that identified 
in the 2012 delivery survey.

The most common type of provision amongst non-end-to-end providers in the 2013 and 2014 
delivery surveys was support in personal effectiveness or confidence-building, vocational 
training and help with job search skills (see Table 3.8). Less common was support related to 
distinct labour market barriers, such as debt management, transport and housing. This pattern 
again reflected that of the 2012 delivery survey, suggesting there had been no substantive 
changes in the composition of the specialist and non-end-to-end provider market.
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Table 3.7	 Specialisms amongst specialist end-to-end providers

2012 
%

2013 
%

2014 
%

People with mental health conditions and/ 
or learning disabilities 67 50 39
Young people (aged 18-24) 62 37 19
People with health conditions, lasting for a year or less 43 30 23
People with disabilities (health conditions lasting for 
longer than a year) 57 30 50
People with behavioural difficulties - 30 19
Offenders or ex-offenders 52 30 19
People with literacy or numeracy needs 52 30 15
People with English as a second language 48 30 15
Older people (50 and over) 38 27 23
Lone parents 38 23 23
People with drug- or alcohol-related problems 43 20 19
Minority ethnic groups 43 20 19
Homeless people or people with other housing needs 38 17 15
People with debt-related or other financial problems 24 13 8
People with transport difficulties 10 15
People with caring responsibilities 29 7 15
Gypsies/travellers 19 7 8
Veterans 19 7 12
Don’t Know 8
Other 14 17 15

Base 21 30 26

Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.
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Table 3.8	 Specialisms amongst the non-end-to-end providers

2012 
%

2013 
%

2014 
%

Support in personal effectiveness/confidence-
building/motivation/mentoring/counselling 62 68 59
Vocational/work-related skills training 57 59 43
Job search skills support 56 52 55
Training towards recognised qualifications 49 45 51
Advice/support on self-employment or business start-
up 31 27 40
Support in finding/brokering temporary work 
placements or volunteer work 31 25 42
Help with reducing offender behaviour/providing 
specialised support for offenders 13 16 32
Help/support with personal, family, childcare or caring 
issues 12 16 17
Financial advice or ‘better-off’ calculations 18 16 28
Help/support in finding work compatible with a 
physical health condition or disability 22 13 26
Help/support in finding work for those with mental 
health problems - 9 30
Help/support with drug/alcohol misuse 12 13 25
Help/support with housing issues 12 11 15
Help/support with debt management 16 9 21
Help/support with transport issues - 9 13
Other 19 13 6

Base 70 56 53

Base: All non-end-to-end providers who attempted the question in 2012, 2013 and 2014 (N=70, 56 and 
53). Responses total more than 100 per cent because respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.

Around half (48 per cent) of all Work Programme subcontractors36 were not delivering any 
other DWP programmes as either a prime provider or subcontractor (Figure 3.11). Those that 
were delivering other programmes for DWP were most frequently delivering European Social 
Fund support for Families with Multiple Problems, Mandatory Work Activity, Work Choice and 
‘other’ programmes, which included the Jobcentre Plus Support Contract, Flexible Support 
Fund and the New Enterprise Allowance.

36	 Online provider survey (commissioning), 2014.
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Figure 3.11	 Work Programme subcontractors delivering other DWP programmes

3.6 Subcontracting to more than one prime 
provider in a CPA

Subcontractors that held contracts with more than one prime provider in a CPA were asked 
about what they believed the advantages and disadvantages were of doing so. Some 
subcontractors that only held contracts with a single prime reported that they believed 
there were conflicts of interest in subcontracting to more than one prime provider in a 
CPA. However, they were not were prevented from doing so by their prime and this was 
not seen as a conflict of interest by DWP.  Those that did so did not feel there were such 
conflicts of interest. Advantages to contracting with more than one prime were reported as 
twofold: financial benefits due to an increased volume of referrals and the ability to learn 
from good practice from different supply chains.  One subcontractor described a specific 
example, where the economies of scale related to delivering in two supply chains within a 
CPA meant they were able to buy in the services of a mental health professional to work with 
participants. The subcontractor suggested it would not have been viable able to provide this 
type of specialist support if they were operating a single contract. 

While many subcontractors said that there were no disadvantages to subcontracting to more 
than one prime, those that did cited the need for staff to use different systems and processes 
for each contract.  Some subcontractors avoided this by operating in different geographical 
areas on each contract or by using separate staff on each contract.
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2014 Case study
One of the qualitative case studies undertake in 2014 aimed to explore collaboration 
between contractors at both a prime and subcontractor level in one CPA. Both of the 
CPA prime providers delivered services in addition to managing a supply chain of 
subcontractors. There was an overlap in subcontractors across the two supply chains 
and one prime provider also acted as a subcontractor within the other prime’s supply 
chain.

Both prime providers appeared to be quite content with the subcontracting arrangements 
and felt there were no specific problems associated with the overlap of subcontracts, 

‘… that’s absolutely fine ... we ourselves sub for [the other Prime provider] ... so we 
don’t have an issue with subcontractors doing that as well.’

(Prime 2b)
This prime provider also noted a number of advantages to this arrangement. They felt 
that the higher referral volumes made subcontractor operations more cost effective and 
sustainable if one subcontract were to be reduced or terminated.

‘… you’ve not got all of your eggs in one basket so it makes it more sustainable for 
those suppliers.’

(Prime 2b)
This view was echoed by subcontractors in this supply chain who also reported 
no conflicts of interest and some economies of scale related to shared delivery 
infrastructure. They also described the opportunity to compare and learn from practice 
across delivery models as a positive aspect of this arrangement. They did, however, 
also identify a difficulty in terms of working with the two operational systems used by the 
different prime providers. One subcontractor felt there was a strong case for having a 
shared prime provider operating system which they believed was the model operating 
within the Australian system. The difficulty of operating two systems was also described 
by the prime provider who also acted a subcontractor. They reported that although 
they operated delivery of both contracts from shared office bases they tended to have 
separate adviser staff working on the two contracts. They did, however, note that some 
delivery of group sessions for participants was shared, and that there was some degree 
of sharing vacancies across contracts.

Both prime providers reported that they shared comprehensive supply chain 
performance data with all of their subcontractors, although the relationship between 
the prime and their competitor who acted as a subcontractor was reported to be more 
nuanced. Both prime providers reported less information was shared which suggests 
some limitation to their collaboration, although both described their working relationship 
in positive terms.

3.7 Outsourcing by programme providers
This section examines subcontracting within the supply chain, whether by the prime 
providers or their subcontractors, including the factors which influence decisions to 
outsource, and the use of ‘free’/non-contracted provision, another form of outsourcing. 
The latter was commonly done by ‘signposting’ participants to provision outside the Work 
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Programme supply chain, funded by other government departments or charities and 
therefore free to the provider and participant. A typical  example of this is training provision 
(discussed further in Section 9.4.3)

The findings presented here are based on interviews from the 2013 and 2014 research and 
the 2012, 2013 and 2014 programme delivery surveys, which targeted all subcontractors 
and prime providers known to deliver support directly to participants. Providers that indicated 
they had received referrals were asked about their arrangements for delivering provision.

As discussed above, two different models of prime provider delivery practice have 
developed, i.e. the prime managing agent and the prime delivery agent. Work Programme 
prime providers were free to design their own delivery systems and supply chains, although 
the DWP Commissioning Strategy encouraged primes to maintain diverse delivery networks.  
When prime providers were asked about the factors which influenced their decisions 
to outsource delivery the managing agent primes tended to refer to their organisational 
expertise in outsourcing, building and managing supply chains, and in organising finance. 
One prime managing agent noted that they were not ‘distracted’ by delivery which allowed 
them to focus on performance, compliance and quality. They also noted that their approach 
allowed them to treat providers equally, i.e. not to favour in-house provision. There was 
a suggestion from some subcontractors that the decisions made by some prime delivery 
agents were influenced by a desire to protect their own market share (and related income). 

In contrast to this some prime delivery agents suggested that it was important that they 
delivered a proportion of the service themselves so that they had a good understanding of 
the programme and the challenges it presented. They reported that this facilitated their role 
in supporting practice development and performance improvement.

‘Our strategy is to always to have a proportion of direct delivery ourselves. We just 
fundamentally believe that whilst there are benefits to a managing agent model, 
without directly delivering and experiencing the challenge that your supply chain are 
experiencing first hand it’s actually a lot harder to come up with innovative solutions 
that work on the ground.’

(Prime provider)

Prime delivery agents also discussed the pros and cons of subcontracting delivery as 
opposed to in-house delivery. Some clearly indicated that the primary driver for their decision 
to outsource was related more to a perceived DWP requirement that they do so, rather than 
organisational preference. Prime delivery agents also outlined logistical reasons for the 
outsourcing provision, such as the need to expand service delivery beyond their previous 
geographic location, where working with existing services would allow rapid implementation 
in a new area.

A small number of prime delivery agents indicated that in general they would only outsource 
provision where they felt they lacked specific expertise, for example the delivery of specialist 
support to participants who had problems with substance misuse. There was, however, 
evidence that some services that were initially sub contracted, such as in work support or 
support for self employment, had subsequently been moved in house by delivery primes. 
There was also a suggestion from some subcontractors that prime delivery agents would 
maintain or expand their proportion of in-house delivery even where subcontractors were 
outperforming the prime provider. This was despite the prime using the shift of referrals as 
a performance management strategy elsewhere in their supply chain. The implication was 
that in this situation the prime would seek to protect their market share at the expense of 
performance (for further discussion of referral volume shifting see Section 4.3.1).
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The majority of providers responding to the surveys delivered all provision in-house (Table 
3.9) no matter what type of service provision they offered (end-to-end or non-end-to-end) 
and most of these had done so since they began to deliver the Work Programme (Table 
3.10).  As might be expected, end-to-ends were most likely to outsource some or all of their 
provision although the number in practice doing so was low. 

Table 3.9 Delivery arrangements

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non end-
to-end 

%
All 
%

The organisation 
delivers all 
provision in-house 79 80 86 0 78 78.8 85.7 76.7
The organisation 
outsources some 
or all provision 18 19 14 100 21 29.2 9.5 21.6
Don’t know 3 1 1 0 4.8 0.8

Base 169    159   116

* All providers who had received referrals and attempted the question.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.

Table 3.10	 Whether delivery arrangements had changed

2013 2014

 

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

All 
%

Yes, the organisation used to outsource 
some or all provision but now delivers all 
in-house 10 6 9 9.8 11.1 10.1
No, the organisation has delivered all 
provision in-house since it began to deliver 
the Work Programme 90 94 91 90.2 88.9 89.9
Don’t know 1 1 0 4.8 0.8

Base   124   89

Base: All active providers who delivered all provision in-house and attempted the question.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013.

The 34 providers that in 2013 noted that they subcontracted some or all of their provision 
were asked whether they had made any changes to these arrangements over the last 12 
months. Twenty-one said they had increased outsourcing between 2012 and 2013, and 
the most commonly cited reason for doing so was better to meet participants’ requirements 
(Table 3.11). Only 11 providers noted changed subcontracting arrangements in 2014 and for 
this reason, it was not possible to comment on any trend.
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The qualitative interviews in this wave echoed the survey findings and findings from the 
previous programme evaluation (Newton et al., 2012), which highlighted that the extent 
of subcontracting varied across the different types of providers. Non-end-to-end providers 
delivered much of their provision in-house, whereas end-to-end providers subcontracted 
some of their services, such as training (see Section 10.3 for more information about 
subcontracting training provision). External specialist organisations had also been 
commissioned to work with participants with health problems. Some providers reported that 
they had increased their use of external health specialists, due to the rise in ESA participants 
over the past year. 

Table 3.11 Reasons why organisations that outsourced had changed the proportion 
of provision they outsourced 

2013 2014

 

Reasons 
outsourcing 
increased 

%

Reasons 
outsourcing 

reduced 
%

Reasons 
outsourcing 
increased

%

Reasons 
outsourcing 

reduced 
%

Better meeting our 
participants’ requirements 48 46 100 57.1
Withdrawal of providers from 
supply chains 38 18 0 57.1
Cost or funding reasons 24 46 0 71.4
Changes to the make-up or 
balance of referrals 19 27 25 42.9

Availability of specialist 
expertise in-house

0* 14.3*
14 0 50** 14.3**

Changes to our contracting 
arrangements 10 9 0 14.3
Geography 0 18 25 28.6
Other 19 0 0 0

Base 21 11 4 7

* Increased availability of specialist expertise in-house.
** Availability/lack of specialist expertise in-house.
Responses total more than 100 per cent because respondents could give more than 
one answer.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013.

The 2014 commissioning focused survey of subcontractors demonstrated that 90 per cent of 
subcontractors surveyed had received referrals37 since they had become involved with the 
Work Programme (see Table 3.12). 

37	 The programme delivery survey, which, as well as subcontractors, covers prime 
providers which deliver support directly to participants, also gathered information on 
referrals. This showed a similar pattern to that reported for subcontractors and so is 
not reported here. The main difference was that a small number of respondents, which 
were likely to be primes, reported 50,000 or more referrals.
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Table 3.12	 Number of referrals

Number of referrals in past 12 months
0 (zero) 17 10%
01 – 09 8 5%
10 – 49 25 15%
50 – 99 21 13%
100 – 499 49 29%
500 – 999 21 13%
1,000 – 4,999 14 8%
5,000 – 9,999 6 4%
10,000 – 24,999 1 1%
25,000 – 49,999 1 1%
Don’t know 4 2%
Grand total 167

Source: Online provider survey (commissioning), 2014.

As discussed in Section 3.4, it appears that many subcontractors not receiving any referrals 
may have left supply chains by 2014.  There were too few subcontractors that did not 
receive referrals in the 2014 survey to conduct further analysis.  However, in the 2013 online 
provider survey (commissioning) smaller subcontractors were more likely than larger ones to 
have received no referrals (see Table 3.13 below). 

Table 3.13 Referrals, by workforce size

Row percentage
No referrals Referrals Don’t know Base

50 staff or fewer 27 71 2 93
More than 50 staff 8 89 3 101

Source: Online provider survey (commissioning), 2013.

Failure to receive referrals was, perhaps unsurprisingly, much more common amongst non-
end-to-end subcontractors compared with generalist end-to-end providers (see Table 3.14 
below).

Table 3.14 Referrals by delivery type

Row percentage
No referrals Referrals Don’t know Base

Generalist end-to-end provision 3 96 1 96
Non-end-to-end provision 27 67 6 63

Note: The base for specialist end-to-end provision was too small to report.
Source: Online provider survey (commissioning), 2013.
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In both the 2013 and 2014 qualitative research, some subcontractors reported, in addition 
to a lack of referrals, a lack of what they considered appropriate referrals. For example, 
some providers that left a supply chain believed their prime providers (who were also directly 
delivering the programme) were keeping participants that were considered to be more likely 
to move into work and passing on those that were considered to be ‘harder to help’. 

‘The brutal truth of it and the reason we pulled out of it was that [the prime] were 
sending us people that were so far removed from the job market they were never going 
to get a job and it was, how do they call it? Parking.’ 

(Supply chain leaver, 2014)

Another subcontractor mentioned struggling to manage their referrals as they were few in 
number and spread over a wide geographical area, believing the prime provider kept those 
based in cities to work with themselves. 

A number of specialist non-end-to-end providers interviewed in the 2013 qualitative research 
had still not received any or many Work Programme referrals since the programme went live. 
Indeed, some reported having had no contact with their prime provider, despite being named 
a member of their supply chain and therefore counted in the DWP provider stock-takes.

While some supply chains were using specialist subcontractors, a number of delivery prime 
providers were taking specialist provision in-house. This was particularly the case for support 
for ESA claimants.  Only one prime reported taking on additional specialist subcontractors to 
support this group in the 2014 research. 

3.7.1 Signposting participants to support outside supply 
chains

A further demonstration of low levels of referral within supply chains was demonstrated by 
the survey of programme delivery. This showed that signposting participants to support, 
rather than entering formal subcontracting arrangements for delivery, was far more common 
than referring within supply chains. In 2013, around three-quarters (77 per cent; see Table 
3.15) of the providers reported signposting participants to other organisations for services 
the provider did not have to pay for. In 2014, this had increased to 90 per cent of providers. 
Unsurprisingly, signposting was more common among end-to-end, rather than non-end-to-
end providers in both years. This overall rate of signposting contrasted with the 59 per cent 
of providers who reported signposting in the 2012 programme delivery survey.

Accordingly, close to half of the providers who made referrals had ‘significantly’ or ‘slightly’ 
increased the proportion of participants signposted to other agencies (Table 3.15), most 
frequently because this was seen as a better way of meeting participants’ needs or because 
they did not hold the necessary expertise in-house (Table 3.16). By 2014, however, there 
was some indication that the change was also driven by the changed mix of customers 
referred to the Work Programme (Table 3.17)
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Table 3.15	 Signposting participants to non-funded provision

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

All 
%

Yes, participants are 
signposted to non-
funded provision 59 84 55 100 77 93.5 82.1 90.2
No, participants are 
not signposted to 
non-funded provision 36 15 45 0 22 6.5 15.4 9
Don’t know 5 2 0 0 1 0 2.6 0.8

Base 169    159   133

Base: All active providers who attempted the question.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery), 2014 and 2013 and 2012.

Table 3.16	 Changes to volumes referred to non-funded provision

2013 2014

Volume signposted to non-
funded provision has…

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non 
end-to-

end 
%

All 
%

Significantly increased 20 4 14 16 11.6 6.3 10
Slightly increased 30 26 71 32 30.2 15.6 27.5
Not made any notable changes 48 70 14 50 55.8 71.9 59.2
Slightly decreased 1 0 0 1 0 0 0
Significantly decreased 1 0 0 1 2.3 6.3 3.3

Base    122   120

Base: All providers who signposted to other agencies. 
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery),2014 and  2013.
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Table 3.17	 Reasons to signpost participants to non-funded provision

2013 
%

2014 
%

Better meeting our participants’ requirements 77 66.7
We do not have the specialist expertise in house 67 22.9
Cost reasons 30 10.4
Changes to the make-up or balance of referrals 30 41.7
Geography 7 6.3
Other 7 8.3
Don’t know  2.1

Base 61 48

Responses total more than 100% because respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: Online provider survey (programme delivery),2014 and  2013.

3.8 Variations in supply chain design
As stated above, the prime providers were free to deliver Work Programme services 
themselves or to outsource some or all of it to subcontractors. Where the service was 
outsourced, they were free to manage competitive supply chains or to work more 
collaboratively in order to generate the performance and service quality required.

To develop the necessary insight on supply chain design and management practice, DWP 
approached all the prime providers for basic information on supply chain design and for 
Tier 1 subcontractor referral data (initially for the period between June 2011 and March 
2013) in order to characterise each supply chain at contract/CPA level and identify the 
range of approaches being employed by prime providers at that time. This section explains 
how the data were used to develop a conceptual model to help categorise delivery models 
according to the extent to which the prime providers exploited market mechanisms and 
inter-firm competition to generate the performance demanded by the Department. The model 
also helped to demonstrate the diversity that existed in market structure and supply chain 
management at that point in time, allowing this to be tested and tracked through further 
research conducted in 2014. Further discussion of competition and collaboration in supply 
chains can be found in Section 4.3.3.

3.8.1 Development of the model
It was possible to use the data gathered to position each of the 40 prime provider contracts 
and their supply chains (at Tier 1 level only) on a conceptual graph to show the extent 
to which they had used the market and competition up to March 2013. Subcontractor 
referral volumes were used to estimate the proportion of the Work Programme service 
that was outsourced to subcontractors or delivered in house; factors such as geographical 
coverage, specialisation, provider entry/exit/substitution and MSS were used as indicators of 
competition between the providers. The position of each prime provider contract/supply chain 
is shown at Figure 3.12.

 



84

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Figure 3.12	 Use of outsourcing and competition by prime providers at Tier 1 level

Whilst it was possible to calculate the percentage of the Work Programme service that was 
outsourced for each contract, evidence of competition was simply used to rank the contracts 
in terms of actual (or potential) use of inter-provider competition, for example, the extent of 
overlap in the geographical coverage of subcontractors.  Using these two dimensions it was 
possible allocate each supply chain into one of four broad conceptual categories:
•	 Primarily outsourced, high competition;

•	 Primarily outsourced, low competition;

•	 Primarily in-house, high competition; or

•	 Primarily in-house, low competition.

Examples of supply chains in each of these categories are described in detail below.

According to this conceptual model, the majority of contracts in 2013 were delivered primarily 
by the prime provider, supported by a supply chain where the Tier 1 subcontractors either 
covered specific locations within the CPA or delivered specialist services to different groups; 
thereby limiting the extent to which their suppliers can complete (directly) with each other. 
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high competition
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Contracts or supply chains deemed to exhibit lower levels of competition were those with:
•	 fewer homogenous providers/more specialist providers;

•	 little or no overlap in the geographical coverage of providers of the same services (e.g. 
generalist end-to-end providers or specialists targeting similar customers), and, where 
there is overlap, non-performance-based systems of allocation to providers;

•	 less supplier entry or substitution;

•	 little evidence of regular procurement activity38; and/or

•	 evidence of market failure where one or more subcontractors had folded/withdrawn, and 
the prime provider had been unable to find a replacement via the market – forcing the 
prime to build in-house capability to deliver directly.

Note: There was no evidence in 2014 to suggest that fully-outsourced, competitive 
supply chain models were more effective in delivering job outcome performance than less 
competitive, predominantly in-house delivery models. A separate strand of the evaluation 
will seek to determine how approaches to supply chain design and management, alongside 
other factors, have influenced job outcome performance.

3.8.2 Primarily in-house, low competition delivery
As Figure 3.12 demonstrates, between 2011 and 2013 the majority of Work Programme 
contracts were delivered using a ‘primarily in-house, low competition’ model. Support under 
this model was delivered mainly by the prime provider (usually between 35 and 50 per cent 
outsourced), with the degree of direct, real-time competition between Tier 1 subcontractors 
limited by the fact that the majority of end-to-end generalist subcontractors covered very 
specific locations within each CPA with very little or no geographical overlap between 
providers. Most commonly, participants were either served by the prime provider or one 
of the end-to-end subcontractors according to their postcode or home jobcentre. In supply 
chains containing specialist end-to-end providers there was often only one such supplier, 
or where a number operated, these served different customer groups and/or geographical 
areas – again limiting opportunities for direct competition.

In a significant minority of supply chains where there was (limited) overlap in the 
geographical coverage of the end-to-end generalist providers, the prime provider agreed 
the split between the prime and its subcontractor(s) was agreed pre-contract, but the 
percentages could fluctuate depending upon the number of referrals or performance of each 
provider (including the prime).

Tier 1 subcontractor referral data for a supply chain of this kind is shown in Figure 3.13. In 
this supply chain the prime provider delivered around 70 per cent of end-to-end support 
themselves, alongside four end-to-end generalist providers (two high-volume; two low-
volume). Each generalist covered specific areas within the CPA, with no overlaps in 
geographical coverage and referrals based on the participant’s home jobcentre.

38	 Many prime providers appeared to refresh their supply chain at regular intervals – 
usually every six months – with referrals beginning or ceasing every September/
October or March/April. But some prime providers retained the same subcontractors at 
Tier 1 level from implementation in 2011 through to March 2013.
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The prime provider was supported by 16 stage providers (15 generalists; 1 specialist), each 
providing stages that started at specific points in the customer journey. As with the end-to-
end providers, the stage providers covered specific areas within the CPA. However, for the 
stage providers there was overlap in geographical coverage in many locations, providing 
advisers with a choice between two or three providers, guided by participants’ needs and/or 
adviser discretion.

Figure 3.13 Monthly referral volumes to T1 subcontractors including prime

As Figure 3.13 shows, referrals to each of the end-to-end generalists were stable between 
2011 and 2013, with monthly fluctuations due to the distribution of participants across 
the CPA rather than deliberate shifts in market share. A gradual increase in the volume of 
referrals made to T1 subcontractors was observed throughout 2012 and into 2013 as the 
various stages within the prime provider’s model kicked in; also reflecting the higher number 
of Work Programme attachments in 2011 and early 2012.
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It should be noted that all the end-to-end generalist (T1) subcontractors were encouraged to 
utilise the same stage providers that the prime provider used. However, the referrals shown in 
the data were those made by the prime provider only.  It was not possible to explore the extent 
to which the end-to-end generalist subcontractors used the prime’s network of stage providers 
or whether they used their own subcontractors to deliver equivalent stages of the programme.

Regardless of these data limitations, it was still evident that this model only partially exploited 
inter-provider competition at Tier 1 level, either between the end-to-end generalist providers 
or the stage providers used by the prime provider. There was no evidence to suggest a 
performance-based rationale for the choices made by advisers/participants where more than 
one stage provider could be used. Qualitative research suggested these choices were made 
according to participants’ needs, based on differences in the nature of the support delivered 
by the stage providers, suggesting that these providers were not in direct competition with 
each other, either due to geography or specialism.  It is possible that some of the end-to-
end subcontractors exploited competition between their stage providers, but no data was 
captured to explore this and any direct competition found would have been at Tier 2 level 
and beyond the scope of the analysis. The overall view therefore, is that there was little 
evidence of direct competition within this supply chain model.

3.8.3 Primarily outsourced, high competition delivery
In contrast to the above model, some prime providers delivered little or none of the service 
themselves. Instead, the programme was delivered mainly or exclusively by subcontractors 
who were encouraged to compete with each other for business under a rigorous 
performance management regime.

One such prime provider had ten generalist and one specialist end-to-end subcontractors 
delivering across one CPA in 2011. There were no stage (non end-to-end) providers 
subcontracted at Tier 1 level, thereby maximising opportunities for homogenous competition 
(i.e. competition between organisations delivering similar services). Although none of the 
generalist subcontractors covered the whole CPA, there were some overlaps in geographical 
coverage and competition was encouraged in those areas underpinned by a policy of 
managing market share on a provider-performance basis.

2014 Case study
One of the qualitative case studies undertaken in 2014 involved interviews with this 
prime provider and a number of their subcontractors within one CPA. The prime 
provider noted that as a managing agent their performance was totally dependent on 
their subcontractors. They therefore utilised data driven systems to assess and drive 
performance, with differing aspects of performance reviewed daily, weekly or monthly, 
and rapid adjustments to referral flows made on that basis. This prime provider 
reported that that they aim to manage risk by contracting with two providers in any 
area of the CPA in order to increase the resilience of delivery, and allowing them to 
intervene rapidly if there are performance concerns by transferring flows between 
providers. Whilst there was a strongly competitive aspect to this model of contract 
management the prime provider also described the need to support subcontractors 
and to reward good performance.

Continued
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Overall subcontractors reported they were content with the management model utilised 
by the prime provider. While they recognised the high degree of competition they also 
perceived the model to be transparent, fair and supportive. This view was also reflected 
by a subcontractor who had been managed out of two areas in the CPA due to their level 
of performance. All of the subcontractors reported opportunities to share good practice 
through meetings facilitated by the prime provider. They also appeared to be happy with 
the way in which the prime provider encouraged this degree of collaboration, despite the 
fact that they were operating in such a competitive environment. 

Subcontractors were also positive about the non-prescriptive approach to service 
delivery utilised by this prime provider, who in effect passed on the ‘black box’ model 
of their contract with DWP. One of the subcontractors, who also delivered the Work 
Programme for another prime provider in this CPA, reported a distinct preference for the 
flexibility of the ‘black box’ to the more prescriptive approach used by their other prime 
(delivery agent) provider. 

Figure 3.14	 Referrals to Tier 1 subcontractors by one prime provider under a primarily 
outsourced, high competition model
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As Figure 3.14 shows, four main subcontractors dominated throughout the period with the 
most dominant provider gradually increasing its market share between 2011 and March 2013 
with the other three maintaining their position in the market. For this supply chain there was 
clear evidence of real-time, homogenous competition between the Tier 1 subcontractors 
with performance-based shifts in market share and three providers ceasing to trade (two 
contracts ended by mutual agreement in spring 2012 and another in September 2012). 
Although no new providers were commissioned in this period, one new provider39 was 
commissioned in April 2013 – providing evidence of market entry in this CPA at least.

3.8.4 Primarily outsourced, low competition delivery
Some prime providers, whilst primarily using the market to deliver on their behalves, chose 
not to fully exploit market forces in pursuit of performance. The prime provider whose 
data is shown in Figure 3.15, whilst having delivered around 25 per cent of the service 
themselves between 2011 and 2013, relied on four end-to-end generalist subcontractors to 
cover specific parts of this CPA, with referrals based on participants’ postcodes (with some 
flexibility was allowed if public transport links were poor). There was overlap in geographical 
coverage in two towns within the CPA, where two providers were delivering. In these areas 
the prime provider alternated referrals daily between the subcontractors and monitored 
referrals to ensure there was an even split. Whilst there was a possibility of one provider 
taking share from another, this would only happen if there was clear underperformance by a 
subcontractor. This had not happened up to March 2013.

Four specialist providers were brought on stream from September 2012 to deliver very small 
volumes. There was more geographical overlap between these specialists as they tended to 
cover the whole CPA, but as they delivered different services there was little (if any) direct 
competition between these subcontractors.

As Figure 3.15 demonstrates, the share in referrals amongst the end-to-end generalist 
providers was very evenly balanced between 2011 and 2013; there were no clear shifts in 
the share of referrals to any provider(s).

It is notable that the presence of a number of end-to-end generalists offered potential for 
direct, homogenous competition between the subcontractors in this supply chain, but the 
data suggest that up to March 2013 the prime provider had not exploited this potential.

39	 This organisation was a longstanding provider of welfare-to-work services and already 
delivered as a Work Programme subcontractor in other CPAs.
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Figure 3.15 Referrals to Tier 1 subcontractors by one prime provider under a primarily 
outsourced, low competition model

3.8.5 Primarily in-house, high competition delivery
There is only one Work Programme contract/supply chain where initial data suggested that 
the prime provider encouraged a high degree of competition between Tier 1 subcontractors 
whilst also delivering primarily in-house. In this CPA, between 2011 and 2013, around 43 per 
cent of attachments were referred to one of four end-to-end generalist providers who had 
partial CPA coverage. No specialist providers were contracted at Tier 1 level.

Whilst there was no full-CPA coverage by any of the Tier 1 subcontractors, there was 
some overlap in geographical coverage, with the subcontractors understanding that they 
could have their referrals reduced for a period of time and allocated elsewhere if they 
underperformed. But as Figure 3.16 shows, no such reduction in the market share of any 
one subcontractor took place between 2011 and 2013, though one new provider was 
brought on-stream in late 2011. This subcontractor was commissioned in order to strengthen 
the supply chain, on the basis of their reputation for strong performance rather than any 
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shortcomings in performance of the prime’s existing suppliers at the time. As shown, they 
were not allocated significant market share over the remainder; the other subcontractors 
maintained their position in the market.

Figure 3.16 Monthly referral volumes to Tier 1 subcontractors by a one prime provider 
under a primarily in-house, high competition model
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2014 Case study
A qualitative case study aimed to further explore the operation of this supply chain 
model. Contrary to initial indications of a high degree of competition between Tier 1 
subcontractors, the case study interviews carried out in 2014 with the prime provider and 
their subcontractors found little evidence of a highly competitive approach. Like many 
other prime providers this prime did circulate subcontractor performance league table 
information, although in the main referrals were allocated on a geographic basis. There 
was no evidence of changing referral patterns in response to levels of subcontractor 
performance. 

In general, Tier 1 subcontractors described the prime provider as supportive and reported 
that the prime provider had developed mechanisms for sharing good practice. Overall this 
potentially indicates more of a reliance on a collaborative approach to service development 
to drive performance than a high degree of competition between subcontractors.

As Figure 3.12 shows, this supply chain model was anomalous for the Work Programme 
provider market as a whole (between 2011 and 2013). Whilst there is no evidence to 
suggest that competitive supply chain management goes hand-in-hand with the increased 
outsourcing it is true to say that there are less overall gains to be had through competitive 
supply chain management where less of the total service is outsourced.

A separate strand of the evaluation will seek to establish whether performance gains can be 
found by applying more competitive supply chain management principles, even where less 
than 50 per cent of the service is outsourced.

3.9 Summary
The overall number of Work Programme providers has fallen with a decrease from 831 in 
2013 to 806 in 2014. In addition to this a number of subcontractors reported that they had 
received no referrals. In the 2013 research this was one in six of those surveyed and in 2014 
one in ten. The number of providers actively delivering the programme is therefore likely to 
be fewer than DWP’s published supply chain ‘stocktake’ data suggests. 

An analysis of Work Programme attachment data at a national level found that the provider 
market is not concentrated by conventional measures. At prime provider level, using 
attachment data from June 2011 to March 2014, the top four prime providers delivered 
around 54 per cent of the Work Programme. The HHI for the same period was calculated 
at 0.10841. When data of all Tier 1 subcontractors was taken into account, alongside 
direct delivery by the prime providers, the Work Programme market appeared much less 
concentrated at 0.04710. At prime provider level this picture has remained fairly stable over 
time, with a very slight increase in concentration following the implementation of MSS in 
August 2013.  Even with this increase the Work Programme prime provider market could 
be described as an unconcentrated, competitive oligopoly which is considerably less 
concentrated than the United Kingdom (UK) supermarket sector or domestic UK electricity 
and gas supply market. 
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Whilst analysis of prime provider and Tier 1 subcontractor referral data at CPA level showed 
a clearer increase in market concentration over time, there was not a consistent pattern 
across the CPAs. The overall increases in market concentration could be linked to the 
activities of particular prime providers. Analysis of market concentration at CPA level also 
found the majority were moderately concentrated (HHI between 0.15 and 0.25) with five 
CPAs rated as highly concentrated (HHI above 0.25).

There has been a pattern of market concentration in comparable employment services 
markets, especially in Australia, where increased performance was associated with contracts 
being awarded to fewer, but higher performing providers (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2012). The experience from Australia, and from 
the earlier British experience, suggests that in order to offer an ongoing assessment of the 
effectiveness of the Work Programme market it will be important to continue to monitor 
the impact of market concentration and to consider not just the number of providers, but 
changes in their composition and market share. Analysis of Work Programme referral data 
also indicates a need to consider these factors at both national and CPA level. 

Prime providers reported a range of factors which affect their decisions to outsource 
provision. Managing agent prime providers noted their organisational expertise in 
outsourcing. Some also suggested this approach facilitated a more detached focus on 
performance which was not influenced by in-house delivery pressures. In contrast to this 
some prime delivery agents suggested that it was important that they delivered a proportion 
of the service themselves to ensure a thorough understanding of the programme. They 
reported that this facilitated their role in supporting practice development and performance 
improvement. There was, however, a suggestion from some subcontractors that the 
decisions made by some prime delivery agents were driven by primes concern not to lose 
their market share (and related income).

Generalist end-to-end providers dominate Work Programme delivery, and the majority of 
these delivered all support in-house with low levels of onward referral to specialist support, 
particularly where this involved formal contracting arrangements. An increase in onward 
referrals was only reported in the signposting of participants to providers outside supply 
chains. With around half of subcontractors being small organisations (with fewer than 50 
employees) the impact on the organisation of not receiving referrals can be significant and 
had resulted in some subcontractors choosing to leave their supply chains. There were also 
cases of prime providers terminating contracts or coming to mutual agreements for providers 
to leave a supply chain as a result of underperformance by the subcontractor. 

With falling referral volumes and the phasing out of attachment fees there was little evidence 
of market entry at supply chain level.  Few new providers were brought in to replace exiting 
ones, or to provide additional services. Instead, in cases of market exit, prime providers were 
redistributing referrals from a leaving provider to existing supply chain members or taking 
the work in-house. These findings support the analysis of referral data which showed an 
increase in market concentration. There was, however, some evidence of market entry via 
acquisition and merger at the prime provider level. Overall there was evidence that despite 
continuing diversity in supply chains, both in terms of specialism and market sectors, the 
Work Programme model appears to favour the position of large and mid-sized generalist 
providers rather than the smaller providers delivering specialist services. 



94

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

4 Operation of the 
commissioning model: 
contract and performance 
management

One of the key research questions for the commissioning strand of the Work Programme 
evaluation was to explore how both the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and 
prime providers influence service delivery and outcomes. An examination of DWP and prime 
provider contract and performance management within the Work Programme is a crucial part 
of exploring this issue. DWP will be reviewing the findings presented in this chapter to inform 
their future policy and delivery of contracted provision.

This chapter is based on qualitative interviews during 2013 and up to July  2014 with DWP 
contract and performance management staff, prime providers and subcontractors. It also 
includes findings from the online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning). Whilst both 
the 2013 and 2014 research covered overall contract and performance management, the two 
waves of research also focused in on some different key elements of management. The 2013 
research explored compliance and quality management while the 2014 research looked at the 
impact of market share shift. As such, this chapter provides a view from DWP staff interviewed 
whilst changes to their roles were still bedding in. The preface notes (see page 25) provide an 
update on DWP activity in the area of contract and performance management.

Providers and supply chains are diverse and it can be difficult to generalise about what Work 
Programme providers ‘think’ or ‘do’. Relationship management in particular can be strongly 
affected by individual personalities and ways of working. However, where possible this 
chapter draws out patterns in views and behaviours and tries to explain these on the basis of 
provider characteristics.

4.1 DWP contract and performance management
As the Work Programme was contracted using a prime provider model, DWP’s role in 
contract and performance management was focused at the prime provider level. 

Studies of employment service quasi-markets in other countries have found that 
procurement and performance management systems have been in flux as policy makers 
have sought to secure the advantages of contracting out and payment-by-results 
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whilst minimising attendant risks40 and delivery problems (for Australia see Productivity 
Commission, 2002, Considine, 2005, 2011; for the Netherlands see Struyven and Steers, 
2003; for Denmark see Bredgaard, et al., 2005). Likewise, there have been developments 
and changes to the performance management processes and systems used by DWP to 
manage Work Programme provider performance.

4.1.1 Contract and performance management roles
A number of DWP staff had a role in the management of programme and provider contracts 
and performance. The contract and performance management roles changed significantly 
late 2013. A description of the pre-2014 and the new roles is provided below followed by 
findings from the staff research. It is important to note that this report covers research with 
DWP staff up to July 2014 whilst the new roles and responsibilities were bedding in.

DWP staff roles pre-2014

For the Work Programme contract prior to the 2014 research, key DWP staff roles and the 
relationships they had with providers were as follows:
•	 Account Managers acted as the lead interface with Work Programme prime providers. 

Their role was to engage with prime providers at senior board level to drive performance, 
innovation and value for money for DWP. Each prime provider had one Account Manager 
who managed their relationship across all the DWP contracts that the prime provider held.

•	 Senior Performance Managers and Performance Managers focused on specific 
contract package areas (CPAs) and worked with prime providers at a local operational 
delivery level to manage performance against contracts. Senior Performance Managers 
managed a team of Performance Managers. Performance Managers collated and 
analysed management information, and provided advice and support relating to 
performance and delivery, to ensure consistency of approach and implementation, and to 
support management of underperformance. 

•	 Compliance Monitoring Officers undertook compliance visits to Work Programme 
providers and produced reports to ensure that providers met contractual and regulatory 
requirements across their supply chain.

In the 2013 research, Account Managers and Performance Managers could clearly describe 
the different focus of the two roles and the Account Managers interviewed felt that there 
was an appropriate split between the roles, but also some appropriate crossover. Some 
Performance Managers, however, did not feel the split between the roles was always clear 
and issues related to a lack of clarity with some DWP staff roles were also raised by some 
providers (see Section 4.2). 

40	 Potential risks associated with contracting out and payment-by results (PbR) described 
in the literature include: 1) wholly outcome-contingent contracts  can be  less suitable 
for clients with multiple barriers to employment as providers may concentrate service 
provision on those closest to the market in order to achieve outcome payments and 
neglect those perceived to be more distant; 2) black box contracting can result in loss 
of commissioner insight into participant experience and ‘what works’; 3) it requires 
strong performance management systems and skills that public services may not have; 
and 4) contracting systems may not promote the entry of new providers or facilitate the 
exit of inefficient ones (conditions required for an effective quasi market).
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DWP staff roles from 2014
DWP contract and performance management roles were restructured in early 2014 and the 
new system was still bedding when research fieldwork completed in August 2014. Under the 
new system, contract and performance management roles were split across two directorates; 
the Work Programmes Division (focused on maximising provider and provision performance) 
and the Commercial Directorate (focused on managing the commercial relationship with 
contracted providers and the wider market).  Two new roles were established:
•	 The Supplier Manager (within Work Programme Division) is the interface between DWP/

primes and is responsible for the overall performance of an individual supplier-who may 
be delivering across a range of contracts, in a variety of locations. They work closely with 
performance managers and compliance monitoring officers to ensure they have detailed 
background on performance drivers across all contracts. By working with a senior manager 
at supplier level they are able to identify opportunities for provider-wide performance 
improvement activity.

•	 The Category Manager (within Commercial Directorate) has taken on some 
responsibilities of the old Account Manager role, at the time of the research this role was 
still in development. The Category Manager covers the commercial relationship with the 
primes. Category Managers looked beyond the contract at factors which affected the 
service delivered, for example, the supply chain market and how it affected the service 
delivered. At the time of the research this role was still under development

In the 2014 research, DWP staff described the introduction of the Supplier Manager role. 
Staff also described the movement of Account Managers to the Commercial Directorate 
and the change in this role to Category Manager, with some of the previous Account 
Management responsibilities being performed by the Category Managers and some 
remaining in the Work Programmes Division and taken up by the Supplier Managers.

When asked for their views on the 2014 changes, DWP staff highlighted that the changes 
had only just been implemented and so it was too soon to definitely say what the impact 
would be on service delivery and performance. Some felt the changes seemed appropriate 
as they believed there was a clear difference between commercial and performance 
elements of the contract and thus thought the split would provide more focus for staff. 
There was an expectation that Supplier Managers would be more closely integrated with 
the Performance Managers than Account Managers had been and this was seen as 
positive. However, there was also a perception that there may be even less interaction and 
communication between Performance Managers and Category Managers than there had 
been between Performance Managers and Account Managers. This was a cause for concern 
for some, who were not sure that commercial and performance issues could or should be 
dealt with separately given the commercial nature of the contract, and thus were not sure 
that splitting the roles across two divisions would be helpful.

Views were mixed on whether the changes would make contract and performance 
management easier or more difficult for DWP. Some DWP contract and performance 
management staff highlighted the potential for inconsistent messages and communications 
to providers as a result of the division between commercial and performance management.  
Issues related to a lack of consistency in the communications from DWP were also raised by 
some providers (see section 4.2). 

Another recent change described by DWP staff in the 2014 research was a move to a 100 
per cent focus on Work Programme for performance management staff. This was viewed 
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positively by DWP staff. Many DWP contract and performance management staff interviewed 
in 2014 felt they had adequate support to effectively perform their role. However, a number of 
Performance Managers felt that more learning and development would be helpful to develop 
staff capability. An update on recent training activity is provided in the DWP preface notes. 

4.1.2 Performance measurement by DWP
Work Programme contracts were originally assessed against targets called ‘Minimum 
Performance Levels’. Minimum Performance Level targets were set for three groups of 
participants: Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) 18 to 24 year olds; JSA 25 years old and over; 
and Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) new participants. These were the three 
largest participant groups for whom viable estimates could be made from an analysis of 
historical off-benefit flows and job entry rates. The Minimum Performance Level targets gave 
a target conversion rate for each financial year, but job outcomes did not always occur in that 
time period. The targets were also based on forecasted referral levels which were not always 
accurate. 

The 2012 Work Programme commissioning research (Lane et al., 2013) found that 
Performance Managers were using a combination of DWP and prime provider generated 
data to assess provider performance against minimum performance levels, and felt that 
access to more DWP assured data would be helpful. The 2013 research found variation 
in terms of the data being used by Performance Managers and the data analysis they 
were undertaking. Some DWP Performance Managers described use of data and tools 
which helped them to make projections about how many job outcomes a provider might 
achieve. For example, information showing the number of clients in work, but yet to reach 
the number of weeks required for a job outcome and a performance management tracking 
tool that calculates sustainment rates from job entries and job outcomes. However, some 
of the Performance Managers using these data and tools reported that other Performance 
Managers were not using them and the 2013 research found varying levels of awareness of, 
and confidence in using, the data and tools available.

During the Work Programme contract DWP have developed new performance measures. 
At the time of the 2014 research, providers were being monitored on both the Minimum 
Performance Level measures and new measures. The new performance measures gave 
a target rate for the whole life of the contract and depended on actual referrals rather than 
forecasts.  From spring 2014, DWP also introduced a new performance dashboard that 
brought together all relevant DWP performance information for each contract into one place 
and shared performance information for all contracts with all providers. On the whole DWP 
contract and performance management staff welcomed the new performance measures.

4.1.3 Management of performance by DWP
In both the 2013 and 2014 research, DWP staff were asked about the approach taken to 
performance management. Some previous evaluations of the DWP commissioning model 
(e.g. Purvis et al., 2013) have found that DWP’s performance management approach is 
typically viewed as supportive rather than adversarial. In this research DWP Account and 
Performance Managers interviewed in 2013 generally reported trying to support and gently 
challenge underperforming providers with an aim of driving performance improvement. 
Use of more punitive measures including market share shift (MSS) and contract withdrawal 
were viewed as an option, but one only to be used after attempts to improve performance 
had failed. Most staff also described having positive relationships with prime providers, 
underpinned by regular, open communication. 
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‘I’m actually surprised sometimes about the level of detail the providers are willing to 
share with us.’

(DWP Account Manager, 2013)

From summer 2013, prime providers were classified into three groups – higher, middle 
and lower performing contracts – based on how many of the payment group minimum 
performance levels targets they have met. Lower performing contracts were subject to a 
more structured and intensive performance management regime including Performance 
Improvement Notices and weekly telephone conferences. Higher performing contracts 
were provided with some slight relaxations, for example, a change to bi-monthly rather than 
monthly contract performance review meetings.

In the 2013 research, some DWP Performance Managers welcomed the recent introduction 
of the more intensive measures for lower performing contracts and felt that they had the 
potential to make prime provider improvement plans and activities much more visible and 
transparent and drive providers to focus more on them. Some, however, highlighted the need 
for balance in engaging providers in performance management meetings/activity against 
other priorities for providers.

In the 2014 research, however, a small number of DWP staff suggested that their approach 
was more adversarial and less supportive than they would have liked. 

Market share shift
One key performance management mechanism utilised by DWP was ‘MSS’. This was 
adapted from the Australian model and was intended to intensify competition. This 
mechanism gave DWP the flexibility to move five per cent of new referrals within each CPA 
from lower to higher performing prime providers. The first MSS occurred in summer 2013 
and was explored with DWP managers in the CPAs where this was implemented during the 
2014 research. At this time the DWP contract and performance management staff reported 
that they had not noticed any impact of this on provider performance. 

Relationships with prime providers
Whilst DWP’s approach to performance management had increased in intensity as the 
contract had progressed, with MSS and a contract termination41 having occurred by the 
2014 research, some DWP staff felt that this did not affect their relationship with the prime 
providers:

‘Even though our approach has changed and obviously we’re placing the providers 
under much more scrutiny, there’s an appreciation of why we are doing that. They 
understand that we want the most out of the contract so in terms of the actual 
relationship, no it hasn’t changed.’

(Performance Manager, 2014)

41	 In the early part of 2014 DWP reviewed the performance of the bottom 25 per cent of 
Work Programme contracts and put them under an enhanced performance 
management regime. There is a 12-month notice period in relation to the notice of 
termination that was given to a prime provider in relation to one of their contracts. DWP 
has been conducting a procurement competition to identify a replacement provider. 
This aims to enable the Department to ensure continuity of service to the affected 
claimants currently being supported by the programme.
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In contrast, some DWP staff felt that they had started to lose some prime provider ‘goodwill’ 
as a result of the changes imposed by DWP. Some felt that prime providers had become 
more guarded and less open and willing to share information with DWP since DWP had 
taken the decision to terminate one contract due to poor performance. It was felt that 
a perceived lack of transparency from DWP in relation to the contract termination had 
contributed to this:

‘We should be transparent, we should have it clearly laid out, what we’re going to do, 
when we’re going to do it and why, and then everyone knows where they stand. 

(Senior Performance Manager)

Relationships with subcontractors
In both the 2013 and 2014 research, the DWP contract and performance management staff 
interviewed reported that they did not have a formal, direct management relationship with 
subcontractors. DWP staff felt that this was appropriate, as managing subcontractors was 
recognised as the responsibility of the prime providers.

‘We have let a contract to a prime provider and if I’ve got any issues, either with them 
or one of their subcontractors, there’s only one conversation I want to have and that 
is with the prime provider ... The money we pay to the prime providers … part of that 
money is to manage their subcontractors and they employ staff to do that.’

(DWP Performance Manager, 2013)

In the 2013 research, some DWP staff did, however, feel that they needed prime providers 
to offer more information about individual subcontractor performance. It was suggested that 
some prime providers already provided this, but that others were sometimes reluctant to do 
so.

More recently, in the 2014 research, some DWP staff described having some contact 
with subcontractors, for example during meetings with the prime provider or when DWP 
performance management staff  were conducting provider visits. It was felt that this 
contact was of value, especially where the prime provider was a managing agent and thus 
subcontractors were responsible for all delivery. However, DWP staff  were still clear that 
responsibility for managing the subcontractors was with the prime providers.

Payment by results
In the 2014 research, DWP contract and performance management staff were also asked 
for their views on the benefits or challenges of managing a PbR contract. A number of staff 
outlined benefits, including that it provided DWP with more ‘power’ over prime providers and 
made them easier to manage, that it focused providers, and that it was more cost effective. 
A number of challenges were also highlighted. Some DWP staff felt that a lot of prime 
providers did not really understand PbR contracts initially and that it took them time to get 
into the mindset and learn how to deliver and track their performance accordingly.
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4.1.4 Management of contract compliance by DWP
DWP Compliance Monitoring Officers visited prime providers to ensure that minimum service 
standards42 were being met. The 2013 research included interviews with some Compliance 
Monitoring Officers which explored their role and their views on its effectiveness. 

Some Compliance Monitoring Officers felt that their role was useful for helping ensure 
providers meet their contractual requirements.

‘I think in some ways it’s effective in that … it drives them down that path of making 
them think about it and what they should be doing. It makes them realise somebody’s 
going to come in and look at all this, because I don’t know what it would be like if 
nobody did that.’

(Compliance Monitoring Officer, 2013)

However, many felt that their role could be made more effective. Some suggested that their 
role could potentially be more effective if they carried out their visits less regularly in order to 
increase their sense of importance and allow them more time to analyse the information they 
collected. 

‘Because someone sees you so often, it becomes almost like they think it’s nothing 
really to worry about. Where actually if we went less often and did a larger sample ... 
and more time to analyse the data.’

(Compliance Monitoring Officer, 2013)

At the time of research the working-links between the Compliance Monitoring Officer 
(performance management) and the new Account Manager role (contract management) 
were still in development. Staff felt that better links between these two roles would add extra 
leverage for the Compliance Monitoring Officer

4.1.5 Management of quality by DWP
The role of external quality inspection was explicit in the 2008 DWP Commissioning Strategy, 
which stated ‘We will have an external assessment of provision’ (p.26). This approach 
changed prior to Work Programme procurement, in summer 2010, when a policy change 
was announced to discontinue external inspection and improvement support for the quality of 
DWP contracted employment provision. Linked to this, there was a general consensus from 
DWP Performance Management staff interviewed in 2013 that quality had not been a focus 
to date in DWP’s management of the Work Programme contract.

From summer 2013, as part of the new DWP performance management regime being 
introduced, DWP Performance Managers were due to start undertaking quality checks. In 
the 2013 research, many Performance Managers believed that the introduction of quality 
checks had the potential to be beneficial and help address the perceived gap in quality 
management, but recognised a need for further training to fully equip staff for this role. The 
preface notes (page 25) summarises the recent training activity in this area.

42	 When tendering for the Work Programme, prime providers were required to indicate the 
level and nature of the support that they would provide to each participant group in 
the form of ‘minimum service standards’ which were specified in their contracts. These 
were subsequently renamed as ‘customer service standards’.
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4.1.6 Black box contracting and performance management by 
DWP

One of the key elements of the DWP commissioning model was minimum service 
prescription by the Department. Providers were asked to provide minimum service 
standards (now known as customer service standards) in their contract bids but were 
allowed flexibility beyond those minimum standards in the way they deliver their service. 
This was termed the ‘black box’ approach.  This section looks at the implications of this 
black box model of contracting for performance management by DWP.  Implications of the 
black box for performance management by prime providers is covered in Section 4.3.2 and 
implementation of the black box approach and delivery flexibility is covered in Section 5.3.

Innovation and good practice
The black box model allows providers to be innovative in both their contract bids and their 
ongoing service delivery. When asked in the 2013 research whether they were involved 
in encouraging and facilitating the exchange of innovation and good practice, DWP 
Performance Managers generally suggested that they were, but some DWP staff highlighted 
a challenge in offering flexibility to providers to deliver services as they see best and driving 
up performance by promoting delivery methods that have been found to be effective. 

‘It’s a fine line because … it’s a black box approach for Work Programme and you can’t 
be telling them how to actually run their business.’

(DWP Performance Manager, 2013)

4.2 Prime provider views and experiences of 
DWP management

In both the 2013 and 2014 research, views from prime providers on DWP’s approach to 
contract and performance management varied.

In the 2013 research, some prime providers felt DWP’s management was effective and 
helped to focus and drive performance. However, others felt that DWP’s approach was 
overly time-consuming and/or process driven.

‘There’s a lot when you add it altogether... I think there’s a lot of demands made and 
it’s understandable we’re being contract managed I appreciate that, but I think its 
assessing the relevance that’s missing a little bit.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

 
‘The one thing it did for us was kill performance. Because you become systemised, 
auditised and you you’re doing things in order to look great, but actually I found it a 
huge distraction to delivering good performance.’

(Prime provider on a Performance Improvement Notice, 2013)

In the 2013 research, some prime providers also raised issues over how DWP measured 
performance. For example, some felt the DWP’s Minimum Performance Level targets were 
problematic as they were highly affected by referral patterns. Others felt that the focus 
by DWP on performance in just three payment groups encouraged providers to prioritise 
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support to these groups over others. However, the inclusion of new ESA customers as one 
of the three payment groups did appear to have a positive impact on the development of 
services for participants who were disabled or had a health condition. In both 2013 and 2014 
a number of prime providers described the development of such services. Some also noted 
that their relative in performance outcomes for this payment group had been an important 
factor in their overall performance assessment by DWP.

2014 Case study
A number of the 2014 case studies were comparative, exploring views on the impact of 
a range of factors on performance and the development of services. This included prime 
provider decisions to outsource delivery to subcontractors.  A clear view emerging from 
two of these case studies was related to the positive impact on delivery and performance 
of specialist services for Work Programme participants who were disabled or had a 
health condition. This involved both the degree to which the prime provider was able to 
offer an appropriately tailored service in-house and their use of specialist subcontractors 
within the supply chain.

In one of these case studies a prime provider reported the view that their relatively 
poor performance, and subsequent loss of market share, was primarily related to their 
competitor’s more robust system of support for participants with health conditions. An 
exploration of this competitor’s delivery model (which was carried out within another 
CPA, although this was representative of their overall approach) appeared to confirm a 
very strong focus on service delivery for ESA customers. This prime provider employed 
specialist staff, including health professionals, as part of integrated health and wellbeing 
teams. They also reported extensive use of specialist disability subcontractors. This view 
was supported by the disability specialist subcontractors from their supply chain who 
were very positive about their working relationships with the prime provider. The prime 
provider who had lost market share went on to describe how their poor performance with 
this customer group has led to a range of service developments within their own delivery 
model aimed at better supporting ESA participants. This included the development 
of specialist ESA adviser roles and, in another, of their CPAs the development of a 
‘community ESA hub’ which was reported to be working well.

Views from prime providers on their relationship with DWP were mixed in 2013. 
Some reported a positive, constructive, open and honest relationship involving lots of 
communication and interaction.

‘Our contacts at DWP are enormously supportive and we have a fantastic relationship.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

Others raised issues with their relationship with DWP. These included a perceived lack of a 
partnership approach, a lack of consistency, long delays in response to queries, and overlap 
and a lack of clarity between DWP staff roles.

‘I was asked for exactly the same information in five different formats from both sides of 
DWP two days apart. That’s not unusual at all... It does seem a little bit like we repeat 
ourselves to DWP to different people.’

(Prime provider, 2013)



103

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

There was also a feeling expressed by some prime providers in 2013 that the approach 
from DWP was changing over time and becoming more assertive, with a risk of negative 
consequences. This was felt to be linked to DWP experiencing pressure to drive improved 
Work Programme performance.

In the more recent 2014 research, some prime providers felt DWP’s management was 
positive, describing clear expectations, open discussion, helpful feedback and sharing of 
good practice. Amongst the providers who described DWP’s management positively in 2014, 
some suggested DWP’s approach was developing and becoming better over time. The 
new performance measure being used by DWP was felt to have the potential to give DWP 
greater insight into real performance levels. There was also a sense from some that DWP’s 
approach was becoming more intelligent and less process driven:

‘With the new team there’s a very different approach to performance management 
which is much more about not just following the process and going through standard 
agenda items but is much more about using discretion to meaningfully look at areas 
where there needs to be improvement. So I think there has been more intelligence put 
into the performance approach.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

However, other prime providers interviewed in the 2014 research disagreed. In direct 
contrast to the views above, some providers described a lack of transparency and clarity, 
confusion and inconsistency, a lack of best practice sharing and too much prescription and 
focus on process. For some providers, their perceived issues with DWP’s management 
were being exacerbated by the DWP contract and performance management restructure 
(described in section 4.1.1) and the associated personnel changes:

‘I think it’s become more complicated, they’ve introduced more layers, and different 
people, so that’s caused confusion. You’re not quite sure who to ask a question of... or 
if you’d get a consistent answer from each of the 3 or 4 people involved.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

As in the 2013 research, views from prime providers in the 2014 research on their 
relationship with DWP were mixed. Where the relationship was felt to be positive, prime 
providers described the relationship as open and had typically experienced few changes to 
their DWP contacts. Where the relationship was described less positively, issues included 
a lack of clarity and transparency, a lack of consistency in the messages from DWP, a lack 
of partnership working and a lack of support to resolve issues. Again, the restructure and 
personnel changes were felt to have undermined relationships and led to prime provider staff 
not knowing who to talk to in DWP. It was felt by some that the changes could have been 
communicated better. In addition, some prime provider staff suggested that their uncertainty 
over why DWP had terminated a particular contract (see also Section 4.2.2) had undermined 
their trust in DWP and negatively affected their relationship with DWP. See the DWP preface 
notes (see page 25) for an update on the Department’s recent changes to their performance 
management approach.

4.2.1 Provider views of DWP market share shift
Regardless of whether they had gained additional market share in the shift, lost market 
share or been unaffected, many prime providers in the 2014 research suggested that DWP’s 
MSS had lacked impact due to the relatively small percentage shift (5 per cent) and against 
the backdrop of falling referrals overall:
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‘Referrals were falling at such a rate anyway that it was almost unnoticeable ... they just 
fell at a little bit less of a rate for us than all of our competitors ... the benefit in some 
ways was, was kind of lost in just the fact that referrals were falling so dramatically.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

As a result of this, some prime providers suggested that MSS should have been carried out 
to a greater degree:

‘They should have done it on a much grander scale. If you’re going to do it, do it.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

Despite these views on the limited operational impact of MSS, some providers highlighted 
a reputational impact of MSS. Those that had gained market share felt they had received 
positive PR when it was announced. For those that had lost market share, there was some 
concern that this could lead to investors viewing them as a risk, leading to difficulty attracting 
funding:

‘The commercial impact is negligible, it’s the reputational impact that’s more important.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

As also highlighted by a DWP Performance Manager (see Section 4.1.3) there was concern 
raised by some prime providers who had gained market share that this would make their 
performance appear lower, due to the way DWP measured performance.

There was also some concern expressed by some prime providers about what they 
perceived to be a lack of clarity from DWP about the way performance would be measured 
and decisions taken on MSS in future: 

‘The issue has been the lack of clarity... market share shift has been very fuzzy, 
we’re still not clear what the next round of assessment means, what’s actually being 
measured and we seem to get different answers when we speak to different people in 
DWP which is very disconcerting.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

4.2.2 Provider views on contract termination
Views from prime providers in the 2014 research on the termination of a contract by DWP 
were mixed.

Some prime providers suggested that this contract termination had not had any impact on 
their approach to the Work Programme contract, nor affected their view of DWP as they 
always knew the possibility of contract termination was there. However, for other prime 
providers, this decision was felt to have made the possibility of contract termination real for 
the first time: 

‘It certainly made us realise that the DWP were serious about performance and tougher 
than we had believed.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

Some prime providers were very supportive of DWP’s decision to terminate a contract, with 
some even suggesting that termination of contracts due to poor performance by DWP should 
be done more frequently:
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‘We were really, really pleased that we had finally seen DWP acting in the sort of way 
that we would have acted with our supply chain.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

However, a number of prime providers expressed concerns about this decision, most 
commonly underpinned by questions about how the decision was made to terminate this 
contract and a sense that the reasons were not clearly understood:

‘The thing with the [contract] termination was just a lack of transparency or clarity really 
on how they came to the decision about that being the provider and the contract to 
be terminated when you could see the evidence of the fairly substantial performance 
improvement in the year.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

Whilst contract termination is a commercially confidential process the confusion expressed 
by some prime providers in relation to this decision had left a number of prime providers 
feeling more uncertain and concerned about how future DWP decisions in relation to contract 
and performance management would be made:

‘I don’t think it’s really been openly and honestly transparently communicated as to why 
that’s happened and the reasons behind that, so I think what that has done is made us 
more nervous, because... we’re not quite sure what the benchmark is ... and how their 
decision process would be made for the next time.’

(Prime provider, 2014)

Finally, some prime providers also expressed concerns about whether this contract 
termination could unsettle the marketplace long term.

4.3 Supply chain management
Subcontractors account for a substantial proportion of Work Programme delivery nationwide. 
Under the prime provider model, the responsibility for managing a supply chain of 
subcontractors and their performance lies with prime providers rather than DWP.

4.3.1 Performance management by prime providers
In the 2013 research, some prime providers described their approach to performance 
managing their supply chain as mirroring DWP’s approach to performance managing them. 
However, other prime providers felt that they were using a more effective performance 
management approach than that used by DWP. In some cases they linked this to their use of 
management information. For example, a number of prime providers were using job start data 
as a predictor of subsequent sustained outcomes performance43, which they felt allowed them 
to be more proactive and intervene with potential performance issues at an earlier stage.

Some also reported that the effectiveness of the performance management approach was 
related to their use of subcontractor-level referral volume shift. At the time of the 2013 
research, a number of prime providers were shifting referrals from lower to higher performing 

43	 Research with DWP Performance Managers found that some were also using job start 
data as a predictor of future sustained outcome performance, but this was not 
consistent (see Section 4.1.2).
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generalist end-to-end providers in their supply chain and/or terminating contracts for 
underperformance. These were practices that DWP had not implemented at the time of the 
2013 research (although they were subsequently used).

‘We are ruthlessly focused on performance... we actually act on that information. 
So low performance providers get flows taken away from them and eventually their 
contracts taken away and the high performance providers get flows given to them, 
because there’s no point having transparent performance unless you then act on that 
transparent performance.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

However, it is noteworthy that some prime delivery agents who used referral volume shift 
as a performance management strategy were maintaining or expanding their own referral 
volume share even where some of their subcontractors were outperforming them (see 
Section 3.7).

The evidence used by prime providers to support their performance management 
activity appeared to vary. In the 2013 research, all prime providers stated that they used 
management information received from their supply chains via their IT systems. Some, but 
not all, also stated that they carried out compliance and/or quality checks, e.g. through file 
checks, visits and/or observations. In some cases this was a recent development. 

In the 2014 research, many of the prime providers described improvements and 
developments that had been made to their performance management approach and 
processes over the last year. A number of prime providers reported they had improved 
the data they provided to subcontractors, and some had started to use a cohort model 
to analyse the performance of their subcontractors. They felt this provided greater 
insight into performance. As well as changes to management information, some prime 
providers reported that they were trying to improve the clarity of their communications 
regarding performance expectations. Some also described working more closely with 
their subcontractors. Other prime providers, reported no changes to their performance 
management systems over that last year as they believed these were already fit for purpose.

Looking across all the prime providers, whilst sustained job outcomes were still the primary 
focus for all, the majority also described a focus on quality and compliance in the 2014 
research. Quality and compliance were monitored in a variety of ways, including sampling of 
action plans, observations, customer feedback, and staffing level and caseload size checks.

In both the 2013 and 2014 qualitative research, prime providers typically described their 
relationship with their subcontractors as positive. A small number suggested that the 
relationship fluctuated relative to the performance of their subcontractors and how much 
intervention they have to make (with underperformance sometimes causing tension in the 
relationship), though others suggested that the relationships remained positive even during 
the implementation of performance improvement measures.

4.3.2 Black box contracting and performance management by 
prime providers

There was some evidence that some prime providers were becoming more prescriptive 
with subcontractors, with an aim of driving performance improvement. Some of these prime 
providers suggested that they were continuing to allow subcontractors who were performing 
well to deliver services flexibly, but that they were becoming more prescriptive with 
underperforming subcontractors, for example, mandating they use a certain diagnostic tool. 
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‘We really do try to allow providers to do as much as they can in the way they want to 
and especially if they’re performing middle to top of our tables... it’s just when they’re 
not performing as they should be that we have to actually slightly cut the corners of that 
black box and make it a bit greyer.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

This increase in prescription to try to drive performance improvement mirrors reports of 
increasing prescription by DWP in their management of prime contracts and the experience 
within Australian contracted employment services (see Section 4.1.6).

In both the 2013 and 2014 research with subcontractors, the level of flexibility afforded 
to them was found to vary, depending on the prime provider(s) and the subcontractor’s 
performance. Subcontractor reports of the level of flexibility in service delivery they were 
given by their primes remained consistent across the 2013 and 2014 waves of research. 
Further detail on subcontractor views on the level of delivery flexibility afforded to them by 
their prime provider can be found in Section 5.3.

4.3.3 Competition and collaboration in supply chains
In both the 2013 and the 2014 research, and also already highlighted in Section 3.8, a 
number of different approaches to supply chain performance management were identified, 
differing based on the extent of collaboration or competition encouraged by the prime 
providers. Rather than being seen as two distinct and mutually exclusive approaches, 
collaboration and competition can be viewed as on a continuum. The majority of prime 
providers utilised both to an extent, though the balance varied.

The prime providers who used the greatest degree of competition had set up their 
supply chains so that there was geographical overlap amongst their subcontractors, and 
proactively and regularly (monthly or quarterly) moved referral volumes between higher 
and lower performing subcontractors in order to protect overall contract outcomes and 
drive performance improvement. The prime providers who used subcontractor-level referral 
volume shift felt that this was a major element of their performance management strategy 
and had a significant positive impact on their performance. 

Other prime providers did not use any referral volume shift. Whilst for some this was due 
to there being no geographical overlap amongst their subcontractors and thus no option 
to easily move referrals from one subcontractor to another, for some a deliberate decision 
had been taken to not use referral volume shift due to concerns that this would create 
an unhelpful level of uncertainty for their subcontractors. One prime provider who was 
unable to consider the use of referral volume shift due to a lack of overlap amongst their 
subcontractors highlighted both benefits and disadvantages to this:  

‘From a performance management perspective one of the challenges has been, 
if we have had partners in a certain area who are underperforming, we can’t shift 
market share. However ... there is a point below which it doesn’t become viable for 
an organisation if you’re carving up the flows. There’s a trade off if you want people to 
invest for the long term and make a go of the contract, you have a responsibility as a 
prime to ensure that contract is viable, that they can do that, and it enables us to plan.’

(Prime provider, 2014)



108

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

The prime providers who adopted the most collaborative approaches described a number 
of ways this was encouraged including best practice sharing forums, the sharing of efficient 
processes (for example, in relation to tracking individuals and evidencing outcomes), cross-
provider job shadowing and buddying, supply chain-wide training, joint employer screening 
days and vacancy sharing. Just as prime providers who predominantly used competition felt 
this was the key driver of their performance, the prime providers who predominantly focused 
on partnership working and collaboration saw this as the key driver of their performance.

As highlighted earlier, however, competition and collaboration were not mutually exclusive. 
The collaborative prime providers still tended to use league tables to encourage some 
healthy indirect competition and would ultimately consider removing contracts from poor 
performing subcontractors. Some prime providers who utilised a competitive approach also 
reported the facilitation of collaboration in their supply chains.

‘There comes a point when organisations understand that activities are for the good of 
the contract, reputation of the contract, not just the individual provider.’

(Prime Provider, 2014)

2014 Case study
One of the qualitative case studies carried out in 2014 examined the operation of two 
supply chains within the same CPA. One supply chain was led by a prime provider that 
adopted a fully outsourced highly competitive approach to delivery. The other prime 
provider also outsourced a large proportion of delivery, although they adopted a less 
directly competitive approach to the management of their subcontractors. 

The highly competitive approach involved subcontracting with multiple providers in 
most areas of the CPA, with a monthly performance review which led to reallocation of 
referrals towards better performers. The other prime provider described using ‘friendly 
competition’ via the publication of performance league tables and the use of prizes as 
incentives. Subcontractors within the latter supply chain generally operated in different 
locations, although there was some overlap with prime provider delivery in two areas. 
However, this prime reported that they rarely reallocate referrals as they felt that the 
threat of this was not a productive approach. The only occasions when referrals within 
this supply chain had been shifted were described as supportive moves to allow 
subcontractors ‘breathing space’ to recruit staff and improve performance. 

Despite this apparent difference of approach there were also some clear similarities as 
both prime providers appeared to offer substantial support to improve the performance 
of subcontractors that encountered difficulties. Both prime providers and subcontractors 
also indicated a very similar degree of collaboration in terms of sharing good practice 
across their supply chain. Generally subcontractors in both supply chains reported 
positive and supportive relationships with their prime provider. The subcontractors in the 
more competitive supply chain tended to focus on the more collaborative aspects of the 
prime providers’ approach and some suggested the shifting of referrals was relatively 
minor. In the other supply chain subcontractors also reported that they were listened to 
and received support from the prime provider. The one aspect of supply chain operation 
that they were less satisfied with was where they felt the prime provider was a little too 
prescriptive in terms of service delivery. They expressed a preference for a more ‘black 
box’ approach. This aspect of the prime providers’ approach may be linked to the fact 
that they were also directly involved in Work Programme delivery.
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In the 2013 research, the extent of supply chain relationships between subcontractors was 
found to be varied. In the qualitative interviews, some end-to-end subcontractors described 
good links between all the end-to-end subcontractors in their supply chain, some described 
good links with some, but not others and some described limited contact between all. Where 
there was limited contact, views on this differed, with some wanting more contact and others 
satisfied with the current limited contact. 

Whether or not supply chain relationships were supported and encouraged by the prime 
provider was also found to vary. In some areas prime providers were taking a key role in 
facilitating regular meetings between subcontractors, in some areas prime providers facilitated 
occasional meetings, in some the subcontractors were facilitating the relationships themselves 
and in some subcontractors felt the prime provider discouraged supply chain relationships. 

In the 2014 research, it was common for subcontractors to describe having best practice 
sharing meetings with the other subcontractors in their supply chain, facilitated by their prime 
provider. Some subcontractors also reported informal links with the other subcontractors in 
their supply chain too.

The online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning) suggested that the facilitation 
of good practice by prime providers was increasing over time. In 2013, 51 per cent of 
subcontractors surveyed reported that their prime provider(s) facilitated good practice within 
their supply chain. In 2014, this had increased to 58 per cent.

A smaller number of subcontractors reported not having any relationship with the other 
subcontractors in their supply chain. This was more likely to be the case for non-end-to-end 
subcontractors, although a small number of end-to-end subcontractors interviewed also did 
not have any links with other subcontractors.

In terms of the type of supply chain relationships in existence, the online 2013 and 2014 
provider surveys (commissioning) found that collaborative relationships were more common 
than competitive relationships. Comparison of the two years of survey findings suggests 
that both collaboration and competition increased from 2013 to 2014, with collaboration 
increasing to a greater extent than competition.

Table 4.1 Relationships between subcontractors in supply chains

Which of the following statements describe your 
relationship with other subcontractors in your supply 
chain(s) (please select all that apply)

2013 
%

2014 
%

We have a strong collaborative relationship 10 11
We have reasonably collaborative contact with one another 12 32
We have a strong competitive relationship 2 5
We have reasonably competitive contact with one another 9 9
We share good practice and experience of what works 24 25
We communicate only when required to by our prime provider 25 21
None of the above 27 25
Don’t know 3 1

Base 195 148

Source: Online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning).
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In the 2013 qualitative research, end-to-end subcontractors likewise described a mix of 
competitive and collaborative relationships. Where relationships were felt to be competitive, 
some felt this was a healthy competition but many suggested the competition tempered their 
relationship and willingness to share best practice. 

In the 2014 qualitative research, no subcontractors suggested that competition prevented 
or discouraged them from collaborating with other subcontractors. In supply chains where 
subcontractors described themselves as being in competition with each other, it was just 
as likely that the subcontractors would be in contact with each other as it was in supply 
chains where subcontractors described there being no competition between each other. This 
may be a reflection of the contract maturing; some subcontractors suggested that initially 
subcontractors were hesitant to share information and best practice but that, over time, trust 
and relationships had developed.

‘There’s a combination between camaraderie and competitive spirit. At the end of the 
day when you’ve got multiple organisations who want to succeed there’s always going 
to be the aspiration of the success of your own organisation, but then there needs to 
be that shared vision for the success of the whole contract and there’s a lot of joined up 
thinking in that so that does work well.’

(End-to-end Subcontractor, 2014 T1_6)

There were some examples of very strong partnership working and collaboration amongst 
some subcontractors, including examples of subcontractors sharing vacancies and spaces 
on in-house participant training courses.

4.3.4 Subcontractor views and experiences of performance 
management

In the online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning), subcontractors were asked 
what prime providers used to monitor and manage their performance. There was little 
change between the two years and most commonly reported was the use of: 
•	 monitoring through management information (62 per cent in 2013, 66 per cent in 2014); 

•	 a contractual performance framework with penalties/potential contract termination for 
underperformance (54 per cent in 2013, 49 per cent in 2014); and

•	 monitoring of service delivery and quality through inspection (52 per cent in 2013, 49 per 
cent in 2014). 

Other mechanisms reported included the relative assessment of performance amongst 
subcontractors, e.g. through league tables (44 per cent in 2013, 42 per cent in 2014) and 
opportunities for increased volumes of referrals based on good performance in relation to 
competitors (15 per cent in 2013, 11 per cent in 2014). Many of these reported mechanisms 
match provider reports of the use of a competition based approach to performance management. 

In terms of the focus of the performance management approach, in the 2013 qualitative 
research some end-to-end subcontractors stated that their prime provider(s) focused on 
performance against targets and minimum service standard compliance and did not look at 
quality. However, quality did appear to be an element of focus for some as other end-to-end 
subcontractors described how their prime provider also monitored the quality of delivery and 
gave examples of prime providers conducting announced and unannounced visits to check 
the quality via participant file checks and observation of advisers. 
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In the 2014 qualitative research, many subcontractors described quality checks by their 
prime provider(s), including through observations or the monitoring of distance travelled.

In both the 2013 and 2014 research, non-end-to-end subcontractors did not typically appear 
to be subject to targets and outcome-based performance management from their prime 
provider, as might be expected considering the ‘spot purchase’ nature of their provision. 
These subcontractors were typically subject to quality checks and observations by their 
prime provider instead.

There was a spread of opinion as to whether subcontractors felt the monitoring and 
management of their performance by their prime provider was effective. As part of the 
online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning), subcontractors were asked to rate 
effectiveness on a five point scale. In 2013, 32 per cent felt monitoring and management was 
effective (choosing 4 to 5 on the scale), 29 per cent felt it was neither effective nor ineffective 
(3 on the scale) and 22 per cent felt it was ineffective (1 to 2 on the scale). In 2014 a greater 
percentage felt their prime providers’ monitoring and management was effective (40 per cent), 
27 per cent felt it was neither effective nor ineffective and 22 per cent felt it was ineffective.

In the 2013 qualitative research some end-to-end and non-end-to-end subcontractors 
expressed a feeling that the performance management from their prime provider was overly 
intensive, onerous and time consuming. One gave an example of sometimes being called 
twice a day by their prime provider to discuss performance. 

‘We are performance managed to death.’

(End-to-end subcontractor, 2013)

This did not appear to be linked to underperformance, as some subcontractors who were 
meeting or exceeding their targets expressed this view. 

Subcontractor responses to the different performance management approaches they 
experienced also varied in the 2014 qualitative research. For example, some subcontractors 
who were more intensively and rigorously performance managed felt this was appropriate 
and helpful, whereas other subcontractors subject to similar performance management 
approaches felt that this level of management was disruptive.

In the 2013 research, subcontractors did not report feeling any direct impact of DWP 
performance activity. Similarly, the impact of DWP’s MSS at subcontractor level was felt to be 
minimal, when explored in the 2014 research. In part this was felt to be due to the relatively 
low level of market share being shifted (five per cent) and due to the market shift coinciding 
with the wider overall fall in referrals.

‘It was so minor really. It [gaining market share] didn’t feel significant enough to have an 
‘oh right we’d better go out and recruit a lot more staff’.’

(End-to-end subcontractor)

In addition, some subcontractors had also experienced prime provider-led referral volume 
shift and this was typically felt to have a greater impact as the volumes gained or lost from 
this were often greater.

In both the 2013 and 2014 research, many end-to-end subcontractors also described their 
own internal performance management. Some utilised the management information systems 
introduced by their prime provider for this purpose, but others described using additional 
systems and/or data. Many also had their own monitoring systems for quality of delivery. 
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Like the prime providers, some conducted file checks and adviser observations. Some also 
monitored participant satisfaction through surveys or participant feedback.

In the 2013 qualitative research, end-to-end subcontractors typically described their 
relationship with their prime provider(s) as good, although many went on to describe a mix 
of both positive and negative factors to the relationship they experienced. Two factors which 
were commonly raised as valued were access to training and good practice sharing. Other 
factors that were valued included having an equal relationship, good communications, 
transparency and an approachable prime provider. 

A number of concerns related to the relationships with prime providers were also raised by 
end-to-end subcontractors in the 2013 research. Many of these related to subcontractors 
not being satisfied with the approach the prime provider was taking to performance 
management. Other issues raised included a lack of continuity in prime provider contract 
management staff, information overload and disputes over outcome payments.

In the 2014 qualitative research with subcontractors, many reported having a good 
relationship with their prime provider(s). Many of the reasons given for why relationships 
were considered positive were similar to those found in 2013, i.e. the relationship being 
open, honest and transparent; collaboration and equality; good regular communications; best 
practice sharing; and the provision of training. In 2014 subcontractors also raised delivery 
freedom and flexibility; trust and partnership working; keeping bureaucracy to a minimum; 
and the sharing of vacancies as positive factors in their relationships with prime providers. 

Only a small number of subcontractors described poor relationships with their prime 
provider(s) in the 2014 research. Reasons included: poor communications; lots of staffing 
changes meaning new relationships were constantly having to be built; no investment or 
support; and too much paperwork. Echoing the comments of some prime providers, one 
subcontractor suggested their relationship with their prime provider varied depending on their 
performance, with the relationship generally being good but turning more challenging when 
targets were not met. 

Comparison of the online 2013 and 2014 provider surveys (commissioning) suggested that 
an increasing number of subcontractors were viewing their relationships with their prime 
provider(s) as positive. In 2013, only 43 per cent of surveyed subcontractors reported 
a positive relationship with their prime provider(s) (six to ten on a scale). This included 
seven per cent who reported an extremely positive relationship (a score of ten out of ten). 
At the other end of the scale, ten per cent of subcontractors reported ‘extremely negative’ 
relationships with their prime provider(s). By 2014, 70 per cent of surveyed subcontractors 
reported a positive relationship with their prime provider(s) (six to ten on a scale). This 
included 18 per cent who reported an extremely positive relationship (a score of ten out 
of ten). Seven per cent of subcontractors reported ‘extremely negative’ relationships with 
their prime provider(s). This change may in part be related to the supply chain exit of some 
subcontractors discussed in Chapter 3.

4.3.5 Management of non-end-to-end providers
The non-end-to-end providers interviewed believed that their contribution to Work 
Programme provision was vital for the participants that they worked with. Some of these 
providers working with participants who had specialist needs saw their function in the Work 
Programme as not only to support the participants, but to also raise awareness among 
recruiters and employment professionals of the needs of their service users. There were 
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significant differences in the specific functions of the non-end-to-end providers, as well as 
in the extent of their engagement with the Work Programme. Nevertheless, non-end-to-end 
providers across the spectrum raised concerns that aspects of the Work Programme model 
had prevented them from being as effective as they could have been. 

Some providers noted that poor information flows between end-to-end and non-end-to-
end providers could slow down provision. This included information about participants, 
such as their action plans, or information about wider strategic issues. Some non-end-to-
end providers felt that they had not received clear guidelines about their role in relation to 
the development of participants. These providers reported that they would have liked to 
have had a better understanding about the work that other providers were doing with their 
participants. Disjointed information flows were also thought by some to have a negative 
impact on participants, who could at times be receiving inconsistent information from 
different providers. 

Some providers suggested that co-location between end-to-end and non-end-to-end 
providers could contribute towards resolving some of these problems, as it could facilitate 
better communication between the providers. Non-end-to-end providers who were working 
on-site with end-to-end providers reported that this arrangement had been working well. 
Closer working arrangements could mean that participants viewed the two organisations as 
better integrated. Non-end-to-end providers also reported that when operating on-site with 
the end-to-end provider they received greater administrative and other forms of support from 
the end-to-end provider. 

There was some confusion among non-end-to-end providers about the services that they 
were expected to deliver. Some non-end-to-end providers felt that their provision was being 
slowed down as they were undertaking work with participants that they felt that the end-to-
end advisers should have carried out prior to referring the participant on. This included cases 
where non-end-to-end providers had received participants who did not have an action plan, 
CV or email address. More frequent provider audits were suggested as a way that providers 
could ensure that participants are equipped with these basic tools before being referred.

There were concerns raised by some specialist non-end-to-end providers that their services 
were being inconsistently employed by the end-to-ends. Some of the specialist providers 
that worked with disabled participants believed that not all participants who required their 
specialist support were being referred onto them. They believed this was due primarily to 
the lack of available funding although some also suggested that this was linked to a lack 
of understanding of participant needs and poor knowledge of the specialist services they 
provided. This also triggered concerns that some providers were concentrating effort and 
resources on those participants for whom they believe they can achieve an employment 
outcome most quickly and/or cheaply, and offering only minimal services to more costly-
to-help participants. However, another notable concern felt by specialist non-end-to-end 
providers was that they felt that they were being referred only participants who were the 
furthest away from the labour market. A lack of what they considered to be appropriate 
referrals was also cited as a reason for leaving supply chains by some providers (see 
Section 3.7).

Non-end-to-end subcontractors typically had more limited contact and communications 
with their prime provider(s) than end-to-end subcontractors. Views on the relationship with 
the prime provider were much more mixed amongst non-end-to-end subcontractors in both 
the 2013 and 2014 research. Those that had received referrals typically described their 
relationship with the prime provider as good or acceptable. However, those that had not 
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received any referrals typically described the relationship as poor. Many of these stated that 
they had not had enough engagement from the prime provider and, in some cases, reported 
they had not had any contact from the prime provider. In the online 2013 provider survey 
(commissioning), 24 per cent of non-end-to-end subcontractors reported an ‘extremely 
negative’ relationship with their prime providers compared with only two per cent of end-to-
end providers. 

No formal disputes or use of the Merlin mediation service44 was mentioned by any prime 
provider, end-to-end subcontractor or non-end-to-end subcontractor. 

4.4 Providers’ views on the effect of performance 
targets on delivery

The 2013 programme delivery strand research explored prime provider and subcontractor 
views on the effect of performance targets on delivery and found a spread of opinion. Some 
providers felt that performance targets helped them to develop a clearer understanding of 
what they should be prioritising. Other providers, however, felt that the targets that they 
worked towards were poorly structured or unrealistic, and as a result did not help to improve 
delivery.

While performance targets were for the most part set for end-to-end providers, there were 
some non-end-to-end providers who worked towards job outcome targets. These included 
non-end-to-end training providers who worked with participants for a limited number of 
weeks. Some of these providers felt that the use of targets was inappropriate for their type of 
organisation, as the allocation of targets did not take into account the relatively short duration 
that the provider was engaged with each participant.

Some providers felt that the setting of targets with reference to payment groups was 
ineffective. Some providers suggested that the number of payment groups should decrease, 
as they felt that working with nine payment groups could be confusing. However, other 
providers argued that there should be an increase in the number of payment groups, as the 
nine groups did not adequately represent the diversity of the participants’ ability levels. 

ESA participants were cited as a group for whom reclassification was particularly needed. 
Some felt that targets for ESA participants would be more effective if they were broken down 
by participants’ disabilities. This was because ESA participants’ needs and their likelihood of 
entering into employment were seen as being largely dependent on their specific disability. 
Furthermore, some providers felt that the job targets for ESA participants were unrealistic, 
and did not reflect their view of how far away from the labour market many of these 
participants were. This was argued by providers across the spectrum, including disability 
specialists and prime providers. One disability specialist sub-contractor reported that only ten 
per cent of their caseload were likely to find work within their time on the Work Programme. 
This sub-contractor felt that as a result of this they would be likely to have to end their 
involvement with the Work Programme in the future.

44	 The Merlin Standard comprises a code of conduct to which prime providers are 
expected to adhere in their relationship with their subcontractors. The Merlin mediation 
service can be used to resolve disputes about code of conduct-related issues raised 
by subcontractors that the prime provider’s internal dispute resolution processes have 
failed to resolve.
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Some providers felt that the emphasis of targets on job sustainment was effective because 
it prevented advisers from placing participants into jobs that they were not suited for. 
However, other providers argued that the focus on sustained work could mean that they 
were not rewarded for their efforts in preparing participants for re-engagement with work. 
A recurring criticism made by providers working with participants judged to be furthest 
away from the labour market was that the Work Programme model does not give sufficient 
weight to ‘soft outcomes’, such as progress in areas such as confidence and motivation 
building. These areas of work were considered by providers to be especially important for 
participants who were thought to be unlikely to find work within their two years on the Work 
Programme. Some providers felt that they had put in much effort and resources in order to 
make significant improvements in the employability levels of these participants, but the Work 
Programme model entailed that these efforts were not adequately rewarded. 

‘We haven’t got anything for soft outcomes, say somebody’s achieved voluntary work, 
somebody’s achieved a qualification, there’s no soft outcome ‘well done’. So you can 
see why other people just wouldn’t bother. But unless we can tidy up our guys a little 
bit, they’re never going to make any progress. So we spend a lot of energy on stuff 
that’s going to pay no money for us.’

(Provider, 2013)

Suggestions were made for a greater emphasis on monitoring softer outcomes, and 
rewarding providers accordingly. Increased monitoring of the distance travelled by 
participants was also thought by some to be able to prevent providers concentrating effort 
and resources on those participants for whom they believe they can achieve an employment 
outcome most quickly and/or cheaply. 

‘It [distance travelled] is just something that would give a little bit more validity in terms 
of other things that are done in the Work Programme, because it would be very easy 
for a provider to be able to focus on the 50/60 per cent most job-ready clients or 20 
per cent most job-ready, the 40 per cent that we know are very short term, move 
them forward and not do anything with the other lot and then the figures would be 
comparable, but you don’t see the distance moved in terms of the other people that 
possibly haven’t gone into work.’

(Provider, 2013)

4.5 Summary
Providers and supply chains are diverse and it can be difficult to generalise about what 
Work Programme providers ‘think’ or ‘do’. Relationship management in particular can be 
strongly affected by individual personalities and ways of working. As the Work Programme 
was contracted using a prime provider model, DWP’s role in contract and performance 
management was focused at the prime provider level. As the contract has progressed, there 
were developments and changes to the performance management processes and systems 
used by DWP to manage Work Programme provider performance. 

A number of DWP staff had a role in the management of programme and provider contracts 
and performance. At the time of the 2013 research these included Account Managers and 
Performance Managers. These roles were restructured just prior to the 2014 research and, 
under the new system, contract and performance management roles were split across two 
directorates. The Account Manager role ceased to exist and two new roles (Supplier Manager 
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and Category Manager) were introduced. The new structure and roles were still being 
implemented at the time of the 2014 research but, under both structures, some DWP staff felt 
that the split between DWP contract and performance management staff was not helpful. 

At the time of the 2013 research, Work Programme contracts were assessed in financial 
years and included minimum performance levels for three groups of participants. By the time 
of the 2014 research, providers were being monitored on both minimum performance level 
and new measures. DWP contract and performance management staff welcomed the new 
performance measures on the whole.

In the 2013 research DWP staff generally reported trying to improve performance, with 
the use of punitive measures viewed as a last option. A new performance management 
regime was introduced from summer 2013 which included more intensive processes for 
lower performing providers. Some Performance Managers welcomed the changes and felt 
that they had the potential to make prime providers focus more on improvement activities. 
However, other Performance Managers questioned whether the new regime was too 
intensive and/or prescriptive. There appeared to be an underlying tension felt by some DWP 
staff between offering flexibility to providers to deliver services as they see best and driving 
up performance by prescribing delivery methods that have been found to be effective. There 
were some indications in the 2013 research that the performance management approach 
used by DWP was starting to become more prescriptive. 

A key performance management mechanism utilised by DWP was ‘MSS’, which gave DWP 
the flexibility to move five per cent of new referrals within each CPA from lower to higher 
performing prime providers. The first MSS occurred in summer 2013 and, in the 2014 
research, DWP staff interviewed did not report any noticeable impact of this on performance 
to date. Some staff felt MSS should be conducted by DWP at a higher level and frequency. 
Some DWP staff also felt that MSS and DWP’s decision to terminate a contract due to 
underperformance had negatively affected their relationship with prime providers. 

In the early part of 2014, DWP reviewed the performance of the bottom 25 per cent of 
Work Programme contracts and put them under an enhanced performance management 
regime. Notice of a contract termination was also given to one prime provider. Views from 
prime providers on the contract termination were mixed. Some prime providers were very 
supportive of DWP’s decision to terminate a contract. However, other prime providers were 
confused as to why this particular contract had been chosen for termination, leading to some 
uncertainty and concern over how future contract termination decisions would be made.

In both the 2013 and 2014 research, views from prime providers on DWP’s approach to 
contract and performance management varied, with some positive and some negative. 
Issues raised by prime providers included a perceived lack of consistency and clarity in 
DWP’s approach. Many prime providers reported in the 2014 research that DWP’s MSS 
had lacked impact due to the relatively small percentage shift and against the backdrop of 
falling referrals overall. An area where the DWP approach did appear to have a more notable 
impact was in driving the development of services for participants who were disabled or 
had a health condition. This was related to the inclusion of a specific minimum performance 
target for new ESA customers. 
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Subcontractors account for a substantial proportion of Work Programme delivery nationwide. 
Under the prime provider model, the responsibility for managing a supply chain of 
subcontractors and their performance lies with prime providers rather than DWP. In the 
2013 research, some prime providers described their approach to performance managing 
their supply chain as mirroring DWP’s approach to performance managing them. The 2014 
research found numerous examples of improvements and developments made by prime 
providers to their performance management approach and processes. 

Overall, in both the 2013 and 2014 research, prime providers appeared to be using two 
different approaches to drive subcontractor performance – competition and collaboration 
– with the majority utilising both, but to different degrees. The extent of the competition-
based methods available to prime providers did appear to vary dependent on the supply 
chain structure and the local provider market. There was some evidence that, like DWP, 
some prime providers were becoming more prescriptive with subcontractors with an aim 
of driving performance improvement. There was a spread of opinion in both the 2013 
and 2014 research as to whether subcontractors felt the monitoring and management of 
their performance by their prime provider was effective, though a greater percentage of 
subcontractors felt their prime providers’ monitoring and management was effective in 2014, 
suggesting improvements over time.

Prime providers typically described their relationship with their subcontractors as positive 
in both the 2013 and 2014 research. Comparison of the 2013 and 2014 provider surveys 
(commissioning) suggested that an increasing number of subcontractors were viewing their 
relationships with their prime provider(s) as positive. As might be expected, subcontractors 
who had received referrals were much more likely to describe a positive relationship than 
those who had not. Whilst some subcontractors in the 2013 research suggested that 
competition tempered supply chain relationships and the willingness to share best practice, 
by the 2014 research this was not reported as a problem, with trust and relationships 
between subcontractors appearing to be further developing over time.
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5	 Minimum service prescription: 
Customer service standards 
and the ‘black box’

Providers are expected to deliver an individually tailored service for each participant, 
regardless of the benefit they are claiming. In keeping with black box procurement the 
Work Programme ‘Invitation to Tender’ (ITT) made clear that there would be no detailed 
prescription of service provision from central government and that providers had freedom 
to deliver in the ‘most efficient and innovative way possible’ (Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP) ITT, 2010). Bidders were instead invited to indicate how they would support 
potential participants to obtain and sustain employment and in response the bidders gave 
detailed outlines of their varied service delivery strategies. Prime providers were required 
also to specify the minimum service standards (later renamed customer service standards) 
that they would offer to participants.45 

The ‘black box’ approach to the design of Work Programme services does not apply to 
performance, programme delivery and post-contract supply chains. DWP monitored prime 
provider performance and if a prime provider wished to make changes in service delivery or 
in their supply chains they had to justify them to DWP with significant alterations requiring 
contract variations. Prime providers did, however, have greater operational flexibility and the 
scrutiny of service delivery was ‘light touch’ in comparison with earlier programmes. 

5.1	 Changes to customer service standards
In both the 2013 and 2014 research, some prime providers reported that they had made 
some changes to their customer service standards and this was corroborated by DWP 
contract and performance management staff. DWP staff reported that the changes that had 
been requested had mainly been minor and also suggested that, on the whole, only minor 
changes would be accepted.

‘There isn’t going to be any large scale changes because they won the contracts on 
these things so [DWP] are not gonna accept changes now, bigger changes.’

(DWP Performance Manager, 2013)

DWP and prime provider reports of the Customer Service Standard changes that had been 
approved included the rationalisation of delivery offers that were not being taken up and a 
change from recording interventions on paper-based forms to an IT system. A very small 
number of subcontractors were aware of changes to their prime provider’s customer service 
standards and typically described these changes as minor.

45	 There are other non-negotiable requirements for prime providers that concern compliance 
with legislation, e.g., on data confidentiality, health and safety and equalities legislation; 
with DWP ‘codes and standards’; and with procedures to meet European Social Fund 
auditing and regulatory requirements. Providers also must ensure effective anti-fraud 
control mechanisms are in place for themselves and their contractors.
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Some prime providers reported that they had requested a number of Customer Service 
Standard changes, but only had some approved by DWP. In both the 2013 and 2014 
research DWP contract and performance management staff stated that they would refuse 
any requests for changes that moved ‘too far away from the original intent’ unless they would 
result in delivery improvements.

‘The Department would only accept the proposal if it was going to be an enhancement 
to what they had originally offered.’

(DWP Performance Manager, 2013)

DWP staff reported that they had rejected some prime provider minimum service standard 
change requests which they felt would reduce the level of service provided.

5.2 Effect of customer service standards at the 
delivery level

Customer service standards may affect delivery directly or indirectly. The effect may be 
direct through delivery staff knowing the standards and seeking to meet them. The effect 
may be indirect with prime providers setting delivery targets and performance standards to 
meet the customer service standards. In 2013, qualitative research with providers explored 
the direct effect: providers’ knowledge of the customer service standards and how this 
affected their behaviour. It also investigated providers’ views on participants’ use of the 
customer service standards. 

At the subcontractor level, awareness of the prime provider’s customer service standard 
varied: some generalist and specialist end-to-end subcontractors and some non-end-to-end 
providers said they were aware, whilst others (including some who were prime providers) 
said they were not. However, it was apparent that some confused the prime provider’s 
customer service standards with other targets and performance standards set for the 
provider by the prime provider. The importance of knowing the prime provider’s customer 
service standards was unclear, given the targets and performance standards set for each 
provider might require meeting the customer service standards. As one provider said ‘we do 
what the Prime tells us’.

The types of standards described included engagement timescales, minimum frequency of 
contact, having a better-off-in-work calculation and ensuring participants had a CV.

5.2.1 The impact on providers’ delivery
The 2013 programme delivery strand research found that awareness of the prime providers’ 
customer service standards (formerly known as minimum service standards) appeared to 
encourage compliance with these standards at the provider delivery level. Indeed, some 
providers saw meeting the standards as more important than meeting performance targets 
(an essential, contractual requirement) and, for some, the standards were built into delivery 
management, monitoring and IT systems. Nevertheless, some providers reported failure to 
meeting their customer service standards, attributing failures to rises in referrals, financial 
constraints and participants moving out of the area. Some appeared to have met customer 
service standards by interpreting these flexibly. 
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Customer service standards were used by some providers to encourage participants’ 
compliance: participants were told they had to comply with some demands because they 
were part of the customer service standards.

Whilst compliance with the standards might be seen as beneficial, some providers reported 
customer service standards which formed part of their Work Programme bids were having 
an unexpected negative effects.  In these cases they were seen as leading to inappropriate 
provision for some participants, either discouraging participants or erecting a barrier to 
more appropriate provision. Concerns here tended to focus on Employment and Support 
(ESA) participants. For example, the manager in a generalist end-to-end (itself a Prime) 
believed that the requirement to do a back-to-work prognosis after 12 months for all ESA 
participants was counterproductive: CVs and better-off calculations were seen as dispiriting 
for participants who were still very distant from employment. Other difficulties arose with the 
appropriateness of support for, for example, severely or terminally ill participants.

Other reported negative effects were that they diverted resources into administration, were a 
waste of resources and added to paperwork:

‘We’ve got to hit all these ticks before we get to do what we’re good at.’

‘It would be very easy to deliver your [Customer] Service Standards without actually 
delivering any people into work; the programme is about sustainable employment, not 
hitting every [Customer] Service Standard.’

Customer service standards were also criticised because of their limitations: that they 
inadequately addressed quality, for example, they prescribed contact, but not the quality of 
contact. There were also criticised as being contrary to some providers’ expectations about 
the black box model.

5.2.2 Participants’ perceived awareness of customer service 
standards

Providers reported only limited awareness of the customer service standards amongst 
participants. Some use of the customer service standards by participants to increase the 
support provided to them was reported by some providers in the 2013 research, but the 
numbers reported by each organisation were small (for example, two uses from around 
1,700 participants). Participants had used the customer service standards to secure 
meetings and support, when meetings had not been scheduled or, in the words of one 
provider, ‘when participants have been left behind on the system, so once they raise this with 
[us] they are picked up again and put on the system.’

Providers who thought their participants were aware of the customer service standards, but 
had not used them generally believed this was because their participants were happy with 
the provision. 

5.3 The ‘black box’ and delivery flexibility
Sections 4.1.6 and 4.3.2 looked at the implications of black box contracting for performance 
management. This section explores how the black box approach was implemented in the 
Work Programme contract and the level of delivery flexibility experienced by providers.
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5.3.1 Flexibility in service delivery
In the 2012 wave of research looking at implementation of the commissioning model (Lane 
et al., 2013), prime providers identified a fundamental difference in understanding between 
themselves and DWP Performance Managers about how much flexibility providers were 
allowed in their delivery models, these providers felt that DWP were not allowing the level of 
flexibility they expected.

Similarly in line with the 2012 research, some prime providers expressed a view that there 
was less flexibility and opportunity to innovate than they had originally expected there would 
be.

‘We went into Work Programme believing in the black box concept but only to find 
out that there’s no such thing... we thought we’d be able to innovate and change our 
delivery model and package where we found gliches in the system, only to find out we 
are beholden to the minimum service levels written into our bid for the whole period of 
the contract.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

Some prime providers also felt that the flexibility provided by DWP was further reducing 
over time as new guidance and performance management measures were introduced (see 
Section 4.1.6 for more details). 

‘It’s as black box as it can be. I think there’s always this kind of creeping 
bureaucratisation which happens and that DWP really need to try and guard against it.’

(Prime provider, 2013)

Prime providers also reported receiving conflicting messages from staff within DWP on the 
level of flexibility allowed to them and requested greater consistency and clarity on this point. 
The preface notes provide an update on DWP work to improve clarity on minimum service 
standards. 

The black box model allows for a provider to innovate within the limits of the contract in 
order to test out new ways of working, however, there appeared to be limited evidence of 
innovation in service design and delivery at the prime provider or subcontractor level.  The 
factors which potentially limited innovation were not fully explored in this research, although 
these may be linked to perceived limitations to contract flexibility, though also they may be 
potentially linked to the financial elements of the contract (see also Chapter 6). Examples 
of service innovation which were identified included one prime provider conducting a 
personal budgets pilot, another piloting new approaches to in-work support and another 
that had commissioned specialists to develop tools for use by their whole supply chain. 
One subcontractor was co-locating with Jobcentre Plus. It was in IT that the most common 
examples of innovation had occurred. For example, two prime providers mentioned using 
Cloud technology, one had rolled out a new online client portal and a further one was 
developing e-learning 

5.3.2 Impact on supply chain diversity
Prime providers also highlighted the challenge they faced in ensuring all subcontractors meet 
acceptable standards whilst supporting supply chain diversity and allowing subcontractors 
the flexibility to deliver things in the way that best works for them. In the 2013 research, 
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around a third of prime providers reported that they were increasing the level of delivery 
prescription with an aim of driving performance improvement (see Section 4.3.2 for more 
details).

Subcontractor views on the level of flexibility in service delivery they were given were mixed, 
but consistent, across the two waves of research. In both the online 2013 and 2014 provider 
surveys (commissioning), half of subcontractors reported that they had flexibility (approx 50 
per cent answered 6 to 10) and approx 40 per cent said they had no or little flexibility (1 to 
5 on scale). These findings were also broadly similar to the 2012 survey findings. In other 
words there was no significant decrease in flexibility as experienced by sub-contractors, 
which might have been expected given the reports from some prime providers of increased 
prescription for underperforming subcontractors.

The 2013 and 2014 qualitative research also found mixed subcontractor views on flexibility. 
Some felt they were operating within a ‘black box’ model whilst others felt they were not, as 
much of the basic structure of their model of provision was prescribed by the prime provider. 
Some, who subcontracted to more than one prime provider, reported that the level of 
flexibility could vary between prime providers.

‘The black box model is only as black as the prime allows it to be.’ 

(Subcontractor, 2013)

Delivery flexibility was viewed positively by subcontractors. For those subcontractors that 
were afforded flexibility, this was typically viewed extremely positively and was felt to allow 
them to perform well.

‘The black box approach has really allowed individual companies to shine.’

(Subcontractor, 2014)

Some subcontractors suggested that the black box approach had enabled them to be more 
innovative. However, a small number of subcontractors did suggest that it was difficult to 
take advantage of the freedom afforded by a black box approach due to limited funding and 
high outcome targets.

The qualitative research did capture some subcontractor experiences of increased prime 
provider prescription. In some cases this related to an increased prime provider focus on 
customer service standard compliance. Others described prime provider prescription of 
delivery approaches considered best practice. This was not always felt to be helpful by 
subcontractors however. For example, in the 2013 research one subcontractor highlighted 
that they were asked to implement practices that had been successful for the prime provider. 
However, this subcontractor felt that some practices that were successful in the prime 
provider’s urban delivery were not appropriate in the subcontractor’s rural delivery. In the 2014 
research, one subcontractor reported that their prime provider had become highly prescriptive 
about how they should deliver, despite the subcontractor outperforming the prime provider’s 
own delivery. This subcontractor therefore felt that the prime provider’s requirement for a 
change to their service delivery was inappropriate and likely to be ineffective.
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5.4 Summary
As part of their bids, prime providers were required to specify the minimum service standards 
(later renamed customer service standards) that they would offer to programme participants. 
In both the 2013 and 2014 commissioning strand research, some prime providers reported 
that they had made changes to their customer service standards, although changes that had 
been approved by DWP generally appeared to be minor. DWP staff reported that requests 
for change that could result in a lesser service for participants were rejected.

In the 2013 delivery strand research there was some indication that customer service 
standards were not always met, either through direct failure or through the requirements of 
the customer service standard being reinterpreted. However, given some providers confused 
the performance standards set for them by their prime provider with their prime provider’s 
customer service standards was not always clear.

Some providers felt that, whilst the customer service standards might provide a useful 
minimum for most participants, they might be inappropriate for some participants, resulting 
in discouragement or a diversion from more useful activities. There also appeared to 
be minimal use of the customer service standards by participants to raise the quality of 
the service provided to them. Whether this was due to providers meeting the standards, 
participants’ lack of awareness of the customer service standards or participants’ lack of 
belief, they could be used to raise standards would need to be explored with participants. 

Some prime providers expressed a view in the 2013 commissioning strand research that 
the ‘black box’ model provided less flexibility and room to innovate than they had originally 
expected there would be, and some also felt that the degree of flexibility offered by DWP was 
further reducing over time. As discussed in Section 5.3 above, there was limited evidence of 
innovation in service design and delivery. Prime providers highlighted a challenge in ensuring 
all subcontractors meet acceptable standards whilst supporting supply chain diversity 
and allowing subcontractors the flexibility to deliver things in the way that best works for 
them. A number of prime providers reported that they were increasing the level of delivery 
prescription with an aim of driving performance improvement although this was not always 
felt to be helpful by subcontractors. Subcontractor reports of the level of flexibility in service 
delivery they were given by their primes generally remained consistent across the waves of 
research however.  

The conflicting understanding of the ‘black box’ model identified in the 2012 wave of the 
evaluation continued in the 2013 wave. Some providers felt that the level of flexibility allowed 
in service delivery did not meet their original expectations. Prime providers were able to 
choose how much prescription to apply to their subcontractors’ provision and, in both the 
2013 and 2014 research, there was variation found in the level of prescription applied by 
different prime providers. Where subcontractors were afforded delivery flexibility, this was 
viewed positively by the subcontractors. 
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6 Finance
In the Work Programme, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has rolled out 
possibly the ‘largest single payment by results employment programme in the world’.46 The 
use of payment by results (PbR) in employment programmes is part of a wider, long-term 
shift towards the contracting out of public services to the private sector and to paying for 
services on the basis of their outcome rather than their inputs. 

This ‘outcome-based commissioning’ approach encourages commissioners to focus on 
ends, not means, and is seen as a way of promoting improvements in public services. PbR 
aligns funding arrangements with this outcomes focus, paying for services, at least in part, 
on the basis of the outcomes that they achieve. The attractiveness of this approach for the 
Government is that some of the ‘risk’ of funding provision (which may or may not lead to an 
outcome) is transferred from government to the provider. However, it can have downsides if 
the payment model is not appropriately specified for the aims of the programme.

This chapter will briefly describe the Work Programme financial model and its key features 
before considering the impact of this model on prime provider behaviour, how they pay their 
own supply chains, the commercial attractiveness of the programme and how financial terms 
impact on the service received by participants. Findings are based on qualitative interviews 
with prime providers and subcontractors, and results from the 2013 and 2014 online provider 
programme and commissioning surveys.

A diverse range of organisations are engaged in the Work Programme thereby generating a 
great deal of variety in practice and experiences across the supplier market. Where possible 
this chapter draws out patterns in views and behaviours and tries to explain these on the 
basis of observable characteristics.

6.1 PbR in the Work Programme
The Work Programme model goes further than previous outcome-based funding models, 
incorporating several new elements. For the purposes of this chapter the key elements 
to consider are the focus on sustained job outcomes (including transfer of financial risk), 
differential pricing and longer, larger contracts.

6.1.1 Emphasis on sustained job outcomes
Participants remain attached to the Work Programme provider for two years, and their 
investment in services will be rewarded mainly from placing and sustaining participants in jobs. 
The payment system gives providers a strong incentive to ensure a better match between 
jobseeker and vacancy, to encourage retention, and to quickly intervene with re-engagement 
services where a participant leaves or loses employment before the respective payment points. 
There are four elements to the payments made to Work Programme contractors:

46	 As stated by former Minister for Employment Chris Grayling, interviewed in Ethos 
online magazine, September 2012 ‘Interview with Chris Grayling MP on tackling 
unemployment’.



125

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

An attachment payment for each individual participant. This is paid when an individual 
referral to the Work Programme provider results in a successful ‘attachment’, usually 
triggered in the first meeting with an adviser. The attachment fee diminishes over the 
duration of the contract and was reduced to nil at the start of the fourth year of the contract. 
The programme is now solely funded by outcome payments. Fieldwork for this report took 
place in the summer of 2013 and 2014, when providers would have experienced a reduction 
in attachment fees to half their original value (2013) and then to zero (2014).

A job outcome payment for each individual successfully placed in a job. This is paid when 
a participant has been in work for either a continuous or cumulative period of employment, 
as defined by the payment category they are in (see Section 6.1.2). Job outcome payments 
are only paid once for a participant over a two-year period. No payment is made for an initial 
‘job entry’.

A sustainment payment for each individual successfully retained in employment. This is 
paid every four weeks for keeping a participant in employment after a job outcome payment 
has been made. The maximum number of sustainment payments differs between payment 
groups, with up to 26 sustainment payments possible for those facing the most complex 
barriers to work (‘harder-to-help’ groups).

An incentive payment: This flat rate fee will be paid only for jobs sustained by Jobseeker’s 
Allowance (JSA) participants above a given performance level, defined by DWP as 30 per 
cent above the non-intervention rate (NIR), where the NIR is the number of participants who 
would have found employment without assistance from the Work Programme. 

6.1.2 Differential pricing
The existing evidence on payment-by-results (PbR) models suggests that wholly outcome-
contingent contracts are often less suitable for clients with multiple barriers to employment 
(Koning and Heinrich, 2010). For this reason, and more specifically to avoid providers 
focusing only on those closest to the labour market and providing a limited service to those 
furthest from the labour market, the Government introduced a differential payments model 
within the Work Programme. This pricing model aimed to reflect the different levels of 
investment required to secure employment for people facing multiple barriers. It was one of 
a number of measures which aimed to manage ‘creaming and parking’, which also included 
performance management against targets for specific payment groups.

There are nine Work Programme ‘payment groups’, most of which are based on an 
individual’s benefit type which is used as a proxy for their level of need. Providers are paid 
at different rates for outcomes achieved by these nine groups, with outcomes for the ‘harder-
to-help’ groups being paid at higher rates than those for groups deemed to be ‘closer to the 
labour market’.

The differential amounts for each group were determined by DWP which set the maximum 
prices for each payment category by assessing the benefit savings of placing a participant in 
sustained employment combined with their estimates of the cost to the provider of delivering 
an outcome (based on evidence from earlier programmes). In addition, for the largest 
group of expected participants, i.e. JSA claimants unemployed for over 9 or 12 months, the 
Department reduced the maximum ‘Job Outcome Payment’ from year three of the contract 
as they wanted to secure a share of the benefits expected as providers learned ‘what works 
and how to deliver efficiencies’. 
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The pricing model was influenced also by the Department’s estimate of performance and 
of the ‘non-intervention rate’ – the estimated percentage of participants that would have got 
work if they had only undertaken fortnightly signing at Jobcentre Plus (derived from historical 
benefit off-flow and job entry rates).

DWP has made a number of changes to the payment group structure since the start of the 
contract. From February 2012 prison leavers claiming JSA were referred on a mandatory 
basis to the Work Programme from the first day of their release (‘Day One’). This created 
the new Payment Group 9. From November 2012 the ESA payment groups (6 and 7) were 
expanded to include anyone due for a repeat Work Capability Assessment within 12 months. 
These groups formerly included those due for a repeat Work Capability Assessment within 
three to six months.

6.1.3 Longer, larger contracts
The Work Programme was designed to be delivered by a small number of prime providers 
which would commission and manage a supply chain of delivery organisations. The 
intention was that Work Programme contracts would be attractive to large, well-capitalised 
prime providers which would be awarded long-term and larger contracts of up to five 
years in length (with payments up to seven for entrants in the final year of the contract). 
The greater market stability offered by this contractual framework is intended to facilitate 
the development of provider capacity and expertise and encourage investment to support 
innovation in service delivery. These prime providers were expected to be able to afford the 
up-front costs of delivery in the expectation of profitability later in the contract term.

6.2 Financing Work Programme Delivery
The 2012 Work Programme commissioning research (Lane et al., 2013) found that prime 
providers and subcontractors had experienced significant problems in the transition to a new 
delivery system which included higher caseloads and lower levels of employment outcomes 
than had been anticipated, largely as a result of the economic climate. These factors had 
a number of negative impacts on their financial outcomes and on the ways in which they 
managed their supply chains and delivered services. This was reflected in low performance 
levels in the first year of delivery. A key focus for subsequent waves of research was 
therefore to uncover how providers were managing the financial challenges of these PbR 
contracts in a steady state across the lifetime of a longer contract.  Experiences appeared to 
be affected by the organisation’s status in the supply chain, i.e. prime/sub, end-to-end/non-
end-to-end, generalist/specialist. 

6.2.1 Prime providers’ financial models
In the 2014 research most prime providers reported that by the start of year four of the 
programme they were able to manage the costs of delivery. This was usually through a 
combination of outcome and sustainment payments, attachment fees (until they tapered 
off entirely) and some use of reserves. The capacity of the prime providers to manage the 
deficits accumulated in the earlier phase of delivery varied, but most had been able to draw 
on reserves, the support of parent companies and the larger corporate groups they were part 
of. For some organisations the Work Programme represented a relatively small proportion of 
their overall portfolio. 
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‘There’s been different pockets of the Work Programme where we’ve had cash flow 
issues but given the size of the organisation we’ve obviously been able to mitigate 
those... There was a period of time when, I would say it was a few weeks actually, there 
were no [Work Programme] payments being made at all. In light of that we kept paying 
the supply chain but because we were a large organisation we were able to fund that.’

(Finance Manager, prime provider, 2013) 

Few prime providers made any direct reference to cross-subsidy of Work Programme delivery 
through income generated by other contracts (DWP or otherwise). Although it is possible 
that the reserves which prime providers mentioned drawing upon include funding from other 
programmes. One prime provider reported that as previous DWP employment programmes 
had been subsumed into one Work Programme, they were actually less able to cross-
subsidise from mature programmes than they would have been in the past. However, a small 
number of prime providers did mention that income from other government contracts (including 
European Social Fund and Skills Funding Agency in England) had enabled them to manage 
Work Programme costs until sustainment payments came through in sufficient volumes. 

Of those prime providers that were willing to share details of the financial status of their 
Work Programme contracts, a number stated that by the start of year four the programme 
had become profitable. Many prime providers commented that the scope for profit was slim, 
given the high fixed costs of the programme, although this was not necessarily seen to be a 
problem.

‘Work Programme, right from the start has been a challenge. The reason for getting 
involved with the Work Programme was never down to the fact that we thought we could 
make a lot of money out of it... It’s never been easy but I think everybody, right from the 
start, was aware it was never going to be the cash cow the media portrayed it as.’

(Employment Services Director, prime provider, 2014)

Early expenditure with later reward was understood to be the core of the PbR model and 
many prime providers had anticipated such a; ‘classic bell curve in terms of profitability.’  
Many prime providers stated that by the start of year four the ‘peak of profitability’ had been 
passed. Although the programme was still viable, prime providers reported that referrals 
had fallen so much that income had decreased, in spite of better performance on job 
sustainment. As the labour market improved, the lower numbers flowing into the programme 
also meant that providers had to do more with the ‘stock’ of harder to help participants for 
whom job outcomes were more difficult to achieve, potentially reducing profitability. 

Some primes commented that the programme was possibly less viable for subcontractors, 
now that attachment fees were not available to meet upfront costs and with less time for job 
outcomes to materialise.

Providers’ views on financial viability and the overall commercial attractiveness of the 
programme were affected by factors such as referral volumes, attachment fee reduction and 
discounting. These issues are discussed in Section 6.5.

6.2.2 Transfer of financial risk
PbR schemes allow commissioners to transfer some practical and financial delivery risks to 
providers (Audit Commission, 2012).By linking payment to defined results, DWP ensures that 
it does not pay for poor performance. This transfers much of the financial risk of setting up a 
new programme from the taxpayer to the provider market (see Battye and Daly, 2012).
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The financial model described in Section 6.1 refers to how DWP pays its prime providers. It 
is then up to the prime provider how they pay their supply chain. They may decide to pass on 
the financial risk to their supply chain by handing down the full outcome-based model or they 
may retain more of the risk themselves and operate a fee-based model with subcontractors. 
Subcontractor survey findings suggest a wide variety of practice.

Prime providers appear to be largely passing the financial risk down the supply chain with 
half of subcontractors surveyed currently paid on outcomes to some extent. However, 
the extent to which the risk is passed down has changed over time.47 In 2013 over half of 
subcontractors surveyed reported that their prime provider(s) paid them on the basis of either 
sustained job outcome fees alone or on a combination of attachment fees and job outcomes 
(56 per cent).  A further 17 per cent were paid by service fees48 only and 11 per cent were 
paid by a combination of service fees and outcome payments. 

By the time of the 2014 survey attachments fees were disappearing, so unsurprisingly there 
was a decrease in those paid partly on that basis (41 per cent compared to 53 per cent), 
with slight increase in those paid on sustained job outcomes alone (six per cent compared to 
three per cent). However the greatest change in subcontractor payment terms is that twenty-
six per cent of subcontractors surveyed were paid on a service fee only basis; an increase of 
nearly ten percentage points between 2013 and 2014. This may not represent a change in 
subcontractors’ payment terms as, in 2014, 84 per cent of subcontractors surveyed had, had 
no change to their payment terms over the course of the programme. Rather it may be that 
those subcontractors that were receiving outcome payments were more likely to have left 
supply chains by 2014. 

Table 6.1 Basis on which subcontractors are paid by prime provider(s)

2013 2014 
Method of payment % %
Attachment fee and sustained job outcome payments 53 41
Sustained job outcome payments only 3 6
Combination of service fees and outcome payments 11 11
Service fee only 17 26
Don’t know 6 1
Other 10 14

Base 192 153

Source: 2013 and 2014 Work Programme Provider Commissioning Survey.

As discussed in Chapter 2, all three waves of research saw subcontractors leave supply 
chains; often on the grounds that low referrals had made Work Programme involvement 
financially unviable. As discussed in Chapter 3, in the 2014 online provider commissioning 
survey ten per cent of those surveyed had received no referrals in the past 12 months 
compared to 17 per cent in 2013.  It is likely that many of the subcontractors that did not 
receive referrals had left supply chains already by 2014.

47	 In 2012 the question was asked differently and therefore responses cannot be usefully 
compared with 2013 and 2014.

48	 A fee for the delivery of a service which is not contingent on any subsequent job outcome.
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Table 6.1 also shows that in 2013 around ten per cent of all subcontractors were operating 
under some ‘other’ form of payment structure. The early waves of the evaluation identified 
that some providers were making use of local providers whose services could be obtained 
free of charge. Some of the organisations within that ten per cent may therefore have 
been receiving no payment at all from their prime provider(s).Subcontractors reporting no 
payments tended to be either Voluntary and Community sector and Social Enterprise (VCSE) 
organisations which do not ordinarily charge for their services, or organisations which were 
funded through other programmes. Examples of other alternative models included: spreading 
attachment payments over full duration of the contract rather than phasing them out, not 
discounting for all payment groups and paying sustainment payments earlier, i.e. at three 
months instead of six months. For a small number of prime providers offering alternative 
payment terms was a new feature of their payment model, but many offered such terms from 
the start

However, as discussed in Chapter 3, a common practice amongst providers appeared to be 
signposting participants to free support outside the supply chain and this practice appeared 
to have increased by the 2014 research. 

Prime providers described a variety of reasons for offering modified payment terms to 
subcontractors. In some cases it was a recognition that smaller organisations would 
struggle to manage their cash flow until sustainment payments came through. Where 
a subcontractor’s payment terms had changed since the start of the contract this was 
sometimes as a result of their having struggled under an outcome-based payment model. In 
these cases the prime provider was prepared to be flexible to retain these (often specialist) 
organisations. One prime provider explained that it was important to maintain relationships 
with supply chain partners with a view to bidding for other non-Work Programme contracts. 

As well as preventing exits, one prime provider emphasised the need to vary payment terms 
to attract new entrants at this point in the contract, i.e. with attachment fees reducing to zero 
and less time remaining in the contract to achieve sustainment payments. This flexibility is 
important otherwise primes may find it difficult to attract new subcontractors when seeking 
to replace poor performers from their supply chains. One prime provider described how they 
incentivise new, replacement subcontractors to join the supply chain by passing over the 
backlog of sustainment payments from previous underperforming providers. 

2013 Case study
The prime provider reported that contracts and funding models for subcontractors 
generally mirrored their contract with DWP in relation to length and payment (minus 
management fee). This arrangement was confirmed in interviews with two of the end-
to-end subcontractors. In the 2013 research the prime provider noted that financial 
pressures were felt more by the supply chain, in particular smaller subcontractors with a 
more limited cash flow. As a result, they made some ‘positive adjustments’ to payments 
to some subcontractors, particularly specialist disability providers working with Payment 
Group 6. For example, they reported that they pay a specialist subcontractor higher 
outcome payments than DWP for this group of participants. This was to make the model 
viable for these subcontractors and ensure that they remained within supply chain. 
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6.2.3 Subcontractors’ financial models
As discussed, Work Programme subcontractors were found to be operating within a range 
of different payment models. It is therefore unsurprising to find considerable variation in 
subcontractors’ levels of satisfaction with the basis on which they were paid. 

In 2014 nearly two-thirds (63 per cent) of subcontractor survey respondents were satisfied 
with their payment terms. This is an increase of 13 percentage points since 2013 (50 per 
cent).49 This may suggest that year four of the programme is the point at which the payment 
model becomes viable for subcontractors due to sustainment payments flowing through in 
larger volumes. However, those subcontractors paid on sustained job outcome payments 
only were much less likely to be satisfied than those paid on a service fee basis (44 per cent 
compared to 75 per cent). 

As discussed in Section 6.2.2, higher levels of satisfaction may result from those subcontractors 
that were unhappy with payment terms having left supply chains in the intervening period, often 
due to lower than anticipated referrals. In 2014, organisations with 1,000 or more referrals since 
go live were more likely to be satisfied with the payment terms than organisations which had 
received less than 100 referrals (74 per cent compared with 51 per cent).50 

Interviews with subcontractors confirmed the view expressed by prime providers that some 
were experiencing difficulties with Work Programme funding. However, some providers 
agreed with the PbR model and actually found it preferable to other forms of programme 
funding where money was granted upfront, but then could be clawed back. Nonetheless, 
in general, subcontractors tended to be smaller or less cash-rich organisations than prime 
providers, without the reserves to meet the upfront costs of delivery. Therefore the level 
of risk involved in upfront investment in ‘harder-to-help’ groups was seen to reduce their 
capacity to get these participants into work.

‘Initially the concept was of the prime contractor taking the weight of the financial 
investment. That risk passed through the supply chain means that we have had to dig very 
deep to find the level of investment necessary [for certain participant groups] and I think 
that’s been very difficult for us as a charity. We’re very fortunate; we have the financial 
support of our wider charity to do that but it does mean serious financial commitment.’

(Generalist, end-to-end subcontractor, 2014)

A significant minority of subcontractors noted that other sources of funding had helped to 
ease the pressure of financing Work Programme delivery. These alternative funding streams 
were diverse and included European Social Fund, local authority, other DWP and devolved 
government contracts. In one instance a subcontractor mentioned using income from one 
prime provider (fixed fee contract) to meet shortfall in delivery costs for another (outcome-
based payment contract).

As discussed in Section 6.2.2 many providers reported referring participants onto ‘free’ 
support financed by other public sector contracts and delivered by other organisations. 
Examples included Skills Funding Agency (SFA) or local authority-funded training courses, 

49	 This question was not asked in 2012.
50	 Too few supply chain leavers responded to the subcontractor survey to say anything 

meaningful about their satisfaction with payment terms or referral levels.
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use of National Health Service (NHS) resources and Welsh Government programmes. In the 
case of training, courses are often funded on the basis of participation so this arrangement 
worked well for both the prime provider and the training provider. This practice was part 
of the design of the programme and encouraged by DWP, although a guidance note to 
providers stated that they expect providers to agree with the external provider how referrals 
will operate before any referrals are made51.

However, in some cases training providers were not being paid by the prime provider despite 
being named as a subcontractor and receiving referrals. This could be unpopular with other 
subcontractors:

‘They are looking for free provision from people who are funded through SFA. Last time 
I spoke to the Prime ... she said “can’t you get SFA money?” So where she is sitting 
there on a contract where she is supposed to be paying me she actually suggested I go 
off and get some SFA money. So you know, that implies they are very tight financially.’

(Specialist, spot-purchase subcontractor, 2013)

 
‘We have needed additional funds to be injected to be able to make it work for us 
financially’. 

(Employment Director, prime provider, 2014)

Other subcontractors had themselves made use of this ‘free’ provision to increase the level 
of support they were able to offer participants within their budgets.

‘You start to learn and you try to identify additional funding to support clients or not 
funding but delivery that would be available free of charge so basic skills support 
perhaps through the local authority or community learning development provider so try 
and source as much as possible for free to add value to that.’ 

(Generalist, end-to-end subcontractor, 2013) 

 
‘We are using SFA-funded provision, yes. It probably doesn’t make up any more than 
10% of the delivery work we undertake.’

(Generalist, end-to-end subcontractor, 2014)

Subcontractors in Scotland and Wales suggested that this was not possible to the same 
extent as in England due to a limited adult skills budget and this appeared to reduce the 
support participants received in these countries.

51	 webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130703143803/http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/
work_programme_memo_064.pdf
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2013 Case study
Contracts and funding models between the prime provider and their subcontractors were 
reported to mirror those between DWP and the prime provider in relation to duration and 
payment model (minus management fee). Therefore whilst end-to-end subcontractors 
could contract specialist services from specialist/spot providers in the provider pool, 
they bore the financial risk of commissioning such support and the use of specialist/spot 
providers in the provider pool was very rare. Some end-to-end subcontractors reported 
using specialist services, but only those provided free of charge i.e. outside the supply 
chain. This was confirmed in a 2013 interview with the prime provider which noted that 
end-to-end subcontractors made use of provision funded by the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills and other funding streams such as the European Social Fund.

6.2.4 Budgeting at the delivery level52

The above models set the framework for budgeting at the delivery office level. At the delivery 
level, the link between the budgetary process and decisions over provision to individual 
participants is of most interest for the evaluation. Such decision making did not occur for 
providers (both spots and end-to-ends) which received fixed fees to provide identical support 
for each participant or which charged by the hour. 

For others, three types of budgeting models were identified (in qualitative research): 
•	 devolution to the provider level of the budget covering external payments and payments to 

the participant (e.g. for courses, clothing, travel); 

•	 devolution to the provider level of a wider budget, covering staffing, as well as external 
payments and payments to the participant;

•	 no devolution of budgets.

The first two approaches, but not the third, allowed the local provider to balance costs 
across participants, providing more flexibility over support for each participant. This could 
focus support more effectively, but could also result in certain participants being prioritised 
for support over others. One provider described how Model 2 had allowed them to shift to 
group provision for most participants (instead of one-to-one) when their outcome payments 
had been lower than expected, whereas others, with Model 1, described reducing external 
payments, particularly for training.

Within these models, there were a number of ways in which decisions on specific support 
were managed:
•	 participants could select a set number of courses from a menu of training; although course 

costs differed, it was expected that, on average, costs would be within budget;

•	 Personal Advisers were allowed to authorise activities up to a given cost per participant 
or per type of activity (per participant); higher costs had to be agreed by the manager; in 
some cases managers had complete control, in others managers in their turn had to seek 
Head Office authorisation above a given level;

52	 For those delivering a fairly standardised package of support, irrespective of participant 
characteristics, and on a set fee basis (i.e. no PbR), the financial model has been fully 
covered above and so is not discussed here.
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•	 Managers and, to some extent Personal Advisers, could take a cost/benefit approach 
to their decision, i.e. to weigh up the likelihood of achieving outcomes or outcome 
payments against the cost of support. Personal Advisers did not necessarily know the 
size of outcome payments nor the payment group of the participant; in these cases, the 
judgement was over outcomes, not outcome payments.

Some providers mixed approaches b) and c), particularly at the managerial decision level. 

Although each budgeting model could be found with any of the decision-making approaches, 
all those which operated a decision-making approach did not have a devolved budget. 

Limits set per type of provision, rather than per participant, allowed greater scope for tailoring 
support to each participant’s needs, but also allowed more scope for concentrating support 
on those most likely to deliver paid outcomes. This was exacerbated where a cost-benefit 
approach was taken and, particularly, where a participant’s payment group and related 
payment levels were known. However, a lack of knowledge of participants’ payment group in 
some providers reduced the likelihood of direct discrimination by payment group.

The cost-benefit approach was reported as affecting support at different stages and for 
different employment outcomes. Some, largely limited external expenditures (other than 
travel costs to the office) to payments directly linked to gaining a job (i.e. where a job was 
guaranteed with the outcome from the payment), some reported payments were more likely 
once a person was in employment (to maintain employment). Willingness to make external 
expenditures increased with job readiness. Success in entering self-employment was seen 
as more uncertain and so could be less likely to receive support requiring expenditure. 
Given that external expenditures and payments to participants other than travel to attend the 
office were highly restricted, these limitations suggested that many participants received no 
additional expenditure or access to paid courses. The budget limitations were a result not 
only of the size of outcome payments, but also because of the risk entailed and because 
outcome payments lagged behind the costs incurred. 

Budget limitations also resulted in Personal Advisers directing participants to free provision, 
as described in Section 6.2.2. In some cases this was done by direct referral, with the 
knowledge of the service provider; in other cases participants were encouraged to refer 
themselves and no link with the Work Programme was made. 

6.3 Differential pricing
The 2012 Work Programme evaluation  commissioning report (Lane et al., 2013) found that, 
in so far as providers differentiated the provision they offered, they determined the support to 
be provided according to their own assessment of participants’ needs, rather than according 
to the payment groups defined by DWP. When explaining this phenomenon, providers 
reported that they found the broad benefit type categories quite a poor way of segmenting 
client needs and that it was not feasible to develop specific services for the low number 
of referrals in some of the payment groups. These issues have been further explored in 
subsequent waves of research.

6.3.1 Differential pricing in the supply chain
The results of the 2014 online provider commissioning survey show that prime providers 
were often passing down the differential payment model to their subcontractors. Over half 
of subcontractors surveyed (55 per cent, down from 59 per cent in 2013) received different 
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payments for the different Work Programme payment groups. One third received the same 
payment for all participants (which is an increase from 25 per cent in 2013 and is likely 
to reflect the increase in subcontractors paid according to service fees). Three per cent 
received payment based on the prime provider’s assessment of participants needs and ten 
per cent did not know. 

Interviews with prime providers in 2013 and 2014 reported increased investment the 
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) payment groups since the start of the 
programme. This was expressed through increased use of specialist provision either within 
their supply chain or their own organisations. Prime providers stated that this was in part 
because the expected volumes of ESA referrals, which were not seen in the early part of the 
programme, had now come through. Prime providers described how economies of scale now 
made it possible to invest in support for ESA groups in a way that had not been achievable 
in the past. However, others reported that this investment was only made possible by the 
profit made from payments achieved from the JSA groups who tended to have lower support 
costs. Again, falling referral volumes for JSA groups was expected to affect providers’ ability 
to cross-subsidise ESA support in this way.

Some prime providers explicitly stated that the differential payment structure did not drive 
provider behaviour. This was also echoed by the majority of subcontractors.

‘We’re certainly aware of the reasons why the payments are weighted against certain 
groups ... but it doesn’t drive our delivery model. We don’t think “right, there’s a PG7 
now let’s throw everything in the kitchen sink at that person because it’s worth more 
money”. We very much see the person in front of us and try to do the best for the 
person that we can.’

(Tier 1, end-to-end, generalist subcontractor, 2013)

In 2013, a small number of prime providers indicated that underperformance against 
minimum performance levels and DWP performance management had played a greater role 
in their behaviour change in relation to the PG6 group. Some subcontractors also reported 
having targets set by their prime provider which led them to focus on supporting Payment 
Groups 1, 2 and 6 (the groups subject to minimum performance levels).

‘[Differential pricing] has no bearing on front line delivery. The key factors are MPLs and 
the increase in the ESA caseload.’

(Policy Director, prime provider, 2013)

Chapter 4 discussed the increasing intensity of DWP’s approach to performance 
management as the Work Programme contract progressed. It seems likely, therefore, that 
more intensive performance management was a key factor driving the increased provider 
focus on developing services for some ‘harder-to help’ groups.

6.3.2 Impact of differential pricing on delivery
Qualitative research with providers involved in delivery suggested that the most frequent 
drivers of the decision of whom to prioritise were linked, for some providers, with a cost 
benefit approach. Certainly, the way that some providers tended to focus support on 
participants for whom a job outcome or retention in employment looked certain, was based 
on a cost-benefit approach. A minority of providers did try to target in respect of differential 
pricing, but the driving force more often seemed to be proximity to employment and support 
decisions were taken without regard to the payment group. These findings were also 
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reflected by those reported in the parallel Work Programme participant experience report, 
(Meager et al., 2014) which noted that payment groups have not significantly influenced the 
support being received by participants. Further discussion of the prioritisation of participants 
can also be found in Section 9.8.

The qualitative evidence is supported by subcontractor survey findings. Around four in ten 
subcontractors reported that they prioritised participants with the best chance of moving into 
work and less than ten per cent making decisions based on payment fees, Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2 Factors driving providers’ decisions about prioritisation of participants

Factors affecting prioritisation
2013 

%
2014 

%
A high payment fee 4 7
Whether the cost of supporting a customer is covered 
by the payment likely to be received 13 15
Customers with the best chance of moving into work 39 43
Those with the greatest support needs 28 40
None of the above n/a 27
Don’t know 8 3
Other 31 11

Base 195 150

Source: 2013 and 2014 Work Programme Provider Commissioning Survey.

A significant change in survey responses between 2013 and 2014 is that subcontractors 
were more likely to say that they prioritised participants with the greatest support needs. In 
previous evaluation waves, providers had expressed frustration with their inability to meet 
the needs of those requiring most support. However, this appears to have changed over 
the course of the programme. This is likely to be the consequence of a number of factors, 
including the economies of scale resulting from increased ESA referrals and supply chain 
consolidation (driving higher volumes to remaining providers). It may also be the result of the 
stage in the programme where income from sustainment payments was flowing through in 
larger volumes.

Of those reporting ‘other’ reasons behind their decisions about support many cited targets from 
their prime and the remainder reported that they treated all participants in the same way. 

‘It makes no difference to us... we’re used to dealing with clients across the groups, 
whether they’re in Work Programme or not, we would deal with them individually 
depending on what they require.’ 

(Generalist end-to-end subcontractor, 2013)

Where subcontractors were paid on a fixed-fee basis it was all the more common to find that 
the support they provided was the same for all participants. In most cases this was because 
they were contracted for very specific services such as self-employment support or job clubs. 
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6.3.3 Explaining the impact of differential payments
The 2012 research found that most, but not all, organisations receiving differential payments 
did not differentiate the services they provided to participants by payment group. A number 
of explanations for this are discussed in this section and are similar to those identified in the 
2012 research (Newton et al., 2012 and Lane et al., 2013). 

Firstly, prime providers stated that accounting and performance systems did not operate 
in a way that made it possible for them to monitor and base their delivery on differential 
payments. Although their initial plans for delivery were made against expected referral 
patterns (Lane et al., 2013), in practice this was not feasible to manage against. 

‘It’s too complicated. Too many groups with varied payment terms... too many variables 
... when you put all that together [it is] too complex to really track the data in such a way 
as to drive you to improve.’

(Chief Operating Officer, prime provider, 2013)

Secondly, prime providers and their supply chains reported that payment groups, which are 
determined largely by benefit type, were not truly reflective of the needs of the participants 
within them. In theory, those in Payment Group one, claiming JSA and actively seeking work, 
should be easier to move into and sustain in work than participants in some of the higher 
value payment groups with more significant barriers to work. However, some providers cited 
instances of Payment Group 1 participants requiring more support than Payment Group 6 
(ESA claimants). The impact of the profile and volume of referrals on financial viability is 
further discussed in Section 6.5.1.

The level of heterogeneity within payment groups also comes through in prime providers’ 
discussion of whether the payments for each group are sufficient to meet the associated 
costs. A number of prime providers suggested that it was impossible to judge because the 
level of diversity within each payment group made it difficult to generalise about the costs 
associated with any one group in particular. 

The extent to which costs of support match the total payments on offer is a third, key issue 
raised by providers in relation to the impact of differential payments. In qualitative research 
prime providers said that they thought that overall, payments pretty much covered costs 
and subcontractors reported mixed views. For both groups of providers views on costs of 
support were closely linked to their views on the financial viability and profitability of the 
programme overall. 

Taking a closer look at how costs of support vary by payment group a clear pattern emerges. 
In qualitative interviews, a common theme across prime and subcontractors was that for ESA 
participants the costs of support exceeded payments. 

‘Generally speaking people are spending more money on ESA customers than they’re 
getting in so when you’re looking at what provision you can provide for them then 
clearly the first fundamental conversation is around actually can we afford to do it or 
can we afford not to do it?’

(Employment Director, prime provider, 2014)

As discussed in Section 6.1.2, the ESA payment groups (PG6 and PG7) were expanded 
in early 2012 to include participants judged to be further away from employment. Whilst 
increased ESA referrals were found to enable economies of scale, the eligibility changes 
also meant that many ESA participants were likely to be more difficult to move into work than 
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planned for the same level of payment. As discussed in Chapter 3, in both 2013 and 2014 
qualitative research a small number of end-to-end subcontractors (including supply chain 
leavers) also expressed a concern that prime providers were only passing on those ESA 
participants from whom they felt they were unlikely to achieve an outcome themselves. This 
made the costs of support to the subcontract higher still, relative to outcome payments.

In both the 2013 and 2014 surveys, the ESA groups were cited as being the area of greatest 
payment shortfall for subcontractors. In 2014, around half of subcontractors reported the 
payment did not cover the cost of support for ESA groups (i.e. PG5, 47 percent, PG6, 62 per 
cent and PG7, 56 per cent), Figure 6.1. 

Figure 6.1 Subcontractor views on payment groups and cost of support

Finally, a small number of subcontractors commented that the difference in payment 
amounts between the payment groups was not sufficiently large to change their behaviour: 

‘There are some different payments but most of them are pretty minimal ... so we’re not 
sitting there rubbing our hands thinking we could do extra with these clients because 
they’re bringing in money. It’s really small.’

(Specialist, VCSE subcontractor, 2013)
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Source: 2014 Work Programme Provider Commissioning Survey.
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6.4 Contract length
Prime providers and end-to-end subcontractors all reported that the length of subcontractor 
contracts mirrored the length of prime providers’ contracts with DWP, although some were 
subject to satisfactory annual reviews of performance. A number of positive effects of longer 
contracts were highlighted by the prime providers in 2013. These included that they provided 
supply chain stability and sufficient time for prime providers to plan and to properly manage 
performance improvements in subcontractors, or time to manage them out of the supply 
chain if they did not improve. Longer contracts were also felt to help attract providers.

‘Without that length of contract you probably wouldn’t attract people in the first place ... 
I think it needs to be that long to give people a chance to then make it viable.’

(Employment Director, prime provider, 2013)

Positive impacts of the commissioning model reported by subcontractors getting referrals 
included the long (five-year contract) providing stability and enabling advisers to develop 
their expertise and others reported becoming more performance and outcome focused under 
the PbR model. This suggests that longer contracts may have enabled providers to develop 
their capabilities as intended.

Prime providers also felt that longer contracts reduced the relative risk of investing in new 
provision both for themselves and for subcontractors as well as providing them with security. 

‘Subcontractors gain security from having a longer contract in which to plan their 
staffing for it to fit in with their overall business strategy.’

(Director, prime provider, 2013)

 
‘Longer contracts are better because they offer more security meaning we could invest 
more as an organisation.’

(Generalist, end-to-end subcontractor, 2014) 

There was also a suggestion that a longer programme duration would help encourage 
providers not to park participants, as they have more time to work with participants who 
were further from the labour market. However, there were suggestions from some providers 
that two years was not long enough for some participants. In 2014 this was mentioned in 
respect of ESA participants by one subcontractor interviewee, who explained that the bulk 
of their customers would need at least 40 weeks on the programme before entering work, 
particularly those undertaking psychiatric interventions. 

One end-to-end subcontractor who had ended their involvement with the Work Programme 
over the past year had done so because they felt that the funding model’s emphasis on 
job outcomes within the two-year period was not financially viable for their organisation. 
They had experienced cases where participants who had completed their two years on the 
Work Programme had found work very soon after returning to Jobcentre Plus. This provider 
felt that the two-year limit had meant that they had been forced to stop working with these 
participants shortly before they were ready to enter into work. This provider believed that 
while they had worked hard to develop these participants’ skills, they were nevertheless not 
being rewarded when the participants found work after leaving the Work Programme.
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No negative effects of longer contacts were raised by any providers:

‘There are enough clauses in the contract to protect both parties.’

(Director, prime provider).

6.4.1 Investment
The greater market stability offered by longer and larger contracts was intended to 
encourage providers to invest in service delivery. Prime providers identified a number of 
ways in which they had invested in Work Programme delivery to date. In the main these 
were investments in technologies, services and intellectual property which could be directly 
linked to improving performance and much of the investment had taken place towards the 
start of the programme rather than more recently.

Around half of all prime providers in 2013 and 2014 reported that they had invested and 
continue to invest in new IT systems and infrastructure. This was often in conjunction with 
Participant Relationship Management systems for recording and monitoring activity and 
outcomes. As discussed previously, it was in IT that the greatest examples of innovation had 
occurred. For example, two prime providers mentioned using Cloud technology, one had 
rolled out a new online client portal and a further one was developing e-learning. This was 
often with the aim of improving services and achieving efficiencies along the supply chain.

Some prime providers cited investment in additional staff resources and premises, often to 
meet higher than anticipated participant referral volumes at the beginning of the contract. 
Where specific expertise had been brought in later on this included: employer engagement 
staff, finance and business analysts, developing ESA-targeted training programmes and 
dedicated ESA advisers. In the 2014 research, one prime provider reported that they had 
increased call centre resources to improve their ability to verify claims. This was alongside a 
text messaging systems to keep track of participants once in work.

A small number of prime providers reported investment in staff capability within supply 
chains. This occurred in a number of ways including training on leadership, performance 
management and processes (such as sanctions) as well as seconding central staff into 
subcontractors to support service delivery. One prime provider mentioned the creation of a 
‘model office’ to facilitate staff training in real-life scenarios.

There was not a great deal of evidence of recent investment by subcontractors in either 2013 
or 2014. If anything, the level of investment appeared to be reducing over time, see Table 
6.3. What investment subcontractors did report tallies largely with the initiatives described by 
primes to ensure IT systems were up to date and support efficient delivery. 
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Table 6.3 Subcontractors’ investment in Work Programme delivery

Investment over the previous 12 months 2013 2014
IT systems 52 38
Staff development (e.g. training, investment in skills or staff) 70 59
Recruitment of specialist staff 46 29
Acquisition of new premises 37 17
None of the above 18 29
Other 4 5
Don’t know 1 1

Base 195 150

Source: 2013 and 2014 Work Programme Provider Commissioning Survey.

In 2014, two spot-purchase subcontractors spoke specifically of investing resources in 
marketing their services to their prime or Tier One providers in order to increase referrals 
to their organisation. Other investment included staff resources; in 2013 this seemed to 
focus on specialist staff to work with ESA participants, employer engagement and for in-
work support. However, in 2014 some subcontractors had laid off staff as a result of lower or 
different to expected referrals.

6.5 Financial viability
In the 2012 research, concern was expressed by prime providers that delivery had been 
harder to finance than expected in the early stages of the programme. This was perceived 
to result from the different mix and initial high volumes of participants attracting the lowest 
attachment fees referred to the programme. However, in 2013 and 2014 prime providers 
appeared to be fairly positive about their financial position. In turn this appeared to have had 
a positive impact on their views of the commercial attractiveness of the contract as a whole.

By 2014 prime providers largely agreed that the Work Programme was, or at least had 
the potential to be, a financially viable and commercially attractive proposition. One prime 
provider commented that this was particularly the case where the provider delivered in more 
than one contract package area (CPA).

However for subcontractors the picture was different. In 2014 just one in ten subcontractors 
reported that the Work Programme was commercially attractive. Over half of all 
subcontractors surveyed stated that they felt that their contract was extremely or slightly 
commercially unattractive (55 per cent), Figure 6.2. Just under a third reported it was 
neither attractive nor unattractive (32 per cent). However, in line with increased satisfaction 
with payment terms in 2014, slightly fewer subcontractors found the Work Programme 
commercially unattractive than in 2013 and slightly more found it attractive. Voluntary sector 
providers were also more likely to find the Work Programme commercially unattractive (63 
per cent) compared to private and public sector providers (both 47 per cent). This is likely to 
be related to lower levels of reserves, as previously discussed. Nonetheless, as discussed 
in Section 6.7 below, the majority of sub-contractors stated they would seek to maintain 
involvement or increase their involvement with the programme (see Figure 6.4).   
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Figure 6.2	 Subcontractor views on Work Programme commercial attractiveness

In 2014 subcontractors paid on sustained outcomes only were more negative about the 
financial viability of the programme; 78 per cent of those surveyed described it as either 
slightly or extremely commercially unattractive, see Figure 6.3. In the 2013 qualitative 
research some subcontractors paid via outcomes payments expressed a desire for more 
upfront funding to make their contracts viable. Some commented how they would have had 
to have withdrawn had their prime provider not offered them an adapted payment scheme, in 
their first 18 months, with less emphasis on outcomes. In line with these qualitative findings, 
Figure 6.3 shows that in 2014 providers paid on outcomes, but also attachment payments or 
service fees were less negative about commercial viability.

Although subcontractors paid on service fee only basis tended to be more likely to view 
their contracts as commercially attractive, these providers were also more likely to be those 
receiving low or insufficient volumes of referrals which negatively affected their view of 
financial viability over the long term. In 2014 subcontractors surveyed who had received less 
than 100 referrals since the start of the contract were more likely to say their contracts were 
extremely unattractive (63 per cent) compared with subcontractors who had received 1,000 
or more referrals (39 per cent).
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Figure 6.3	 Subcontractor views on Work Programme commercial attractiveness by 
payment terms

The 2013 qualitative research on Work Programme delivery found that providers (both prime 
providers and subcontractors) varied in the extent that they saw the budget as adequate 
for provision for their participants: some found it fine, but others did not. Some providers 
found their funding adequate, adjusting support to fit the budget. However, other providers 
found budgets problematic. Others were able to subsidise their support with other funds, 
either from internal charitable resources or from other provision (for example, Skills Funding 
Agency), enabling them to meet their aims and those of the Work Programme.

6.5.1 Impact of changes to referrals
For both prime providers and subcontractors the financial viability of the programme 
depended heavily on the volume and profile of referrals. The better than expected recovery 
in the labour market has had a significant impact on referral volumes.

Changes in referral volumes are described in more detail within Chapters 3 and 7. However, 
around half of all prime providers voiced concerns in year three about declines in overall 
referral volumes and the impact on their ability to be profitable over the duration of the 
contract. They suggested that without sufficient referral volumes at that point of the contract, 
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there would be insufficient sustainment payments towards the end of the contract term. 
When combined with the reduction of attachment fees over the duration of the contract, low 
referral volumes was felt to be a major risk to prime providers’ finances. By the start of year 
four the reduction in referral volumes was a key theme in qualitative research with prime 
providers due to the expected drop in JSA referrals and no big uplifts in ESA referrals.

This decline in volumes was also reported to be interacting with changes in the profile of 
referrals to make sustained job outcomes more difficult to achieve. Primes reported that 
the balance of ESA to JSA was higher than outlined in tender documentation and that the 
introduction of ESA claimants with longer prognoses was making the ESA cohort more 
difficult to achieve outcomes for. Whilst they accepted that DWP was unable to guarantee 
steady flows onto the programme, a number of prime providers called for more accurate 
referral forecasts.

Changes in referrals and, particularly, the initial low referral numbers, affected staffing. 
Falling referrals impacted supply chain staff in two main ways. The first of these was a 
reduction in adviser caseloads. The average impact across supply chains appeared to be 
a reduction of approximately 40 participants per adviser which was reported to have been 
positive for staff as it made caseloads more manageable and improved quality. 

‘Caseloads perhaps, you could argue, are more manageable now than at the start of 
the Work Programme and therefore the customer should be receiving a better service 
and we should be able to achieve better results from that.’

(Employment Director, prime provider, 2014)

However, the flip side of the lower caseloads was reported to be the potential impact on 
adviser job security. The other main response to changes in referral volumes was a reduction 
in staffing levels. At the start of year four more prime providers reported that they were not 
actively seeking to reduce staffing levels than reported that they had made redundancies, 
but a number did foresee that it may become necessary in the future. 

‘The intention is currently to maintain adviser numbers despite falling caseloads, with a 
view there is still a lot more to be done in terms of quality of interventions.’

(Head of Operations, prime provider, 2014)

 
‘As the exits significantly outweigh the referrals now... it won’t take long to get to the 
point where case loads aren’t actually at a good level, they’re too low. We’ll need to 
make staffing decisions in light of that.’

(Operations Director, prime provider, 2014)

Changes in referral numbers had occurred within the flow to prime providers, but also 
to subcontractors. One prime provider reported bringing delivery for higher cost ESA 
participants back in house rather than referring to specialist provision as they had previously. 
However, another prime provider reported having ring-fenced referrals to a specialist 
provider to keep them on board, for reasons of their long-term relationship and a lack of 
other similar providers.

Alternatives to staff cuts included not replacing staff who had left, reductions in staff hours, 
a switch from employees to self-employed, and transferral of staff to other contracts. 
Some providers reported substantial fluctuations in staffing, with redundancies followed by 
recruitment and, in response, one had built a flexible ‘bank’ of staff which could be deployed 
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in line with referrals. The impact on provision of staffing changes included restricted office 
opening hours and lack of continuity in the Personal Adviser assigned to each participant.

For some subcontractors the impact of referral changes was a withdrawal from the work 
programme entirely. This in turn could have positive impact on the other providers in 
the supply chain to which referrals (and often a backlog of outcome payments) were 
redistributed. This ‘market consolidation’ is discussed further in Section 2.4.

6.5.2 Impact of financial viability on the nature of support
The 2013 qualitative research on Work Programme delivery found that PbR and the decline of 
the attachment fee appeared to have shifted support further towards work first, in-work support 
and re-employment support. Whilst this might have been expected for end-to-end providers, 
changes were also found with some other providers, including some with a focus on training. 
For the provider themselves, this could lead to problems adjusting provision and developing 
new skills. For some providers in the voluntary sector, it also led to tension, as some saw their 
mission as providing skill training. In-work support is described in Section 10.4).

Financial stringency in some cases had shifted support from individual to group provision. 
Although driven by costs, one provider felt the change had been beneficial, resulting in 
participants receiving a broader range and more frequent support. For example, it had 
allowed the organisation to bring in employers for seminars. This organisation said one-to-
one support was still offered, if it seemed required. 

6.5.3 Impact of outcome payment process
A second issue which was perceived to impact on Work Programme financial viability for 
many prime providers and some subcontractors was the ability to claim payment for the 
outcomes they had achieved. Providers referenced two areas of concern. The first was the 
administrative burden of providing evidence for sustainment payments and issues with the 
validation process.

Providing evidence for sustainment payments
The invitation to tender for the Work Programme stated:

‘DWP will validate payments on a regular basis by conducting a series of pre- and post-
payment checks. These checks will be performed at the optimum time to allow DWP 
systems to be updated. This will include an off benefit check for outcome payments 
in all cases which matches participant benefit records with the information held on 
[Provider Referrals and Payment] PRaP. The off benefit check will be supplemented 
by a post payment check using Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) records 
and/or direct contact with the participant or employer on a sample basis.’

In practice the HMRC checks are used only to validate job outcomes and providers have 
had to submit auditable contact with participants to claim sustainment payments. This 
requires cooperation from employers and participants. In line with findings from the previous 
wave, many providers reported that there were limits to the extent and level of cooperation 
that could be expected from participants and employers. This meant that providers were 
sometimes unable to claim for outcomes which they knew had been achieved, but struggled 
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to collect evidence against.53 The administrative costs of this process for providers were 
judged to be fairly high, particularly for subcontractors. 

Validation rules
The second major concern that providers raised about the verification process was the 
‘extrapolation’ rule. In the Work Programme payment system once the provider is satisfied 
that they have evidence for a job outcome or sustainment payment they make the claim 
through PRaP and receive payment. The Department validates the claim through an 
automatic check that the participant has not received an out-of-work benefit for the period. 
The Department subsequently undertakes a further check of a sample of claims made in a 
certain period to verify that the participant was actually in employment for the period claimed. 
If the sample check finds, for example, that five per cent of such claims cannot be verified 
the Department extrapolates this to five per cent of the whole cohort from which the sample 
was selected and then retrospectively recovers this overpayment from the prime provider. 
Whilst prime providers understood the need to protect the public purse, they suggested 
that the verification process was more complex than expected and to some extent further 
discouraged them from claiming outcomes that they were certain of but for which they had 
only limited evidence. Several prime providers reported that to avoid being overpaid and 
having monies clawed back, they had become more conservative in claiming job outcomes. 

The extent to which subcontractors are subject to extrapolation depends on the model 
passed down by the prime provider. There appeared to be three main models: the first to 
apply the extrapolation rate evenly across the supply chain, irrespective of which provider 
had unverified claims. This model makes delivery more viable for smaller subcontractors, 
acknowledges that DWP only checks a proportion of claims and spreads the risk. However, it 
can cause irritation amongst subcontractors which did not have unverified claims.

‘Generally we spread it equally. If one particular provider has done particularly badly 
then we can change that around.’

(Managing Director, prime provider, 2014)

The second model is for the extrapolation rate to be apportioned to subcontractors on the 
basis of the proportion of the contract that they deliver in that CPA. Again this ensures that 
smaller organisations are not heavily penalised.  One subcontractor explained that one 
failure in the previous round had cost £11,500 which equalled half a salaried post; ‘it doesn’t 
take much to actually go bust with extrapolations’.

The third model sees extrapolation passed down only the subcontractors that have had 
errors identified which one prime provider felt was positive for performance monitoring.

‘It’s tightened up performance and you do not put a job through until you’re, you know, 
99.9 per cent sure it is correct and will stick up to the verification but there are always 
those that will slip through and our supply chain know that, so that’s how they manage it.’

(Senior Director, prime provider, 2014)

Providers requested that the verification process be reviewed, both for current Work 
Programme delivery and any future programmes. Some primes were hopeful that the 
Universal Credit-related integration of benefit and tax information might in future be used to 
automatically verify employment outcomes.

53	  Since the time of fieldwork DWP has announced that it will publish monthly, automated 
on and off benefit scans by employment provider for Work Programme participants.
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6.5.4 Impact of labour market conditions
The 2013 qualitative research on Work Programme delivery found it was unclear how 
labour market conditions had affected financial viability, although it was clear that providers’ 
expectations about the ease of gaining a job and, particularly, in sustaining a job had not 
always been met. The former had led to some providers shifting resources towards ‘job 
first’ approaches. The latter had led to the development of more in-work support and the 
expansion of provision helping in-work participants to look for new jobs. (See Section 10.4 
for details of provision and changes.) Others reported difficulties due to operating in labour 
markets with high levels of seasonal work (e.g. seaside towns) or with unexpected levels and 
shortness of temporary jobs, but had not adjusted provision to address this. This affected 
both the timing of job engagement (and hence cash flow), as well as the ease of achieving 
sustainability payments.

6.6 Impact of the financial model on the 
effectiveness of delivery

All providers in the 2013 delivery survey were asked about their perceptions of the impact 
of the Work Programme financing model on their ability to support their participants into 
employment. As in the 2012 survey, attitudes were predominantly negative: 55 per cent 
of provider respondents believed the model had had a ‘weakly’ or ‘strongly’ negative 
impact, with just 27 providers stating it had any kind of positive impact (Table 6.4). This 
was, however, a slight improvement on the 2012 survey, in which 63 per cent of providers 
reported the financial model had a broadly negative impact (although this difference was not 
statistically significant).

Due to the changes to the survey approach in 2014, providers that did not answer this 
question were excluded in the analysis; hence a direct year-on-year comparison is not 
possible. However, the 2014 data shows that more providers were negative (44 per cent) 
than were positive (27 per cent) on this point, see Table 6.5.

Table 6.4 Impact of the financial model on helping participants into work

2013 2012
End-to-end 

%
Non-end-to-end 

%
Not answered 

%
All 
%

All 
%

A strong positive impact 6 2 0 5 3
A weak positive impact 10 5 25 10 4
No impact 13 16 0 13 18
A weak negative impact 21 11 0 17 18
A strong negative impact 34 45 50 38 44
Don’t know 11 18 0 13 13
Not answered 5 4 25 5 0

Base 190 169

Source: 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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Table 6.5	 Impact of the financial model on helping participants into work 2014

 2014

 
End-to-end 

%
Non-end-to-end 

%
All 
%

A strong positive impact 15.5 5.8 11.9
A weak positive impact 27.8 19.2 24.5
No impact 11.3 9.6 11.3
A weak negative impact 18.6 21.2 19.2
A strong negative impact 20.6 34.6 25.2
Don’t know 6.2 9.6 7.9

Base   151

NB: 2014 data is not directly comparable with 2012 and 2013, as the 2014 base excludes those 
respondents that did not answer the question. 
Source: 2014 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

The 2013 survey provided an opportunity for providers to comment on the impact of the 
financial model. Those who stated that the financial model had any kind of positive impact 
were asked for their reasons for saying this. Commonly cited aspects were the focus on 
sustainability introduced by the Work Programme and the emphasis on achieving outcomes. 
A most common reason for the financial model to have no impact was that their organisation 
had not received any referrals. Other reasons given were that income was sufficient to cover 
costs, the organisation had prepared for the financial implications in advance, or that the 
organisation cross-subsidised the Work Programme from other income streams. 

Among providers in 2013 who reported any kind of negative impact, a very common reason 
was the gap between what they saw as the investment and time required to help participants 
to overcome the labour market barriers they faced and the funding they were able to draw 
down from the Department. The cessation of attachment fees and the subsequent lack of 
any upfront funding were seen to contribute to the problem, as was a growth in the number 
of ESA participants, who tended to be much further from the labour market. 

The financial model was viewed as placing a great deal of risk on providers in terms of the 
participants in whom they choose to ‘invest’. Several mentioned, in open-ended questions, a 
need to prioritise those participants who were closest to the labour market. Others mentioned 
pressure, additional targets and paperwork from prime providers. 

Small organisations and charities stressed the combination of their decreased ability to 
absorb costs, combined with tendency for them to be working with the hardest to help 
participants as the key reasons for financial model was not working for them. Others stated 
they had not received sufficient referrals to balance budgets. 

Some subcontractors reported that their provision would be more effective if they were 
given more control over their finances. Some argued that they would have been able to offer 
more support to their participants had they received funding directly from the DWP rather 
than from the prime provider. Some subcontractors felt that they would be able to deliver 
more effectively if they were given the funding to invest in new services. For example, one 
end-to-end subcontractor believed that they would be able to find work for larger numbers 
of participants if they were able to payroll their participants directly, rather than relying 
on external recruitment agencies to do so. This, however, would require a substantial 
investment.
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6.7 Future involvement in the Work Programme
In both 2013 and 2014 the current prime providers generally expressed their intention to 
remain and grow their involvement in the Work Programme and the welfare-to-work sector 
more broadly. Some mentioned that their investments in IT systems and premises had 
been made with a view to remaining in the market long-term and they expected to see that 
investment returned. 

‘We see UK as one [market] to stay in. [We] can’t make massive profits, but can make 
reasonable profits ... as a commercial organisation that’s the opportunity we want; to 
make reasonable profits in return for delivering what we should, which is a good level of 
performance.’

(Chief Operating Officer, prime provider, 2013)

However, these positive messages came with some caveats. A small number of prime 
providers with long histories of delivering employment programme indicated that they would 
seek to reduce their exposure to Work Programme risk through increased involvement in 
other non welfare-to-work contracts, often in the skills area.

A further few prime providers stated that they would reserve judgement on involvement in 
the successor to the Work Programme until they had seen the commissioning model and 
assessed the loss risk. Some prime providers spoke about the need for DWP to address the 
issues around financial viability of the Work Programme model and differential payments. 
There were indications that DWP was perceived to be willing to engage providers in this 
debate. For example: 

‘While we don’t necessarily think current model is the best model, we do think DWP will 
fix it.’

(Chief Operating Officer, prime provider) 

 
‘All the signs are there that they are going to listen,’

(Business Development Manager, prime provider, 2013) 

Providers on the framework that had chosen not to bid or were unsuccessful in their bids 
gave similar messages about the need for revisions to the financial model for future versions 
of the Work Programme. For example:

‘It would depend on whether it was exactly the same model or whether it was altered 
at all… I think if it was exactly the same as it was now I’d have to have some serious 
consideration as to whether it was worth it. I’m not saying no but I think it would be 
much more unlikely.’

(Unsuccessful bidder for prime contract, 2013)

A number of other prime providers identified conditions internal to DWP that they would like 
to see addressed in a future commissioning round if they were to consider re-bidding. These 
primarily involved a perceived need for more rigorous management of poor performance and 
more frequent MSS.
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‘That’s good news that [removing a prime for poor performance] happened once but it 
should be happening more and market share shift every, whatever it is, 6-12 months is 
simply not enough. We move 20-30% customers every 3-4 months. It’s the very active 
management of the market that will get your supply chain performing much, much 
better.’

(Managing Director, prime provider, 2014)

As discussed in Section 6.5 many subcontractors had expressed concerns about the 
financial viability of their contracts. By the start of year four (2014 survey) around half of 
those surveyed stated that their involvement in the Work Programme was not commercially 
attractive. Yet Figure 6.4 shows that 68 per cent of subcontractors surveyed stated they 
would seek to either maintain their involvement in the programme at current levels or 
increase their involvement. This is similar to views at the start of year two of the programme 
(2012 survey) and slightly higher than positive views at the start of year three (2013 survey). 

Figure 6.4 Subcontractors’ future intentions with regard to Work Programme

Percentages
0 10 20 30

Don’t know

My organisation intends
to stop being involved 

in the Work Programme

My organisation definitely intends
to decrease our involvement

in the Work Programme

My organisation may
decrease our involvement

in the Work Programme

My organisation intends to continue
to be involved in the

Work Programme at current levels

My organisation may
increase our involvement in

the Work Programme

My organisation definitely intends to
increase our involvement

in the Work Programme

Source: 2013 and 2014 Work Programme Provider Commissioning Survey.

2014 2013 2012
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In qualitative interviews most subcontractors appeared positive about remaining 
involved in the Work Programme, although one or two would prefer to do so with another 
prime provider. A small number would seek to change their level of involvement from 
spot purchase to an end-to-end provider in order to achieve more referrals. Those 
subcontractors who said they were receiving referrals appeared to be more positive about 
ongoing involvement in the programme. 

Even where subcontractors suggested that they would prefer not to remain involved with 
the Work Programme there was willingness to continue to work in the welfare-to-work field. 
This appears to be a reflection of the nature of the providers being experienced in delivering 
this and previous employment programmes, such as the Flexible New Deal. In other words, 
helping people move into work is the core of what many of these providers do and have done 
for many years, therefore they will continue to stay involved in whatever programme the 
Government is running to help people do this. As this small VCSE organisation explained, 
welfare to work is what they do, and so despite the tight finances of the programme they 
intend to stay a provider:

‘That’s our game, that’s what we do...whatever the Government of the day decide they 
want to do, then obviously we want to be involved in that.’

(Small VCSE subcontractor, 2013)

When asked about intentions towards future DWP-commissioned welfare-to-work provision 
in general, in 2014 nearly half (48 per cent) of all subcontractors surveyed stated that they 
would definitely seek to be involved, see Figure 6.5. This is a return to similar levels of 
positivity as at the 2012 survey (51 per cent) and an increase on 2013 (37 per cent). 

In 2014 it was more common for subcontractors to indicate that their intentions of being 
involved in future DWP commissioned programmes depended on specific terms and 
requirements. This echoes concerns raised by some subcontractors in the 2013 qualitative 
research on Work Programme delivery about the requirements of the procurement process, 
the outcome-based payment regime and the current policy emphasis on mandation and 
sanctioning. 

‘I think it’s wait and see at the moment. But certainly I don’t think we would like to get 
involved in a process that has opened us up to the risks that this programme has done.’

(Supply chain leaver (formerly in multiple supply chains), 2014)

However, as noted above the majority of sub-contractors stated they would seek to either 
maintain their involvement in the programme at current levels or increase their involvement 
(see Table 6.4). 
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Figure 6.5	 Subcontractors’ future intentions with regard to other DWP 
commissioned welfare to work provision

6.8 Summary
By the time of the 2014 research, it appeared that prime providers were broadly positive that 
finances were where they expected to be, in terms of heavy upfront investment in delivery 
with later reward through sustainment payments. A number of prime providers also felt that 
the peak of profitability had passed, particularly as referral volumes dropped towards the end 
of the programme. Many prime providers did express concerns about the impact of changing 
and falling referral volumes on the future financial viability of the programme. Whilst there 
were positive impacts such as more manageable caseloads enabling a greater focus on 
quality, some were concerned that they and/or their subcontractors might have to reduce 
staffing numbers in future. Some had already made reductions in staff levels.

Around half of prime providers were exposing their supply chains to the same incentives 
and financial risks which they had received from DWP. However, there was also evidence 
that prime providers saw a need to offer modified versions of the outcome payment model to 
certain subcontractors. This tended to result from a desire to maintain or attract specialists 
within the supply chain, often linked to a need to improve performance for the ESA 
participant group. 
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 In 2014 subcontractors were more positive about the financial model than in earlier years 
of the programme, with nearly two-thirds of those surveyed expressing satisfaction with 
payment terms. This may suggest that year four of the programme is the point at which the 
payment model becomes viable for subcontractors due to sustainment payments flowing 
through in larger volumes. However, it may also be that those subcontractors struggling most 
under the PbR model had then left supply chains, which in turn made the programme more 
viable for remaining organisations in receipt of redistributed referrals. 

The research suggests that the differential pricing model has had a limited impact in driving 
provider behaviour. These findings were also reflected by those reported in the parallel 
Work Programme participant experience report, (Meager et al., 2014). In the commissioning 
strand research providers stated that a key reason that differential pricing was not working 
as intended was the heterogeneity in levels of support need within and between payment 
groups. In practice they also felt it was impossible to manage delivery and performance 
against the complexity of the payment model. Providers also suggested that in some 
cases the costs of support for those with greatest need exceeded the payments available, 
particularly following changes to the ESA payment group. 

The differential payment model did not, therefore, appear to prevent a provider focus on 
participants judged to be closest to employment, in order to gain outcome payments, 
although findings suggest that services for some of the ‘harder-to-help’ group were more 
developed in later years of the programme. The preface notes (page 25) show that the 
Department will be reviewing the structure of the payment groups for future contracts.

This appeared to be related to a number of factors, including more intensive performance 
management by DWP, as opposed to any affect of the differential pricing model. Providers’ 
views on the commercial attractiveness of the Work Programme contract appeared to be 
related to their current experiences of financial viability. Hence prime providers were largely 
positive about prospects over the long term, but subcontractors were largely negative about 
the commercial attractiveness of the contract. However, this was not reflected in providers’ 
intentions to remain involved with the programme with over two-thirds of subcontractors in 
2014 indicating they would sustain or increase their involvement in the programme. Prime 
providers were positive about their intentions to sustain or increase their involvement in both 
the Work Programme and other DWP programmes more widely.

Voluntary sector providers appeared to find the payment approach more problematic, not 
because of greater difficulties over achieving payments, but because of a conflict between 
their aims and the rewarded outcomes. Whilst some had overcome this through subsidising 
their Work Programme activities from other funds, for others it did raise some doubt over 
continued participation. 

Both inside and outside the supply chain, providers identified a need to review the Work 
Programme financial model. Specific issues to consider included the construction of the 
differential pricing model and the complexity of the payment structure, as well as the 
administrative process for claiming and verifying outcome payments. Extrapolation was a key 
issue for many providers, affecting both their attitudes towards the programme and to future 
involvement in similar programmes. For some providers the view that Work Programme is 
‘the only game in town’ may result in participation under any terms. However, to encourage 
diversity and new entrants to the market revisions to the current approach may be desirable. 
The preface notes (page 25) describe DWP’s response to this issue as part of their Building 
Best Practice work.



153

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

7 Providers’ delivery: the 
external context

The previous chapters (Chapters 3 to 6) have focused on the commissioning model. In this 
and subsequent chapters (Chapters 7 to 11), the focus shifts to programme delivery. This 
chapter describes some of the conditions within which providers operated between 2012 
and 2014, providing the context for the nature of support delivered by the providers and how 
this changed. First, in Section 7.1 the changing nature of referrals received by providers 
and its impact on providers is described. Then, the support provided by Jobcentre Plus to 
programme participants is discussed, see Section 7.2.

7.1 Change in referrals
As has been described in Chapter 3, the volume of referrals received by each subcontractor 
depends on how their prime provider has configured its supply chain (e.g. the mix of 
generalist and specialist providers, subcontractors’ geographical coverage and overlap 
between subcontractors) and its referral allocation policy (for example, postcode allocation 
and performance-based allocation). This section draws on the Work Programme programme 
delivery surveys (2012, 2013 and 2014) to examine changes in the number and nature of 
referrals and how this has affected support needs.

7.1.1 Change in the number of referrals
The majority of providers in 2013 (66 per cent) reported a slight or significant decrease in 
referrals in the previous 12 months, with just 11 per cent reporting any kind of increase (see 
Table 7.1). This varied by provider type, with end-to-end providers much more likely to report 
a decrease than non-end-to-ends and non-end-to-ends more likely to report an increase. 
There were no statistically significant differences by organisational size or sector. By 2014, 
76 per cent of providers reported a slight or significant decrease in referrals and end-to-end 
providers were more likely than others to report a significant decrease in referrals. 
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Table 7.1 Changes to overall referral volumes over the last 12 months

2013 2014

Non- Non- 
End-to- end-to- End-to- end-to-

end end Not given All end end All 
% % % % % % %

Increased significantly 3 0 0 2 4 4 4
Increased slightly 6 21 0 9 1 6 2
Unchanged, more or less 14 29 0 17 5 40 16
Decreased slightly 21 12 14 18 16 12 15
Decreased significantly 53 29 86 48 74 32 61
No referrals received 5 10 0 6 0 4 1
Don’t know 1 2 2

Base    159   165

Base: All providers who had received referrals and attempted the question.
Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

7.1.2 Change in the mix of referrals
In 2013, two-thirds of responding providers which had received referrals stated the mix 
or balance of referrals had changed ‘slightly’ or ‘significantly’ over the last twelve months, 
compared to their first year of delivery (see Table 7.2). This trend continued into 2014. The 
general pattern in both years was for a marked increase in the proportion of participants 
claiming Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), combined with a decrease in those 
claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) (see Table 7.3). The former reflects the extension of 
ESA eligibility and the latter may be due to falling unemployment. With lower unemployment, 
those who are unemployed tend to be, on average, further from the labour market, so both 
the ESA and JSA changes are likely to have resulted in the proportion of harder to help 
participants increasing. This is born out in the next section. 

This contrasted to the 2012 delivery survey, in which providers were asked to comment on 
how far referral levels in the first year had met their initial expectations; at that stage they 
were much more likely to report that referrals from JSA groups had exceeded expectations 
compared to those from ESA.  In the early stages of the programme, largely due to the 
impacts of the global economic crisis, higher numbers of JSA claimants than forecast by 
the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) were referred to the Work Programme.  At 
the same time, fewer than expected ESA participants for whom the Work Programme was 
voluntary entered the Work Programme. 
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Table 7.2	 Comparative views of the mix of referrals

2013 2014

The mix of referrals has:

End-to-
end 
%

Non- 
end-to-

end 
%

Not given 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non- 
end-to-

end 
%

All 
%

Remained roughly similar 24 50 0 30 19 62 31
Changed slightly 23 21 0 21 25 16 22
Changed significantly 50 17 100 43 53 16 41
Don’t know 4 6 5

Base    159   165

Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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2012 2013 2014
Mean score Mean score Mean score

Lack of confidence N/A 4.03 4.04
Lack of work motivation 4.14 3.99 4.02
Lack of work-related skills 4.04 3.92 3.83
Lack of previous work experience 4.07 3.82 3.58
Lack of suitable jobs in the local labour market 3.65 3.52 3.32
Literacy or numeracy problems 3.83 3.51 3.55
Health conditions/disabilities 3.45 3.43 3.90
Lack of formal qualifications 3.63 3.4 3.63
Transport difficulties N/A 3.16 3.45
Childcare, family or caring responsibilities 3.28 3.11 3.34
Availability of jobs offering flexible working 3.25 2.98 3.32
Drug or alcohol problems 3.14 2.96 3.43
Criminal record/history of offending behaviour 3.15 2.96 3.49
Lack of training opportunities N/A 2.93 2.98
Difficulties with English language 2.98 2.9 2.84
Lack of stable accommodation 2.85 2.59 2.93
Other N/A N/A 3.47

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

7.1.3 Impact of the change in referrals on participants’ barriers 
to employment

Over time, the changes in the type of referrals did appear to be having some impact on 
participants’ work barriers as perceived by providers. All surveyed providers who were active 
in delivery were asked their impressions of the most and least prevalent barriers among 
Work Programme participants. In general terms, those with the highest mean scores were 
lack of confidence, work motivation and work-related skills in all years (see Table 7.4).  Lack 
of stable accommodation, difficulties with English and lack of training opportunities were 
viewed as the least prevalent. However, those categories showing the greatest changes 
over the three years of the survey were health conditions and disabilities; criminal record or 
history of offending behaviour; and, drug or alcohol problems. Lack of stable accommodation 
and lack of jobs offering flexible working also were seen as more prevalent barriers over 
time, although the extent of perceived change was lesser when compared to health and/or 
disabilities, offending behaviour and substance misuse.

Some providers in 2013 (n=39) also reported ‘other’ barriers they had encountered among 
participants. The most commonly mentioned issues included a lack of understanding about 
employers’ expectations and recruitment practices, anxiety about finances and low wages 
leaving some customers better off on benefits, attitudes of customers and inter-generational 
worklessness, and poor support from the Jobcentre.

Table 7.4 Participants’ barriers to employment where 1 is not at all prevalent, 
and 5 is very prevalent

Base: All active providers that answered the question.
Source: 2014, 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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7.1.4 Impact of change in referrals on providers
When asked about how the number and types of referrals received had impacted on 
their organisation, providers more commonly responded in all years of the survey that 
they had reduced, rather than increased, the organisation’s income and at the same time 
organisations had needed to increase staff numbers, physical resources and services 
outsourced to respond to demand (see Table 7.5). Reviewing this by provider type, showed 
that non-end-to-end providers were more likely to note increased income, while end-to-
end providers noted reduced income and a need to increase staff numbers as well as to 
outsource more services. Thus the change in referral mix (towards ESA and away from JSA) 
had increased support needs (some of which needed to be met by subcontractors) and so 
increased costs to end-to-end providers. At the same time, the higher outcome payments 
for these participants did not compensate for their lower outcome achievement, so income 
had declined. Non-end-to-end providers (many of whom were paid for their service, not by 
outcomes) saw their referrals (and so their income) increase. The overall trend reflects that 
of the survey undertaken in 2012. 

In 2013, almost a fifth (19 per cent) of responding providers reported that the number and 
types of referrals had had ‘some other kind of impact’ (see Table 7.5). When asked to specify 
what this had been, many mentioned the increase in ESA referrals and the relative decline 
in the more ‘job ready’ JSA participants. This had led to a need for more training, changes to 
provision and specialist support to deal with the more complex barriers of ESA participants. 
Some providers mentioned this had contributed to financial problems, in light of an end to 
attachment fees54. Other providers mentioned that market share shifts (MSS) within supply 
chains had affected the numbers and types of referrals they received.

54	  Although all prime providers had agreed to these reductions in attachment fees in their 
contracts with the Department.
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Table 7.5	 Impact of changes to the referral mix

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

End-
to-end 

%

Non 
end-

to-end 
%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-
to-end 

%

Non 
end-

to-end 
%

All 
%

Increased organisation’s income 15 17 29 0 19 13 16 14
Reduced organisation’s income 40 43 21 71 38 56 37 49
Needed to increase staff numbers 34 35 17 43 30 19 10 16
Needed to reduce staff numbers 20 21 12 57 20 33 18 28
Needed to increase physical 
resources (e.g. office space, IT) 27 33 17 0 27 14 16 15
Needed to reduce physical 
resources (e.g. office space, IT) 4 8 2 14 7 11 2 8
Required us to outsource more 
services 8 22 2 57 19 16 6 13
Required us to bring more services 
in-house and/or to terminate 
external contracts 4 8 0 29 7 13 0 9
No impact 17 10 31 14 16 4 31 13
Don’t know 0 1 5 0 2 1 2 2
Some other kind of impact 13 17 24 29 19 13 14 13

Base 169    159   157

Source: 2014, 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

7.2 Jobcentre Plus support to participants
Once on the Work Programme, responsibility for supporting participants into work shifts 
from the Jobcentre Plus to the prime providers and their subcontractors and Jobcentre Plus 
was expected to have minimal contact with participants (other than fortnightly signing on for 
JSA claimants). However,  because the Work Programme has a specific focus on sustained 
employment, Work Programme participants who return to JSA and then subsequently leave 
again are counted towards Jobcentre Plus off-flow measures. This provides an incentive for 
jobcentres to keep working with Work Programme participants.

The 2013 qualitative interviews with Jobcentre Plus staff explored the extent to which contact 
(other than fortnightly signing on) was maintained and the nature of any continuing contact.

7.2.1 Contact between Jobcentre Plus staff and participants
In most instances, the support provided by staff was described as minimal or reported to 
be delivered on an ad hoc basis, for example when a participant requested some help or 
advice. However, the Jobcentre Plus research identified a range of approaches underpinning 
ongoing contact with participants.
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Advisory Team Managers (ATMs) stated that the main role played by Jobcentre Plus staff 
with participants was to ‘monitor conditionality’. Some districts had, under a time-limited 
trial, flexibility to try new approaches. Among these, was an approach where participants 
who had spent a year on the Work Programme were required to attend Jobcentre Plus 
offices more frequently (e.g. on a weekly basis) to monitor whether they were engaged 
in sufficiently intense job search activities, which included checking their use of Universal 
Jobmatch. If these participants’ activities were deemed insufficient, ultimately, this could lead 
to a sanction, where their Work Programme provider confirmed there were not acceptable 
reasons for less intense job searching than prescribed. This approach required a very close 
relationship with the Work Programme providers and in some offices had led to co-location 
either at Jobcentre Plus premises or the Work Programme provider’s at least on a temporary 
basis. More frequent attendance was also used when there were doubts over participants’ 
availability for work or active job search.

In some cases, support was offered in the context of fortnightly signing on. This varied from 
minimal to a higher level of support (for example, provision of general advice or signposting 
of other sources support).  The latter was targeted on those participants advisers felt were 
receiving little support on the Work Programme and who would count towards Jobcentre 
Plus ‘off flow’ targets. . 

In a couple of areas, ATMs volunteered information that the support offered centred on 
participant complaints associated for example with not being contacted by their provider 
or having a sanction applied. In these instances, participants were encouraged to go back 
to their providers and utilise their complaints process in order to improve the service they 
received. There were also examples where Jobcentre Plus staff worked collaboratively 
with providers such that they would inform providers when participants were signing on in 
cases where they were not attending provider appointments. Overall, a varied picture of 
relationships between Jobcentre Plus offices and providers was presented, although the 
findings overall suggested improvements have occurred between the 2012 and the 2013 
research (see Newton et al., 2012).

7.2.2	 Nature of support offered
There was some consistency that Jobcentre Plus support to participants was demand 
led, and that it would be inappropriate to deliver any depth of support such as matching 
individuals to vacancies. However, assisting individuals to access computers, to use 
Universal Jobmatch and ensuring more vulnerable participants, such as ESA claimants 
received the advice they needed were seen as within the boundaries of what Jobcentre Plus 
could offer.

There was a spread of views about whether the support Jobcentre Plus staff offered 
to participants had changed in the last 12 months. In some instances, the awareness 
that participants who had broken their claim would count towards the off-flow target had 
invigorated Jobcentre Plus staff to target their limited support offer to these cases. However, 
almost as many staff reported there had been no change and it was not their responsibility to 
assist individuals under the care of Work Programme providers.

While some ad hoc and light-touch support might be offered to participants, particularly those 
counting towards off-flow targets, a number of ATMs noted that any depth of support would 
conflict with the purpose of referring to the Work Programme. 



161

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

7.2.3 Who receives Jobcentre Plus support
Some ATMs noted that demand for support from Jobcentre Plus staff often came from 
participants who were in the early stages of referral to the Work Programme, such as from 
those who had queries about when they would be contacted by Work Programme providers, 
or about what support from a provider entailed in terms of their signing on activity or other 
support they could expect. Where a participant reported that they had received no contact 
from their provider, in some cases, Jobcentre Plus staff were reported to telephone the 
provider about their case.

Other individuals who were noted to seek or warrant support from Jobcentre Plus included 
those who had experience of named personal Jobcentre Plus advisers such as lone parents 
and ESA claimants. However, there were differing opinions of who needed or warranted 
additional support beyond this, with some ATMs noting that participants who churned 
between jobs (i.e. found and lost work relatively easily) were the most likely to request their 
support, but it was the hardest to help participants, with multiple or complex barriers who 
were least likely to ask for support. In contrast, other ATMs noted it was these latter groups, 
and more specifically individuals with mental health conditions including anxiety, who were 
most demanding of support.

7.2.4 Additional value for participants from Jobcentre Plus 
support

In terms of the value of their support to participants, ATMs emphasised the limited nature 
of what they offered. Where assistance with accessing Universal Jobmatch might be 
offered this could lead to increased capability to access current vacancies as well as better 
awareness of local jobs. Typically, however the limited nature of support was emphasised 
other than in cases where assistance to individuals might help towards their own off-flow 
targets, although even for these support was simply focused on advice and signposting 
rather than anything intensive or involving a referral to training or specialist support.

‘I don’t know whether it’s reassurance or it’s just that general advice type of thing, 
maybe they still see us as the source of their support in some cases so they will see 
Jobcentre as where they would look to get that type of further information or support so 
I think its just supplementing what they’re getting really.’

(ATM)

A final point surrounding the additional value arising from Jobcentre Plus support was the 
role Jobcentre Plus staff could play in engaging hard-to-reach participants and ensuring they 
were in touch with their providers. Examples were given where Jobcentre Plus staff were 
co-located with providers and this appeared to work well. In addition, in some cases, ATMs 
reported that their staff had been invited to attend providers’ premises in order that they 
would understand more about the delivery and what it entailed. Here, benefits arose from the 
increased understanding of the work undertaken by providers within Jobcentre Plus offices. 
Overall, where communications were working well, and there was cooperation between 
Jobcentre Plus and providers, this work could be highly beneficial because participants 
received the support they should, providers’ attachment rates improved and Jobcentre Plus 
staff were assured that support needs were not being overlooked.
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7.3 Summary
7.3.1 Changes in referral volumes and composition
In both 2013 and 2014, the majority of providers had seen a decline in referrals in the 
previous year (66 per cent and 76 per cent, respectively). This was particularly marked for 
end-to-end providers. Over 40 per cent in each year had seen a significant change in the mix 
of referrals. Again this was particularly the case for end-to-end providers. The main change 
was a growth in ESA participants and decline in JSA participants. 

In each year, lack of confidence, work motivation and work-related skills were reported 
by providers as the most prevalent barriers. However, the change in the mix of referrals 
appeared, by 2014, to have increased the extent to which participants faced barriers due to 
health conditions and disabilities; criminal record or history of offending behaviour; and, drug 
or alcohol problems.

The change in referrals tended to have detrimental financial effect on end-to-end providers, 
more often reducing income or leading to a need for increased staffing, physical resources 
and outsourced services in order to respond to demand. For non-end-to-end providers, the 
changes more often led to an increase rather than decrease in income. 

7.3.2 Support from Jobcentre Plus
Jobcentre Plus staff’s most common contact with Work Programme participants was to 
monitor conditionality. There was evidence of some continued ad hoc and light touch support 
to participants, particularly where participants would count towards Jobcentre Plus off flow 
targets. Jobcentre Plus staff also sometimes advised participants (to the extent they should 
talk to their provider) who reported problems with their providers. 

There was some evidence that, between 2012 and 2013, relationships had strengthened 
between Jobcentre Plus and providers, although overall this appeared highly area dependent 
and may depend on the attitudes and willingness of those involved (i.e. Jobcentre Plus and 
provider staff) to collaborate. Where these strengthened relationships were in evidence, 
examples were seen of co-location and information sharing which supported participants 
(including helping to engage hard-to-reach participants), providers and Jobcentre Plus staff 
in achieving their objectives.
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8 Mandation, conditionality and 
sanctioning

This chapter sets out delivery issues related to mandation and sanction process and policy 
as they apply to Work Programme providers. The impact of sanctions on Work Programme 
participants is discussed in participant research (Meager et al., 2014). 

Participation in the Work Programme is largely mandatory (except for some groups who can 
volunteer to participate). Participants must continue to satisfy core Jobseeker’s Allowance 
(JSA) requirements (conditionality), for example, being available for work, otherwise they are 
subject to sanctions.  In addition, providers may mandate participants to undertake activities 
(for example, job searches and to attend appointments with their advisers, support or training 
sessions)55. Failure to fulfil mandated activities is also subject to sanctions. It is a decision 
for the provider whether to mandate, for which activities and the degree to which mandation 
varies across participants. Work Programme providers themselves do not make decisions 
about whether a sanction should be applied, but refer cases to the Benefits Delivery Centres, 
each of which covers a number of Jobcentre Plus offices and areas. Newton et al. (2012) 
provide details of the sanctioning referral process. 

Early findings from the Work Programme evaluation found that that providers and Jobcentre 
Plus believed that most Work Programme participants did not require sanctioning, either 
because they would comply anyway or that the ‘threat’ implicit in the sanctions regime 
ensured compliance. However, both providers and Jobcentre Plus felt that the sanctioning 
process was not working effectively. These issues were returned to in the programme 
provider qualitative research in 2013 and in the Work Programme programme delivery 
surveys 2013 and 2014, further examining providers’ mandation and providers referral for 
sanctioning policies and practices (Sections 8.1 to 8.3), the process of referral and contact 
with the Benefit Delivery Centres (Section 8.4), changes in the use of referral for sanctioning 
(Section 8.5) and the effectiveness of referral and sanctions (Section 8.6). 

Note that throughout this chapter, unless otherwise specified, the term ‘adviser’ refers to 
Personal Advisers working for providers and not Jobcentre Plus advisers. 

8.1 Mandation
8.1.1 Who decides which activities should be mandated?
The qualitative research showed that there were differences in the levels of involvement 
that providers had in mandating participants. On the whole, end-to-end providers took the 
lead in mandating participants to activities, while in some cases receiving recommendations 
from specialist non-end-to-end providers about which activities to mandate for specific 
participants. Some non-end-to-end providers had no input in the process of mandating 
participants to activities, but some had been required to notify end-to-end providers when 
participants did not take part in mandatory activities. Some non-end-to-end providers who 

55	 Note that some claimant groups are not subject to mandatory work-related activity  
for example, Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) claimants allocated to the 
Support Group.
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worked with participants for a regular yet limited period of time (for example, to provide 
training) did have the authority to mandate participants for certain activities. For some of 
these providers, mandation was considered to be a useful tool to encourage compliance 
from participants whom they tended not to know very well due to limited contact. 

8.1.2 When and for whom mandation is used
Providers who mandated participants did so for a range of activities. These included 
meetings with advisers, job searches and training sessions. Participants were also at 
times mandated to apply for specified jobs, attend interviews or accept job offers. Some 
providers hoped to extend the scope of activities to which participants could be mandated. 
For example, one provider proposed being able to mandate English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) participants to improve their English language skills. 

There was considerable variation between providers in the extent of their application of 
mandation. Whether or not mandation was used could depend on the provider’s wider views 
on its use, or, if the provider was a subcontractor, on the prime provider’s perspectives. 
Some providers mandated participants to a number of activities, whereas others chose not to 
mandate any activities themselves, but preferred to solely help their participants to fulfil the 
mandatory activities specified by Jobcentre Plus. 

There were also differences in the amount of mandatory activities allocated to participants’ 
at the adviser caseload level. Advisers did not necessarily mandate all of their participants 
uniformly. The number of mandatory activities allocated to a participant could depend on 
their adviser’s perceptions of whether the participant was on the whole engaging well with 
the Work Programme. Some providers only mandated activities to participants who the 
adviser believed had failed to cooperate initially. 

‘The client can be mandated at the adviser’s discretion. We always hope that we don’t 
have to mandate activity, [but] appointments often have to be mandated specifically 
for our client groups that perhaps do not want to come to the Work Programme, do not 
agree with the principles of the Work Programme.’ 

The number of mandatory activities that providers allocated to participants also varied across 
payment groups. Some providers mandated activities to the JSA 18 to 24 year old and JSA 
25 years and older payment groups more frequently than other groups because providers 
had higher expectations about the number of activities these participants would be able to 
take part in. Some providers did not mandate any activities to ESA participants, and others 
reported only mandating activities for ESA participants after taking into consideration whether 
they would be able to carry out the recommended activities in each case. 

Mandation was thought by some to be a useful tool to ensure that participants engaged with 
the Work Programme and tried out new approaches to trying to find work that they might 
not have chosen to do otherwise. However, others felt that applying conditionality was an 
ineffective way to engage participants, and suggested that participants tended to be more 
open to taking part in activities if they believed that they were doing so without coercion. 
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8.2 Sanctions and the use of discretion in the 
sanctioning process

The majority of end-to-end providers in the three delivery surveys reported that they used the 
threat of benefit sanctions or referred participants to benefit sanctions (see Table 8.1). 

Table 8.1 The threat of and referral to sanctions

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-
end%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Organisation threatens 
and/or refers participants 
to sanctioning 77 88 77 83 86 35 73
Organisation does 
not threaten and/or 
refer participants to 
sanctioning 19 13 23 13 13 65 26
Don’t know 4 4 1 0 1
Some other kind of 
impact 13 24 29 19 13 14 13

Base 99   105   90

Source: 2014, 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

The qualitative interviews suggested there were considerable differences in the levels of 
discretion used in the process of referring participants for sanctioning. Discretion could be 
used at both the provider and adviser levels. Some providers chose to avoid referring their 
participants for sanctioning as far as they were able to do so without breaching their contract. 
These providers echoed a reluctance to refer participants for sanctioning that was noted 
among some interviewees in the previous programme evaluation (Newton et al., 2012). 
This hesitance towards referral for sanctioning was expressed by both prime providers and 
subcontractors. One provider, who had charity status, reported that they had not referred any 
of their participants for sanctioning. This provider felt that sanctioning would be at odds with 
the way that their organisation operated. 

‘We’re not like a prime. We know our people, we know our people very well. We know 
their lives. They’re not hostile to us either, because we do know their lives. You know, I 
know about their kids, I know about their wife, I know about what’s going on. So we’ve 
never yet sanctioned anybody.’

Some providers gave their advisers the freedom to determine whether or not to refer 
participants for sanctioning, whereas other providers encouraged their advisers to refer all 
cases of non-compliance for sanctioning automatically. Other providers permitted adviser 
discretion, but operated a strict ‘X-strikes-and-out’ approach, whereby all advisers were 
required to refer for sanctioning participants who had failed to comply a set number of times. 

Managers who permitted adviser discretion reported that they did so because they trusted 
the judgement of their advisers, who they believed knew the participants best and were 
therefore best placed to decide whether or not to raise a doubt in each instance. 
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‘When someone comes in they sit down, in the first 10 minutes you know whether 
they’re taking the pXXs or they’re genuine cases you can tell that ... So it’s about, you 
know, understanding the personality and making that decision and the advisers make 
those decisions.’ 

In cases where discretion was used, decisions about whether or not to refer participants 
for sanctioning could be contingent on one or more of number of factors. Participants who 
had good relationships with their adviser were in some cases less likely to be referred for 
sanctioning. Some advisers based their decisions on the participant’s history of compliance, 
where participants who had tended to comply in the past would be less likely to be referred 
for sanctioning. Advisers also considered the reason given by the participant for their non-
compliance, and were less likely to refer participants for sanctioning if they believed that 
they had a ‘good’ or ‘genuine’ reason for not carrying out their activities56. However, beliefs 
about what counted as a good reason varied across providers. Some providers felt that 
an illness or a commitment to observe a religious day constituted a good reason, whereas 
other providers disagreed. As, in some cases, providers allowed each adviser to use their 
individual discretion on this matter, it is likely these views could also differ across advisers 
within the same provider.

Other providers took a more uncompromising approach to sanctioning, and had policies of 
referring all cases of non-compliance to the Decision Maker. Some providers who operated 
an automatic and uniform procedure for sanctioning did so because they felt that the use of 
adviser discretion could lead to an imbalanced and unfair process whereby the same reason 
for non-compliance could be dealt with in different ways by different advisers. Some of these 
providers encouraged advisers not to seek any explanations from the participant about why 
they were unable to comply, but to rather refer all cases of non-compliance to the Decision 
Maker. 

There were some suggestions that a stricter approach towards referral for sanctioning may 
not necessarily lead to higher numbers of sanction referrals. Some providers had, over 
the past year, changed their policies towards referral for sanctioning, shifting from allowing 
high levels of adviser discretion towards a more inflexible approach. Providers felt that 
this change had meant that there was a stronger emphasis on explaining the sanctioning 
process to participants than there had been previously. These providers believed that the 
number of sanction referrals made by advisers had decreased as participants’ engagement 
had improved due to their improved understanding about what they were expected to do and 
the consequences of their non-compliance. 

There was a noticeable difference between the case study areas with regards to the extent 
of discretion used in referring participants for sanctioning. Prime providers employed different 
policies in allowing discretion, and subcontractors typically followed the approach used by 
the prime provider in their supply chain. However, some subcontractors reported that they 
deviated from the approach that was preferred by the prime provider, while others reported 
that they followed the guidelines reluctantly.

56	 Note that DWP guidance states that providers should allow the DWP BDM to decide on 
whether there is good cause.
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8.3 Differences in sanction referrals by 
participant type

When asked if there were any types of participants they would avoid referring for sanctions, 
more providers stated that they did not apply policy to specific groups and considered 
referral on a case-by-case basis than did not in each year (see Table 8.2). Where particular 
groups were exempted, these were most likely to be participants with mental health 
conditions, disabilities or other physical health conditions. This pattern was consistent with 
the 2012 survey.

In the qualitative interviews, providers who referred some groups of participants for 
sanctioning more frequently than others elaborated on their reasons for doing so. Some 
providers tended to refer 18 to 24 year old participants for sanctioning more frequently as 
they believed that participants in this group were more difficult to engage and had higher 
levels of non-compliance. Some providers also noted that participants claiming JSA received 
higher numbers of sanction referrals than those claiming ESA. Providers suggested that 
this was because ESA participants were more likely to engage with the Work Programme, 
whereas JSA participants were less likely to accept the way that the Work Programme 
operated. For example, a manager in a generalist end-to-end said,

‘I’ll be honest with you, the ESA participants that come through who are meant to be 
the hardest to help and have got more barriers than the other groups – they tend to 
attend a lot more than participants coming through on JSA. Because the participant 
who is on JSA, we tend to find them a lot more difficult to engage with because they, 
as I said they’re used to just going into a job centre, showing the job log, signing on, 
getting the benefits every two weeks and that’s it. There’s no one who’s been chasing 
them. Because we say to them right, we want you to come in once or twice a week to 
do job search, we’re going to engage with you two or three times a month – that is a 
sort of shock to their system.’
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Table 8.2 Participants who would not be referred for sanctioning

2012 
%

2013 
%

2014 
%

No specific groups – mandation is considered on a case-by-
case basis

71 51 42

People with mental health conditions and/or learning disabilities 24 28 18
People with disabilities (health conditions lasting for longer than 
a year)

26 25 15

People with health conditions, lasting for a year or less 16 16 9
People with drug or alcohol-related problems 9 8 6
People with caring responsibilities 13 6 3
Homeless people or people with other housing needs 9 3 6
People with literacy or numeracy needs 2
People with debt-related or other financial problems 3 2
People with little or no work experience 1
Offenders or ex-offenders 1 3
Gypsies/travellers 1
People with English as a second language 1
Very long-term unemployed/economically inactive 3 3
Lone parents 3
Don’t know 6 9
Other 7 18 15

Base 76 87 53

Base: All active end-to-end providers who applied sanctions. Responses total more than 100 per cent 
because respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: 2014,  2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Some providers noted that participants’ personalities could also impact on the likelihood of 
the adviser referring them for sanctioning. Advisers were said to be at times discouraged 
from referring more difficult participants for sanctioning, as they felt that doing so would 
aggravate these participants’ negative attitudes towards the Work Programme (see Section 
8.6 for further details on the impact of sanctions on participant-adviser relationships).

The previous programme evaluation (Newton et al., 2012) noted that some providers were 
unsure about which participants could be sanctioned. This confusion remained among some 
providers in the present research, who believed that all ESA participants were exempt from 
sanctions. In addition, some providers reported that ESA participants were themselves 
unsure about whether they could be sanctioned. 

Providers also reported referring fewer ESA participants for sanctioning as they felt that they 
had to be able to provide better evidence of non-compliance for ESA participants. This could 
mean more work for the adviser to carry out, as this could be more time-consuming than 
processing sanction referrals for JSA participants. Due to the higher levels of complexity, the 
process of referral for sanctioning in these cases was thought by some to be more efficient 
when carried out by advisers who specialised in working with ESA participants.



169

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

8.4 The sanction referral process
Contact with Benefit Delivery Centres

Over six in ten (61 per cent) of responding end-to-end providers in 2013 and 2014 reported 
that they had contact with Benefit Delivery Centres on the sanctioning process (see Table 
8.3) which increased upon the rate observed in the 2012 survey. Two-thirds of those who 
were in touch with Benefit Delivery Centres had found this contact ‘very’ or ‘quite’ helpful 
(see Table 8.4).

Table 8.3 Contact with Benefit Delivery Centres

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Yes 51 68 53 61 74 23 63
No 38 32 47 31 24 68 34
Don’t know 11 8 1 9 3

Base 99   105   94

Base: All active end-to-end providers who answered question.
Source: 2014, 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 8.4	 Effectiveness of contacts with Benefits Delivery Centres

2013 2014

 

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Very helpful 18 38 20 16 0 14
Quite helpful 47 38 45 45 40 46
Neither helpful nor unhelpful 13 25 14 29 20 28
Not helpful 18 0 16 4 20 5
Not helpful at all 4 0 3 4 0 4
Don’t know 2

Base   64   57

Base: All active end-to-end providers who had contact with Benefit Delivery Centres who answered 
the question.
Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

8.4.1 Providers and the decision making process
The previous programme evaluation evidence (Newton et al., 2012) highlighted the 
frustration that some providers felt with the process of decision making over sanctions. This 
remained a substantial area of concern for some providers interviewed in 2013 year, who 
reported that process was too bureaucratic and slow.
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The 2012 research reported that some providers claimed that half of their sanction referrals 
had not been approved. Lack of approval can occur either because the referral paperwork 
is incomplete or because the sanction is not upheld. The discussions with providers did not 
distinguish between these two. Interviews with providers in 2013 suggest that the proportion 
of sanction approvals varied across providers. However, some did also cite the 50 per cent 
figure. One provider reported that the vast majority of their referrals had been approved, 
whereas another provider estimated that 80 per cent of their referrals had been overturned. 
The findings from the interviews suggest that providers who automatically refer all cases of 
non-compliance for sanctioning could be receiving more cases of cancelled or overturned 
sanctions than providers who allow for adviser discretion in their sanctioning referral process. 
However, this finding is tentative and more evidence is needed on this.

Some providers felt that a low proportion of sanction approvals casted doubt over whether 
the sanctioning process had any value.

‘I’m not saying that every sanction that’s processed should be upheld but by the same 
token I think, you know, only 1 in 5 means it’s questionable whether the sanctioning 
process has any place at all.’ 

Some providers noted high levels of overturned sanction referrals could impact advisers’ 
relationships with participants, and could make the participant feel like they had ‘the upper 
hand’. Some providers also believed that this had led to high levels of complaints from 
participants.

However, some providers felt that the procedures for processing sanctions had improved 
over the past year. This was in some cases attributed to the introduction of Provider Direct, 
which is a telephone service that allows providers to check a participant’s status before 
referring them for sanctioning. For some providers, the use of Provider Direct had led to a 
decrease in the number of cancelled or overturned sanctions. As Provider Direct had made it 
easier to check for any changes in participants’ circumstances, advisers were thought to be 
making fewer invalid sanction referrals. 

8.5 Changes in referral for sanctioning
In 2013, the majority of providers responding to the survey stated that they now referred a 
larger proportion of participants for sanctions (see Table 8.5), most commonly as a result of 
changes to internal policy on sanctions (see Table 8.6). It was less common for providers 
to state that changes in the use of sanctions had resulted from problems with the process 
or a change in the types of participants they worked with. While the overall trend remained 
the same in 2014, slightly more providers in this survey reported that there had been no 
changes in their policy over the last 12 months57. Table 8.6 suggests that this might relate to 
improvements to processes, as well as policy change at the prime provider level.

57	 The Department’s statistics on sanctioning among JSA and ESA claimants, including 
those referred to the Work Programme who failed to attend appointments, can be 
found here: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/344650/stats-summary-aug14.pdf
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2013 2014

 

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Yes, we now refer a larger proportion of 
participants for sanctions decisions 60 31 55 57 19 47
Yes, we now refer a smaller proportion 
of participants for sanctions decisions 11 0 10 6 0 4
Yes, we have stopped using sanctions 5 1
No, there have not been any significant 
changes in the proportion of participants 
referred for sanctions decisions 29 69 35 38 76 48

Base   105   95
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Table 8.5	 Changes in the extent of referral for sanctioning

Base: All active end-to-end providers who answered the question.
Source: 2013 and 2014 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 8.6	 Reasons for change in the proportion of participants being referred for 
sanctioning

2013 
%

2014 
%

Change in our internal approach/policy on sanctions 52 34
A result of process improvements 49 54
Change in the policy of our prime provider(s) 32 42
Change in the type of participants we serve 15 14
A result of problems with the process 10 10
Other 4
Don’t know 2 8

Base 68 50

Base = All active end-to-end providers who had made changes to policy on sanctions. Responses 
total more than 100 per cent because respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Some providers’ changes in their approach to referral for sanctioning had coincided with 
the introduction of electronic sanctioning referral systems. Some providers had in the past 
year started to send referrals for sanctioning through secure email. Providers in one of the 
case study areas had recently started reporting instances of non-attendance through a new 
IT system, which was linked to Jobcentre Plus’s Labour Market System database. This 
change had been initiated by the prime providers. Providers gave positive feedback on this 
new system, claiming that it had reduced the time and effort required for advisers to submit 
referrals. Its introduction had also encouraged some provider managers to implement less 
lenient policies on sanctioning. Some providers reported that as this system entailed that 
advisers were required to note all instances of and reasons for non-attendance, advisers no 
longer had the same capacities to exercise discretion in the referral process. 
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8.6 Effectiveness of sanctions
When asked to rate the effectiveness of the sanctions process overall, the surveyed end-
to-end providers involved in delivery tended to be somewhat negative in every survey, with 
most responses (on a scale of 1 to 10) in the middle or lower end (see Table 8.7). There was 
some improvement in reported effectiveness between 2013 (with the mean score rising from 
4.0 out of 10 in 2012 to 5.25 in 2013), but this was followed by a deterioration in 2014 (with 
the mean score falling to 4.31).
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In the qualitative interviews, providers offered a similarly diverse range of views about the 
effectiveness of sanctioning. The threat of sanctions was considered by some to encourage 
participants to take part in their mandatory activities, whereas others felt that participants 
would be more enthusiastic about engaging if they believed they were doing so freely. 
Sanctioning was also considered by some providers to be a good way of encouraging 
participants who had withdrawn from the Work Programme to re-engage, as the notification 
of a sanction usually prompted participants to contact their provider. 

Providers expressed the opinion that sanctioning had been effective for some participants 
and not for others. Some providers felt that both the threat of sanctioning and sanctioning 
itself was inappropriate for participants who were furthest away from the labour market. 

‘I firmly believe it [sanctioning] has its place for those that are claiming job seekers and 
are not actively seeking work because they can’t be bothered, you know, but there are 
young people that are on Jobseeker’s Allowance that are so far from the job market 
that have so many other needs that need addressing that they are just so completely 
on the wrong programme.’

The threat of sanctioning was also thought by some providers to be inappropriate for 
participants with health difficulties, as it could exacerbate their conditions. Some providers 
argued that sanctioning was an ineffective way of engaging participants from any group, and 
that it was used to punish participants for mistakes that were often not in their control. 

Some providers suggested that the threat of sanctioning was most effective after it had been 
applied for the first time, as the process of being sanctioned prompted participants to better 
acknowledge the consequences of non-compliance. Similarly, the effectiveness of the threat 
of sanctioning was thought by some to be higher if the provider placed emphasis on ensuring 
that participants fully understood the sanctioning process from early on in their time on the 
Work Programme. Other providers reported that they did not discuss sanctions frequently 
with participants, as they felt that they did not want to use it as a motivational tool.

8.6.1 Impact of sanctioning on adviser-participant 
relationships 

A number of providers felt that sanctioning could have adverse impacts on the relationships 
between participants and their advisers. 

‘The person who comes back after they’ve been sanctioned is usually, you know, an 
injured animal if you want to put it that way. So the relationship that they had with the 
consultant previously, you know, that all has to be kind of rebuilt completely. So I’m not 
sure about how effective sanctioning is in terms of making participants re-engage.’

The likelihood of sanctioning having a negative effect on adviser-provider relationships was 
thought to be dependent on whether the participant blamed their adviser for the sanction 
or accepted responsibility for it. The likelihood was also thought to increase the more the 
participant was reliant on their benefit payments. For example, some providers believed that 
participants with dependents were more likely to respond negatively. 

Occasionally, the relationships between sanctioned participants and their advisers could 
deteriorate to a point where the participant no longer wanted to see their allocated adviser. 
This could necessitate the intervention of a manager to either mediate the relationship or 
allocate the participant to a new adviser.
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Some providers felt that the length of time that it took for sanction to be processed could also 
lead to difficulties in maintaining good relationships with participants. There could at times be 
a long time between a participant failing to comply with a mandatory activity and their benefit 
being stopped. Providers noted that within this period the participant might have improved 
their levels of engagement and therefore could become confused or frustrated when their 
benefits were stopped. 

‘It’s really difficult then having those conversations [about sanctioning] with a 
participant, especially if they’re reengaging...and actually probably doing a pretty good 
job and handing in all their job search and all those types of things and they’re being 
sanctioned for something 6 months ago.’

However, some providers who had been using electronic sanctioning referral processes (see 
Section 8.5), claimed that they had been seeing improvements in this area. 

Some providers believed that the effectiveness of sanctions could be weakened due to 
conflicting sanctioning practices between Jobcentre Plus and the provider. One provider 
reported cases where Jobcentre Plus had sanctioned participants for failing to submit 
sufficient numbers of job applications, whereas the provider had informed the participants 
that they should focus on improving their employability skills rather than applying for jobs. 
In these cases, sanctions had been placed on participants who had received contradictory 
information from the two parties. In these cases, relations could become strained with Work 
Programme advisers, which could take some time to rebuild. According to the Department 
for Work and Pensions (DWP), Jobcentre Plus policy is that providers’ requirements take 
precedence. Therefore, conflicts should not occur.

In order to retain good relationships with their participants, some advisers made efforts to 
distance themselves from the decision-making process by emphasising to the participant 
that the decision was down to Jobcentre Plus benefit processing. However, some providers 
reported participants’ seeming to receive a different message from Jobcentre Plus staff.  It 
might be useful if there were clearer, more cohesive, information about the sanctioning 
process given to participants by all of the parties involved. 

8.7 Summary
The use of mandation varied substantially across providers, whether generalists or specialists, 
including the extent to which it was used, the activities mandated and the degree of Personal 
Adviser discretion over mandation. There was also variation in whether and which payment 
groups were targeted. Providers differed in their views over the usefulness of mandation. 

Sanctioning policies (i.e. whether non-compliance was automatically referred for sanctioning 
or whether there was discretion) were determined by the prime providers, although providers 
(both branches of the prime provider, as well as subcontractors) did not always comply 
with their prime provider’s policy. Changes in sanctioning policies and processes had 
resulted in an increase in referrals for sanctioning, reported in the 2013 survey of providers, 
with a slower increase reported in 2014. The changes included a shift towards automatic 
sanctioning, as well as improved processes both due to in-house changes and due to the 
introduction of Provider Direct. However, there was tentative evidence that automatic referral 
of non-compliance resulted in more cases of cancelled or overturned sanctions. Providers 
varied in their beliefs about the effectiveness of sanctions, some seeing it as improving and 
others as reducing commitment. Providers’ satisfaction with the sanctioning process had 
improved between the 2013 and 2014 surveys, albeit slightly.
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9 Employer engagement
Providers have been engaging with employers to increase participants’ employability, entry 
to work and retention. This section describes the extent, nature and organisation of employer 
engagement. It also explores the relationship with Jobcentre Plus’ own engagement 
activities, including the extent to which providers collaborate (both amongst themselves and 
with the Jobcentre Plus) to streamline demands. 

The section draws on the programme delivery survey and the 2013 qualitative research with 
providers and with Jobcentre Plus employer engagement specialists at the district level.

9.1 Providers’ employer engagement
Providers in the 2013 and 2014 surveys were asked if their delivery involved engagement 
with employers58. In both, a large majority of providers indicated that delivery involvement 
employer engagement. Of those engaging with employers on delivery, the most common 
reason for doing so was to identify vacancies (Table 9.1) Perhaps unsurprisingly, end-to-end 
providers were more frequently involved in employer engagement activities than were non-
end-to-end providers. 

Table 9.1 Providers’ engagement with employers

2013 2014

 

End-to-
end 
%

Non-end-
to-end 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non-end-
to-end 

%
All 
%

Yes, to identify vacancies 88 52 100 79 83 34 67
Yes, to discuss 
adaptations for 
participants entering work 47 17 71 40 40 16 32
Yes, to provide support 
for employers taking 
on participants from 
disadvantaged groups 65 24 100 55 55 16 42
Yes, for other reasons 21 10 29 18 14 11 42
No, our delivery model 
does not involve 
employer engagement 6 41 0 15 11 50 23

Base   159   139

Base: All active providers. Responses total more than 100 per cent because respondents could give 
more than one answer.
Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

58	 Although employer engagement may not have been an appropriate or relevant activity 
for all providers since some offered specialist interventions or support where employer 
engagement was not a concern.
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In the qualitative interviews providers described a number of ways in which they engaged 
with employers. Alongside the activities listed in Table 9.1 providers reported that they had 
organised workplace visits for their participants, offered work trials, and allowed employers 
to use their offices to hold interviews. Some providers had exclusive agreements with 
employers, some of which had been formed during previous welfare-to-work contracts.

Employer engagement activities among specialist non-end-to-end providers were largely 
focused around the needs of the specific groups. One specialist non-end-to-end provider 
working with ex-offenders had subcontracted a recruitment consultant to link up participants 
with employers that were known to recruit ex-offenders. Another provider working with young 
people focused to a large extent on promoting the wage incentive scheme for employers 
hiring young people. This had proved to be an effective way to persuade employers to 
offer more hours of work to the young participants they hired, which in return had led to an 
increase in job outcomes for the provider.

Some providers reported difficulties with employer engagement as employers were often 
reluctant to recruit participants on the Work Programme:

‘[The problems lie with] the time available for us to do it, but it’s also the employers’ 
understanding of what we do as well. I think there’s a stigma attached to the Work 
Programme and I think employers see that as a bad thing and don’t necessarily want to 
use us to recruit people knowing that they’re probably long-term unemployed.’ 

This provider had attempted to engage with employers by offering office space for interviews 
and helping with shortlisting candidates for interviews. However, despite these attempts, a 
number of employers remained uninterested in collaborating with the programme. 

9.2 Providers’ organisation of employer 
engagement

Amongst providers, three models for organising employer engagement were identified. 
•	 Centralised. Some larger providers pursued employer engagement activities for multiple 

areas through a centralised office. Some centralised employer engagement teams covered 
different localities within a Contract Package Area (CPA), while others where larger in 
scope and took responsibility for seeking vacancies for a number of CPAs. In these cases 
information about employment opportunities could then be allocated to individual advisers 
in the relevant localities to pursue on behalf of their participants.

•	 Dedicated local staff. Some providers conducted employment engagement locally, 
with a team or individual responsible for researching the local labour market, building 
relationships with employers and seeking out vacancies. 

•	 Devolved to the front line. Personal Advisers were responsible for employer engagement 
in some providers. How this was organised varied. Some providers reported that their 
advisers dedicated one day a week to employer engagement activities. One of these 
providers commented that each adviser had a different industry focus, which was thought 
to allow them to raise their profile and build stronger relationships with key employers in 
the area. Other providers appeared to treat employer engagement as a general add on to 
each Personal Adviser’s other responsibilities.
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The approaches had their own benefits and problems. The expertise and resources which 
the first two approaches bring seemed to result in effective employer engagement and few 
problems were reported with the first two approaches.  However, the centralised system 
appeared to sometimes result in variations in service across localities. In particular, providers 
using the same centralised service reported differing experience of the match between 
vacancies identified by the central sales team and participants’ skills. Those reporting 
a mismatch attributed it to inadequate liaison, resulting in the centralised team lacking 
sufficient local knowledge. 

The third approach worked well for some, but not others. Some found that front line staff 
were unable to provide the extent or quality of employer engagement activities desired, in 
part due to their participant case load. A structured approach to employer engagement within 
the Personal Adviser role appeared sufficient, but not necessary, for effectiveness. 

Irrespective of the structure for employer engagement, the quality of staff was important. A 
number of providers noted that success in engaging employers depended to a large extent 
on the capabilities and personalities of individual staff and team leaders. Some providers felt 
that their employer engagement activities had not been as successful as they could have 
been as they did not have staff with the right skills for the job. One provider noted that there 
had been a particularly high turnover of employer engagement staff in their office. Difficulties 
in this area seemed to have intensified where employer engagement responsibilities were in 
the hands of a small number of staff. 

9.2.1 Changes to the organisation of employer engagement
A number of providers had changed the way they organised employer engagement in the 
last year. 

In some cases, this had been to improve employer engagement and the changes were 
reported as successful. For example:
•	 A provider had centralised their employer engagement team as they had experienced 

problems with employer engagement officers in different offices pursuing the same 
employers. By centralising this function the provider felt that they had been able to engage 
with employers more strategically and as a result had seen an increase in the number of 
employers returning to them to fill vacancies. Another described the positive impact that 
had been made by their recent establishment of a centralised employer engagement team, 
with a dedicated sales team and sales director;

•	 An end-to-end subcontractor had moved employer engagement from its front-line staff 
to a dedicated employer engagement officer. The provider had been a contract holder 
under the New Deal, but had found employer engagement more challenging in the Work 
Programme, competing with a larger number of providers who were contacting many of 
the same employers. They found this increased complexity had made it difficult for front-
line advisers to manage their participant caseloads with their employer engagement duties 
and so they had hired a dedicated employer engagement officer.  

In other cases, the change was prompted by financial pressures and had led to a deterioration 
in employer engagement. For example, a provider reported that due to staff budget cuts they 
had cut their dedicated employer engagement post. This had led to a visible decline in the 
overall volume and quality of the provider’s employer engagement activities, as front-line 
advisers did not have sufficient time to contact employers alongside their other duties. 
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9.3 Jobcentre Plus employer engagement 
activities

To set the scene for examining collaboration between providers and Jobcentre Plus, this 
section briefly describes Jobcentre Plus employer engagement activities. 

Jobcentre Plus employer engagement activities were similar across the CPAs. It was common 
for Jobcentre Plus employer engagement advisers and other staff to monitor Universal 
Jobmatch and contact employers to offer services such as sifting applicants, shortlisting and 
use of on-site facilities for interviewing. Other activities included marketing and jobs fairs, and 
there were also numerous examples of sector-based work academies being offered to prepare 
candidates for interviews and work. In addition, some Jobcentre Plus offices noted strong 
collaborations with local authorities and with the National Apprenticeship Service in England or 
skills bodies with devolved responsibility in Scotland and Wales.

Most district offices had staff who worked at increasing employer engagement within the 
locality although some also had staff who led this role at a national or regional level to 
develop engagement among larger employers.

9.4 Collaboration with other providers
Collaboration on employer engagement with other providers may be important in reducing 
burdens on employers and may lead to improved input for participants. 

Amongst the 81 per cent of providers that reported engaging with employers in 2013 
(see Table 9.2), 75 per cent collaborated with other providers (see Table 9.2). End-to-end 
providers were more likely than non-end-to-ends to collaborate with other providers (77 per 
cent and 60 per cent respectively). In 2014, 67 per cent stated that they collaborated with 
other providers and 10 per cent noted that they collaborated only with Jobcentre Plus.

Table 9.2 Providers’ collaboration on employer engagement

2013 2014

 

End-to-
end 
%

Non-end-
to-end 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

End-to-
end 
%

Non-end-
to-end 

%
All 
%

Yes, with both Jobcentre 
Plus and local providers 65 55 100 65 51 60 53
Yes, only with other local 
providers 12 5 0 10 17 0 14
Yes, only with Jobcentre 
Plus 4 18 0 6 11 0 10
No 17 23 0 18 22 40 24

Base   126   95

Base: Active providers involved in employer engagement. Responses total more than 100% because 
respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: 2014 and 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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The qualitative interviews found that collaboration took a number of forms. Some providers 
shared information about vacancies and employers only with others within their own supply 
chain. This could take on the form of agreements between providers to share vacancies, or 
less formal arrangements whereby vacancies were shared when the provider was unable 
to fill it with their own participants. In some cases subcontractors collaborated only with the 
prime provider in the supply chain, who would distribute information about vacancies down 
the supply chain. Other providers shared employer and vacancy information with providers 
outside their supply chain on the occasion that the vacancy could not be filled by participants 
within the supply chain. 

The willingness to share information with competitors came from an acknowledgement that 
helping employers to fill their vacancies was vital in maintaining good relationships with 
employers. Some feared that without cross-provider cooperation employers could become 
overwhelmed by being pursued by several organisations, which could perhaps prompt 
employer to end their involvement with the Work Programme. Providers also hoped that 
sharing information with their competitors would motivate other providers to reciprocate in 
the future. 

Some providers did not collaborate with others, either because they had not yet had the 
opportunity to do so, or because they felt that by collaborating they would be giving away 
vacancies to their competitors.

9.5 Employer engagement collaboration between 
providers and Jobcentre Plus

Amongst the 81 per cent of providers that reported engaging with employers (see Table 
9.1), 71 per cent collaborated with Jobcentre Plus (see Table 9.2). Although employer 
engagement was less common amongst non-end-to-ends (than end-to-ends), those that had 
employer engagement were similarly likely as end-to-ends to collaborate with the Jobcentre 
Plus. 

The need for collaboration was recognised by many respondents, both providers and 
Jobcentre Plus. A member of Jobcentre Plus employer engagement staff pointed out the 
necessity for the different organisations to cooperate because there was a joint responsibility 
for participants.

‘We’re very much going the other way now where it’s very much like we need to still 
be having contact with the Work Programme because at the end of the day they’re our 
joint participants, our joint clients, even though they’re off the Work Programme. They 
are on Jobseeker’s Allowance, ESA, whatever, so we need to jointly own what happens 
to them and take responsibility for what happens to those claimants.’

(Jobcentre Plus employer engagement)

Conversely, the consequences of poor collaboration were reported by a prime provider as 
jeopardising the success of the Work Programme:

‘[It] doesn’t really make sense to me because I think that when you look at a wider 
picture, and certainly from sitting in meetings with Jobcentre Plus, DWP people, who 
are dealing with national figures, they need everybody to be working in unison, because 
ultimately it’s the bigger picture, it’s getting people off benefits.’ 
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The nature of collaboration between the providers and Jobcentre Plus was explored further 
in the qualitative interviews with providers and in interviews with District Level Staff within 
Jobcentre Plus.

9.5.1 The nature of employer engagement collaboration
Providers reported that collaboration with the Jobcentre Plus on employer engagement 
largely involved sharing information about vacancies. The Jobcentre Plus respondents 
seemed to suggest this was largely one way, from the Jobcentre Plus to the providers. They 
reported their activities including sending out a weekly bulletin containing current vacancies; 
notifying providers of upcoming job fairs and offering them a stand; regular telephone calls 
to share intelligence on upcoming vacancies and opportunities. Some providers reported 
sharing vacancy information with the Jobcentre Plus when one party was unable to fulfil 
the employers’ requirements. However, some providers reported the organisations working 
more collaboratively to share vacancies upfront. One prime provider noted that while they 
had an agreement with Jobcentre Plus that they would mutually share information about 
large recruitment drives, this had only occasionally been put into practice. Some providers 
mentioned that they worked more closely with Jobcentre Plus when dealing with larger 
employers, which included joint employer visits. 

Other forms of collaboration took place. Some providers worked alongside Jobcentre Plus 
in multi-agency panels, which included other organisations such as colleges. One provider 
described this arrangement as key to ensuring that Jobcentre Plus sold the provider’s 
services positively to organisations. 

9.5.2 The structure of employer engagement collaboration
The structure supporting provider/Jobcentre Plus collaboration varied. As well as the multi-
agency panels described above, some Jobcentre Plus staff described two monthly liaison 
meeting to discuss progress in general terms and employer engagement. Some providers 
noted that they only informally collaborated with Jobcentre Plus, and that the extent of 
collaboration depended largely on the nature of the relationships between individual advisers. 

In one CPA, a local forum was established to which local organisations, including Work 
Programme providers and their subcontractors were invited, although not all took up the 
opportunity. Through monthly meetings, the organisations involved in the forum shared 
information about local activities and vacancies. This meant that if one was in contact with an 
employer, they could talk about local opportunities more generally rather than simply about 
their own organisation’s activities. This joined up approach was viewed by Jobcentre Plus 
as extremely beneficial, and it was reported to be disappointing to the Jobcentre Plus that 
more providers did not engage. Jobcentre Plus believed that those who did not engage were 
inhibited due to commercial reasons and wished to maintain their advantage in an increasingly 
competitive local labour market. While Jobcentre Plus staff could understand this standpoint, 
they maintained that taking a joined up approach would ultimately support more individuals into 
employment whether they were with Jobcentre Plus or the Work Programme.

9.5.3 The quality of employer engagement collaboration
The importance of having a good working relationship with Jobcentre Plus was emphasised 
by a number of providers in the qualitative interviews. However, some providers had found 
this difficult to achieve in practice and the quality of employer engagement collaboration 
between providers and Jobcentre Plus varied. 
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There were differences reported in Jobcentre Plus approaches between areas. In some 
areas, Jobcentre Plus managers were reported to have emphasised a need for close 
coordination and, in others, prior relationships with local providers underpinned close 
collaboration. In other localities, the approach was rather more light touch and involved 
Jobcentre Plus sharing intelligence on vacancies although it was reported that such activity 
was not necessarily reciprocated by providers.

Subcontractors in one CPA largely expressed that they had good working relationships 
with Jobcentre Plus. One provider suggested that this was due to the fact that as they were 
operating in a relatively small geographical area, all parties had acknowledged the particular 
importance of working closely together. 

On the whole, prime providers reported closer links to Jobcentre Plus than did 
subcontractors. In some cases, this appeared to be due to prime providers’ policy, as some 
providers reported that they had been asked by the prime provider not to engage with 
Jobcentre Plus.

‘We’ve been lucky that we’ve had other contracts that we could approach [Jobcentre 
Plus] under, because obviously when it first started, year 1, we weren’t allowed to liaise 
with the Job Centre under Work Programme. It was very clear that that relationship 
was [the prime]’s and we weren’t to do it. And that was very hard, because we’d gone 
from having, you know, we were down at the Job Centre every day under New Deal, we 
knew the advisers, we’d go to their comms meetings, you know, we had events where 
they’d come out for the day and it was really difficult to then go to, we can’t, you know, 
we couldn’t even ring them up to ask them a question.’

Other subcontractors saw the barriers coming from Jobcentre Plus, believing Jobcentre Plus 
to be reluctant to work with them, preferring to work solely with the prime provider in the 
supply chain. Where coordination with Jobcentre Plus was reported among non-primes it 
was at times on a smaller scale. 

However, prime providers also reported difficulties. One manager in a prime reported having 
put much effort into meeting Jobcentre Plus managers to develop their relationship in recent 
times, and that this was an area where there remained much work to do. Another prime 
reported that while they would like to work more closely with Jobcentre Plus, they felt that 
collaboration with local Jobcentre Plus branches was disapproved of.

‘We had a good relationship with Jobcentre Plus and the Third Party Managers at that 
kind of level. But the actual Jobcentre themselves it’s almost like it’s frowned upon if 
you kind of ring the Jobcentres direct to ask for any information, or if you want to share 
information and things like that. Everything tends to go through certain channels, and I 
guess because there’s three primes, the advisers have been told you can’t favour one 
organisation...or be seen to be favouring, so on that basis, it’s not that we don’t want to, 
it’s more that we can’t.’ 

9.5.4 Competition between providers and Jobcentre Plus on 
employer engagement

Some Jobcentre Plus staff expressed a concern that providers saw the relationship with 
Jobcentre Plus as competitive, a view which they felt was motivated by the Payment by 
Results (PbR) model. However, this was felt to undermine a focus on the best interests of 
participants and employers, and, particularly, finding the quickest route to help participants 
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into sustainable work. The view that Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme providers 
operated in competition was far from universal and it was apparent that within different 
CPAs, districts and localities a mix of views and experiences on this point could be present.

In contrast, initiatives such as sector-based work academies acted to limit the extent to which 
Jobcentre Plus staff could share the vacancies on their books with providers. This might 
not be understood by providers, who were reported to want all vacancies and opportunities 
shared with them.

While there was a mix of views about whether Jobcentre Plus offices and Work Programme 
providers were in competition for vacancies, Jobcentre Plus staff typically did identify the 
benefits of a collaborative, rather than competitive, relationship, which typically centred on 
employers who were easily put off by multiple organisations contacting them about vacancies. 

‘So in a lot of cases we’re in danger of employer enragement because...you’ve got 
maybe three Work Programme providers, you’ve got several other providers, you’ve got 
Jobcentre Plus, you’ve got brokerages, you’ve got your employment agencies, you’ve 
got training providers, you’ve got colleges all knocking on the same doors’

(Jobcentre Plus Employer engagement) 

It was also seen as beneficial to share vacancies that Jobcentre Plus could not itself fill 
in order to retain the support of employers as well as achieve outcomes for individuals. 
Increasing collaboration to ensure employers’ vacancies was one area of improvement that 
Jobcentre Plus staff recommended.

For example, one provider found that by distributing vacancies across Jobcentre Plus 
claimants as well as their participants they were better able to provide a better service for the 
employer by finding more suitable candidates for the vacancies, which could ultimately lead 
to repeat business from the employer.

9.5.5 Improving collaboration on employer engagement 
Some comments were made that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) was driving 
forward increased coordination between Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme providers 
although this was reported to be a relatively new initiative when the fieldwork took place. 
Certainly, providers generally welcomed collaboration and a number wanted to improve their 
relationship with Jobcentre Plus in the future. However, the degree of collaboration was 
reported by many Jobcentre Plus staff as sufficient.  

Some Jobcentre Plus staff reported ongoing efforts to increase collaboration which they 
believed would lead to improvements for all involved including employers, individuals, Work 
Programme providers and Jobcentre Plus offices as well as other agencies involved in 
employer engagement

However, some obstacles were noted to exist to joining up in this way which were reported 
to include data protection issues and management information (MI) system compatibility. In 
addition, it was reported that relationship management was a delicate process which could 
not be rushed without risking damage to the established partnership.
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Barriers to closer coordination included some vacancies that resulted from Sector Based 
Work Academies59, which meant that participants would not be eligible to be entered 
for them. Jobcentre Plus staff also noted that some providers were resistant to closer 
coordination and were unwilling to exchange basic information about employers they were 
engaging with.

‘We can’t say better coordination and put that onus on individuals to make that work 
when the whole idea of the Work Programme provider is to see participants after 
they’ve left Jobcentre Plus and for us to have a recruitment objective which basically 
excludes their participants.’

(Jobcentre Plus Employer engagement) 

A final point made by Jobcentre Plus staff was the broader nature of the support and of their 
focus when engaging with employers. These staff reported that providers were interested 
only in vacancies whereas Jobcentre Plus could offer advice and guidance and a range of 
support that could assist employers, in addition to helping them with vacancies. For this 
reason, coordination on employer engagement was seen as valuable by Jobcentre Plus 
staff.

9.6 Summary
Most providers, particularly end-to-end providers, were involved in employer engagement 
activities (81 per cent in the 2013 survey). The most common activity was to identify 
vacancies (79 per cent of providers in the 2013 survey), but providing support to employers 
taking on participants from disadvantaged groups and to discuss adaptations for participants 
entering work were also common (55 per cent and 40 per cent in the 2013 survey). 

The organisation of employer engagement ranged from: centralised by the prime provider for 
its supply chain (with centralisation covering one or more CPAs); centralised by the provider 
for its own provision alone (again, this could be across more than one CPA); to local office 
provision provided either by dedicated employer engagement staff or by Personal Advisers.  

Collaboration with other providers for employer engagement was common (particularly 
for end-to-end providers), taking the form of sharing vacancies. However, this could be 
restricted to collaboration with providers in the same supply chain or to vacancies which the 
provider could not fill. The willingness to share information with competitors came from an 
acknowledgement that helping employers to fill their vacancies was vital in maintaining good 
relationships with employers.

Collaboration with Jobcentre Plus was common and was seen, by both Jobcentre Plus 
staff and providers, as in the interests of Work Programme participants. Again, the nature 
of collaboration was largely in sharing vacancies, although there was some indication that 
vacancy information more often went from Jobcentre Plus to providers rather than vice-
versa. The quality of collaboration varied and there may be a need for some Jobcentre Plus 
areas to take a more positive approach to collaboration. 

59	 Which are organised by Jobcentre Plus as part of support that may be offered to 
individuals before they become eligible for the Work Programme,



185

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

10 Support provided to 
participants

The Work Programme ‘black box’ model allows prime providers to design their own 
programme of support above and beyond the minimum service standards (now known as 
customer service standards) stipulated in their bids. These minimum service standards, 
can be used by participants (and the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)) to hold 
providers to these standards. 

The 2012 programme evaluation identified the models of support being used and how 
provision was allocated between end-to-ends or subcontracted (Newton et al. 2102). The key 
stages in support were:
•	 engagement – including the handover of participants between Jobcentre Plus and the 

Work Programme;

•	 assessment – participants’ needs and associated action planning;

•	 pre-employment support – to help participants to move towards work;

•	 in-work support – to help participants remain in work; and

•	 Work Programme exit.

The 2012 programme evaluation identified how, for their pre-employment support, 
participants tended to be streamed, often based on assessed job readiness, to access 
different strands of support. 

In the 2013 and 2014 evaluation, the DWP wanted to explore changes that had been made 
in support and to focus on a number of areas of support, namely, initial engagement, the role 
of Personal Advisers, training and in-work support. These are discussed in turn below before 
presenting evidence on providers’ and Jobcentre Plus managers’ overall assessments of the 
Work Programme. First, an overview of support and changes is given. 

The chapter is primarily based on the Work Programme provider delivery surveys (2012, 
2013 and 2014) and the 2013 Work Programme delivery qualitative provider and Jobcentre 
Plus research. The 2014 Work Programme delivery commissioning qualitative provider 
provided some, limited, information on support and this is also included. However, it is 
important to note that the qualitative evidence refers to 2013 unless otherwise stated. 
Additional evidence on service delivery, from the participant perspective, is provided in the 
participant report published alongside this report (Meager et al., 2014).
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10.1 Overview of support available to participants
In 2013 and 2012, all active providers were asked about the types of support they offered 
Work Programme participants and the proportion of their participants that this support 
was offered to. The most common forms of support offered were support in personal 
effectiveness or confidence-building, job search skills and vocational training. Participants 
working with end-to-end providers more commonly received job search skills support, 
and financial advice or better off calculations than those in non-end-to-end providers. The 
next most common interventions were the provision of financial advice, followed by more 
specialised forms of support dependent on a participant’s barriers. 

In terms of the proportion of participants receiving a service, job search skills support and 
support in personal effectiveness saw the widest coverage, with temporary work placements 
offered to the smallest proportion. ‘Other’ types of support mentioned related to direct financial 
assistance, such as buying interview clothing or covering travel-to-work costs, providing 
general advice relating to benefits, health conditions or personal problems, or tailoring support 
to the requirements of specific employers or agencies (see Table 10.1: Support available 
through providers and average proportion of participants receiving this support).
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10.1.1 Changes in support
Whilst the Work Programme Delivery Survey showed little change in the percentage of 
participants receiving particular types of support between 2012 and 2013, the qualitative 
research with primes and with providers did identify changes over this period60. The main 
changes were in the extent and nature of provision for Employment and Support Allowance 
(ESA) participants; a shift towards a work-first approach; changes in participant contact; 
co-locating with Jobcentre Plus and with probation; an increase in employer engagement 
activities (see Section 8.2); a reduction in vocational training (see Section 9.4); changes 
to in-work support (see Section 9.4). The changes not discussed elsewhere are described 
below. 

Other changes, of an incremental nature, that were identified included improvement in tools 
and smaller adjustments to provision, to improve outcomes or reduce costs. 

Provision for ESA participants
The general increase in ESA referrals and the extension of Work Programme eligibility to 
ESA claimants who would be job ready in 6 to 12 months61 had led not only to an increase 
in provision for this group, but also to changes in provision. Changes were identified in 2013 
and continued in the following year, when there seemed to be a yet greater emphasis on the 
ESA group. 

Prime providers had introduced new specialist ESA providers, including end-to-end 
providers, to supply chains, introduced new programmes (for example, a programme 
aimed at participants with major health problems) and reorganised delivery (for example, 
the creation of a community hub in which support for ESA participants was co-located with 
non-Work Programme services). Existing providers had recruited or trained specialist ESA 
advisers and specialist tools for use with ESA participants had been developed. 

‘A number of our providers in the last year have shifted aspects of how they deliver their 
model, such as having now dedicated ESA specialist advisers when before many of 
them had more of a generic adviser model which would cut across participant groups... 
now I think the huge majority of ours do have a dedicated specialist.’

(Prime provider)

These changes were accompanied with increased adviser support, a lengthening of the pre-
work journey and additional modules of support.

For some providers, the extension of eligibility to ESA claimants who would be job ready 
in 6 to 12 months had been a challenge, requiring working with a group of which they had 
no experience. In response, some had bought in (through recruitment or subcontracting) 
expertise; others had had to rapidly learn about the new group and had altered their 
provision. Several providers had introduced a lighter touch for those expected to be job 
ready in 6-12 months and had been more concerned to move participants closer to the 
labour market rather than into employment. (For some sub-contractors, this reportedly 

60	 The difference between the survey and the qualitative evidence seems likely to be 
because the qualitative research may be identifying changes in the amount of support 
per participant and the nature of support, rather than (as the survey identifies) whether 
a particular type of support was provided at all.

61	 The ESA Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) 6-12 month customers.
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could cause conflict with the prime provider, as the provider was less likely to achieve 
outcomes.) For example, one provider had developed a new programme, focusing on re-
engagement, which, because of difficulties of attendance and engagement, the service was 
primarily delivered by telephone. As part of these changes, some had increased personal 
effectiveness and confidence-building support, as well as assistance on health and drug/
alcohol misuse. The small growth in these between 2012 and 2013 is identified in Table 9.1.

Movement towards a work-first approach
At the same time as support had increased to re-engage those furthest from the labour 
market, for those closer to the labour market, providers described moving provision towards 
a work-first approach. This was driven by financial and performance factors, notably the 
need to achieve outcome payments and to contribute to prime providers’ Performance 
Improvement Plans (PIPs). Support was reportedly switched away from vocational training 
and towards in-house personal effectiveness and confidence support, the identification of 
vacancies, encouraging applications and in-work support. As part of this, some end-to-end 
providers had reduced the extent to which they contracted or otherwise paid for training, 
which appeared to have particularly affected training for qualifications. This also led to the 
increase in employer engagement activities (see section 8.2).

Response to Performance Improvement Plans for ESA and JSA 
participants
Where the prime provider was under a PIP, providers came under pressure to increase 
support to the participants relevant to the PIP (i.e. to payment groups 1, Jobseeker’s 
Allowance (JSA) claimants aged 18-24; 2, JSA claimants aged 25 and over; or 6, new ESA 
claimants). For example, due to the prime provider’s PIP, a provider described providing 
more intensive support for those in Payment Group 1 (additional job search sessions, one-to-
ones with an Employment Engagement Officer, and attention to CVs) and reducing support 
for others. Another provider said: 

‘If an employer is saying I want two retail assistants we would certainly look as to 
whether we’ve got any PG1s that we’d like to put in their first for an interview rather 
than perhaps a PG2. And it shouldn’t be like that but obviously everyone’s trying to 
protect themselves’

Thus, the performance measures appeared to be driving increased support for participants in 
the relevant payment groups and a concomitant reduction in support for participants in other 
payment groups. 

Changes in participant contact 
A number of providers described changes in their contact with participants. For example, 
during 2013/2014 the provider delivery survey indicated that providers had increased the 
frequency of Personal Adviser meetings with participants (Table 10.13). Other changes 
found in the qualitative research in 2013 included a switch from one-to-one to group support, 
increased participant contact and increased requirement for coming to the office. Some 
providers had increased the amount of face-to-face support and others had reduced it. By 
2014, changes were also driven by the fall in referrals, with some providers not reducing 
adviser numbers, resulting in increased adviser contact. However, this increase was unlikely 
to be sustainable in the longer term. 



190

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Some of these changes were made to tailor the service more closely to participant’s needs 
or to improve expected outcomes. Others were made in response to financial pressures; 
nevertheless, in some cases, the changes were still seen to have improved provision. For 
example, a move from individual to group contact for young people was reported as enabling 
participants to receive more and a wider range of support, despite being driven by cost 
considerations (see Section 6.2.4). Others commented on the greater frequency of contact 
group provision allowed. 

It was apparent that providers had been making small adjustments to their support, adapting 
to try to address problems and improve outcomes. For example, one end-to-end provider 
said:  

‘[our] initial delivery was very ‘light touch’. Advisers tried to deal with customers 
by phone. This year there is more focus on customers coming into the office. This 
affected travel costs but it isn’t possible to help the customer base without that kind of 
interaction.’

The provider had partnered with another organisation to ensure that someone was always 
available to see participants. Participants who had dropped out of work were expected to 
attend the office more often as there was more emphasis on getting them back into work 
quickly: having had a job once they’re felt more likely to get back into work more quickly.

Co-location with the Jobcentre Plus and probation
Another change, reported by several was a move to co-location or delivery with either the 
Jobcentre Plus or, for an offender specialist, probation. Providers participating in this had 
found it had greatly reduced non-attendance and referral for sanctioning. With advisers and 
Jobcentre Plus in the same location, serial-non-attending Work Programme participants had 
to see their adviser before they signed on. It was also seen as reducing the possibility of 
participants playing Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme providers off against each other. 
Furthermore, it had resulted in providers and the Jobcentre Plus working together more 
effectively. 

The other type of co-location was by an end-to-end specialising in offenders. This had 
moved delivery to probation service premises, which was reported to have resulted in better 
monitoring of participant progress and the avoidance of conflicts or overlaps with probation 
provision. 

Routeways flexibility
By 2014, some change was identifiable in the way in which participants moved between 
elements of their prime provider’s programme, their routeways. Greater flexibility was 
identified, allowing greater tailoring of support as participants’ needs changed. The 
introduction of a structure for periodic reassessment was also found. 

Differential support by payment group and needs
Whilst provision within the Work Programme stresses tailoring of support to individual 
needs, by 2014, there appeared to have been changing pressures which affected the 
extent to which the needs of different participants were addressed, with prime providers and 
subcontractors varying in their response. 
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The pressures were: the increase in referrals of people who were seen as further away 
from the labour market (including, but not limited to ESA participants); DWP performance 
targets leading to some prime providers encouraging concentration of support on the three 
payment groups targeted (and a consequent reduction of support to other groups); and 
the payment by results (PbR) system, resulting in a greater need to achieve employment 
outcomes. Whilst it was clear that there was an overall increase in in-work support and 
specialism for ESA  participants, other changes took place. The DWP performance targets 
led some to some increased specialism and support to other two targeted payment groups 
(e.g. specialist advisers for younger JSA participants). The increased resources to meet ESA 
participants’ needs led some to reduce adviser time with other participants. For those close 
to employment, the emphasis on employment outcomes may have counteracted the other 
pressures to reduce support. It seems likely though that there was some relative reduction in 
support for those outside the DWP performance target payment groups and not close to the 
labour market.

10.1.2 Changes in delivery and administration
Some providers felt that their provision had become more effective over the past year 
due to organisational and administrative changes. This included improvements in IT and 
management systems (developed by the prime providers) and changes in staff levels and 
team restructuring. Some providers felt that allocating specialist functions to staff and teams, 
especially with regards to in-work support and employer engagement, had improved delivery. 
In addition, providers who reported that they had worked more closely with Jobcentre Plus, 
external organisations and other providers within the supply chain, also reported that these 
relationships had been largely beneficial.

However, some administrative and organisational issues that were seen to be having 
negative impacts on the effectiveness of the Work Programme remained. Access to 
information was considered at times to be difficult for some providers. Subcontractors 
noted that there remained some documents which they could only access by request to the 
prime provider, which could take time. While providers acknowledged that there had been 
improvements in the use of IT in areas such as sanction referrals, some providers felt that 
further developments could be made to implement more effective IT systems, with the aim 
of speeding up the flow of information between primes, providers (both sub-contractors 
prime provider’s own delivery offices) and the DWP. This was considered to be particularly 
important due to the multitude of organisations that could be engaging with a given 
participant. 

Some providers felt that there were too many administrative demands made on the front-
line advisers from either the prime provider or the DWP. This could take away from the time 
available for advisers to spend working directly with participants. One provider estimated that 
advisers spent ten minutes on administration for every 30 minutes spent with a participant. 
Initial engagement, identifying support needs and action planning

A critical part of helping individuals into work is understanding the factors that are preventing 
them from gaining work. Newton et al. (2012) found the assessment can lead to the 
categorisation of participants in terms of their ‘job-readiness’, which strongly influenced 
the type of provision that participants received, notably the frequency of contact with their 
advisers. They also found the degree of personalisation over and above the classification, 
varied considerably between providers.



192

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

This section describes providers initial contact with participants, the processes for identifying 
support needs, both on entry to the Work Programme and, subsequently, the use of action plans. 

10.1.3 Initial engagement with Work Programme participants
When participants were referred to the organisations in the survey, the most common form 
of initial contact reported by providers was a face-to-face meeting with an adviser in all years 
of the survey (see Table 10.2). Around four in ten also reported using telephone discussions 
with advisers in 2013 and 2014. This pattern broadly reflected that found in the 2012 survey. 
End-to-end providers were more likely to engage participants in some form of personal, 
individual contact such as an interview or meeting with an adviser in person or by telephone.
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Within the qualitative research, some benefit for group rather than individual induction was 
identified. A generalist end-to-end provider – had moved from individual face-to-face initial 
contact to group induction. This allowed the provider to match advisers and participants 
depending on needs, as needs were identified prior to allocating a Personal Adviser.

10.1.4 Needs assessment and action planning
The large majority of providers in all years of the survey (2012, 2013 and 2014) reported 
that they ‘always’ conducted a needs assessment with participants referred to them (see 
Table 10.2 and Table 10.4). The 2013 delivery survey findings indicated that this was most 
commonly based on a formal assessment tool, either computer- or paper-based (see Table 
10.5)with end-to-end providers being the most likely to lead a formal assessment and non-
end-to-end providers being more likely to rely upon referral information. These responses 
again reflected those seen in the 2012 survey of delivery, although there had been a 
statistically significant increase in the proportion of providers reporting they used ‘information 
from the referrals process’ as part of a needs assessment.

Table 10.3 Whether a needs assessment is used

2012 2013

All 
%

End-to-ends 
%

Non end-to-
ends 

%

Delivery type 
not answered 

%
All 
%

Always 83 88 62 100 82
In most cases 5 7 7 0 7
In some cases 1 2 12 0 4
No 11 2 19 0 6
Not answered 0 1 0 0 1

Base 169 161

Base: All active providers (N=161).
Source: 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 10.4	 Whether a needs assessment is used

2014
End-to-end 

%
Non-end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Always 92 73 86
In most cases 5 7 6
In some cases 1 5 2
No 2 15 7

Base 136

Source: 2014 Work Programme programme delivery survey. NB: 2014 data are not directly 
comparable with 2012 and 2013’s, as 2014’s base excludes those respondents that did not 
answer the question.
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Not conducting a needs assessment does not imply that support was provided without being 
informed by a needs assessment. The qualitative research showed that some end-to-ends 
referred some participants (for example, those with health conditions) to specialists for their 
needs assessment. For example, a generalist end-to-end described how the increase in 
ESA participants had led them to refer participants to specialists (for example, mental health, 
disability and drug and alcohol specialists) for their needs assessment. Non-end-to-ends might 
rely on the end-to-end’s assessment of need and of the appropriateness of specific support to 
be delivered by the non-end-to-end (mirroring findings in the programme delivery survey). 

Participants referred to a subcontractor might receive a second needs assessment, which, 
with some providers, could lead to an alteration in the support referred to or, with other 
providers, would require referral back to the end-to-end for any adjustments to provision. 

Table 10.5 Format of needs assessment

2012 2013

All 
%

End-to-ends 
%

Non end-to-
ends 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

Discussion with Personal 
Adviser, using formal (IT-
based) assessment tool 46 54 21 86 48
Discussion with Personal 
Adviser, using formal (paper-
based) assessment tool 49 54 24 14 46
Information from the referral 
process 25 36 50 14 38
Discussion with Personal 
Adviser, with assessment 
based on adviser’s judgement 38 38 24 43 35
Group session to identify 
needs and barriers to work, 
and/or marketable skills and 
job/career options 25 24 29 14 25
Self-completion of paper-based 
assessment tool 14 20 21 0 19
Self-completion of IT-based 
assessment tool 14 17 12 27 16
Something else 10 1 21 0 5

Base 151 148

Base: All active providers who undertake needs assessments (N=148). Responses total more than 
100 per cent because respondents could give more than one answer; question not asked in 2014.
Source: 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

The qualitative research with providers gave further details of these approaches and how 
they varied. Providers reported assessments taking between 30 and 60 minutes. Some 
found the longer period necessary for ESA participants and had had to increase average 
assessment times due to an increase in ESA participants. In some cases, assessment took 
place over a number of weeks in order to assess and then draw up an action plan. End-to-
ends’ assessment tools were prescribed by their prime provider 
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As previously found (Newton et al., 2012), needs assessments conducted by or for the end-
to-ends often placed participants in a ‘stream’ for support and, dependent on the stream 
and needs, affected the detail of support within that stream. However, in the 2013 qualitative 
research, it was found that some providers had moved away from streams to entirely 
individualised provision. For example, some tended to refer participants who were deemed 
far from the labour market more often to external provision, whether free or paid. Others 
described the needs assessment influencing both the frequency and nature of Personal 
Adviser contact. One allocated specific Personal Advisers dependent on not the needs 
assessment but on the benefit claimed. 

A number of providers in the qualitative research in 2013 reported changes in their 
assessments. For some, this was due to changes in their prime provider’s diagnostics tool 
and some felt that there were improvements in both quality and speed. Improvements had 
also led to Personal Advisers being able to adjust more quickly to changing needs. One 
end-to-end reported their in-house trainers had started to play a larger role, identifying and 
advising the participants they were training to go on other in-house courses. This was felt to 
have improved the process for deciding provision, and improved tailoring to individual needs. 
Improvements were also reported due to increased experience, enabling better classification 
to streams and faster adjustments to changing needs.

One generalist end-to-end was trialling a new role in ‘client engagement advisers’, i.e. 
advisers who specialise in engaging participants in their first four weeks. The adviser does 
the initial assessment of needs and action planning and then stream participants to their 
general delivery model. The approach is being tested to see if it improves attendance 
rates (since early engagement is positively correlated with gaining employment). The early 
indications are that it does. 

Some specialist providers saw a need for generalists to have greater specialist skills in 
identifying needs. For example, a specialist non-end-to-end providing support for people with 
a criminal record said they have inappropriate people (i.e. without a criminal record) referred 
to them because of the lack of technical knowledge of what constitutes a criminal record in 
the generalist end-to-ends. Another, an end-to-end providing support for drug abusers, felt 
that the support could be improved if the generalist referring to them knew more about the 
services provided.

Around eight in ten of providers in all years of the survey (2012, 2013 and 2014) reported 
that they ‘always’ developed an action plan for new participants (see Table 10.6 and Table 
10.7) and this was most prevalent in end-to-end providers. However, close to a third had 
made changes to their action planning arrangements between 2012 and 2013 (see Table 
10.8). When asked what these changes had been, many discussed various improvements, 
such as making the plans more detailed, specific or user-friendly. In some cases, plans 
included asked for more detailed information, around job search or on how participants 
would be affected by issues such as benefit changes. A need to adapt plans to better suit 
participants with more complex needs (and particularly ESA participants) was common:

‘We have developed a more in-depth assessment tool for the harder to reach clients – 
ESA flow and JSA with mental health issues.’

 
‘Ongoing refresher training and support in dealing with claimants with more complex 
barriers.’
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Table 10.6	 Use of action planning

2012 2013

All 
%

End-to-ends 
%

Non end-to-
ends 

%

Delivery 
type not 

answered 
%

All 
%

Always 83 90 61 100 83
In most cases 5 6 10 0 7
In some cases 1 0 5 0 1
No 11 3 24 0 8
Not answered 0 1 1

Base 169 159

Base: All active providers (N=159).
Source: 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 10.7	 Use of action planning

2014
End-to-end 

%
Non-end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Always 92 63 82
In most cases 6 15 9
In some cases 2 10 4
No 0 12 4

Base 138

NB: 2014’s data are not directly comparable with 2012 and 2013’s, as 2014’s base excludes those 
respondents that did not answer the question.
Source: 2014 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

The qualitative research with providers identified differences in participants. role in identifying 
needs and drawing up an action plan. These ranged from the participant having complete 
choice over a range of options to it being negotiated between the adviser and participant. 
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Table 10.8 Changes to action plans

End-to-end Non-end-to-end 
Delivery type 
not answered All 

% % % %
Yes 33 19 57 31
No 63 75 43 65
Don’t know 4 6 0 4

Base 146

Base: All active providers who used action plans (N=146).
Source: 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Further changes were identified in 2014 with the initial stages of engagement, including 
the introduction of an intensive two-week programme to ensure participants understood 
requirements and to familiarise them with the full range of tools and assistance.

10.2 Personal Advisers
Personal Advisers have been at the heart of Work Programme provision, providing direct 
support, reassessing needs and directing participants to other support. 

End-to-end providers who had received referrals were asked about the way in which they 
supported their participants as they progressed through the Work Programme in all years 
of the survey (2012, 2013 and 2014). The large majority (around 90 per cent in each year 
of the survey) stated that their Work Programme participants ‘always’ had the support of a 
Personal Adviser (see Table 10.9). In all years of the survey, most organisations (around 60 
per cent) stated that participants would stay with the same adviser throughout their time on 
the programme (see Table 10.10 and Table 10.11). 

Table 10.9 Use of Personal Advisers

2012 2013 2014

 
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Always 88 97 82 90 96 83 91
In most cases 6 8 12 3 2.8 9 4
In some cases 3 0 6 0.9 1 4 3
No 3 1 0 0.9 0 4 2

Base 99   110   97

Base = All active end-to-end providers that answered the question.
Source: 2014, 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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Table 10.10	 Continuity of Personal Advisers

2012 2013

 
All 
%

Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Always 65 58 94 63
In most cases 25 21 0 17
In some cases 3 20 6 17
No 4 2 0 2
Not answered 3

Base 96   109

Base: All active end-to-end providers which use Personal Advisers (N=109).
Source: 2013 and 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 10.11	 Continuity of Personal Advisers

2014
Generalist 
end-to-end 

%

Specialist 
end-to-end 

%
All 
%

Yes, a customer stays with the same adviser 
throughout unless there is a change in staff, 56 91 64
Customers see different advisers as they move 
between the stages of the programme 28 5 22
Some customers stay with the same adviser 
throughout, others see different advisers 15 5 13
No, most customers see different advisers 
at different times 1 0 1

Base 95

Source: 2014 Work Programme programme delivery survey. NB: 2014’s data are not directly 
comparable with 2012 and 2013’s, as 2014’s question gave different response options to the previous 
years’, and 2014’s base excludes those respondents that did not answer the question.
Providers in the survey who used Personal Advisers were asked in 2012 and 2013 about the 
frequency of advisers’ contact with participants. Responses were broadly divided between 
organisations who scheduled adviser meetings every fortnight and those who varied the 
amount of adviser contact depending on the assessed needs of the participant (see Table 
10.12). Hardly any providers determined contact based on participants’ payment group. This 
pattern was similar to that in the 2012 survey. 
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Table 11.5	 Employment outcomes by provider size 2012

Less than 20% More than 20% Base
% %

50 staff or fewer 68 32 19
More than 50 staff 42 58 38
All 51 49 57

Base= all end-to-end providers responding to both the programme delivery and commissioning 
surveys.
Source: 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 11.6	 Employment outcomes by nature of delivery 2013

Less than 30% 30% or more Base
Provider type % %
Generalist end-to-end 33 67 91
Specialist end-to-end 75 25 16
All 39 61 107

Source: 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

Table 11.7	 Employment outcomes by nature of delivery 2012

Less than 20% More than 20% Base
% %

Generalist end-to-end 44 56 75
Specialist end-to-end 75 25 16
All 45 46 91

Base: All end-to-end providers.
Source: 2012 Work Programme programme delivery survey.
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Table 11.8	 Proportion of participants entering worksince organisation began to deliver

Proportion of participants 
starting any form of 

paid employment 

Proportion remaining in 
employment for at least 
13 weeks (in one job or 

cumulatively) 

Proportion remaining in 
employment for at least 
26 weeks (in one job or 

cumulatively) 
% % %

None 0 0 2
1 – 9% 6 10 8
10 – 19% 10 16 23
20 – 29% 22 19 11
30 – 39% 27 12 9
40 – 49% 23 1 0
50 – 59% 5 2 1
70 – 79% 1 0 0
90 – 100% 3 2 2
Not answered/ 
failed logic test 4 39 45

Base 111 111 111

Base: All active end-to-end providers (N=111).
Source: 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

11.2 Returners to Jobcentre Plus
Information on returners was gathered from two sources in 2013: the programme delivery 
survey, in which providers were asked to estimate the percentage of their participants 
they expected to return to Jobcentre Plus auspices at the end of their time on the Work 
Programme; and the qualitative research with Jobcentre Plus managers, in which 
respondents were asked about the type of participants returning and their needs. 

When providers in the 2013 survey were asked about the proportion of their first intake of 
Work Programme participants they expected to return to Jobcentre Plus for support, the 
median average suggested 50 to 59 per cent ( Table 11.9).
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Table 11.9	 Proportion of participants expected to be returned to Jobcentre Plus 
following participation in the programme

Generalist  
end-to-end

Specialist 
end-to-end All All

% % % Cumulative %
None 0 8 1 1
1 – 9% 3 39 6 7
10 – 19% 18 0 12 19
20 – 29% 14 8 10 29
30 – 39% 13 8 9 38
40 – 49% 9 0 5 43
50 – 59% 16 8 11 54
60 – 69% 14 0 9 63
70 – 79% 10 8 7 70
80 – 89% 3 15 4 74
90 – 100% 1 8 2 76
Don’t know 19 95
Not answered 5 100

Base 111 111

Base = All active end-to-end providers (N=111).
Source: 2013 Work Programme programme delivery survey.

There were mixed views among Jobcentre Plus Advisory Team Managers (ATMs) of the 
participant groups most likely to return to Jobcentre Plus following two years of support from 
Work Programme providers. There was a degree of consensus that the ‘returners’ often 
included those who were hardest-to-help, for example, participants with long-term or complex 
health conditions, including mental health problems, or lengthy histories of unemployment, 
including the very long-term unemployed who advisers recognised from earlier programmes, 
individuals who were refugees or homeless, people with no qualifications, and those with 
drug or alcohol problems. Beyond this, Jobcentre Plus staff felt that some returners had not 
had their barriers addressed, for example, barriers related to literacy, numeracy, or English 
for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) needs, or substance misuse. Other returners were 
said to be those who churned between work and unemployment which particularly included 
younger individuals in receipt of Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA). Another typical characteristic 
of returners was said to be that they had not engaged with the provider, although reasons for 
this lack of engagement could not be substantiated.

The comments made by Jobcentre Plus staff indicated that they were concerned that providers 
concentrated their assistance on those closest to employment and that participants further 
away from employment received less assistance (although research with customers indicated 
that they tended to be happy with the amount of support they received; Meager et al., 2014).  

Perhaps understandably, Jobcentre Plus staff reported that returners presented a challenge 
for them to support, since they represented those with the highest barriers to employment 
and those who were most entrenched in unemployment or inactivity.



227

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

11.3 Jobcentre Plus support for returners from the 
Work Programme

It was apparent that on returning to the auspices of Jobcentre Plus, individuals would 
be expected to engage in intensive activity to find work. This could take the form of daily 
or twice weekly meetings with Jobcentre Plus advisers, undertaking work placements, 
engaging in training from the support contract or the Mandatory Intervention Regime, which 
entails a 26-week programme of support, job searching and in some cases training or work 
preparation. In one example, a Jobcentre Plus office a two-track system was implemented 
which targeted intensive support and mandation on those returners who were not making 
active efforts to find work, and offered a more relaxed approach, with less frequent meetings 
and less conditionality, to those who were. 

There were numerous comments from Jobcentre Plus staff that this new intensity of support 
was appreciated by individuals and could provide the impetus and support they needed 
to enter work. Jobcentre Plus staff also highlighted that many returners had found work, 
following a period of intensive support from Jobcentre Plus.

‘The interesting thing from our point of view is that there’s a high percentage of 
customers who desperately want the level of support that’s being given to them. 
They’re welcoming it, they feel that they have been left for a long period of time so now 
there’s people wanting to work with them and the ones who want to do it, you know. I’ve 
sat in on my advisers doing the welcome group information session and people have 
said thank you, this is exactly what we wanted, we want this level of support so its been 
I think something the customers themselves feel has been lacking.’

(ATM)

In part, the effectiveness of work with returners was attributed to changes within Jobcentre 
Plus practices, along with greater capability to use conditionality to full effect, and increased 
flexibility and linkages to services such as training, the National Careers Service and so forth 
which could address barriers to work and thereby underpin the achievement of employment 
outcomes.

11.4 Jobcentre Plus’ views on the coverage of the 
exit reports

The picture that emerged from across Jobcentre Plus offices was that the quality of the exit 
reports was highly varied. In some cases, ATMs noted differences between providers and in 
others ATMs talked of differences ‘between and within’ providers. 

Jobcentre Plus staff noted that the exit reports from some providers contained only brief, 
relatively vague and generic information which was of little use to them, while other providers 
presented more detail on the interventions offered and taken up by participants.  

Other Jobcentre Plus staff were concerned that where exit reports did not contain much 
detail, this meant that participants had been offered very little by their providers. The 
accuracy of the reports was also questioned since discussions with returners suggested 
some inconsistencies between how they described their experience and what was written 
in the exit report – in that there were instances where returners did not recall activities that 
were listed, but also cases where providers failed to record activities recalled by participants. 
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There was also some recognition that providers might not enter sensitive information into 
exit reports, on the basis that it was confidential between themselves and participants, or 
because participants could request a copy of their exit report. 

Overall, the impact of inaccuracies or insufficient detail in the exit reports appeared minimal 
since most ATMs reported that their staff would engage returners in a detailed diagnostic 
assessment of their experience in order to understand more about their barriers to work and 
what more support could be offered.

Where the exit reports were sufficiently detailed, containing information about the 
interventions and support delivered, this was appreciated. Jobcentre Plus staff appreciated 
information about the attitudes and motivation of returners such as whether they were self-
motivated to find work and required a light touch, or whether they were not, and therefore 
needed a heavier monitoring approach. 

Views of whether the exit reports were worthwhile were, unsurprisingly, intertwined with 
views of their quality. Where they were viewed as worthwhile was when they could be used 
to question participants on the difference made by activities undertaken and interventions 
received. However, until the quality, timeliness and depth of information can be made more 
consistent, it appeared that some ATMs thought that the exit reports were of marginal benefit 
to their work.

A final point to make about the exit reports is the related issue of providers’ criticisms of the 
quality of the information they received from Jobcentre Plus about participants on referral 
(see Newton et al., 2012). Therefore, it may be beneficial to provide guidance to Jobcentre 
Plus and providers on the nature and extent of information that should be shared on referral 
between the two organisations. 

11.5 Summary
Based on end-to-end providers reports, by 2013, the percentage of participants entering 
work appeared to have increased compared to the previous evaluation wave. On average, 
end-to-end providers estimated that 50 to 59 per cent of their participants would return to the 
Jobcentre Plus for support at the end of their two years on the Work Programme. 

Not surprisingly, returners to Jobcentre Plus were described as the hardest-to-help and so 
were particularly challenging for Jobcentre Plus. Some Jobcentre Plus staff were concerned 
that some returners had received little support while on the programme. Returners to the 
Jobcentre Plus were expected to undertake intensive activity to find work or increase 
employability, with mandation as necessary. 

Jobcentre Plus reported that the quality of exit reports varied greatly. Whilst jobcentre staff 
did their own detailed diagnostics with returners, they stressed that it would be useful to 
receive exit reports which gave a full history of the support received and information about 
the attitudes and motivation of returners.
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Appendix A 
Map of CPAs and prime providers
Please link below

www.gov.uk/government/publications/work-programme-contract-package-area-and-prime-
providers
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Appendix B 
Detailed methodology
The evaluation of Work Programme is divided into two strands, the commissioning strand 
and the programme delivery strand.  

B.1 The commissioning model evaluation
The commissioning strand comprised four years of fieldwork carried out between November 
2011 and June 2014.  The findings of this report cover the final two years of fieldwork, 
carried out between May 2013 and June 2014.  The breakdown of these fieldwork waves 
and sample structures is below. 

B.1.1 2013 Research
The 2013 research fieldwork included the following:
•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with 43 organisations outside supply chains conducted 

between May 2013 and July 2013.  These interviews included organisations who chose 
not to bid, those who bid and were not successful and those who left the supply chains 
post contract award.  Some interviews were follow-up interviews from the 2011/2012 
waves of research and therefore longitudinal; seeking to capture experiences and impacts 
of being outside of the supply chain over a number of years.

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with directors/senior manager level staff for all prime 
contracts, carried out between May and June 2013.

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with 99 subcontractors within active supply chains, carried 
out between May to August 2013. 

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with 25 Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and 
Jobcentre Plus staff including Account Managers, Senior Performance Managers, 
Performance Managers, Third Party Provision Managers, Partnership Managers and 
Compliance Monitoring Officers, June to August 2013.

•	 An online survey of Work Programme subcontractors, 237 responses, 52 per cent 
response rate, May to July 2013. 

B.1.2 Sampling for qualitative research in 2013
Subcontractors were sampled in three ways.  Firstly, subcontractors were sampled from 
three contract package areas (CPAs) that were selected as case study areas for the 
commissioning of the evaluation.  Case studies were chosen to provide a mix of managing 
agent primes and delivery primes with different supply chain structures.  In each CPA case 
study interviews were conducted to cover: all large Tier 1 subcontractors and a selection 
of small Tier 1 subcontractors and Tier 2 subcontractors. Secondly, subcontractors were 
sampled from the provider commissioning survey where they responded that they were: 
a small third sector organisation who had received over 100 referrals; had joined a supply 
chain; or felt they would be unable to continue to fund their delivery in the future. Thirdly, 
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subcontractors were sampled from the general DWP stock take to include a variety of 
different organisations based on sector, size and role in the supply chain.  The profile of all 
subcontractors interviewed in the 2013 research is below.

Table B.1 Profile of subcontractors involved in the qualitative research

Category Interviews achieved
Sector
Private 30
Public 13
VCSE 56
Details of specialism
Generalist 48
Specialist 47
Unknown 2
Tier 1 end-to-end with large amounts of delivery > 10 per cent 19
Organisation’s role in supply chain
Tier 1 end-to-end with small amounts of delivery <10 per cent 22
Tier 2 non-specialist (short course, training etc.) 50
Unknown 8

Qualitative interviews with organisations outside of Work Programme supply chains were 
conducted across the 18 CPAs. Interviews conducted covered a range of experiences, 
including:
•	 unsuccessful prime contractors and subcontractors; and

•	 non-bidding prime contractors and subcontractors.

Some interviews were follow-up interviews from the previous 2012 research wave.  These 
longitudinal interviews were intended to capture provider experiences and impacts of being 
outside of the Work Programme supply chain over a number of years.

B.1.3 2014 Research
•	 The 2014 research fieldwork included the following: qualitative in-depth interviews 17 

interviews with providers who had left a successful supply chain, carried out between 
March and June 2014. 

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with 77 providers, including prime contractors and 
subcontractors within eight case study supply chains carried out between March and June 
2014.

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with prime contractors in non-case study supply chains, 
carried out between March and June 2014.

•	 Qualitative in-depth interviews with 12 DWP staff including Supplier Managers (previously 
Performance Managers) and Category Managers (previously Account Managers) carried 
out between March and June 2014.

•	 An online survey of Work Programme subcontractors with 167 responses.   
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B.1.4 Sampling for qualitative research in 2014
The greater part of the qualitative fieldwork was organised through eight case study supply 
chains in order to facilitate a deeper understanding of different supply chain models of 
delivery operation and performance management.  Case studies were selected on the basis 
of different models of supply chain ‘typologies’.  These typologies are based on different 
approaches taken by prime contractors to resourcing their supply chains – through different 
levels of in-house delivery or outsourcing to subcontractors – and also on their different 
approaches to performance management that either fostered a competitive or collaborative 
approach within the supply chain.  The four case study supply chain typologies are: 
•	 primarily outsourced, high competition;

•	 primarily outsourced, low competition;

•	 primarily in-house, high competition; and

•	 primarily in-house, low competition.

Where possible, different types of supply chain were compared within a common CPA in 
order to control for geographical variations. The profile of case study supply chains and 
provider staff interviewed within these is shown in the table B2.

Table B.2 Profile of case study supply chains sampled for fieldwork  

Case Study No
Prime contractor 

CE/CEO
Supply chain prime 

contractor staff
Tier 1 

Subcontractors
Tier 2 

Subcontractors
1 1 2 3 3
2 1 2 3 2
3 1 2 3 5
4 1 2 2 3
5 1 2 5 1
6 1 2 3 5
7 1 2 4 4
8 1 2 4 3

B.1.5 Understanding market share and concentration
A key evaluation objective was to establish how the commissioning model that underpinned 
the Work Programme impacted on the provider market between 2011 and 2014, and whether 
this led to the formation of an effective quasi-market of Work Programme providers.  As 
part of this, it was important to consider the share of the business that each provider held, 
to understand how concentrated the Work Programme market was and how this changed 
during the evaluation period. This involved analysing Work Programme provider market data 
at national level and exploring how the prime providers managed their supply chains at CPA 
level between 2011 and 2014.
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Choosing a reliable measure of market share
The most robust measure of market share is income. Each provider’s income represents their 
true share of the full value of the market and for subcontractors it reflects the relative value 
of the services they deliver (allowing fair comparisons between providers who deliver short, 
low-cost interventions and those who deliver longer high-value programmes of support). 
However, for commercial reasons it was not possible to collect and analyse financial data from 
all the subcontractors. A more realistic objective was to gather information data on referrals/
attachments and calculate each provider’s market share as a percentage of the total number of 
referrals or attachments in any given period.  But how reliable would this be?

Prime provider market share between 2011 and 2014
It was possible to calculate prime provider market share using Work Programme referral, 
attachment and job outcome data from the DWP Tabulation Tool, and to compare the values 
with each other and with values derived from provider income data. 

The following tables show the market share of each Work Programme prime provider 
between 2011 and 2014 (year by year and over the full period) calculated using referral, 
attachment and (paid) job outcome data.

2011/12

Percentage market share in 2011/12
Provider By referrals By attachments By job outcomes
A4e 12.85% 12.42% 11.96%
Avanta 7.78% 7.78% 7.46%
BEST/Interserve 2.45% 2.46% 1.54%
CDG-Shaw 3.08% 3.06% 2.85%
EOS 2.56% 2.64% 3.40%
ESG 1.87% 1.86% 2.74%
G4S 6.16% 6.26% 9.66%
Ingeus 22.70% 22.85% 25.80%
JHP/Learndirect 1.32% 1.33% 0.88%
Maximus 4.26% 4.34% 4.28%
NCG 4.11% 4.02% 1.32%
Pertemps 2.55% 2.53% 2.09%
Prospects 1.37% 1.37% 0.33%
Reed 2.22% 2.22% 3.07%
Rehab JobFit 3.81% 3.74% 2.31%
Seetec 8.56% 8.61% 7.68%
Serco 3.42% 3.56% 4.06%
Working Links 8.93% 8.95% 8.56%
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2012/13

Percentage market share in 2012/13
Provider By referrals By attachments By job outcomes
A4e 14.03% 14.01% 12.43%
Avanta 7.91% 7.92% 8.05%
BEST/Interserve 2.27% 2.31% 2.03%
CDG-Shaw 2.70% 2.80% 3.15%
EOS 2.10% 2.10% 2.68%
ESG 1.93% 1.87% 2.00%
G4S 6.26% 6.31% 6.80%
Ingeus 23.24% 23.11% 24.39%
JHP/Learndirect 1.39% 1.38% 1.11%
Maximus 3.95% 3.93% 4.71%
NCG 3.43% 3.51% 3.34%
Pertemps 2.09% 2.10% 2.18%
Prospects 1.50% 1.47% 1.29%
Reed 1.89% 1.88% 1.97%
Rehab JobFit 4.19% 4.18% 3.30%
Seetec 8.67% 8.75% 8.99%
Serco 3.53% 3.49% 3.55%
Working Links 8.92% 8.90% 8.03%

2013/14

Percentage market share in 2013/14
Provider By referrals By attachments By job outcomes
A4e 13.59% 13.58% 13.04%
Avanta 7.78% 7.78% 8.26%
BEST/Interserve 2.34% 2.34% 2.16%
CDG-Shaw 2.71% 2.69% 3.07%
EOS 2.24% 2.24% 2.40%
ESG 1.94% 1.94% 2.14%
G4S 6.20% 6.23% 6.50%
Ingeus 23.82% 23.67% 23.50%
JHP/Learndirect 1.31% 1.33% 1.27%
Maximus 3.96% 3.96% 4.22%
NCG 3.19% 3.27% 3.47%
Pertemps 2.12% 2.23% 2.17%
Prospects 1.56% 1.51% 1.47%
Reed 1.90% 1.84% 1.87%
Rehab JobFit 4.13% 4.11% 3.71%
Seetec 8.54% 8.57% 8.49%
Serco 3.41% 3.41% 3.65%
Working Links 9.26% 9.31% 8.58%
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2011–14

Percentage market share in 2011–14
Provider By referrals By attachments By job outcomes
A4e 13.41% 13.23% 12.76%
Avanta 7.82% 7.83% 8.15%
BEST/Interserve 2.37% 2.38% 2.09%
CDG-Shaw 2.87% 2.88% 3.10%
EOS 2.34% 2.36% 2.55%
ESG 1.91% 1.88% 2.10%
G4S 6.20% 6.27% 6.72%
Ingeus 23.13% 23.13% 23.93%
JHP/Learndirect 1.34% 1.35% 1.20%
Maximus 4.09% 4.11% 4.42%
NCG 3.68% 3.67% 3.35%
Pertemps 2.30% 2.31% 2.17%
Prospects 1.46% 1.44% 1.36%
Reed 2.04% 2.02% 1.95%
Rehab JobFit 4.01% 3.98% 3.50%
Seetec 8.59% 8.65% 8.67%
Serco 3.45% 3.50% 3.62%
Working Links 9.00% 9.02% 8.35%

Note: For commercial reasons it was not possible to publish the market share values calculated 
using financial data.

In 2012/13 and 2013/14 especially, the closest association with income-based market share 
values was provided using job outcome data. As an increasing proportion of provider income 
was generated by job outcomes by 2013/14 this was not unexpected.67 However, market 
share values calculated using referral and attachment data were also relatively consistent.  
On this basis, referrals and attachments were considered to be a pragmatic, but reliable 
measure to use when calculating market share at subcontractor level.

Measures of market concentration
A very simple measure of the market control of the largest firms in an industry, or the degree 
to which an industry is oligopolistic, is a concentration ratio. This is a measure of the total 
output produced in an industry by a given number of firms. The most commonly used 
concentration ratios are the CR4 and the CR8, which means the combined market share of 
the four and the eight largest firms, although the CR5 (the combined market share of the five 
largest firms) is sometimes used.

A more complete measure of market concentration is the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI), 
which takes into account the market share of the top 50 firms and places more weight on 
firms with a larger market share. The index is defined as the sum of the squares of the 
market shares of the 50 largest firms (or summed over all the firms if there are fewer than 
50) within the industry, where the market shares are expressed as fractions.

67	 By July 2013 attachment fees had been halved and income generated from job 
outcomes was starting to flow.    
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Using Work Programme referral, attachment and job outcome data from the DWP Tabulation 
Tool and commercial data on provider income it was possible to calculate the CR4, CR5, 
CR8 and HHI for any given period, to establish differences in results when using one source 
of data over another.

Prime provider market concentration between 2011 and 2014
The following table shows Work Programme prime provider market concentration at 
national level between 2011 and 2014, calculated using referral, attachment, job outcome 
and income data.
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2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2011–14
Based on referrals
CR4 53.04% 54.85% 55.20% 54.13%
CR5 60.82% 62.76% 62.9829% 61.9542%
CR8 75.35% 77.16% 77.2800% 76.2577%
HHI 0.10354 0.10843 0.11010 0.10758
Based on attachments
CR4 52.83% 54.77% 55.12% 54.03%
CR5 60.61% 62.70% 62.90% 61.86%
CR8 75.22% 77.11% 77.21% 76.21%
HHI 0.10739 0.10813 0.10955 0.10841
Based on job outcomes
CR4 54.01% 53.83% 53.61% 53.71%
CR5 61.47% 61.89% 61.87% 61.86%
CR8 76.73% 76.69% 76.31% 76.51%
HHI 0.12588 0.11745 0.10809 0.11539
Based on provider income
CR4 53.18% 54.18%
CR5 61.11% 62.23%
CR8 77.16% 76.58%
HHI 0.10732 0.10776

In 2013/14, the closest association with income-based measures of market concentration 
was provided using job outcome data. However, this was not always the case in 2012-13; 
the closest HHI value to that based on income was the HHI based on attachment data. This 
is most likely due to the fact that earlier on in the contract period the majority of providers’ 
income was generated through attachment fees.

In summary, given the consistency of market concentration values (CR or HHI) calculated 
using referral and attachment data with those based on income in 2012/13 and 2013/14, 
both referrals and attachments were considered to be acceptable measures to use when 
calculating market concentration and tracking changes during the period as a whole, 
particularly before attachment fees had been reduced to zero in July 2014.

Subcontractor data collection
Although DWP held high-level information on the proportion of participants to whom the 
prime providers delivered support themselves, no detailed time series data was held 
on the volume of Work Programme participants referred and/or attached to individual 
subcontractors. It was therefore necessary to request this data from each prime provider.  
To improve response rates, the requested data was limited to Tier 1 subcontractors so that 
it would not be necessary for primes to approach their subcontractors for equivalent data 
further down the supply chain.
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Data limitations and error
Due to difficulties associated with providers using their own terminology some data obtained 
was for all subcontractor referrals (i.e. including re-referrals), some returns included first 
referrals only and others included for starts or attachments (i.e. where participants attended 
provision and for whom providers would potentially be paid for supporting, depending on the 
funding model). Due to the close associations identified above, the data was still deemed 
reliable enough on which to base calculations of market share and concentration.

It was assumed that poor referral to attachment ratios would even out across the supply 
chain; the data should still provide a robust indicator of relative ‘traffic’ within supply 
chains and the extent to which prime providers were delivering in-house or engaging their 
subcontractors in the delivery of the programme.

Another source of error was the quality/accuracy of data returned by the prime providers. 
There were few opportunities to check the quality of the data returned because no alternative 
sources of equivalent data exist. One very high level check conducted was to compare the 
figures provided by the primes for the total number of participants attached to the prime 
provider in each CPA against official figures held on the DWP Tabulation Tool. All of the 40 
returns were consistent enough with the Tabulation Tool to accept the remaining information 
as accurate.

However, 5 of the 40 returns did not include figures to show how many of the participants 
attached each month received end-to-end support from the prime provider rather than being 
referred onwards to a subcontractor.  To make the data consistent with other returns, the 
total number of referrals made to end-to-end subcontractors each month was subtracted 
from the number of people attached at prime provider level in that month – therefore 
assuming that if a participant was not referred to a subcontractor they would be supported by 
the prime provider.

There were also issues identified relating to the total number of referrals made to 
subcontractors exceeding the number of participants attached at prime provider level in any 
one month. There were a number of explanations for this, including:
•	 participants attached in one month not being referred to subcontractors until the following 

month;

•	 participants being referred to end-to-end providers as well as ‘spot’ or stage providers (non 
end-to-end provision); and

•	 the features of some prime providers’ referral and attachment systems (e.g. participants 
being referred to subcontractors in order to be attached, thus meaning that some 
‘attachments’ at prime level were registered in the month after they had been referred to 
the Tier 1 subcontractor).

The solution to this was to calculate the number of referrals to subcontractors as a 
percentage of the three-month rolling average number of referrals/attachments at contract 
level.
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B.2 The programme delivery evaluation
The programme delivery strand comprised three years of fieldwork carried out between 
January 2012 and $(survey end date) 2014. The findings of this report cover the final 
two years of fieldwork, carried out between $ 2013 and $(survey end date) 2014. The  
breakdown of these fieldwork waves and sample structures is below.

B.2.1 Qualitative research
The qualitative research fieldwork was conducted in six CPAs and included the following:
•	 qualitative in-depth interviews with Work Programme provider managers and advisers, 

carried out between June and September 2013; and

•	 qualitative in-depth interviews with Jobcentre Plus staff and with District Office employer 
liaison officers, carried out between $ and $ 2013.

B.2.2 Sampling for Work Programme provider qualitative 
research

The sample, of providers’ local delivery offices, was drawn from two localities in each CPA 
and two prime provider’s supply chains. The following table gives the type of structure 
sought in each CPA: within each locality, for each supply chain, the aim was to sample 
one generalist end-to-end and a non-end-to-end in their supply chain. In addition, in some 
localities we aimed to include a specialist end-to-end. Given the total sample and each prime 
providers’ provider structure, the sample could only include a selection of the above.

CPA
Locality 1 Locality 2

Prime 1 Prime 2 Prime 1 Prime 2
end-to-end (generalist) end-to-end (generalist) end-to-end (generalist) end-to-end (generalist)

in-work support (if 
separate)

in-work support (if 
separate)

in-work support (if 
separate)

in-work support (if 
separate)

spot/specialist (non-
end-to-end)

spot/specialist (non-
end-to-end)

spot/specialist (non-
end-to-end)

spot/specialist (non-
end-to-end)

specialist end-to-end specialist end-to-end

3-4 2-3 2-3 3-4
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Table B.3	 Profile of provider interviews

Category   Interviews achieved 
Type of provision
End-to-end generalist 26
End-to-end specialist 8
Non-end-to-end 18
Contract
Prime provider 11
Subcontractor 41
Provider has employer engagement
Yes 36
No 16
Total 52

B.2.3 Sampling for Jobcentre Plus qualitative research
For each locality for the provider sample, one to four ATMs in a local Jobcentre Plus were 
interviewed, together with the District Office employer liaison officer covering that locality. 

B.2.4 Delivery-focused surveys of Work Programme providers

Three national on-line surveys of Work Programme providers were conducted which focused 
on delivery:
•	 In 2012, the survey received 169 responses.

•	 In 2013, the survey received 190 responses.

•	 In 2014, the survey received 165 responses.

For these surveys, all providers who were active in delivery could respond which included 
prime providers that delivered services to participants (whether in the CPA in which they 
were prime provider, or as a subcontractor in another CPA) as well as subcontractors.
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Appendix C 
2013 and 2014 Provider Survey 
(Commissioning) Frequency Tables
Table C.1

Number of referrals in past 12 months
2013 2014

% %
0 (zero) 17 10
01 – 09 4 5
10 – 49 6 15
50 – 99 6 13
100 – 499 18 29
500 – 999 13 13
1,000 – 4,999 24 8
5,000 – 9,999 5 4
10,000 – 24,999 2 1
25,000 – 49,999 3 1
Don’t know 3 2

Base 195 167

Table C.2

Which, if any other DWP programmes are you currently delivering 
as either a prime contractor or a subcontractors (please select all 
that apply)?

2013

%
Work Choice 12
ESF support for families with multiple problems 19
Mandatory Work Activity 12
Community Action Programme 2
Not delivering any other DWP programmes 48
Don’t know 2
Other 23

Base 195
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Table C.3

Approximately what proportion of your UK turnover is related to 
DWP programmes (including the Work Programme)?

2013 2014
% %

None (zero) 14 9
1% – 9% 29 30
10% – 19% 10 9
20% – 29% 5 10
30% – 39% 10 6
40% – 49% 4 2
50% – 59% 6 6
60% – 69% 3 4
70% – 79% 1 5
80% – 89% 5 5
90% – 99% 4 4
All 2 2
Don’t know 8 7

Base 195 161

Note: Base is 160 because 6 people did not answer this question.

Table C.4

Approximately what proportion of your UK turnover is related to 
the Work Programme?

2013 2014
% %

None (zero) – 14
1% – 9% 36 31
10% – 19% 12 11
20% – 29% 6 6
30% – 39% 6 6
40% – 49% 8 4
50% – 59% 2 4
60% – 69% 1 3
70% – 79% 1 4
80% – 89% 4 4
90% – 99% 5 3
All 1 1
Don’t know 18 11

Base 170 159%

Note: Base is 170 for 2013 because 25 people did not answer this question, base is 159 for 2014 
because 8 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.5

In how many Contract Package Areas (CPAs) are you currently part 
of Work Programme supply chains (even if you have not yet had 
any referrals)?

2013

%

2014

%
1 63 66
2 14 11
3 7 6
4 – 5 9 4

6 – 10 4 3
11 – 15 2 1
16 – 18 0 1
Don’t know 3 9

Base 195 158

Note: Base is 158 because 9 people did not answer this question.

Table C.6

How many primes do you hold contracts with?
2013 2014

% %
1 55 58
More than one 39 33
Don’t know 5 9

Base 195 158

Note: Base is 158 because 9 people did not answer this question.

Table C.7 

Which of these best describes your organisation’s overall 
experience in the last 12 months?

2014
%

Joined a supply chain for the first time, we were not previously in any 
Work Programme supply chain 12
Increased the number of supply chains we were part of 10
Decreased the number of supply chains we were part of 5
Left one/some supply chains and joined another/others (but no overall 
increase or decrease in the number of supply chains we were part of) 4
Don’t know 5
No change – Did not leave or join any new supply chains 64

Base 159

Note: Base is 159 because 8 people did not answer this question.	
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Table C.8

Was your organisation in any Work Programme supply chains as a 
subcontractor when the programme went live in June 2011?

2013
%

Yes 77
No 21
Don’t know 2

Base 195

Table C.9

Have you joined any supply chains since the programme went live 
in June 2011?

2013
%

Yes 20%
No 78%
Don’t know 2%

Base 195

Table C.10

Table C.11

How did you join the new supply chain(s) (please select all 
that apply)?

2013 2014
% %

Approaches by prime (we were not already a subcontractor for them in 
any other Work Programme CPA) 19 21
Approached by prime (we were already a subcontractor for them on a 
different (non-Work Programme) contract) 2 9
Approached by prime (we were already a subcontractor for them in 
another Work Programme CPA) 6 1
Responded to Invitation to Tender from the prime 16 15
Submitted EOI through Merlin portal 4 7
Other 0 2

Base 5 41

Do you have an agreement with your prime contractor(s) to receive 
a set or minimum number of referrals?

2013
%

Yes 27%
No 71%
Don’t know 2%

Base 195
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and programme delivery

Table C.12

How are the referrals you receive determined by your prime 
provider (please select all that apply)?

2013 2014
% %

Based on participant need or participant group 37 40
Based on geography 49 39
Based on the time at which they are referred to the prime contractor 
(e.g. certain months of the year) 5 4
Randomly 19 22
Don’t know 10 9
Other 7 5

Base 195 156

Note: Base is 156 because 11 people did not answer this question.

Table C.13

How much flexibility are you given by your prime contractor(s) 
in deciding on your delivery model and the systems you use for 
provision? Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 is no flexibility and 10 is complete flexibility 

2013

%

2014

%
1 – no flexibility 10 6
2 4 4
3 8 8
4 7 7
5 13 17
6 5 6
7 10 8
8 15 17
9 5 6
10 – complete flexibility 14 13
Don’t know 10 8

Base 195 156

Note: Base is 156 because 11 people did not answer this question.
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and programme delivery

Table C.14

Table C.15

Table C.16

Table C.17

How long is your contract with your prime contractor(s) (please 
select all that apply)?

2013

%
Up to 6 months 2

More than 6 months but less than 12 months 5
Greater than 12 months 14
Contract ends June 2016/18 when prime contract with DWP ends 66
Don’t know 17

Base 195

Is your contract capped (i.e. You are only paid for a limited number 
of job outcomes or referrals)? 

2013

%
Yes – capped on referrals 5
Yes – capped on outcomes 2
No – our contract is not capped 44
Don’t know 10

Base 118

Are any of your contracts capped (i.e. You are only paid for a 
limited number of job outcomes or referrals)?

2013
%

All contracts are capped 3
Some of our contracts are capped 8
None of our contracts are capped 77
Don’t know 13

Base 77

Which elements of your contracts are capped? 2013
Capped on referrals 6
Capped on outcomes 2
Capped on both 0
Don’t  know 0

Base 8
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.18

Table C.19

Table C.20

As a subcontractor, do you have any direct contact with DWP 
performance manager or are communications channelled through 
your prime contractor(s)?

2013

%
Yes, we have direct contact with DWP performance managers 5
No, all communications are channelled through the prime contractor(s) 93
Don’t know 2

Base 195

As a subcontractor, do you have any direct contact with Jobcentre 
Plus staff or are communications channelled through your prime 
contractor(s)?

2013

%
Yes, we have direct contact with Jobcentre Plus staff 51
No, all communications are channelled through the prime contractor(s) 47
Don’t know 2

Base 195

What, if any, changes have there been to your role in the delivery 
of the Work Programme (please select form the following which 
best describes the changes)? 

2013

%

2014

%
Was generalist (support wide range of participants) now specialist 
(specified types of support or groups of participants, for example sick/
disabled participants) 2 3
Was specialist (specified types of support or groups of participants, 
for example sick/disabled participants) now generalist (support a wide 
range of participants) 2 2
Was end-to-end (covering the entire participant journey, for all types of 
Work Programme participants) now non end-to-end (time limited periods 
of support for example first three months, or other targeted support for 
example a training course) 2 4
Was non end-to-end (covering the entire participant journey, for all types 
of Work Programme participants) now end-to-end (time limited periods 
of support for example first three months, or other targeted support for 
example a training course) 1 2
No change 86 82
Don’t know 2 4
Other 6 3

Base 195 157

Note: Base is 157 because 10 people did not answer this question.
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and programme delivery

Table C.21

Table C.22

Table C.23

Table C.24

Were the changes to your role in the delivery of the Work 
Programme before June 2012? Count (2013)
Yes 9
No 3
Don’t know 1

Base 13

Were the changes to your role in the delivery of the Work 
Programme before June 2013? Count (2014)
Yes 8
No 13
Don’t know 1

Base 22

Note: Base is 22 because 145 people did not answer this question.

Have there been any changes to the model of provision or 
system(s) prescribed by your prime contractor(s)?

2013 2014
% %

Yes 33 42
No 54 51
Don’t know 13 7

Base 195 156
Note: Base is 156 because 11 people did not answer this question.

Did this involve a change to the Customer Service Standards 
(previously called Minimum Service Standards)?

2013 2014
% %

Yes 48 45
No 47 44
Don’t know 5 11

Base 64 66

Note: Base is 66 because 101 people did not answer this question.
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and programme delivery

Table C.25

Table C.26

Table C.27

Table C.28

Were the changes to your model of provision or systems(s) prescribed 
by your prime contractor(s) implemented before June 2012?

2013
%

Yes 41
No 50
Don’t know 9

Base 64

Were the changes to your model of provision or system(s) prescribed 
by your prime contractor(s) implemented before June 2013?

2014
%

Yes 28%
No 60%
Don’t know 12%

Base 65

Note: Base is 65 because 102 people did not answer this question.

Have there been any changes to the systems you use to manage 
customer information on the Work Programme? (e.g Management 
Information data requirements, systems used to refer customers to 
you or those you use to refer customers to others, or the systems on 
which you hold information about your Work Programme customers)

2013 2014
% %

Yes 72% 56%
No 28% 41%
Don’t know 0% 3%

Base 64 66

Note: Base is 66 because 101 people did not answer this question.

Were changes to the systems you use to manage customer 
information for the Work Programme implemented before June 2012? Count (2013)
Yes 13
No 27
Don’t know 6

Base 46
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and programme delivery

Table C.29 

Table C.30

Table C.31

Table C.32

Were the changes to the systems you use to manage customer 
information for the Work Programme implemented before June 2013? Count (2014)
Yes 12
No 22
Don’t know 3

Base 37

Note: Base is 37 because 130 people did not answer this question.

Have there been any changes to the basis on which you receive 
referrals (e.g. Based on participant need, group or geography from 
your prime contractor(s)?

2013 2014

% %
Yes 14 19
No 78 74
Don’t know 7 7

Base 195 153

Note: Base is 153 because 14 people did not answer this question.

Were the changes to the basis on which you receive referrals for 
your prime contractor(s) implemented before June 2012? Count (2013)
Yes 7
No 20
Don’t know 1

Base 28

Were the changes to the basis on which you receive referrals 
implemented before June 2013? Count (2014)
Yes 9
No 15
Don’t know 4

Base 28
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and programme delivery

Table C.33

Table C.34

Table C.35

On what basis does your prime contractor(s) pay for the Work 
Programme services your provide? 

2013 2014
% %

Attachment fee and sustained job outcome payments 53 41
Sustained job outcome payments only 3 6
Combination of service fees and outcome payments 11 11
Service fee only 17 26
Don’t know 6 1
Other 10 14

Base 192 153
Note: Base is 153 because 14 people did not answer this question.

Has the basis on which your prime contractor(s) pay(s) you 
changed since programme go-live?

2013
%

Yes 9
No 84
Don’t know 7

Base 150

Are you happy with the basis on which you are paid to deliver the 
Work Programme?

2013 2014
% %

Yes 50 63
No 42 29
Don’t know 8 8

Base 195 153

Note: Base is 153 because 14 people did not answer this question.
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and programme delivery

Table C.36

Table C.37

Table C.38

Do you receive a different payment for supporting different types 
of Work Programme customers? 

2013 2014
% %

Yes – different payment for different Work Programme payment groups 
(DWP payment groups 1-9) 59 55
Yes – different payment based on the prime provider’s assessment 
of the customer (e.g. readiness for employment or distance from the 
labour market) 2 3
Receive same payment for all customers 25 33
Don’t know 14 10

Base 195 153

Note: Base is 153 because 14 people did not answer this question.

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 1 – JSA 18-24
More than covers 1 1
Covers 37 57
Does not cover 34 21
Varies too much to say 24 17
Don’t know 3 4
Don’t receive these customers 0 n/a

Base 116 81

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 2 – JSA 25+
More than covers 1 0
Covers 36 57
Does not cover 34 21
Varies too much to say 25 19
Don’t know 3 4
Don’t receive these customers 1 n/a

Base 116 81
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and programme delivery

Table C.39

Table C.40

Table C.41

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 3 – Early entrants
More than covers 1 0
Covers 34 54
Does not cover 34 23
Varies too much to say 26 18
Don’t know 3 5
Don’t receive these customers 2 n/a

Base 116 78

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 4 – Ex-IB
More than covers 2 0
Covers 19 32
Does not cover 45 45
Varies too much to say 24 18
Don’t know 6 5
Don’t receive these customers 4 n/a

Base 116 78

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 5 – ESA volunteers
More than covers 1 0
Covers 14 29
Does not cover 51 47
Varies too much to say 22 16
Don’t know 7 8
Don’t receive these customers 6 n/a

Base 116 79
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and programme delivery

Table C.42

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 6 – ESA claimants
More than covers 2 0
Covers 16 22
Does not cover 56 62
Varies too much to say 18 14
Don’t know 5 3
Don’t receive these customers 3 n/a

Base 116 79

Table C.43

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 7 – ex-IB
More than covers 3 0
Covers 21 29
Does not cover 45 56
Varies too much to say 17 11
Don’t know 9 4
Don’t receive these customers 6 n/a

Base 116 79

Table C.44

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 8 – IB/IS volunteers
More than covers 1 0
Covers 19 23
Does not cover 42 41
Varies too much to say 19 15
Don’t know 11 21
Don’t receive these customers 8 n/a

Base 113 75
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and programme delivery

Table C.45

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide for each customer group 

2013 2014
% %

Payment Group 9 – JSA prison leavers
More than covers 0 0
Covers 17 26
Does not cover 42 39
Varies too much to say 18 14
Don’t know 7 21
Don’t receive these customers 16 n/a

Base 116 77

Table C.46

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide each customer group (please 
provide a response for each customer group) 2013 2014
Customers with high support needs (e.g. red rated customers)
More than covers 1 0
Covers 2 1
Does not cover 1 3
Varies too much to say 0 0
Don’t know 0 0
Don’t receive these customers 0 0

Base 4 4

Table C.47

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide each customer group (please 
provide a response for each customer group) 2013 2014
Customers with medium support needs (e.g. amber rated customers)  
More than covers 1 0
Covers 2 1
Does not cover 1 3
Varies too much to say 0 0
Don’t know 0 0
Don’t receive these customers 0 0

Base 4 4
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Table C.48

On average, does the price you receive for an outcome cover the 
cost of the support you provide each customer group (please 
provide a response for each customer group) 2013 2014
Customers with low support needs (e.g. green rated customers)
More than covers 1 1
Covers 2 2
Does not cover 1 1
Varies too much to say 0 0
Don’t know 0 0
Don’t receive these customers 0 0

Base 4 4

Table C.49

What drives your decision to prioritise particular customers? 
(Select all that apply)

2013 2014
% %

A high payment fee 4 7
Whether the cost of supporting a customer is covered by the payment 
likely to be received 13 15
Customers with the best chance of moving into work 39 43
Those with the greatest support needs 28 40
None of the above n/a 27
Don’t know 8 3
Other 31 11

Base 195 150

Note: Base is 150 because 17 people did not answer this question.

Table C.50

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select 
all that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 1 – JSA 18-24  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 21
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 25
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 41
Don’t know 30

Base 116
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and programme delivery

Table C.51

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment Group 2 – JSA 25+
Vary hours of support based on funds available 18
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 26
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 41
Don’t know 31

Base 116

Table C.52

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 3 – Early entrants  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 20
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 24
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 41
Don’t know 32

Base 116

Table C.53

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select 
all that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 4 – JSA ex-IB  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 14
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 24
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 43
Don’t know 34

Base 116
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and programme delivery

Table C.54

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 5 – ESA volunteers  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 14
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 24
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 42
Don’t know 37

Base 116

Table C.55

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 6 – ESA claimants  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 16
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 27
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 45
Don’t know 33

Base 116

Table C.56

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 7 – ESA ex-IB  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 12
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 24
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 42
Don’t know 36

Base 116
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and programme delivery

Table C.57

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 8 – IB/IS volunteers  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 11
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 24

Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 41
Don’t know 39

Base 116

Table C.58

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Payment group 9 – JSA prison leavers  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 11
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 22
Influences decisions about purchasing specialist support 39
Don’t know 42

Base 116

Table C.59

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 1 – JSA 18-24  
More hours of support relative to other participants 19
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 15
More frequent support relative to other participants 31
Less frequent support relative to other participants 2
Purchase of specialist support 0
Don’t know 44

Base 54
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.60

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment Group 2 – JSA 25+
More hours of support relative to other participants 19
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 19
More frequent support relative to other participants 31
Less frequent support relative to other participants 2
Purchase of specialist support 0
Don’t know 41

Base 54

Table C.61

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 3 – Early entrants
More hours of support relative to other participants 20
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 9
More frequent support relative to other participants 28
Less frequent support relative to other participants 2
Purchase of specialist support 2
Don’t know 39

Base 54

Table C.62

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 4 – JSA ex-IB
More hours of support relative to other participants 11
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 6
More frequent support relative to other participants 19
Less frequent support relative to other participants 7
Purchase of specialist support 6
Don’t know 43

Base 54
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.63

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 5 – ESA volunteers
More hours of support relative to other participants 13
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 17
More frequent support relative to other participants 13
Less frequent support relative to other participants 15
Purchase of specialist support 13
Don’t know 41

Base 54

Table C.64

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%

Payment group 6 – ESA claimants
More hours of support relative to other participants 24
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 9
More frequent support relative to other participants 15
Less frequent support relative to other participants 9
Purchase of specialist support 24
Don’t know 37

Base 54

Table C.65

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 7 – ESA ex-IB
More hours of support relative to other participants 19
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 9
More frequent support relative to other participants 13
Less frequent support relative to other participants 9
Purchase of specialist support 15
Don’t know 39

Base 54
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.66

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 8 – IB/IS volunteers
More hours of support relative to other participants 7
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 7
More frequent support relative to other participants 13
Less frequent support relative to other participants 9
Purchase of specialist support 6
Don’t know 50

Base 54

Table C.67

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Payment group 9 – JSA prison leavers
More hours of support relative to other participants 15
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 7
More frequent support relative to other participants 26
Less frequent support relative to other participants 4
Purchase of specialist support 2
Don’t know 50

Base 54

Table C.68

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Customers with high support needs (e.g. red rated customers)  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 0
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 1
Influences decisions about purchasing of specialist support 1
Don’t know 2

Base 4
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.69

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Customers with medium support needs (e.g. amber rated customers)  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 0
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 1
Influences decisions about purchasing of specialist support 1
Don’t know 2

Base 4

Table C.70

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)

2013

%
Customers with low support needs (e.g. green rated customers)  
Vary hours of support based on funds available 0
Vary frequency of support based on funds available 1
Influences decisions about purchasing of specialist support 1
Don’t know 2

Base 4

Table C.71

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Customers with high support needs (e.g. red rated customers)
More hours of support relative to other participants 1
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 0
More frequent support relative to other participants 0
Less frequent support relative to other participants 0
Purchase of specialist support 0
Don’t know 0

Base 2
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and programme delivery

Table C.72

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Customers with medium support needs (e.g. amber rated customers)
More hours of support relative to other participants 0
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 0
More frequent support relative to other participants 1
Less frequent support relative to other participants 0
Purchase of specialist support 0
Don’t know 1

Base 2

Table C.73

In what way does the price you receive affect the support you 
provide to different Work Programme participants (please select all 
that apply)?

2014

%
Customers with low support needs (e.g. green rated customers)
More hours of support relative to other participants 0
Fewer hours of support relative to other  participants 0
More frequent support relative to other participants 0
Less frequent support relative to other participants 1
Purchase of specialist support 0
Don’t know 1

Base 2

Table C.74

What is the current largest source of finance you have for 
delivering the Work Programme?

2013 2014
% %

Service fees from prime 11 24
Attachment fees from prime 14 3
Outcome payment from prime 35 45
Reserves 6 2
Cross subsidy from other funding streams 11 6
Loans 1 0
Don’t know 8 9
Other 15 10

Base 195 148

Note: Base is 148 because 19 people did not answer this question.
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and programme delivery

Table C.75

Are the service fees paid by your prime contractor(s) due to be 
reduced in the future?

2013
%

Yes 2
No 10
Don’t know 9
 
Base 21

Table C.76

Are the attachment fees paid by your prime contractor(s), due to 
be reduced in the future? 2013
Yes 24
No 2
Don’t know 1

Base 27

Table C.77

You indicated that you are financing you Work Programme delivery 
through loans. Where have you raised those finances from?

2013 2014
% %

Bank 0 0
Social finances 0 0
Don’t know 0 0
Other 1 0

Base 1 0

Table C.78

Are you using loans to: 2013
Cover day to day running of your organisation 0
Cover implementation/start up costs for the programme that you expect 
will be recovered by income form the Work Programme 1
Don’t know 0
Other 0

Base 1
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.79

You indicated that you are financing your Work Programme 
delivery through cross subsidy from other funding streams. Are 
you likely to be able to continue to fund your delivery this way over 
the next 12 months? 2013
Yes 8
No 7
Don’t know 6

Base 21

Table C.80

During the last 12 months, have you made any of the following 
investments to assist you in the delivery of the Work Programme 
(please select all that apply)?

2013

%

2014

%
IT systems 52 38
Staff development (e.g. Training, investment in skills or staff) 70 59
Recruitment of specialist staff 46 29
Acquisition of new premises 37 17
None of the above 18 29
Don’t know 1 1
Other 4 5

Base 195 150

Note: Base is 150 because 17 people did not answer this question.

Table C.81

To what extent do you feel your Work Programme contract(s) are 
commercially attractive ? Please express your answer on a scale 
of 1 to 5, where 1 is extremely commercially unattractive and 5 is 
extremely commercially attractive

2013

%

2014

%
1 38 23
2 23 32
3 30 32
4 6 7
5 1 3
Don’t know 2 4

Base 195 150

Note: Base is 150 because 17 people did not answer this question.
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Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.82

Do your Work Programme contract(s) offer adequate resource 
to enable you to provide specialist services to customers with 
specific needs (e.g. Customers with disabilities/health conditions, 
ex-offenders, drug and alcohol support)?

2013

%

2014

%
Yes 18 28
No 72 67
Don’t know 10 5

Base 195 147

Note: Base is 147 because 20 people did not answer this question.

Table C.83

What processes has/have your prime contractor(s) put in place 
to monitor and manage your organisation’s performance (please 
select all that apply)?

2013

%

2014

%
Contractual performance framework with penalties/potential contract 
termination for underperformance 54 49
Monitoring of service delivery through management information 62 66
Monitoring of service delivery and quality through inspection 52 49
Opportunities for increased volumes of referrals based on good 
performance in relation to competitors (market share shift) 15 11
Relative assessment of performance amongst subcontractors – e.g. 
Publication of league tables within the supply chain 44 42
Don’t know 15 13
Other 11 9

Base 195 150

Table C.84

Overall, how effective do you think the monitoring and 
management of your performance is by your prime contractor? 
Please express your answer on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 is extremely 
ineffective and 5 is extremely effective

2013

%

2014

%
1 – extremely ineffective 9 8
2 6 9
3 16 30
4 13 26
5 – extremely effective 8 18
Don’t know 9 9
Other 0 n/a

Base 118 89
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and programme delivery

Table C.85

Overall, how effective do you think the monitoring and 
management of your performance is by your prime contractors? 
Please express your answer on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 is extremely 
ineffective and 5 is extremely effective

2013 
(Percentage)

%

2014 
(Count)

%
1 – extremely ineffective 2 8
2 5 7
3 12 9
4 8 14
5 – extremely effective 4 1
Don’t know 4 5
It varies too much to say 4 2
Other 2 n/a

Base 77 46

Table C.86

Do your prime contractor(s) undertake any of the following to 
monitor the quality of the services you deliver (please select all 
that apply)?

2013

%

2014

%
Participant surveys 36 45
Audit of participant case records 54 54
Monitoring participant progress 43 45
Observation of staff/ participant interaction 39 47
None of these apply 18 n/a
Don’t know 10 15
Other 3 7

Base 195 156

Table C.87

What processes have you as a subcontractor put in place to monitor 
and manage your own performance (please select all that apply)?

2013
%

Monitoring of management information 77
Individual staff performance targets 61
Team performance targets 59
Performance-related pay and incentives 14
None of these apply 11
Don’t know 2
Other 8

Base 195
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Table C.88

What processes have you as a subcontractor put in place to monitor 
the quality of the services you deliver (please select all that apply)?

2013
%

Participant surveys 68
Audit of participant case records 63
Monitoring participant progress 73
Observation of staff/ participant interaction 75
None of these apply 10
Don’t know 1
Other 7

Base 195

Table C.89

How well are you performing in year 2 of the Work Programme 
(April 2012 – March 2013) against the targets in your contract? 
Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is 
extremely poorly and 5 is extremely well?

2013

%
1 – extremely poorly 2
2 5
3 18
4 10
5 – extremely well 5
Don’t know 2
Prefer not to say 1
Not applicable, no targets in my organisation’s contract 17

Base 118

Table C.90

If you are achieving or exceeding targets, does your prime 
contractor offer rewards/incentives beyond your outcome 
payments for this?

2013

%
Yes 8
No 69
Don’t know 22

Base 27
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Table C.91

How well are you performing in year 2 of the Work Programme 
(April 2012 – March 2013) against the targets in your contracts? 
Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is 
extremely poorly and 5 is extremely well?

2013
%

1 – extremely poorly 4
2 6
3 16
4 23
5 – extremely well 12
Varies between contracts 14
Not applicable, no targets on my organisation’s contracts 25
Prefer not to say 0

Base 77

Table C.92

If you are achieving or exceeding targets, do your prime 
contractors offer rewards/incentives beyond your outcome 
payments for this?

2013

%
Yes 1
No 73
Don’t know 21
Varies between primes 5

Base 77

Table C.93

How well are you performing in year 3 of the Work Programme 
(April 2013 – March 2014) against the targets in your contract? 
(Please express your answers on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 is 
extremely poorly and 5 is extremeley well)

2014

%
1 – extremely poorly 0
2 5
3 25
4 25
5 – extremely well 16
Not applicable, no targets in my organisation’s contract 23
Prefer not to say 2
Don’t know 5

Base 88

Note: Base is 88 because 79 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.94

How well are you performing in year 3 of the Work Programme 
(April 2013 – March 2014) against the targets in your contract? 
(Please express your answers on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 is 
extremely poorly and 5 is extremeley well) 2014
1 – extremely poorly 1
2 0
3 4
4 12
5 – extremely well 7
Not applicable, no targets in my organisation’s contract 15
Prefer not to say 1
Don’t know 2
Varies between contracts 3

Base 45
Note: Base is 45 because 122 people did not answer this question.

Table C.95

Overall how would you describe your relationship with your prime 
contractor? Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 is extremely negative and 10 is extremely positive

2013

%

2014

%
1 – extremely negative 11 7
2 3 2
3 4 2
4 3 3
5 5 10
6 3 5
7 9 17
8 10 21
9 6 11
10 – extremely positive 7 20
Don’t know 1 1

Base 118 87

Note: Base is 87 because 80 people did not answer this question.



273

Work Programme evaluation: Operation of the commissioning model, finance  
and programme delivery

Table C.96

Overall how would you describe your relationship with your prime 
contractors? Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 is extremely negative and 10 is extremely positive

2013

%

2014

%
1 – extremely negative 8 3
2 3 1
3 5 2
4 5 4
5 12 2

6 10 3
7 14 4
8 16 11
9 6 4
10 – extremely positive 6 7
Varies too much to say n/a 4
Don’t know 14 n/a

Base 77 45

Note: Base is 45 because 122 people did not answer this question.

Table C.97

During the last 12 months has/have your prime contractor(s) 
undertaken any activities with your staff aimed to develop your 
capacity/capability to improve Work Programme delivery?

2013

%

2014

%
Yes 44 41
No 53 53
Don’t know 3 5

Base 195 147

Note: Base is 147 because 20 people did not answer this question.

Table C.98

Has this included any of the following activities (please select all 
that apply)?

2013 2014
% %

Training in IT systems 86 64
Management training 12 15
Training in dealing with more disadvantaged participants 27 54
Training in assessment and/or early identification tools 33 44
Don’t know 1 0
Other 16 7

Base 86 61

Note: Base is 61 because 106 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.99

Does your prime contractor facilitate sharing of good practice 
within your supply chain?

2013 2014
% %

Yes 59 67
No 29 25
Don’t know 12 8

Base 118 88

Note: Base is 88 because 79 people did not answer this question.

Table C.100

Do your prime contractors facilitate sharing of good practice 
within your supply chain? 2013 2014

% %
Yes 38 19
No 18 8
Don’t know 10 12
Some do, some do not 34 7

Base 77 46

Note: Base is 46 because 121 people did not answer this question.

Table C.101

Do you feel in competition with the other subcontractors in the 
supply chains you are delivering in? 2014

%
Yes, a lot 23
Yes, a little 30
Not at all 35
Varies between supply chains 7
Don’t know 5

Base 149

Note: Base is 149 because 18 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.102

Which of the following statements describe your relationship with other 
subcontractors in your supply chain(s) (please select all that apply)

2013 2014
% %

We have a strong collaborative relationship 10 11
We have reasonably collaborative contact with one another 12 32
We have a strong competitive relationship 2 5
We have reasonably competitive contact with one another 9 9
We share good practice and experience of what works 24 25
We communicate only when required to by our prime contractor 25 21
None of the above 27 25
Don’t know 3 1

Base 195 148

Note: Base is 148 because 19 people did not answer this question.

Table C.103

How easy is it to claim and evidence job outcomes for your prime 
contractor? Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 5, 
where 1 is extremely difficult and 5 is extremely easy

2013

%

2014

%
1 – extremely difficult 4 14
2 3 24
3 16 24
4 11 21
5 – Extremely easy 7 2
Don’t know 20 15

Base 118 87
Note: Base is 80 because 87 people did not answer this question.

Table C.104

How easy is it to claim and evidence job outcomes for your prime 
contractors? Please express your answer on a scale from 1 to 5, 
where 1 is extremely difficult and 5 is extremely easy

2013 
(Percentage)

2014 
(Count)

1 – extremely difficult 12 3
2 18 10
3 34 10
4 8 3
5 – Extremely easy 1 4
Don’t know 22 10
Varies between primes 5 3

Base 77 43

Note: Base is 43 because 124 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.105

Overall what impact do you think the commissioning model 
behind the Work Programme (e.g. Larger, longer contracts; a 
prime contractor model; outcome-based funding; and more limited 
prescription from DWP) has had on the following aspects of your 
organisation’s activity? Please express your answer on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 1 is an extremely negative impact and 10 is an 
extremely positive impact

2013

%

2014

%
Financial turnover
1 – extremely negative 31 0
2 9 10
3 13 17
4 5 11
5 15 24
6 9 7
7 7 9
8 2 5
9 0 17
10 – extremely positive 3 0
Don’t know 8 n/a

Base 195 144

Note: Base is 144 because 23 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.106

Overall what impact do you think the commissioning model 
behind the Work Programme (e.g. Larger, longer contracts; a 
prime contractor model; outcome-based funding; and more limited 
prescription from DWP) has had on the following aspects of your 
organisation’s activity? Please express your answer on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 1 is an extremely negative impact and 10 is an 
extremely positive impact

2013

%

2014

%
Efficiency
1 – extremely negative 17 11

2 6 6
3 8 10
4 8 12
5 17 26
6 9 11
7 12 15
8 8 5
9 1 3
10 – extremely positive 3 1
Don’t know 10 n/a

Base 195 143

Note: Base is 143 because 24 people did not answer this question.

Table C.107

Overall what impact do you think the commissioning model 
behind the Work Programme (e.g. Larger, longer contracts; a 
prime contractor model; outcome-based funding; and more limited 
prescription from DWP) has had on the following aspects of your 
organisation’s activity? Please express your answer on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 1 is an extremely negative impact and 10 is an 
extremely positive impact

2013

%

2014

%
Customer caseloads
1 – extremely negative 23 15
2 11 6
3 9 13
4 14 12
5 15 31
6 3 7
7 6 10
8 7 6
9 0 1
10 – extremely positive 2 0
Don’t know 10 n/a

Base 195 143

Note: Base is 143 because 24 people did not answer this question.
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Table C.108

Overall what impact do you think the commissioning model 
behind the Work Programme (e.g. Larger, longer contracts; a 
prime contractor model; outcome-based funding; and more limited 
prescription from DWP) has had on the following aspects of your 
organisation’s activity? Please express your answer on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 1 is an extremely negative impact and 10 is an 
extremely positive impact

2013

%

2014

%
Ability to deliver services
1 – extremely negative 19 10
2 8 8
3 9 13
4 12 10
5 18 31
6 4 8
7 8 12
8 8 6
9 2 0
10 – extremely positive 3 1
Don’t know 8 n/a

Base 195 143

Note: Base is 143 because 24 people did not answer this question.

Table C.109

To what extent has the commissioning model behind the Work 
Programme (e.g. Larger, longer contracts; a prime contractor 
model; outcome-based funding; and more limited prescription 
from DWP) created opportunities for your organisation? Please 
express your answers on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is no 
opportunities and 10 is significant number of opportunities

2013

%
1 – no opportunities 31
2 26
3 28
4 11
5 – significant number of opportunities 3
Don’t know 3

Base 195
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Effectiveness of what is in place,

Do they monitor the quality of delivery?

Do they monitor the progress of participants?

Do they monitor you against their Minimum Service Delivery Standards?

How well are you performing to date against the targets in your contract? 

Identify any specific challenges/plans to address these (including changes to systems and 
processes)/implications of underperformance. Probe: loss of market share, termination of 
contracts. 

If achieving or exceeding targets, does your prime reward this?

How would you describe your relationship with your prime provider(s)?

Has your prime provider(s) undertaken any activities with your staff aimed to develop their 
capacity/capabilities and improve delivery?  If yes, probe for details and effectiveness.

Has your prime made any investment to assist you in the delivery of the Work Programme? 
(e.g. IT systems, premises etc)

Is good practice or experiences of what doesn’t work shared?

If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?

Have you experienced any disputes with your prime? 

If so, are these now resolved, have you used the Merlin mediation service?

What is your relationship with the other subcontractors in your supply chain(s)?

Are you subject to competition with other subcontractors?  If so, how does this work and how 
does it affect your delivery?

Do you share good practice/have you learnt from other providers’ experience?

Do you share experiences of what doesn’t work?

If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?

Overall impact 
Overall, what impact do you feel the Work Programme commissioning model (Larger, longer 
contracts for providers; prime provider model; Outcome-based funding Limited prescription 
from DWP (‘Black Box’ model)) have had on your organisation?

Probe: has it created barriers or opportunities?  

How have you responded?

Have you sought to change your business model or capacity to better meet DWP’s 
commissioning principles?

What are your future intentions with regard to DWP commissioned Welfare to Work 
provision?
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Do you intend to try to expand your involvement in the Work Programme/other programmes 
in the future? 

D.1.3	 Non-bidder and unsuccessful prime provider guide
Current delivery 
What employment related provision or other public services do you currently deliver?

Probe for Jobcentre Plus support contract and other DWP (e.g. Work Choice, ESF support 
for families with multiple problems) and non-DWP funding.

If non-DWP funding, what is the source?

Has any of this provision or services started since January 2012 (as a prime or 
subcontractor)?

Are you currently delivering Work Programme provision as a subcontractor in any area?

If so, how did you join this supply chain(s)? Probe: approached by prime, responded to ITT, 
responded to EOI on Merlin portal.

What services do you provide? Prompt: end-to-end, specialist. 

Is this a recent development, i.e. since January 2012 or in the last year?

Work Programme commissioning impact and destination 

In general, what impact do you feel the Department’s commissioning strategy has had on 
your organisation? (both the framework and the overall commissioning model.)

Prompt with components of the model (i.e. contract length and size, diversity of participant 
base, prime contractor model, strength of outcome focus, reduced prescription, etc.)

Probe: has it created barriers or opportunities? How have you responded?

Have you changed your business model to improve your organisation’s ability to compete 
under the Department’s commissioning model?

If no, why not?

If yes, how?  Probe around following areas: supply chain management, improved 
performance (more job outcomes), partnership working, investment in staff capability, 
financial strength/access to capital.

If yes, why? Probe around whether a result of not bidding as a prime or (if applicable) being 
unsuccessful as a sub.

How successful has this been?

In general, how commercially attractive is the DWP commissioned Welfare to Work sector at 
present?

Probe for examples, reasons and Work Programme in particular.

How has not being involved in the Work Programme as a prime provider impacted on your 
organisation?
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Probe: On future impacts and how this is affecting delivery of other employment related 
provision?

How has not being involved in the Work Programme as a prime provider impacted on the 
service delivery for participants? 

Probe: have your services been lost or replaced by someone else? In what way is your lack 
of involvement detrimental to participants?

What are the advantages and disadvantages of being on the Framework for the Provision of 
Employment Related Services?

Probe: What, if any, are the benefits to your organisation? How useful is it? 

How likely is it that your organisation would bid for other work that comes through the 
framework?

If Work Programme contracts were re-let, or re-let in particular CPAs, would your 
organisation bid for these contracts as a prime?

For non-bidding primes: If yes, why has this changed from the original procurement?

If no, why not? What would need to change for you to bid for Work Programme contracts as 
a prime?

What are your future intentions with regard to DWP commissioned Welfare to Work 
provision?
Do you intend to try to:

enter (more) supply chains for the Work Programme in the future?  For example, to deliver 
on behalf of another subcontractor or prime?  If not, why not?

provide other programmes?  If not, why not?

If neither, what other sectors or types of work do you intend to turn to and why?

D.1.4	 Non-bidder and unsuccessful subcontractor guide 
Current delivery 
What employment related provision or other public services do you currently deliver?

Probe for Jobcentre Plus support contract and other DWP (e.g. Work Choice, ESF support 
for families with multiple problems) and non-DWP funding.

If non-DWP funding, what is the source?

Has any of this provision or services started since January 2012?

Are you currently delivering Work Programme provision as a subcontractor in any area?

If so, how did you join this supply chain(s)? Probe: approached by prime, responded to ITT, 
responded to EOI on Merlin portal.

What services do you provide? Prompt: end-to-end, specialist. 

Is this a recent development, i.e. since January 2012 or in the last year?
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Work Programme commissioning impact and destination 

In general, what impact do you feel the Department’s commissioning strategy has had 
on your organisation? 
Prompt with components of the model (i.e. contract length and size, diversity of participant 
base, prime contractor model, strength of outcome focus, reduced prescription, etc.)

Probe: has it created barriers or opportunities? How have you responded?

Have you adapted or changed your business model to improve your organisation’s ability to 
compete under the Department’s commissioning model?

If no, why not?

If yes, how and why?  Probe around following areas: improved performance (more job 
outcomes), partnership working, investment in staff capability, financial strength/access to 
capital.

How successful has this been?

In general, how commercially attractive is the DWP commissioned Welfare to Work sector at 
present?

Probe for examples, reasons and Work Programme in particular.

How has not being involved in the Work Programme (in this area) impacted on your 
organisation?

Probe: On future impacts and how this is affecting delivery of other employment-related 
provision?

How has not being involved in the Work Programme (in this area) impacted on  service 
delivery for participants?

Probe: will your services be lost or replaced by someone else? In what way will your lack of 
involvement be detrimental to participants?

What are your future intentions with regard to DWP commissioned Welfare to Work 
provision?

Do you intend to try to:

enter the supply chains for the Work Programme in the future?  For example, to deliver on 
behalf of another subcontractor or prime?  If not, why not?

provide other programmes?  If not, why not?

If neither, what other sectors or types of work do you intend to turn to and why?

D.1.5	 Performance and Account Manager guide
Background 
What is your role?

Probe for job description, grade/level and location.
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How long have you been in this role (and with the organisation)?

How large a part of the work you do is related to the Work Programme?

Has this changed (increased/decreased) over time?  

What are your duties other than the Work Programme? 

Experience of programme delivery
How are you involved in the Work Programme?

Probe for number of providers/contracts/size of area they are responsible for.

In relation to Work Programme, can I clarify whether you are involved in:

Performance monitoring and management?

Encouraging/facilitating exchange of innovation and good practice?

Contract and/or compliance management?

Do you feel the scope of your Work Programme related role is appropriate?

Do they feel their role should cover more, less or different elements?  Why?

Have there been any changes to the scope of your Work Programme-related role in the last 
year?

If yes, what and why?  

What are their views on these changes?

Which changes have improved your role and the way providers are managed?

Performance Managers only – role specifics
How do you carry out Work Programme performance monitoring?

Probe for balance between checking MI, remote contact and visits to primes

Frequency of relevant activities

Any discussions with subcontractors, participants and/or non-contracted partners (e.g. 
colleges, BIS or SFA)?

What information do you use to perform your role? 

Probe for MI, contract info, sources, systems, etc

Probe for their views on appropriateness and effectiveness.

What could be improved?

Are there any issues with measuring and monitoring certain performance standards?  

If yes, probe for examples and what they do about this.

How frequently do you undertake formal performance reviews for prime providers?

Probe what is involved in the performance review and does it regularly or only occasionally 
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involve interviews with participants or strategic partners and employers.

What tools do you have available to manage underperformance?

Probe for their views on appropriateness and effectiveness.

Is the process to managing underperformance clear to you?

Do you think the prime providers you work with understand the process?

What could be improved?

What role, if any, do you have in assessing the quality of provision as well as performance in 
terms of attachments and outcomes?

Probe – what role do they have in monitoring the delivery of minimum service levels

Have you experienced any difficulties relating to your providers’ minimum service delivery 
standards?  

If yes, probe for examples and the impacts on DWP staff, the providers and participants.

What is your overall approach to performance management?  

Do you focus more on a performance improvement approach (e.g. developing provider 
capability) or on a punitive approach (e.g. threat of contract withdrawal) or a combination of 
these?

Why do you approach performance management in this way? 

How much flexibility do you have to choose your performance management approach?

Probe for their views on appropriateness and effectiveness.

What could be improved?

Account Managers only – role specifics
How do you carry out Work Programme account management?

Probe for balance between checking MI, remote contact and visits to primes

Frequency of relevant activities

Any discussions with subcontractors, participants and/or employers?

What information and tools do you use to perform your role? 

Probe for MI, contract info, sources, systems, etc

Probe for their views on appropriateness and effectiveness.

What could be improved?

Have you experienced any difficulties relating to your providers’ minimum service delivery 
standards?  

If yes, probe for examples and what they did about this.
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Relationships

[If AM] How does your role differ from that of DWP Performance Managers? 
Probe for views on the appropriateness of the current split of responsibilities between role 
and effectiveness of linkages between them.

[If PM] How does your role differ from that of DWP Account Managers?
Probe for views on the appropriateness of the current split of responsibilities between role 
and effectiveness of linkages between them.

How do you work with CMOs in relation to Work Programme?

Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

What is working well and what could be improved?

How do you work with TPPMs or their equivalents in relation to Work Programme?

Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

What is working well and what could be improved?

Are any other DWP/Jobcentre Plus staff critical to your role in relation to the Work 
Programme?

Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

What is working well and what could be improved?

Are there other links they think would be useful that they are not currently making?

Can you describe your working relationships with your prime provider(s)?

Probe: What level are those you work with in the organisation(s)?  Is this appropriate/
sufficient?

Are the relationships equal/two way, or unbalanced? Who drives the contact/relationship?

Are there any problems with working relationships? What could be done to improve these?

Have there been problems that have been addressed, if so how?

Do you have any links with subcontractors?

If yes, what?  Probe for effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

If no, do you feel this is appropriate?

What about any informal networks?

Could you tell me about any communication links/mechanisms in place to facilitate 
knowledge and good practice sharing between DWP, Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme 
providers?

Who initiated or established this mechanism?

How effective are they?
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What is working well and what could be improved?

How realistic is it that primes will share good practice in a competitive environment?  

Do you have any examples of providers sharing ideas?  

Are some providers more open or more closed to sharing ideas?  

Has there been any change (increase/decrease) in providers’ willingness to share ideas? 

Role and capability developments
Have there been any changes to how you perform your role over the last year?  

If so, what and why?

How much flexibility do you have in terms of how you perform your role?

What is working well and what could be improved?

How effective do you feel your current role is?

What impact do you feel your role has had? Probe for examples.

What is working well and what could be improved?

Do you feel you have the support you need to perform your role as effectively as possible?

Have you any suggestions for how you could be better supported to perform your role?

Views on programme design, delivery and impact
Have any primes that you work with changed their model of provision/services offered? 

If yes, what changes?

What was the process for making the change(s)?  Did this involve a change to the Minimum 
Service Delivery Standards?  How much does this differ from what is in their contract?

Have any there been any changes to the supply chains that you work with (e.g. market share 
shift, leavers, new entrants)? 

If yes, what changes? 

Are the prime provider supply chains that you have knowledge of catering for all 
participants? 

Probe for:  adequacy both to meet the needs of particular client groups, such as those with 
mental health or accommodation issues, and in terms of geographic coverage, location of 
offices, etc.

What do you think about how the Work Programme market is shared across the current 
prime providers?

Do you feel this is appropriate?  

Do you feel there are any risks for DWP?  If so, what?
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D.1.6	 Contract Monitoring Officer and Third Party Provision 
Manager guide 

Background

What is your role?

How long have you been in this role (and with the organisation)?

What proportion of the work you do is Work Programme related?
Has this changed (increased/decreased) over time?  

What are your duties other than the Work Programme? [looking for brief overview only]

Experience of programme delivery
How are you involved in the Work Programme?

Probe for number of providers/contracts/size of area they are responsible for.

What role, if any, do you have in relation to monitoring Work Programme referrals and 
handover?

Probe for specifics and extent of this role

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

What role, if any, do you have in monitoring the quality of Work Programme provision?

Probe for extent of this role – just gather information or also assess?

Probe for specifics of how they carry this out – do they visit providers or just remotely review 
paperwork?

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

What role, if any, do you have in monitoring the delivery of minimum service delivery 
standards?

Probe for extent of this role – just gather information or also assess?

Probe for specifics of how they carry this out – do they visit providers or just remotely review 
paperwork?

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

What role, if any, do you have in relation to monitoring Work Programme participant 
experience?

Probe for specifics and extent of this role

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

What role, if any, do you have in relation to gathering and reporting Work Programme 
participant feedback?

Probe for specifics and extent of this role
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What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

What role, if any, do you have in relation to monitoring the attendance of Work Programme 
participants?

Probe for specifics and extent of this role

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

Do you have a role in relation to any other aspects of the Work Programme?

If yes, probe for specifics and extent of this role

What works well?  What could be improved?  Any issues?

Do you check the production of action plans? If so, what is the process for doing this?

Do you feel the scope of your Work Programme related role is appropriate?

Do you feel your role should cover more, less or different elements?  Why?

Have there been any changes to the scope of your Work Programme related role in the 
last year?
If yes, what and why?  

What are your views on these changes?

Management Information

What information do you use to perform your Work Programme related role? 
Probe for MI, contract info, sources, systems, etc.

Probe for their views on appropriateness and effectiveness.

What could be improved?

What Work Programme related information do you collect yourself/provide to others?

Probe for details of what they collect, who from, and who they share it with.

Are there any issues with measuring and monitoring certain minimum service delivery 
standards?  

If yes, probe for examples and what they do about this.

Relationships
Do you work with DWP Performance and/or Account Managers in relation to Work 
Programme?

Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

What is working well and what could be improved?

Do you work with any other DWP or Jobcentre Plus staff in relation to Work Programme?

Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.
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What is working well and what could be improved?

Are there other links they think would be useful that they are not currently making?

How does your Work Programme related role differ from that of TPPMs or their equivalents?

Probe for views on the appropriateness of the current split of responsibilities between role 
and effectiveness of linkages between them.

How does your Work Programme related role differ from that of CMOs? 

Probe for views on the appropriateness of the current split of responsibilities between role 
and effectiveness of linkages between them.

Can you describe your working relationships with your prime providers?

Probe for effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

Do you have any links with subcontractors?

If yes, what?  Probe for effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

If no, do you feel this is appropriate?  Why?

Do you get any direct or indirect feedback from Work Programme participants?

If yes, what?  Probe for effectiveness and impact of this contact.

If no, do you feel this is appropriate?  Why?

Could you tell me about any communication links/mechanisms in place to facilitate 
knowledge and good practice sharing between DWP, Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme 
providers?

How effective are they?

What is working well and what could be improved?

How realistic is it that primes will share good practice in a competitive environment?  

Do you have any examples of providers sharing ideas?  

Are some providers more open or more closed to sharing ideas?  

Has there been any change (increase/decrease) in providers’ willingness to share ideas? 

Role and capability developments
Have there been any changes to how you perform your Work Programme related role over 
the last year?  

If so, what and why?

How much flexibility do you have in terms of how you perform your Work Programme related 
role?

What is working well and what could be improved?

How effective do you feel your current Work Programme related role is?
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What impact do you feel your role has had? Probe for examples.

What is working well and what could be improved?

Do you feel you have the support you need to perform your Work Programme related role as 
effectively as possible?

Have you any suggestions for how you could be better supported to perform your role?

Views on programme design, delivery and impact
Have any primes that you work with changed their model of provision/services offered? 

If yes, what changes?

What was the process for making the change(s)?  Did this involve a change to the Minimum 
Service Delivery Standards?  How much does this differ from what is in their contract?

Have any there been any changes within the supply chains that you work with (e.g. market 
share shift amongst the T1 subcontractors, any leavers or new entrants)? 

If yes, what changes? 

To your knowledge do the prime providers you work with cater for all their participants or are 
some groups under-served for any reason? 

Probe for:  adequacy both to meet the needs of particular client groups, such as those with 
mental health or accommodation issues, and in terms of geographic coverage, location of 
offices, etc.

D.2	 Topic Guides from the 2014 wave of the 
commissioning model evaluation

D.2.1	 Prime provider guide
Changes to supply chain and delivery model

Since the last time we interviewed you [insert date], have you begun to deliver any 
new provision? (As a prime provider or a subcontractor?) 

Have there been any changes to your Work Programme supply chains in the past 
year?
If yes, what?

Why were changes made? (Probe on why new subcontractors were required, why 
subcontractors left, whose decision was it for them to leave (prime or sub) and the reasons – 
especially poor performance or reputation for good performance).

If now working with fewer subcontractors, what issues have they experienced? What are the 
pros and cons of working with fewer providers?

Are there any forthcoming changes? If so, what and why? (Probe around whether they feel 
expansion or contraction of the supply chain is expected.)
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If new subcontractors added: how did you select them? (Probe: approached directly, already 
contract with them elsewhere or on list of approved suppliers, sent out ITT, sent out EOI on 
Merlin portal) What were the costs associated with selecting new subcontractors? 

Do you do anything to reduce barriers to joining your supply chain for small organisations? 

How frequently have you run procurement exercises to refresh your supply chains or 
replace failing suppliers?
Probe on:

Why do you run/not run exercises frequently? Is this is due to the constraints of the locality 
or a conscious business decision/strategy?

What are the advantages and disadvantages of running a fixed model approach compared 
with regularly refreshing supply chains (e.g. benefits of choice and competition versus 
benefits of long-term collaboration)?

What length contracts are offered to new joiners at this stage and over the last year? How 
does this affect supply chain changes at this stage?

Thinking about the last 12 months, have there been any changes to your Work 
Programme delivery model or the services offered?
If yes, what changes?

Have you needed to buy in specialist support for participants?

Why was the change(s) made?

Are any participant groups being prioritised?

What was the process for making the change(s)? (Probe: did this involve a change to the 
Customer Service Standards (formerly MSS); how much does this differ from what is in your 
contract.) 

What drives your decision to provide services in-house or to contract out?
Probe for company policy, existing infrastructure or capacity of the prime/market? 

Have there been any changes to the basis on which you allocate referrals to your 
subcontractors?
If yes, what?

Why has this changed?

Does customer choice play a part in how referrals are allocated to subcontractors?
If yes, who makes the choice? What information is available to advisers and participants to 
inform their choices?

Does performance information for advisers and claimants drive these decisions if there is 
choice?  
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How closely do you work with local partners, including Local Enterprise Partnerships, 
to help meet the needs of business in your area? 
Are you actively involved in any local employment and skills boards? 

Probe on:

Whether they understand the role of LEPs; including leading the development of strategic 
economic plans, identifying skills gaps, etc.

How they’ve been involved in discussions with LEPs about local employment provision?

Differences in the quality and nature of their relationships with different partners, especially 
LEPs across England.

Barriers to successful relationships with LEPs.

Changes experienced in the last 12 months.

Differences in involvement with local partners between England, Scotland and Wales.

Examples of where you have worked well with local partners to meet employer demand 
(good practice.)

What do you do to ensure that your customers, wherever they are in your supply 
chains, can access appropriate skills provision?
Probe on:

Activities underway to ensure that providers’ own skills provision dovetails with other skills 
provision and employer delivered training.

Things that work well and key problems.

Improvements and changes made/experienced in the last 12 months.

Differences within England and between England, Scotland and Wales.

Finance 

In the last 12 months, have there been any changes in how you finance your Work 
Programme operation? 
Probe:

Implications of attachment fees ending, discounts taking effect (if offered), outcome 
payments, reserves, cross subsidy from other funding streams, loans.

If through loans, what income have you used to pay these back or how do you expect to pay 
these back? Any difficulties doing so. What is the impact on their organisation and on Work 
Programme operation if they have not. 

If from cross subsidy, from where, and what is the impact of this on your delivery of those 
contracts/programmes. 

What is the impact of the way you finance your Work Programme operation on your 
organisation? 
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What is the impact of the way you finance your Work programme operation on delivery itself?

Is the way you finance your Work Programme operation sustainable?

If unsustainable: what factors have influenced this?

Has the way you finance your Work Programme operation changed over time?

How commercially attractive do you feel your Work Programme contract(s) is at 
present?
Has this changed?

Is the cost of getting participants into work, particularly ESA claimants being covered by 
payments?

In the last 12 months, have there been any changes in payment terms for services 
your Work Programme subcontractors deliver? 
Probe: continued attachment fees; sustained job outcomes; combination of service fees and 
outcome payments; service fees only. Include different kinds of outcome (e.g. paying for 
getting people off drugs rather than getting them into work).

How are you finding the process for claiming job outcome and sustainment payments 
from DWP?
Probe on the impact of changes made to the validation procedure over recent months.

How does this impact on your income stream?

How do you manage the flow of contract extrapolation rates down your supply chain?  
e.g. Are these absorbed by the prime provider, applied universally across their supply chain 
or applied to specific subcontractors?

What, if any, has been the impact of changing levels of provider income and volumes/
profile of referrals on adviser caseloads?
Probe for current size of adviser caseloads (which may vary by customer group). How, if at 
all, has changed since the programme started and why?

Which of these is most important in planning staffing/caseloads?

What impact, if any, has this had on quality?

Performance management and market share shift 

I understand that you gained/lost/were unaffected by market share shift in September 
2013. What effect, if any, did this have on programme delivery and your organisation 
as a whole?
Probe for CPA specific and organisation wide effects if they have multiple supply chains.

In what ways, if at all, is it influencing your business strategies, plans for service design or 
approach to performance management 
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What effect, if any, did this have on your subcontractors?
Probe for differences by types of subcontractor, e.g. large end-to-end compared with smaller 
specialist end-to-ends or spot purchase providers?

What (three) changes have you made to what you deliver or how you deliver it that 
have made the biggest difference in terms of your performance or that of your 
subcontractors?
Probe for supply chain model, competition or collaboration between subcontractors, local 
labour market, funding model.

FOR PRIMES THAT SELF-DELIVER: What are the different issues between improving job 
outcome performance within your own organisation and generating this from your supply 
chain (similar activities and key differences)?

How would you describe your working relationship with your subcontractors over the 
last 12 months?
Is good practice or experiences of what doesn’t work shared?

If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?

Have you experienced any disputes with your subcontractors? 

If so, are these now resolved, have you used the Merlin mediation service?

To what extent are your subcontractors in direct competition with each other?
Why do you exploit/not exploit competition within your supply chain(s)? 

How does competition or collaboration between your subcontractors affect their 
performance?

If referrals are allocated on the basis of geography, what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of this in relation to excluding the potential for competition?

(If applicable) How do you feel about some of your subcontractors handling 
significant business from other primes in the same CPAs?  
What are the advantages/disadvantages?

Do you monitor customers who are supported by your subcontractors’ progress 
towards work or do you monitor performance/job outcomes only?
How has your approach changed over the last year and what has driven these changes?

Do you monitor quality?

What impact, if any, has the announcement of the termination of the Newcastle 
College Group contract had on your organisation’s approach to performance?
What, if any, changes have been put in place within your organisation and supply chain as a 
result?

Has it changed your view of the management of performance by DWP? If so, how?
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How would you describe your relationship with DWP performance and account 
management staff? 
Have there been any changes to systems, personnel or the quality of relationship in the last 
year?

What are your future intentions regarding the Work Programme and other DWP 
commissioned welfare to work provision?
Are you considering bidding for the Newcastle College Group contract? Probe for reasons.

D.2.2	 Subcontractor guide
Organisational profile
Gather information about each organisation. Confirm information on sector and subcontract/
prime elsewhere from sample.

Sector – Public, private or VCSE
Size – number of employees (excluding volunteers)
Specialist or generalist – if specialist, which group(s)
% of organisation’s funding from Work Programme
% of organisation’s funding from DWP contracts
List of other DWP (sub)contracts (eg Work Choice, 
Mandatory Work Activity, Community Action Programme, 
ESF families with multiple problems)
Work Programme subcontract in other CPAs – yes/no
Work Programme prime contract in other CPAs – yes/no

Have you joined the supply chain in this CPA in the last 12 months? 

If yes go to Q3, if no go to Q9.

Delivery model and supply chain – new entrants to supply chain only

How and why did you join this supply chain?
Probe: approached by prime, already sub for prime in another CPA, responded to ITT, 
responded to EOI on Merlin portal.

What is your organisation’s role in delivery of the Work Programme (in this CPA)?

To what extent is the way you deliver your provision set by your prime provider(s)?
Are you contracted to deliver outcomes and provide a specific type of service?

How long is your contract with your prime?
If less than 2 years (particularly for end-to-end subs) or ends before the prime’s contract end 
date (June 2016/18), how has this influenced the way you work with participants?
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On what basis are the referrals you receive determined by your prime provider(s)?
e.g. Are they determined on a geographical basis or according to customer needs or 
characteristics? Do customers (or Personal Advisers for non end-to-ends) have a choice 
between your organisation and any others operating in this area?

Ask subcontractors that contract with two (or more) primes in this CPA only:

What are the advantages and disadvantages of subcontracting to more than one 
prime provider in this CPA?
Probe on:

Minimising risk (eggs not all in one basket).

Financial security (better cashflow).

Do they deliver the same service for both/all primes, is it aimed at different customer groups, 
do they cover slightly different areas within the CPA?

Any conflicts of interest?

Changes to delivery model and supply chain – existing members of 
supply chain only

Thinking about the last 12 months, have there been any changes to your role the in 
delivery of the Work Programme or the model of provision and system(s) you use?
If yes, what changes? 

What was the process for making the change? (Probe: did this involve a change to the 
Minimum Service Delivery Standards.)

Why was the change(s) made?

Have there been any changes to the basis on which the referrals you receive 
determined by your prime provider(s)?
Prompt: for example, to the types of customers you receive, where they come from or to the 
volumes of customers you deal with.

Why have these changes been made and how have they affected the organisation?

Do customers or advisers have a choice in where customers are referred to?

How long is your contract with your prime?
If less 2 years (particularly for end-to-end subs) or ends before the prime’s contract end date 
(June 2016/18), how has this influenced the way you work with participants?

Ask subcontractors that contract to two (or more) primes in this CPA only:
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What are the advantages and disadvantages of subcontracting to more than one 
prime provider in this CPA?
Probe on:

Minimising risk (eggs not all in one basket).

Financial security (better cashflow).

Do they deliver the same service for both/all primes, is it aimed at different customer groups, 
do they cover slightly different areas within the CPA?

Any conflicts of interest?

Only ask subcontractors in supply chains where (prime level) market share shift has 
occurred:

Has the market share shift that occurred in August 2013 had any impact on your Work 
Programme delivery?
Probe on:

Changes to volume and profiles of referrals.

Financial impacts.

Way in which your prime provider monitors/manages your performance.

Finance 

On what basis are you paid for the Work Programme services you provide?
Probe: attachment fee and sustained job outcomes; combination of service fees and 
outcome payments; service fees only.

Have your payment terms changed in the last 12 months?  If so, how and why?

Are payments from your prime affected where claims made by them have failed to 
meet DWP validation checks?
If yes, do you know whether this affects all subcontractors equally in your supply chain? 
Does the prime absorb any of this or pass it all down to you?

Do you receive a different price for supporting different types of Work Programme 
customers?
If yes, what determines the price and how does this influence what support you provide to 
participants?

How do the levels of payment compare to your experience of the actual cost of supporting 
participants into work?
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Has the amount of money paid to you for a successful job outcome or sustainment 
changed since July 2013?
Increased or decreased?

Why did the price change?

What, if any, effect has this had on your cashflow?

During the last 12 months have you or your prime provider made any new investments 
to assist you in the delivery of the Work Programme?
Prompt: IT systems, staff development, specialist staff, premises, etc.

How does the income you receive for the Work Programme compare to other 
programmes you deliver or have delivered previously?
Probe:

Does this have an impact on caseloads?

Does this have an impact on service quality?

How commercially attractive do you feel your Work Programme contract is at present?
Are the prices and funding models viable and sustainable in the long term?

Are you able to invest adequate resources in supporting customers who will take longer to 
find work (e.g. ex-offenders or customers with disabilities or, substance misuse issues)?

Contract and performance management

What processes are in place to monitor and manage your performance?
Probe:

Which processes are your own and which are the prime provider’s?

Effectiveness of what is in place.

Do they monitor the quality of delivery?

Do they monitor the progress of customers?

Do they monitor you against their Minimum Service Delivery Standards?

How well are you performing to date against the targets in your contract? 
Identify any specific challenges/plans to address these (including changes to systems and 
processes)/implications of underperformance.

Probe on: loss of market share, termination of contracts. 

If achieving or exceeding targets, does your prime reward this?

What is the most important factor in determining your Work Programme performance?
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What effect, if any, has DWP performance improvement activity had on your 
performance?
Probe on involvement with the National Operations Group and its various sub-groups, and 
the best practice group?

For subcontractors working for more than one prime: Have there been differences in impacts 
between primes and CPAs?

Have you made any changes to your delivery or management that have had any 
impact on your performance?
Probe: If so, what are these?

How would you describe your relationship with your prime provider(s)?
Has your prime provider(s) undertaken any activities with your staff aimed to develop their 
capacity/capabilities and improve delivery?  If yes, probe for details and effectiveness.

Is good practice or experiences of what doesn’t work shared?

If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?

Have you experienced any disputes with your prime? 

If so, are these now resolved, have you used the Merlin mediation service?

Are there any contractual clauses, systems or other measures that you would like to 
see primes prevented from putting in place?
Probe: if so, what are these? 

Why?

What is your relationship with the other subcontractors in your supply chain(s)?

Do you feel you are in competition with other subcontractors in this/each supply 
chain?  If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?
Do you share good practice/have you learnt from other providers’ experience?

Do you share experiences of what doesn’t work?

If so, how does this work and how does it affect your delivery?

Overall impact 
Ask large, non-prime subcontractors only:

Has working as a Work Programme subcontractor prepared you for becoming a prime 
contractor in the future?
Probe: 

If yes, in what ways has it prepared you? Has your prime contractor helped or hindered you 
in this preparation?

If no, why not? 
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Only ask subcontractors who are on the ERS Framework but are not WP primes:

Would you consider bidding for the Work Programme contract currently held by 
Newcastle College Group in CPA 18?
Why/why not?

Ask all:

Overall, what impact do you feel the Work Programme commissioning model (Larger, 
longer contracts for providers; Prime provider model; Outcome-based funding Limited 
prescription from DWP (‘Black Box’ model)) have had on your organisation?
Probe: has it created barriers or opportunities?  

How have you responded?

Have you sought to change your business model or capacity to better meet DWP’s 
commissioning principles?

D.2.3	 Leaver guide
Organisational profile and current delivery

Can you please tell me briefly about your organisation?
Prompt for: 

Organisation’s type: public, private or third sector.

Organisation’s size:  turnover and approximate numbers of employees.

Geographical coverage.

Urban and/or rural areas.

What, if any, employment related services have you delivered in the past?
Probe for: Flexible New Deal, Employment Zones, New Deals (e.g. NDLP, ND25+, NDYP, 
ND50+, NDDP), Pathways to Work, Progress2Work, or other relevant service provision?  

Customer volumes and geography of customers supported (just overview, not detail).

In total, how many Work Programme contracts has your organisation held since 2011, 
including those you no longer deliver?
Ask for each contract:

Where was this contract? (i.e. which part of which CPA?)

Who was the prime?

What percentage of the contract did you deliver and what did this translate to in terms of the 
average number of referrals per month?

Were you delivering to all customer groups or to specific groups? (i.e. providing generalist or 
specialist provision?)
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Besides the Work Programme, what employment related provision or other public 
services do you currently deliver?
Probe for Jobcentre Plus support contract and other DWP (e.g. Work Programme in other 
supply chains and/or for other primes, Work Choice, ESF support for families with multiple 
problems) and non-DWP funding.

If non-DWP funding, what is the source?

Leaving supply chains 

We understand from our records that your organisation left [enter primes’ name] 
supply chain in the last year? Is this correct?

If not, which of your Work Programme contracts have you stopped delivering?

When did your organisation stop delivering the contract(s)?

Why did your organisation stop delivering the contract(s)? 
Prompt if necessary: due to financial viability related issues, performance related issues and/
or other issues.  

[If financial] Why was the contract not financially viable for you?
Prompt referral volumes, performance, unit costs, PbR, etc.

Has financial viability changed over time?  
If yes, what was behind this? (e.g. were attachment fees reduced, did the provider 
experience discounting that afffected viability?)

[If performance related] How were you performing in this contract/these contracts 
relative to your targets and relative to other providers in the supply chain?

Do you feel your prime(s) operated a competitive or collaborative model?

[If other issues] What were the reasons?

Whose decision was it to stop delivering the contract(s)?  
Prompt if necessary: their decision, the prime provider’s decision or a joint decision?  

If the prime’s decision, how was this communicated and what was the process? e.g. if 
performance related issues did this follow a set of performance management process? 

Were your referral volumes managed downwards in the lead up to contract 
withdrawal?
If yes, probe for why this was done and what the impacts were for the organisation (e.g. 
steady reduction of income, maintenance of premises and staff etc.).
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Did you make, or consider making, any changes to try to keep the contract(s) viable 
and/or from being withdrawn?
If yes, probe for details on what, why and the outcome.

If no, probe why.

Did your prime provider(s) work with you, or offer to work with you, in any way to try 
to help you keep the contract(s) viable and/or from being withdrawn?
If yes, probe for details on what, why and the outcome.

If no, probe whether they would have welcomed this and why.

What, if anything, could have prevented your organisation leaving the supply 
chain(s)?
If known, who is now delivering what you previously delivered in the supply chain(s)?

Are these existing or new providers to the supply chain(s)?

What impact do you think this change of providers will have on customers?

Ongoing Work Programme delivery (if applicable)

Does your organisation expect to continue to deliver the Work Programme contract(s) 
you still hold?
If yes, why?  i.e. are these contracts more financial viable and/or are they performing better 
in these contracts than the ones they have stopped delivering?  Why is this the case?

If no, why?  i.e. are they planning on leaving the supply chain(s) and/or are the prime(s) 
considering withdrawing their contract(s)?  Why is this the case?

Work Programme commissioning impact and destination 

The DWP commissioning strategy includes a focus on larger, longer contracts, the 
prime contractor model, a focus on outcomes and reduced prescription.  In general, 
what impact do you feel this commissioning strategy has had on your organisation?
Probe: has it created barriers or opportunities?  How have you responded?

How do you think not being involved in/having reduced involvement in the Work 
Programme will impact on the future of your organisation?

What are your future intentions with regard to DWP commissioned Welfare to Work 
provision?
Do you intend to:

try to enter other Work Programme supply chains?  Why/why not?

consider bidding to be involved in any successor programme to the Work Programme?  Why/
why not?

look to provide other DWP programmes?  Why/why not?
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If none of the above, what other sectors or types of work do you intend to turn to and why?

D.2.4	 Performance and Account Manager guide
Background 

What is your role?
Probe for job description, grade/level and location.

How long have you been in this role (and with the organisation)?

How large a part of the work you do is related to the Work Programme?
Has this changed (increased/decreased) over time?  

What are your duties other than the Work Programme? 

How are you involved in the Work Programme?
Probe for number of providers/contracts/size of area they are responsible for.

Role and capability developments

We understand there has been a reorganisation of the account management and 
performance management teams.  As you understand the changes, can you explain 
what the key changes are and what these aim to achieve?

What are your views on these changes?

Do you think these are these the right changes?  
Probe why.

How are these changes working so far?  
Probe why.

Do you feel your new role/responsibilities better meet the needs of DWP and the prime 
provider(s) you work with?  
Probe how and why.

Have you any suggestions for how the impact of your role could be (even) greater?

How much flexibility do you have in terms of how you perform your role?
What impact do you feel this has?

Is this the same level of flexibility you had a year ago or has it changed?

If changed, how? What are your views on this? (appropriateness and impact)
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Do you feel you have the support you need to perform your role as effectively as 
possible?
Do you feel you have more, less or the same support as you had a year ago?

If changed, how? What are your views on this? (appropriateness and impact)

Have you any suggestions for how you could be better supported to perform your role?

Would a more formal learning and development routeway be beneficial in developing the 
capability of performance managers?

What, if any, are the challenges of managing a payment by results contract compared 
with other types of contract? 

Relationships 

What key changes will the reorganisation of the account management and 
performance management teams have on how you work with DWP Performance 
Managers [if an AM]/Account Managers [if a PM] in relation to the Work Programme?

What are your views on these changes?

Do you think these are these the right changes?  
Probe why.

How are these changes working so far?  
Probe why.

Do you feel the new split of responsibilities and linkages between roles better meet 
the needs of DWP and the prime provider(s) you work with?  
Probe how and why.

Have you any suggestions for (further) improvement?

Are any other DWP or Jobcentre Plus staff critical to your role in relation to the Work 
Programme?
Probe for how any links operate, effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

Have there been any changes to your working relationships with other DWP/JCP in 
relation to the Work Programme in the last year?
If changes, what? What are your views on these? (appropriateness and impact)

What could be improved?

Can you describe your working relationships with your prime provider(s)?
Have there been any changes to your working relationships with your prime(s) in the last 
year?

If changes, what? Why do you think these have occurred? What impact have they had?
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What could be improved?

Do you have any links with subcontractors?
If yes, what?  Probe for effectiveness and impact of these relationships.

If no, do you feel this is appropriate?

What about any informal networks?

Have there been any changes to this in the last year?

If changes, what? Why do you think these have occurred? What impact have they had?

To what extent is there competition or collaboration with the supply chains you work 
with? 
How does this affect/drive performance?

Views on programme design, delivery and impact

Have any primes that you work with changed their model of provision/services 
offered? 
If yes, what changes?

What was the process for making the change(s)?  Did this involve a change to the Customer 
Service Standards?  How much does this differ from what is in their contract?

Have any there been any changes to the supply chains that you work with (e.g. market 
share shift, leavers, new entrants)? 
If yes, what changes? 

What has been the impact of market share shift on this CPA?

Are the prime provider supply chains that you have knowledge of catering for all 
participants? 
Probe for:  adequacy both to meet the needs of particular client groups, such as those with 
mental health or accommodation issues, and in terms of geographic coverage, location of 
offices, etc.

What do you think about how the Work Programme market is shared across the 
current prime providers?
Do you feel this is appropriate?  

Do you feel there are any risks for DWP?  If so, what?

Has your view of this changed since the introduction of market share shift?
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D.3	 Topic Guides from the 2013 wave of the 
programme delivery evaluation

D.3.1	 Programme provider guide
General background
What is your office’s role in the delivery of the Work Programme?

Identify whether: prime end-to-end; non-prime end-to-end; specialist end-to-end, describe 
specialism; other sub-contractor, describe nature of provision.

If sub-contractor, for this location: who sub-contracted to if not directly by a Prime, ultimately, 
which Prime?

Provision
In the last year, have there been any significant changes made to:

the types of services you provide to customers? 

who you provide a service to?

how you organise your service?

anything else you think affects the services your organisation delivers under the Work 
Programme?

Probe for: What? Why? What has been the impact on customers? (number affected; 
provision; outcome). Have the effects been different for each customer group? Other effects?

The support decision
How is the support for each customer decided?

What techniques and tools are used to identify barriers to employment?

Are customers allocated to treatment groups or streams.  If so, are these aligned to Work 
Programme payment groups?

Probe for: role of customer choice, degree of adviser discretion, limits or controls on costs 
of provision.In what way does this affect:adviser contact and use of specialist advisers, the 
frequency and appointment length, the degree of conditionality/mandation?

In the last year, have any changes been made in the way support is determined?

Prompts: Has the way customers are assessed changed? Have any new screening tools 
been developed or upgraded? What changes have been made? Why? What has been the 
impact on customers? (number affected; provision; outcome) Do you consider this change to 
be an improvement?

How have these changes affected the way you support different customer groups?

Any groups less well served? Are there any remaining problems?

Are there any remaining problems with the way support needs are determined?
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Pre-employment support
Do you provide training: In house? Sub-contracted? Other external?

(get brief description of providers)

What use do you make of Skills Funding Agency training?

Why?

What use do you make of training funded under the ESF (European Social Fund)?

Why?

How do you ensure customers who need training can access appropriate training provision? 

Check for differences between: in house training, Skills Funding Agency funded training, 
ESF, supply chain training; customer groups

Have your processes for identifying customers’ training and skills requirements, and for 
accessing provision changed in the last year?

In what way? Has this affected some customer groups more than others? Which groups 
(which provision)? Why? If not, changed, why not?

In-work support
Do you provide support for Work Programme customers once they are in work?

(Include support provided to employers as well as customers.) 

IF NOT Which organisation within your supply chain provides this support? How well do you 
feel this works?

(Include effectiveness for customers and information from those leaving employment.)

GO TO Q15.

How important do you think it is to provide in-work support?

For whom? Why?

Please describe in detail the support provided.

Probe for: support to customers and support to employers; how delivered (call centre based 
support, Personal Adviser – same or different PA, other model); methods of support (careers 
advice, mentoring, practical and financial support, training needs, progression, mediation, 
supported job search); customer, employer or provider led – why?; mode and frequency 
of contact; sequencing and timing (e.g. financial support only provided in first 4 weeks of 
employment) – when does the support end?

Do you prioritise in-work support for some customers?

Who?
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Probe for whether:

target those at risk (at risk of what?) and how these are identified. 

prioritise customer groups.

In what way?

Why? 

Are some customer groups more or less receptive to offers of in-work support?

Why do you think this is?

What do you do when customers are less receptive?

Do you think your model for in-work support is successful?

Probe for reasons for its success/failure/limitations. 

Has this model of in-work support always been like this or has the process been modified or 
changed since go-live?

How? Why? What has been the effect? 

Are there ways in which in-work support could be improved?

How? 

Employer engagement
Do you undertake any employer engagement activities (that is, activities with employers)?

What? Probe for exclusive agreements with any employers.

How well does this work?

Are there any problems?

Do you co-ordinate your employer engagement activities with the Jobcentre Plus?

And with other providers? Why/why not? How well does this work? Are there any problems?

Conditionality and sanctioning
Regarding the way you support mandatory customers, what approach does your 
organisation take to applying conditionality? 

Probe for: use of rigid processes/rules (e.g. all customers having at least 3 mandatory 
activities on their action plan) or adviser discretion; philosophy of organisation; which groups 
are mandated to provision most/least and which are excluded.

Where customers do not comply with mandated activities, what is your approach to referring 
for sanctioning? 

Is it automatic or is there discretion or does it vary? 

IF VARIES: In what way? Why? Probe for differences by customer group or other type of 
customer.
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IF SOME DISCRETION [whether varies or not]: What factors do you take into account to 
decide whether to refer in a specific case? Why? 

Does this mean that customers from some claimant groups or types of customers are more 
likely to be referred than others? Which? Why?

How useful is it to be able to use the threat of a benefit sanction to encourage customers to 
engage with provision?

What are the effects on relationships with customers, co-operation, participation and 
outcomes?

What discourages advisers from imposing mandatory activities or following through with 
sanctions referrals?

Probe for: examples of positive and negative effects on customer behaviour; examples of 
successful or unsuccessful sanctions decisions and the implications for advisers.

Minimum service delivery standards
Are you aware of your Prime provider’s minimum service delivery standards?

IF YES: How does this affect the way you operate?

Have customers tried to use minimum service delivery standards to affect your service to 
them?

IF YES: How often has this happened? (Ball park figures to see if common or not.)

In what way have they been used? What has been the type of outcomes?

IF NO: Why do you think customers have not used them? (Standards are met/low customer 
awareness of standards.)

Financial controls
How do you manage the costs of support?

PROBE: balancing between the needs of different customers; costs for each customer over 
time; set provision per customer/type of customer; set budget – how determined?

Does this result in differences in support by customer group?

Has the way you manage the costs of support changed in anyway over the last year?

How? Why?

Has this affected the support provided?

How? Why?

What has been the effect on customers?

Has this affected customer groups differently?

How? Why?
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General views on provision within the Work Programme
In terms of delivery of services to your WP customers, what aspects of the WP are working 
well? 

And not so well?

How is the Work Programme’s financing model (i.e. paying for outcomes) affecting how you 
operate?

Does it focus support on some customer groups? Which? Why?

Does it create uncertainty over staffing and provision?

How much of your WP income is dependent on outcomes?

Do you think it affects which individuals are helped by your provision? Which and in what 
way?

Do you have any suggestions for changes in the way that performance targets are used 
within the WP?

Are there any other changes you think could be made to improve the programme?

Is there anything else you would like to say about the Work Programme, your involvement as 
an organisation and you personally?

D.3.2	 Jobcentre Plus Advisory Team Manager guide
Support to Work Programme participants
Do your customers continue to have any contact with the Jobcentre once they are on the 
Work Programme?

Purpose of the contact?

Contact prompted by Jobcentre Plus, individual member of staff or customer

face to face/phone/email/text?

Does this result in Jobcentre Plus staff providing any form of assistance to Work Programme 
customers?

What?

Systematic/ad hoc support?

By whom?

Under what circumstances?

Why?

IF NO SUPPORT PROVIDED: Do you think there would be benefits to providing 
assistance to Work Programme customers?
What?

For whom/which groups?
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Why?

Why is support not provided?

GO TO Q2.6.

Are some claimant groups or types of customers more likely to seek assistance? 

Which?

Why do you think this is?

Are some claimant groups or types of customers more likely to receive assistance? 

Which?

Why?

What additional value is provided to customers on top of what they are receiving from their 
Work Programme provider?

Has the contact and support given to customers once on the Work Programme changed in 
anyway over the last year?

How?

Why?

Work Programme returners
You will have been getting customers returning to Jobcentre Plus from the Work Programme. 
What types of customers are returning?

Check for types by: claimant groups, other characteristics, those with particular barriers: 
what barriers? 

Could you tell me about the types of experiences returners have had on the Work 
Programme? Include examples, if possible.

Check for: differences by claimant group, differences by other characteristics/type of barriers.

What types of barriers to work have typically been addressed and which have not?

Check for: differences by claimant group, differences by other characteristics/type of barriers.

Why do you think their (remaining) barriers to work have not been fully addressed?

Check for: differences by claimant group, differences by other characteristics/type of barriers.

Work Programme exit reports
How well do the exit reports  summarise customers’ experience on the Work Programme?

Probe for: how well they describe key activities completed and success, variability in quality 
of reports (and whether varies by provider).

Do they identify differences in the extent of support received?

Get examples.
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Do there seem to be differences in the extent of support by: claimant group, other 
characteristics/type of barriers? In what way?

How useful do you find the providers’ exit reports? 

What is most useful? Why?

What is less useful? Why?

What would be useful, but is usually omitted? (Differences by claimant group, differences by 
other characteristics/type of barriers.)

How do the exit reports compare to participants’ accounts of what they have experienced? 

Are they generally accurate?  Are there conflicts?

Do they provide information which participants are less inclined to share?

Overall, are the exit reports worthwhile? 

General views on provision within Work Programme
In terms of delivery of services to your WP customers, what aspects of the WP are working 
well?

And not so well?

Are there any other changes you think could be made to improve the programme?

Is there anything else you would like to say about the Work Programme, your involvement as 
an organisation and you personally?

D.3.3	 Jobcentre Plus District Offices: Employer engagement
Employer engagement
Could you briefly describe the employer engagement activities which are done in your 
District. 

Does your Jobcentre Plus district coordinate its employer engagement activities with those of 
the Work Programme providers operating here? 

In what ways?

PROBE ON: types of coordinated activities (e.g. vacancy filling and vacancy finding), how 
they work together (processes), whether provider/Jobcentre Plus/joint initiated, whether 
coordinated with all or just some primes/providers and why, role of other partners (e.g. Local 
Enterprise Partnerships or SFA).

How well does this work?

What works well, why?

What does not work well, why?

Do you think there are aspects of competition between Jobcentre Plus and the providers 
which affect (the potential for) co-ordination? 
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In what way?

Which organisations see themselves as competitors?

Jobcentre Plus sees providers as competitors.

providers see Jobcentre Plus as competitor. 

providers see other providers as competitors.

whether each applies to some or all providers.

How does this affect co-ordination?

How does this affect employer engagement?

Do you think there is the need for better co-ordination in engagement with employers? 

Why? Over what?

IF YES, How could co-ordination be improved? What are the barriers?

Is there anything else you would like to say about the Work Programme and employer 
engagement?

What works well? What does not work so well? How things could be improved?
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