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1. Introduction

This paper has been developed by the Employment Related Services Association (ERSA) in response to the Social Security Advisory Committee inquiry on the Claimant Commitment. ERSA is the representative body of the UK employment support sector. It has around 270 members spanning the public, private and voluntary sectors, with over three quarters not for profit. ERSA’s members provide frontline specialist employment support to jobseekers to help them enter, remain and progress in work.

2. How do work coaches and claimants engage with partner organisations to support people into (or to progress in) work?

Jobcentre Plus (JCP) will collect local information about partner organisations. Work Coaches will then refer claimants to partners for additional employment, training or skills support. However, ERSA members have reported a disconnect between Work Coaches and the services they deliver outside of JCP.

JCP partnership managers are tasked with developing relationships with local partner organisations and scoping services. However, their effectiveness in engaging local providers is varied across JCP districts and it is also not known how the information they gather is used by Work Coaches. Nevertheless, ERSA believes they are a useful addition to JCP, and the role should be developed to improve the link between Work Coaches and local providers. ERSA understands that DWP are uncertain about whether they will continue to fund the role in the future and the SSAC should seek to clarify this.

JCP engagement with partner organisations has been formalised through the Dynamic Purchasing System (DPS) and District Provision Tool (DPT). The DPS was established by the DWP as a framework to administer the Flexible Support Funding (FSF). It allows JCP officials to commission services that meet specific local needs. Whilst the system is helpful for JCP to link into partner organisations, it can be overly complicated with mixed understanding amongst officials.

Work Coaches are crucial for referring clients to DPS funded provision and any lack of awareness can result in low referral volumes which – in turn – undermines the viability of service delivery. ERSA recommends that a central set of FAQ guidance for using the DPS would contribute towards building clarity into the system.

Whilst the process of registering with DPS for providers is relatively straightforward, some smaller organisations may find it more difficult to navigate the system. Moreover, a lack of transparency, particularly around bidding and how and why contracts are awarded, can deter some providers from engaging with the DPS.

Work Coaches also have access to the District Provision Tool (DPT) to see what provision is available in the local area. However, the list can often be poorly populated or incomplete. Combined with the DPS, some providers will therefore be locked out of the new formalised system and Work Coaches risk missing important local provision.
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The introduction of DPS and the DPT, however, are important improvements on previous JCP engagement with partner organisations, which was largely informal in nature. This could lead to a small numbers of partner organisations providing a disproportionately large amount of services in the local area, often without payment. The new system – whilst it needs to be developed – has helped to improve accountability, diversify services and ensure a larger number of specialist providers can enter the market.

It is important to note that JCP has got better at sourcing provision and there are examples of good practice. For instance, the ‘CALM and QUIET Sessions’ run by the Kentish Town JCP – an open session for people with autism and learning difficulties to meet Work Coaches and partner organisations – is an innovative way for JCP staff to engage local providers and develop productive relationships. This type of activity should be rolled out more widely and include sessions for people from different cohorts, particularly young people who can be underserved by mainstream provision, as highlighted by ERSA member Impetus.

In addition, every JCP district has an Armed Forces Champion to ensure support meets the needs of the veteran community, an Older Claimant Champion to increase awareness of barriers faced by older people and a Disability Employment Advisers to offer specialist advice on disability issues. However, it is unclear whether – as part of these roles – they are tasked with engaging partner organisations. ERSA believes that including this responsibility in the job requirements could be a helpful improvement.

3. How are claimant’s circumstances factored into the Claimant Commitment (including if they change), particularly claimants with potential restrictions on their work ability?

Whilst many Work Coaches will have positive relationships with individuals, it has been widely reported by ERSA members that Claimant Commitments can fail to reflect the specific circumstances of the claimant.

ERSA acknowledges the efforts made by JCP to upskill frontline staff and move relationships with jobseekers to a more positive footing. However, there is significant concern about the capacity of JCP to deal with the increase in footfall from Universal Credit claimants and reduction in funding for contracted out provision. This would inevitably be exacerbated if funding for employment and skills support is less under the UK Shared Prosperity Fund than currently available under the European Social Fund.

Work Coaches caseloads are already increasing, with NAO forecasts predicting they will increase to 373

by 2024-25 from 85 in 20181. This will unavoidably place significant time constraints on Work Coaches and reduce their ability to personalise Claimant Commitments to specific circumstances and capabilities or arrange tailored and holistic support.

Providers have reported that objectives are already too generic and fail to account for personal circumstances, including the impact of disabilities, health conditions and geographical factors, such as transport links. Moreover, employment goals are not always appropriately matched to skills. For example, people who are long-term unemployed may be tasked with re-entering a sector that has

1 NAO (2018) Rolling out Universal Credit (pg. 4)
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changed significantly since they were last in employment. This can all result in claimants being sanctioned or pushed into unsuitable work.


Case Study

An ERSA member reported how a participant on one of its programmes had epilepsy and could not return to engineering or factory work because of health and safety rules. The Work Coach should have recognised that retraining for work in a different sector was the best route for this participant to secure employment in the longer term. However, this was not reflected in their Claimant Commitment and the individual felt JCP was pushing them to apply for work that was inappropriate for their health condition.

The time constraints on Work Coaches is a particular problem for vulnerable claimants as the complete range of their barriers to work – which can be complex and varied – are unlikely to come out in a short conversation. There are undoubtedly circumstances where a vulnerability has not been detected, either because an individual has not wanted to disclose their circumstances or important questions have not been asked. For example, research by ERSA members Crisis and St Mungo’s with Homeless Link found that Jobcentre Plus does not always identify people as homeless or vulnerably housed at their initial assessment when they open a benefit claim.

As such, the Claimant Commitment may not recognise that employment is not a realistic short-term goal. It should instead capture the importance of progress towards employment for those further away from the labour market. Issues such as homelessness or addictions are major barriers to work and improvements in wellbeing should be part of the objectives.

JCP handling of vulnerable claimants is an area of high concern amongst many ERSA members, particularly those in the homelessness sector who find their clients are disproportionately impacted by sanctions policy. Moreover, there is concern that some jobseekers will not engaging with JCP because of fear related to sanctions and conditionality.

By contrast, frontline staff working for providers are usually able to spend more time with customers and therefore ascertain more about their personal circumstances. Work and Health Programme (WHP) Support Managers, for example, will co-author an action plan and commission support to address employment and broader health and wellbeing needs. In addition, providers will support clients to meet the terms of their Claimant Commitments, or advocate for them to be changed if they are too difficult.

Whilst compliance with Claimant Commitments should remain with JCP, ERSA believes it would be beneficial for specialist providers to work in closer partnership with Work Coaches, so that objectives better reflect the specific circumstances of the claimant. A Work and Health Programme provider, for example, has found that colocation of SMs in JCP is highly beneficial for addressing problems with objectives more quickly.

4. Do you think the claimant circumstances factored into the Claimant Commitment is an effective tool for supporting people into or progressing in work?

The Claimant Commitment is designed to instil a sense of rights and responsibilities in claimants. However, there is insufficient evidence about whether it is an effective tool for supporting people into work. As part of the DWP’s drive to improve its evidence base, there needs to be an appropriate
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monitoring and evaluation system where the agreement can be properly tested and updated. With the potential for increased pressure on JCP, it is particularly pertinent for there to be transparency about the effectiveness of its offer.

It stands to reason, however, that the Claimant Commitment can only be an effective tool to support people into work if it is fully understood by the individual. Anecdotally, ERSA members report that conditions attached to the Claimant Commitment, particularly the job search requirements, are not always clear to claimants. This can cause anxiety, which can be a particular problem for those with learning difficulties or mental health conditions. ERSA believes it is highly important that Work Coaches are given the time to clearly explain the terms of the agreement and ensure they match the claimant’s capabilities, with the implications for non-compliance properly understood.

ERSA members believe there needs to be more consistency in how JCP’s approach the Claimant Commitment for it to be an effective tool for supporting people into work. Providers report that some agreements are overly enforced with Work Coaches failing to take into account extenuating circumstances and applying sanctions, whilst others were not enforced at all. ERSA recommends there should be more guidance to ensure fair and consistent decision making across JCP staff and districts.

5. Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system?

Employment support works best when there are consistent and trusted relationships, where an individual feels listened to and supported, as well as challenged to think openly about what might be possible in their circumstances. This support already exists within the community settings and ERSA believes there is more scope for JCP to operate in partnership with local providers.

ERSA believes that building and communicating an effective JCP offer, and therefore instilling trust in the welfare system, requires a strong evidence base. DWP must monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of the Claimant Commitment to ensure its an effective tool for supporting people into or progressing in work.

At present, however, it seems the Claimant Commitment is often too generic and dictated by the Work Coach, rather than a two-way conversation with the claimant. The personal circumstances of the claimant should be the driving force behind agreement. This would mitigate against claimants lack of belief that compliance with the Claimant Commitment will help them find work or improve their personal situation. Importantly, requiring people to take steps towards work that are unmanageable will only serve to erode trust between claimants, Work Coaches and the JCP.

Some providers believe the Claimant Commitment should also include obligations for Work Coaches and DWP. Bright Blue, an independent think tank, has developed this recommendation and suggests

claimants should be able to seek to redress via an Independents Case Examiner2. ERSA broadly agrees with the principal of this as it could go some way to instilling a greater sense of trust in the system.

Finally, JCPs must have a consistent approach to the Claimant Commitment to improve the sense of fairness in the system. Whilst Work Coaches should continue to maintain a level of discretion, particularly when dealing with complicated cases, guidance should be updated to ensure conditions reflect claimant’s capabilities and are not unduly enforced in cases with extenuating circumstances.

2 Bright Blue (2019) Helping Hand? Improving Universal Credit (pg, 16)
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