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Context

Wales faces the highest relative poverty rate in the United Kingdom, with almost one in four people living in relative income poverty. The latest data shows us that 710,000 people in Wales live in poverty. This figure consists of 185,000 children, 405,000 working-age adults and 120,000 pensioners. The poverty rate for Wales is higher than for England, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 1

The UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights reported that employment has not proven to be an automatic route out of poverty in Wales. In-work poverty has grown over the last decade and continues to grow. Half of Welsh households experiencing poverty have someone bringing home a salary Twenty-five percent of jobs pay below the real Living Wage, and low-paid, part-time or insecure jobs are often disproportionately taken up by women, largely due to difficulties in balancing work and caring responsibilities. If we're to tackle poverty in Wales, we must also tackle gender imbalance.2

Forecasts of poverty in Wales predict that the situation is not set to improve. By 2021-22, it is estimated that 27% of the Welsh population will be living in poverty, and that 39% of children will live in poverty. The Welsh population living in poverty is expected to increase 3 percentage points

(ap) by 2021-22. This is the third highest increase of all UK regions. The level of child poverty in Wales is projected to increase 10pp by 2021-22.3
That is why Oxfam works in Wales, to: tackle the root causes of poverty and inequality, create a fairer and more equal society and tell the truth about poverty in Wales, now and in the long term.

Oxfam Cymru believes any constitutional changes should be based on the fundamental objective of alleviating poverty within Wales. It is of paramount importance that any changes made to the social security system must be done with, and in, the best interests of those living in poverty in Wales.

Principles

Social security should be seen as a valuable public service; with participation, human rights, dignity and a reduction in poverty and inequality, at its very core. Any policy or practice change should have these principles at the heart of its development. This means involving those individuals affected by the system in its design and delivery. Participation and inclusion are core principles of Oxfam Cymru and our experience of delivering programmes in Wales demonstrates the importance of placing individuals voice at the centre. We therefore know the importance of raising the voices of those living in poverty.
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1 JRF, 2018 https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-wales-2018
2 OHCHR, 2018 https://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/poverty/eom_gb_16nov2018.pdf
3 WISERD, 2018 https://wiserd.ac.uk/news/poverty-wales-are-we-getting-full-picture

Evidence of effective ways of supporting people into work: Oxfam and DWP’s partnership SLA project

Within Wales, Oxfam delivers a successful programme with the DWP which trains Work Coaches in our Sustainable Livelihoods Approach.

The SLA is a method of understanding the experiences of people living in poverty and of analysing and changing the lives of people living in poverty and disadvantage. It is a participatory approach based on the recognition that all people have abilities and assets that can be developed to help them improve their lives.

Oxfam has long been using the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach in its work to combat economic disadvantage globally and in the UK. This approach assesses and addresses all of the assets that people have, alongside the barriers that they are facing, to give a much fuller picture of a person’s situation. This means it is particularly suited to addressing women’s disadvantage, as women often face a wider range of barriers. It looks at:

· Human assets – e.g. skills, knowledge and physical and mental strengths

· Social assets – e.g. friendships, family, neighbours and networks

· Physical assets – e.g. housing, transport, white goods, a computer, a smart phone

· Public assets – e.g. community centres, libraries, involvement in community activities

· Financial assets e.g. income, savings, credit facilities, etc.

Between 2012 and 2016, Oxfam Cymru delivered the Building Livelihoods and Strengthening Communities in Wales project (hereafter ‘Livelihoods Project’) which piloted the use of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) working with different groups experiencing poverty and marginalisation. The Livelihoods Project, benefited over 1000 participants, and partnered with nine organisationswho worked with individuals who are part of different marginalised groups in society, including people with physical and / or learning disabilities; young families, single parents and those with mental or physical health issues; geographically isolated and long term unemployed people; families with primary school age children; people from black and minority ethnic (BME) communities; young people not in education, employment or training (NEETs); older people refugees and asylum seekers; and people at risk of homelessness. The Livelihoods Project activities included working with participants in a range of ways including: one-to-one support and guidance (with the SLA tools used as a starting point with); peer mentoring courses (to provide participants with the skills to enable them to support others); training courses and workshops (with many participants welcoming the opportunity to receive accreditation following completion of a course - some gained employment as a result of training provided, for example being able to renew licences required to work on specific machinery); excursions (opportunities for participants to visit places locally and further afield, aiming at broaden their horizons); volunteering; and other group activities. A Value Analysis of the Livelihoods Project was undertaken, and was able to demonstrate a social return on investment of £4.43 for every £1 spent.

One of the main project outcomes was that ‘Marginalised people will develop skills and build confidence to improve their livelihoods and life chances’. The external evaluation, conducted by Arad, showed that all participants and project workers interviewed believed there had been many and varied opportunities to develop skills. In many cases, the type of impact included ‘hard’ outcomes’ such as skills improved through certified training (for example, manual handling and first aid), but also those ‘softer’ impacts relating to raised confidence and career aspirations amongst participants. There was recognition that, in many cases, the support provided through the project had acted as the very first step towards obtaining employment and had the effect of helping


breakdown whatever barrier participants had in taking part more fully in training or employment or in their community. The external evaluation also identified synergy between the various types of impact the project had, for instance, a participant may have been supported into an employment or training opportunity, but often this would be accompanied by an increase in confidence or higher self esteem generally, increased awareness of where to seek help should problems arise, better time keeping, and a network of others to share experiences.

The evidence stemming from Oxfam Cymru’s SLA community programme work showed that that key to supporting people back into work, and helping them sustain that employment, is taking a holistic approach – not only to the individual, but to their family and wider situation. An individual starting a new job may have knock-on implications for other family members, for example, tax credits may be affected, those who require care may need their situation reconsidered, and so on. It is often the case that an individual may face multiple barriers to employment – not only their own health and wellbeing, but that of their dependents. Key for many individuals is building confidence and self-esteem, in parallel to any skills development or training they may need. If an individual has been out of employment for many years, starting employment may be a huge cultural shift for them.

The key here is recognising that one size does not fit all, and taking each individual’s case holistically is critical. The external evaluation of the Livelihoods Project demonstrated that the SLA has proved “a suitable tool in providing structure to determine actions needed to improve individual livelihoods”. It described the SLA toolkit as providing project workers “with a manageable approach to identify individual’s assets and assist them in finding solutions”. [...] “The flexibility of the SLA as a toolkit and approach, and being able to adapt and apply it as appropriate, supporting participants intensively at some times, and non-intensively at others according to their needs, is one of its key strengths”.

Prior to the SLA training project with DWP, Oxfam Cymru had established a valued relationship with the DWP, through the Access to Work project from 2012 to 2015, which used the SLA to support single parents to move into employment or start their own business. Oxfam Cymru’s Access to Work and Enterprise project ran from 2012 to 2015 and worked to support people holistically to be more resilient. The project worked with lone parents who had been affected by changes to the benefits system and made positive interventions to help people become more independent. The project included one-to-one mentoring and coaching, group learning sessions, volunteering opportunities, and a work-based learning programme at one of Oxfam’s shops. Of the 90 people who took part in the project, results included: nine people got jobs; six passed extended awards in work based employment; 11 undertook work based learning placements; seven undertook voluntary placements; 11 undertook English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and essential skills; nine explored self employment and two are on the road to becoming self employed; 12 took up part time courses; one went to university; and more. Using learning from this project, and insights from project partners about JCP, Oxfam and the DWP have worked together to deliver interactive training on SLA to Work Coaches and Job centre staff across Wales. Oxfam Cymru’s hypothesis for this training project with DWP was that a service that understands the lived experiences of its users will be better placed to provide solutions and support befitting their needs, thereby reducing the need for sanctions and enhancing the ability of service users to find and stay in work, and thereby to build more sustainable livelihoods.

Delivering training to Work Coaches in the SLA approach, enables them to: better understand people’s situations and how they relate to finding and staying in work; understand the factors that create social exclusion and poverty and the impact that has on people’s lives; increase awareness of both personal and organisational values, attitudes and behaviours which impact on frontline delivery; and consider the benefits of a holistic approach to support service users. The SLA toolkit


also provides the practical tools needed to help people address their issues in an effective and sustainable manner.

An independent evaluation of the first stage of this partnership to date has shown the social return on investment is estimated at £5.31 for every £1 spent. Anecdotal evidence also shows positive feedback from JCP staff using the SLA Toolkit, and comments in the initial feedback collected from JobCentre Plus staff have included: “I will be using these tools in our peer support job club. I will also build this into my supporting claimants 45+ and with health condition Action Plans”; “All tools will be useful. Looking to develop more peer support groups and these tools will help develop sessions / delivery”; “[the tools] are extremely helpful in helping build a rapport and breaking down barriers”; “[the tools] help to build an individual’s life picture, to provide the correct support either by myself or able to signpost. To build a picture of what is positive for the individuals”; and “I believe [the tools] are a pathway to developing my role as a work coach. Being in the community it will be knowing my customer and making sure the tool is relevant to them

A number of Oxfam Cymru’s partners have also reported positive working relationships with Jobcentre Plus. One example is that of the South Riverside Community Development Centre (SRCDC), where both the DWP and the SRCDC have recognised the value in investing in, building up, and maintaining strategic links to benefit both sides, to lead to positive outcomes for clients. This has manifested itself in a number of ways, including: the SRCDC team being involved in the design of a Jobcentre open day, which hosted different local organisations etc; and the SRCDC Director attending a number of JCP adviser team meetings, where he could share his experiences to inform the JCP team, helping to build advisers’ confidence in knowing where to signpost clients – helping to reduce pressure on frontline staff.

In our experience intensive support, using the SLA, is a successful way of improving individual livelihoods. The Livelihoods Project partners have shared a range of anecdotal evidence which suggests that Work Coaches not only need a forensic knowledge of what services are available in the local area, but must also have first class ‘people skills’ to be able to build and maintain a trusting relationship with clients, so that they feel able to discuss their concerns, and not put off by ‘officialdom’, or intimidated by authority.

A number of Oxfam Cymru’s partners have also suggested deeper consideration of the style and location of JCP services should be delivered, questioning whether ‘formal’ meetings with Work Coaches may be a perceived barrier, and that access points should not be threatening (or perceived to be threatening) for people. Many claimants may find it beneficial to be linked in with a whole range of services in their local area, including statutory agencies and third sector groups, and Work Coaches must feel confident in understanding what’s on offer and what’s most appropriate for the individual in question. Supporting a claimant to navigate a complex web of support is important

The SLA approach should be used more widely across the DWP, across government, and in other third sector organisations and be considered in the development and delivery of any new system in Wales. Many organisations, including individual government departments and other public sector institutions, look to address particular disadvantages – whether that’s homelessness, unemployment, lack of childcare, etc. They will often not have the capacity to address other disadvantages, and will instead refer or signpost individuals to other services. The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach provides a framework for understanding all of the assets and barriers a person faces, regardless of where the individual initially receives support, and makes partnership working between organisations substantially easier.


This partnership project demonstrates the way in engagement with partner organisations can improve the ability of Job Coaches to support individuals into work and establish a supportive and productive relationship with claimants.

Supporting people into sustainable work

To ensure that people starting new jobs can not only stay in them, and thrive it them, it is worth stressing the responsibilities on the employers, as well as those on the employees. For those who have been out of work for some time, the employer should ensure that induction sessions are appropriate, including ensuring employees understand their contract, and the agreement on both the employer’s and employee’s side, and what is expected of them, as well as their employment conditions and rights and so on. Last year, Oxfam Scotland published a new piece of research into decent work for low paid workers10. The report presents research findings about the priorities for ‘decent work’ for low paid workers and their current experience of the workplace. The research produced a ranked list of 26 factors which research participants deemed to be most or least important to make work ‘decent’. The top ten priorities identified by the participants were:

1) Decent hourly rate – an hourly rate or salary that is enough to cover basic needs such as food, housing and things most people take for granted without getting into debt;

2) Job security;

3) Paid leave – paid holidays and paid sick leave;

4) Safe environment – a safe working environment free from physical or mental risk or harm;

5) Supportive manager – a supportive line manager;

6) Fair pay to similar jobs – being paid fairly compared to similar jobs;

7) No discrimination – a job in which there is no discrimination because of who I am;

8) Purpose and meaning – work that provides a sense of purpose and meaning;

9) Regular hours – regular and predictable working hours; and

10) Support after absence – appropriate support to return to work following absence due to injury or ill health.

Evidence shows that the experience of work is not only about the level of income derived from it – it is the quality of work that matters too. As the Oxfam Scotland report highlights, “while there is strong evidence that unemployment is bad for health, it is also increasingly clear that poor quality work seriously undermines health” [...] “There is also evidence to suggest that moving from unemployment to a low quality job results in a decline in an individual’s mental health”.

Within Oxfam Scotland’s paper participants emphasised “the importance of a manager who supports their staff to do well, is appreciative when employees do good work, and who understands both the personal and work-life needs of employees”. Themes around respect, acknowledgement, and good communication from managers also featured heavily. The focus group participants ranked having a supportive line manager as fifth most important in making work ‘decent’. Managers must take responsibility for helping new employees settle into what may be a ‘new norm’, for example, employees should be informed about how to cope with work if a crisis unfolds at home, rather than perhaps defaulting to calling in sick.

As it set out in the recommendations of the Oxfam Scotland report, this is an opportunity for government and job centres to work together with employers to design tailored programmes which address the different issues faced by different groups within the labour market, and crucially, do not force people into jobs which are not suitable or sustainable for them.

Employability support for women

Evidence shows that right across the world, women are more likely to be poorer than the average. This is true in the UK and in other European countries. We know that there is a strong gender dimension to the face of UK poverty and inequality. Women continue to be over-represented in low paid, part time, insecure and temporary work. Women’s position in the labour market means they are less likely to be in ‘decent work’, and are concentrated in sectors that offer little chance of progression. On top of this, women’s voices are often absent in decision making roles in government and public bodies, resulting in ‘gender blind’ policies. The development of any new policy in this area should be undertaken through a ‘gender lens’ to ensure that the specific challenges faced by women are taken account of and acted upon. Women who are most disadvantaged in the labour market need specialist support to build and develop their networks to support sustainable routes out of poverty.

Oxfam commissioned a discussion paper to evaluate the employability support currently available to women in the UK. The paper highlights that there is now a broad acceptance that the sector understands how to get people into work – but not how to ensure that work moves people out of poverty. 4The paper explores a ‘Work in Life’ approach, which places employment (and employment support) in the wider context of an individual’s life. It requires that interventions are designed, and measured, not just on the delivery of job outcomes but also whether they support a transition out of poverty. Those who are most disadvantaged in the labour market need specialist support to build and develop their networks to support sustainable routes out of poverty. The UK system of benefits and mainstream services for jobseekers appears largely gender neutral. Women and men are eligible for the same benefits on the same terms; however, in reality they have different experiences of seeking work. Women may find it hard to engage in the way the system expects, and their position in the labour market is different. There are established markers of labour market disadvantage, and a growing body of evidence that says these should be taken into account when designing services.

Oxfam Cymru commissioned three discrete but interlinked pieces of research looking at decent work for women in Wales, and each brings a distinct perspective and set of recommendations to the table which is worth highlighting

The Institute for Welsh Affairs, in collaboration with Building Communities Trust, undertook

a qualitative research project exploring the experiences of low paid workers in Wales. The research highlighted a number of recurring themes from participants: the challenges of balancing work with caring responsibilities, in particular childcare; the importance of job satisfaction and work being worthwhile; pay and working conditions being of fundamental importance; and the value of interpersonal relationships and a good social environment at work. The research explores in detail participants’ positive and negative experiences of work, and the factors that make up ‘decent work’.

Dr Claire Evans, of Cardiff Metropolitan University, conducted an in-depth literature review on in-

 HYPERLINK "https://www.cardiffmet.ac.uk/management/research/Documents/Decent%20Work%20Report%202018.pdf" work poverty and the search for decent work for women in Wales. The review offers a range of recommendations, including: the Welsh Government establishing a body to improve working conditions of low-paid workers; the Welsh Government using its procurement policy to influence employer behaviour; the Welsh Government supporting, encouraging and funding employer cooperative enterprises, especially in the provision of childcare and elder care; and the Welsh Government educating employers to understand the benefits of providing mothers with the right to return to the same job with reduced hours.


4 1Work In Life: How an anti-poverty approach to employment support could be transformational for women, Oxfam Policy & Practice, August 2016 9

Chwarae Teg undertook a qualitative research study exploring decent work and barriers to progression for women in the domiciliary care and food and drink sectors. The two sectors which provided the focus for this work are likely to grow, and yet remain characterised by low-paid, poor quality work that offers limited opportunities to progress. The report highlighted that perceptions of these sectors is at odds with the reality of working in them. The perceived low value of the work done in these sectors continues to drive many of the challenges that must be dealt with to secure decent work, including low pay, insecure contracts, high turnover of staff, recruitment and retention challenges, and limited investment.

This research has shown the following key stats:

· women are paid 80% of the figure paid to men
· 80% of part time jobs are held by women
· 3.3x more women than men are unpaid domestic care workers
· Women hold just: 23% of FTSE 100 board members in the UK, just 4% of chief executives in the top 100 businesses in Wales are women and 31% of board members of welsh government sponsored bodies are women
· There is a higher percentage of women in part time work, over 70% earn less than the Living Wage are concentrated in catering, cashiering, cleaning, caring and clerical sectors.
· 55% of those on casual or zero hour contracts are women
· 3 in 4 women believe they have the main responsibility for childcare in the home. Lack of affordable, quality childcare can therefore impact upon women disproportionality in their ability to get into employment
We know that gender affects an individuals interaction with the world of work and that women engage differently in the gender market. The support women receive from Job Centre and the development of any claimant commitment must be cognisant of the barriers facing women.

Impact of sanctions as part of the Claimant Commitment

Since 2010, the scope and severity of benefit sanctions has been at the centre of the politics of welfare reform 5 Across the UK there is evidence of sanctions leading to hunger and hardship; it has also shown to be an ineffective tool in getting people back into work. Sanctions have also been found to drive negative personal, financial and health impacts. This system is locking people into poverty and destitution. A more humane system is needed whether that is in Wales or the UK. The JRF recommend two broad changes:

· Introduce a phased approach with a series of steps before financial sanctions are imposed. This should include warnings when people are likely to breach conditions rather than going straight to a financial sanction, with non-financial sanctions tried first, such as more frequent signing-on.
· Reduce financial penalties so people are not left destitute. For claimants of JSA, sanctioning can result in the complete withdrawal of benefits for 13 weeks or even up to three years. Most poorer households have no savings to fall back on in such situations. Sanctions, and the level of benefits in the first place, risk leaving people destitute.

5 JRF, 2019, https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/sanctions-going-too-far-causing-destitution

Wherever social protection powers lie, there is a need to build a social safety net fit for the 21st Century. Part of this should involve an urgent review of policy and practice of applying sanctions.

Summary

Significant policy change is needed to tackle the unacceptable level of poverty within Wales. Headline poverty figures have not changed in a decade. Different policies are needed to: build a social safety net fit for the 21st Century; build a tax system that enforces collection, redistributes wealth and promotes positive activity; and promote good quality, satisfying, secure and suitable work.

Any constitutional, policy or practice change must fundamentally be built upon the principles of: involvement with those who have lived experience, human rights, dignity and a reduction in poverty and inequality in Wales. We won’t live with poverty.

Oxfam Cymru is willing to meet with officials to discuss this response in more detail, and provide further information if required.

