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Work and Pensions Select Committee: 

Inquiry into The Future of Jobcentre Plus 
 

 
Introduction 

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the interests of 

a range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment and employability 

support. The majority of our 750+ member organisations are independent providers (from 

both the private and third sectors) holding contracts with the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) 

for Apprenticeship and non- Apprenticeship (adult skills budget) provision, with many also 

delivering programmes for the Department for Education (Education Funding Agency) and 

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP). Whilst AELP has England as its primary remit, 

many of our members are involved in the delivery of employment and skills programmes in 

the devolved nations and work with employers who operate throughout the United Kingdom. 

In addition to these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well as non-delivery 

organisations such as awarding organisations as Associate Members, which means that 

AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive perspective and insight on matters relating 

to its remit. 

 

Enquiries relating to this response should in the first instance be directed to: 

 

Paul Warner 

Director of Policy and Strategy 

M: 0790 491 3479 

E: pwarner@aelp.org.uk 
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Summary 
 

a) AELP remains concerned that the fundamental ethos of JCP  still does not have a proper 

recognition that there is often a prior need for learning that, if properly addressed, will result 

in sustained employment. 

 

b) Jobcentre Plus should concentrate its remit on three areas: 

 

 The administration and payment of benefits 

 Initial screening and assessment of benefit claimants as to their support needs for 

either a return to work, or for career progression (for working UC claimants on a low 

incomes). 

 Referring claimants who would benefit from such support to high quality contracted-out 

employability providers.  

 
c) Contracted-out providers should be used to support jobseekers at a much earlier stage in 

unemployment duration than is currently the case – we see no reason why this should not 
be as near to Day One of an unemployment claim as possible.  
 

d) The introduction of Work Coaches is welcome in principle, offering as it does a clear 
opportunity here to strengthen the interplay with skills providers. This should be pursued as 
a strategic objective.  
 

e) DWP should instead contract out more (rather than less) jobseeking functions to 

organisations that are clearly performing at least as well as (if not better than) previous 

PES iterations, and doing so at considerably reduced cost to the public purse. 
 

f) We understand that  JCP's estates contract is due for renewal in the foreseeable future, 

which should involve an audit of estate usage.  This offers an opportunity for JCP to look 

much more favourably at co-location than seems to currently be the case.  

 

g) We believe there is a need for a comprehensive strategy for the future role of JCP, in 

particular  to avoid constant “goalpost moving” as the devolution agenda takes its shape in 

each area. 
 

h) We do not believe that JCP lacks the capacity or ability to drive change within its 

operations – but we do question the ability of DWP to successfully steer such changes 

from above, and that is the area that needs to be addressed.  
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The dual role and policy tensions within JCP 
 

1) Jobcentre Plus ultimately emerged from an amalgam of the Benefits Agency and 

Employment Service. In many ways this merger of the public employment service 

(PES) with the social security function makes sense in order to align both strategic and 

operational agendas towards what should be a shared goal of moving people from 

unemployment and benefit dependency, into paid employment and financial 

independence.  In practice however what has happened is that over the years the 

growth of contracted-out PES functions for unemployed people of sometimes only a 

few months’ duration has shifted the emphasis of operations within JCP towards the 

administration of a burgeoning welfare benefit system, whilst the PES function has 

increasingly been externalised. JCP’s PES capability has thus been effectively 

reduced, as its benefit administration role has risen. 

 

2) Many feel that despite the fact that the PES and benefits functions are nominally within 

one organisation, they run not in tandem with each other but at best alongside, or even 

sometimes in opposition to each other, creating policy tensions that can also overlap 

into other areas. For example, a frequent concern of skills providers is that unemployed 

learners are even now still often forced to terminate their participation in vocational 

courses designed to aid their return to work with the threat of JSA benefits sanctions or 

even termination, by virtue of the fact that such participation is deemed by JCP to make 

them “unavailable” to work. This adversely affects performance measures (and thus 

payments) for skills providers via something that is out of their control. There is also the 

only-partly resolved issue of benefits for claimants on Traineeships – the removal of the 

16-hour rule on study within Traineeships was a step forward but there remains the 

issue that JCP will only allow a maximum of eight weeks (equivalent) on work 

experience before sanctioning JSA payments. Traineeship programmes are designed 

on the basis of the availability of work experience placements of up to five months, 

allowing for time for employers to make a decision as to work readiness and allow for 

learners to “bed in” to the world of work. This preference by JCP for short programmes 

also conflicts not only with the SFA’s requirement to address Maths and English gaps, 

but undermines the proper addressing of such basic skills issue requirements, which is 

a major factor in improving the prospects of both attaining and sustaining employment. 

 

3) Some elements of the tension between provision and the benefits regime may be 

remediated or mitigated by the advent of Universal Credit (UC), such as the complete 

abolition of the 16-hour study rule, which has been a constant source of problems for 

skills providers for many years. The introduction of Work is welcome in principle, but it 

is still unclear exactly what they do, how they are qualified to do it, what their impact will 

be and how their impact will be measured. Nonetheless it does appear there is an 

opportunity here to strengthen the interplay with skills providers and this should be 

pursued as a strategic objective.   
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4) We therefore have a tension between JCP and the skills provider base who are often 

pulling against each other, even though actually both are actually striving for the same 

outcome for the individual in question. This tension can be “resolved” by JCP 

customers taking up provision that is funded by JCP (and thus has a direct read-across 

to the benefits system) and not the skills agencies (and thus has a direct read-across to 

the benefits system), but these often do not provide the level of vocational learning 

required to make a sustainable return to work any more likely. Instead this can 

perpetuate “the revolving door” syndrome, whereby claimants come off benefits into 

short term unskilled jobs which do not last long, resulting only in a subsequent return to 

benefits1.  

 

5) AELP remains concerned that the fundamental ethos of JCP  still does not have a 

proper recognition that there is often a prior need for learning amongst its customers 

that, if properly addressed, will result in sustained employment. That said, in the 

experience of our members, the plethora of initiatives, some funded by JCP and others 

not, can often just confuse the situation for everyone concerned – not least JCP 

Advisors, who can end up referring their customers to inappropriate provision through 

no fault of their own. 

 

6) The Work Programme tried to address this by the use of the “black box” approach – 

concentrating payments on outputs and minimising interest in the process by which this 

was achieved. This meant that existing funding streams could in theory be additionally 

levered into the welfare-to-work space to pay for the process without the threat of an 

early termination, whilst DWP paid only for the outcome that they desired – a sustained 

job. This has resulted in broadly similar levels of performance for a significantly 

reduced cost to the public purse, but also reinforced the movement of the PES function 

away from JCP to contracted-out private and third sector providers who have assumed 

almost all such functions for those of around six months-plus unemployment duration.  

 

                                                 
1
 The current situation also means the maintenance of two separate sets of provider infrastructure, 

potentially duplicating and increasing the cost of meaningful intervention to the public purse and 

reducing the possibility of economies of scale increasing the funding being released to front-line 

services. 
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The current landscape 
 

7) At a time of steeply rising unemployment and fiscal constraint this strategy made 

sense, successfully passing the financial burden and risk via payment-by-result (PBR) 

contracts to the independent sector rather than the State having to assume it, and 

seeing no adverse effect on return-to-work performance as a result.  

 

8) However, recent drops in unemployment – and in particular the drops in long-term 

unemployment – have adversely affected the viability and thus financial attractiveness 

of this type of work going forward, and the announcement of the Work and Health 

Programme (with a significantly reduced budget and potentially increased localised 

influence) may decrease the opportunity for economies of scale and thus viability still 

further.  

 

9) The Work and Health Programme seems set to concentrate on customers that are 24+ 

months out of work and those with more complex medical barriers to working, meaning 

that a very significant number of short-term unemployed people that have been the 

main beneficiaries of a successful Work Programme move out of scope, and it is not 

clear why this should happen. Its introduction thus currently seems likely to result in 

many more people being referred for PES services to Jobcentre Plus, an organisation 

whose capacity to provide such a function has for at least the last six years (if not 

considerably longer) been increasingly reliant on outside organisations – a reversal of 

the existing successful policy that has reduced costs with no negative impact on 

performance.  

 

10) AELP does not believe this is the right thing to do, and propose that DWP policy should 

instead contract out more (rather than less) jobseeking functions to organisations that 

are clearly performing at least as well as (if not better than) previous PES iterations, 

and doing so at considerably reduced cost to the public purse. This would mean a 

much earlier referral of more jobseekers to successful contracted-out functions, thereby 

maintaining and indeed possibly extending the viability of existing successful 

programmes by providing a larger critical mass of customers and thus economies of 

scale.  
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Our proposal 
 

11) We propose that Jobcentre Plus should now concentrate its remit on three areas: 

 

i. The administration and payment of benefits 

ii. Initial screening and assessment of benefit claimants of their capacity for work 

iii. Referring claimants to high quality contracted-out employability providers. 

 

12) By “claimants” we do not solely mean “jobseekers” – we would also include UC 

claimants who are working  but are on low incomes, with the aim of supporting their 

career (and thus income) progression and thus a drive away from benefit dependency2. 

This would provide a critical mass of customers that would make such provision 

economically viable, would allow for economies of scale in provision, and build on the 

momentum established by the success of the Work Programme at such reduced cost 

to the public purse. 

 

13) Jobcentre Plus would therefore remain at the top of a customer journey – they would 

be the initial point of contact for administering and managing benefit claims; they would 

oversee a robust initial screening to assess what broad support would be needed by 

the customer to return to (or further progress in) work, involving specialist services to 

undertake more specialist assessments such as for maths and English needs3; but they 

would then refer customers to contracted-out PES functions to find, sustain and 

progress those opportunities. Bearing in mind that the government response to the 

Committee’s Second Report of the Session 2015-164 did not accept the 

recommendation for three-tier differentiation of referrals according to support needs, we 

would suggest a much simpler system whereby all claimants are referred to a 

contracted-out “black box” which largely pays on results (sustained employment) and 

does not prescribe any process by which this must be obtained. 

 

14) It would clearly be in the interests of JCP to co-locate some of these contracted-out 

services – either on a permanent or rotating basis – alongside their suppliers, most 

likely through the contracted-out partner being able to conduct initial meetings with the 

customer at the JCP offices to prevent frictional drop-out between meetings (as often 

occurs when customers are sent away with instructions to attend an appointment 

somewhere else with someone else on another date). This is not an insignificant 

matter, and the more co-location that can be facilitated by JCP – not just with 

employability providers but with other health and welfare services – the better the 

                                                 
2
 Please refer to AELP Submission #23 to the Work and Pensions Select Committee Inquiry into 

Universal credit and In-Work Progression, available at 
http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/submission-23-work-and-pensions-select-committee/  
3
 JCP undertake very basic literacy and numeracy assessments but considering the highly detrimental 

effects that a poor level of such skills has on jobseeking prospects, we consider that more in-depth 
assessments to identify the core difficulties should be undertaken by specialist contracted-out providers 
– especially considering the policy importance placed on such skills elsewhere in government. 
4
 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmworpen/720/720.pdf 

http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/submission-23-work-and-pensions-select-committee/
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmworpen/720/720.pdf
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chances of being able to engage and effectively those who would benefit from such 

support.5   

 

15) The contracting-out of the PES function specifically would mean that footfall through 

JCP offices may not be greatly affected but the ability of JCP to focus on one function – 

benefit administration – as opposed to operationally “riding two horses” would lead to 

efficiency savings and a productivity boost. We are also given to understand that  

JCP's estates contract is due for renewal in the foreseeable future, which should 

involve  an audit of estate usage.  This offers an opportunity for JCP to look much more 

favourably at co-location than seems to currently be the case, and AELP and its 

members would be more than happy to help identify what effective co-location in 

particular areas may look like.  

 

16) It would also enable JCP to better identify barriers to work (or progression to work) - 

such as mental health, debt, substance abuse or family circumstances - without the 

additional imperative to also provide the structural solutions to overcome these issues. 

This would in turn improve the data flow on those referred to contracted-out providers 

enabling a more timely and accurate support service to be provided to them by 

specialist companies. 

 

                                                 
5
 Given the reluctance of many JCP offices to allow providers even a minimal degree of co-location of 

services, some providers deliberately rent offices nearby to minimise the distance between them and the 
JCP office to try and get round this problem – another example of infrastructures in tension against each 
other despite sharing common aims. 



9 

 

The devolution agenda 
 

17) Such a structure of referrals also lends itself to devolution. The procurement of Work 

and Health Programme provision seems likely to be at the very least influenced by 

local commissioners such as local authorities, LEPs, and others. When this is taken 

into account alongside the vastly reduced numbers of customers that the Programme 

will have in scope compared to the Work Programme, it becomes evident that at a local 

level there will not be a critical mass of customers able to be referred such that 

economies of scale can be generated in any significant way, without making Contract 

Package Areas so large that the notion of localisation becomes increasingly academic.  

 

18) By restructuring the referral flow to make use of entirely contracted-out PES functions 

from Day One of unemployment claims, and additionally providing in-work support 

services for working UC claimants, the critical mass of referrals becomes instantly 

much higher, enabling a more localised service to be provided and still generate 

economies of scale and thus efficiency.  

 

19) JCP Districts, using their enhanced knowledge of their customer base as a result of the 

complete contracting-out of the PES function proposed above, can therefore play a key 

role in identifying exactly what is needed in any given area to meet local labour market 

conditions. Moreover, their contribution to the devolution agenda is likely to be more 

valuable because it is more comprehensive and thus more targeted. (JCP already has 

a role as a creator/facilitator of partnerships and networks to make local labour markets 

work better, but delivery of it is at best patchy.) 

 

20) Wherever the boundary is drawn between PES and provider responsibilities, this role of 

partnership, stewardship is going to be increasingly important, especially with the 

aspiration for more joining-up of employment, skills, health and other services. This in 

itself would suggest that a comprehensive strategy for the future role of JCP is now 

required if we are to avoid constant “goalpost moving” as the devolution agenda takes 

its shape in each area. 
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Fostering change 
 

21) Given that the direction of operational policy of JCP over the last decade or so has 

increasingly been away from its own PES functions to that of benefits administration, 

we do not feel that moving further down this road would present any undue challenges 

to the organisation. In fact, reversing the policy in the way that is now being proposed 

with the Work and Health Programme is more likely to bring about implementation and 

operational difficulties that JCP may be hard-pressed to overcome in the short or even 

medium term, so we believe our proposals are less likely to bring about disruption to 

the system. 

 

22) A constant source of frustration amongst skills providers has however been the relative 

lack of control that DWP sometimes seems able or willing to exercise over JCP6. JCP 

is relatively highly decentralised with a great deal of autonomy granted to District 

Managers, and whilst DWP is often seen to be steering overall national policy, its ability 

to implement or even influence the implementation of policies at the front line is often 

questionable.7 

 

23) JCP is certainly able to foster change within its ranks and to implement its own policies 

– it has done so through the introduction of streams of its own provision such as 

Sector-Based Work Academies for example. Equally its autonomy has sometimes 

meant that other effective job-broking functions such as Traineeships have struggled to 

get traction if local Districts have not backed them, regardless of what the national 

policy towards them may be. Once again, this has impeded the ability of many 

providers to ensure that provision designed to return, maintain and progress people in 

work – which should be the function of JCP’s PES remit – is viable and effective 

because referrals are often erratic or sometimes non-existent on the basis of nothing 

more than the local District Manager’s view of how a national policy should play out. 

 

24) In AELP’s view, this is not a satisfactory way of proceeding. We should not be in a 

situation where a national approach formulated by a government department is all too 

often diluted by the interpretation placed on it by a District Manager, which could be 

significantly different to that of the District Manager “next door”. This does not make for 

coherent programme provision and exacerbates the provision of “postcode lotteries” of 

services.  

                                                 
6
 It is not uncommon for our members to comment to us on individual JCP offices as being a “law unto 

themselves”. 
7
 AELP itself has faced many challenges from local JCP Districts - for example when we offered to run 

events all over the country whereby local JCP offices could become better acquainted with their local 

skills providers in order to enhance their knowledge of the provision potentially on offer to their 

customers. Whilst a few Districts were keen to take us up on this offer, many more did not engage at all,  

citing (for example) local policies of only referring to FE Colleges, or of holding discrete lists of 

“approved suppliers” in their districts for which the entry requirements were at best somewhat unclear. 
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25) What needs to change is the strength of accountability of JCP to DWP – the ability of 

DWP to ensure that JCP is adhering to national policies and that they are playing out 

locally in a way that is both responsive to local need but not in conflict with national 

priorities.  

 

26) We do not believe therefore that JCP lacks the capacity to drive change – but we do 

question the ability of DWP to successfully steer such changes, and that is the area 

that needs to be addressed. 
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