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Citizens Advice submission to the Work and Pensions Committee’s inquiry into the role of Jobcentre Plus in the reformed welfare system

September 2013
Recommendations 
· Jobcentre Plus (JCP) staff need to understand their roles are changing from one held back by administrative processes and compliance management to a more focussed employment support service.

· Universal credit (UC) claimants need to be given the chance to opt to have their benefits paid directly to their social landlord and to receive more frequent payments for a transitional period.  This would take some of the pressure of JCP and allow time to give people the support they need to cope with the changes.
· JCPs need to work closely with local support providers as part of the Local Support Services Framework (LSSF) and DWP need to provide sufficient guidance and resources so these partnerships are able to provide the support UC clients will need.

· JCP staff will need significant support and training to deliver the service in a more personalised, responsive and holistic way.
Summary
In the year to April 2013, Citizens Advice Bureaux helped people with 2.3 million problems with benefits and 1.9 million problems with debt and related financial support needs. As such we are well placed to comment on the role of Jobcentre Plus in the reformed welfare system.

  

Jobcentre Plus (JCP) is central to the successful implementation of universal credit as the most visible customer-facing arm of the Department for Work and Pensions.  
From 2011 the Government commenced the most wide-ranging programme of changes to the welfare system since its inception. The Government plans that, by a point in 2017, all income related welfare benefit and tax credit claimants will be on universal credit (UC). This will significantly change the role and remit of JCP staff. 

There are two distinct phases for JCP as the reformed welfare system takes effect. The short and medium term, during implementation and bedding-in, and the longer term, when the system has been fully operational for several years. 

There are significant risks for the JCP in the short to medium term as claimants struggle to cope with the new system and require various forms of assistance from JCP. These risks can be mitigated by giving claimants the choice to have, for a period of time, both more frequent payments and have their housing costs payments paid directly to their landlord. During this transition period, support organisations like Citizens Advice will be able to provide advice services to claimants on the issues they face in managing the new welfare benefits payment model and claiming processes, thus ensuring inappropriate demands are not placed on JCP.

The main support for claimants will be delivered through the Local Support Services Framework (LSSF), of which JCP will be key partners. Successful local support services delivery will need JCP to commit to a minimum service standard for claimants and LSS partners
In the long term JCP will have fewer demands with regards administrative work as more claims are made and managed online. Adapting to this changed remit will both require and allow JCP to:

· engage in greater cross-sector working with voluntary and local authority services

· provide support for more complex customer support needs

· more directly identify and address jobseekers’ barriers to work

· identify and address support needs which limit the ability of a claimant to comply with conditionality

Specific comments

Universal credit
In 2013 Citizens Advice undertook research to understand claimant preparedness for UC. A survey of 1,700  people currently receiving UC relevant benefits looked at how they anticipated coping with five areas related to the new system – budgeting, monthly payments, banking, staying informed, and internet access. Ninety-two per cent of respondents said they felt unprepared for the new system in at least one area, and 38% will need support across all five areas.
 

This indicates that demand for a range of support will be very high as UC is implemented. JCP is not currently equipped to deliver support in the majority of the areas identified by Citizens Advice as potentially problematic for claimants. It would be most appropriate for JCP to focus on its core remit as an employment service in the shorter term, and adapt to longer term changes in demand over time.

One big concern is that the planned delay in the start of the national rollout means that more complex cases may be back-loaded and rushed onto UC in time for a 2017 deadline. So far, the Government has not announced when they are going to be testing the system on anyone but single people who have no children and do not have any housing costs to pay.

JCP staff will need to build good working relationships with claimants in order to understand and help people address any difficulties in managing the UC claims and payment model. Because claimants will not be able to apply for or request an alternative payment arrangement there is a great risk that the JCP will be inundated with people with support needs around the monthly payment and housing costs paid to the claimant model. 

This pressure could easily be reduced by allowing claimants to choose whether or not they want to receive their benefit payment more frequently than monthly or have their housing costs paid directly to their landlord. With sufficient support this will only be a temporary measure for most claimants as they are given help to cope with managing under the new model.

Whilst a ‘triage’ is built into the claiming process to help identify which particularly vulnerable claimants may need an alternative payment arrangement, some will fall through the net. JCP staff will require significant sensitivity to indicators of this need where it has not been identified by the automated system. 

This sensitivity will be critical for households who need a payment split between the adults due to domestic violence or abuse in order to ensure the risk of financial abuse is minimised and that where an abused partner decides to leave that they have access to cash.  

Local Support Services Framework 
JCP is likely to have a new role in commissioning support for UC claimants as part of the Local Support Services Framework (LSSF). Each local support service (LSS) will be a partnership between the local authority, the DWP District JCP Manager, and local organisations who can deliver support. In order to understand the needs of local claimants and what services the JCP District manager can draw upon work needs to start now on developing relationships with local services. There is a wealth of understanding of claimants, knowledge, skills and information across JCP, local authorities and voluntary sector organisations that, when pooled, will make the task of commissioning support much easier and targeted. 

Local JCP will also need to draw upon closer working relationships with support providers in the community to identify those claimants who may be struggling with the new benefit payment and management model who have not been picked up in earlier in the process.
However, DWP has been frustratingly unclear on what exactly the LSSF will look like and what resources will be available to provide this support.  

Digital by Default
‘Digital by default’ will have a big impact on claimants and the support they need. Citizens Advice’s research found that 66% of people currently receiving UC relevant benefits are not ready to manage an online UC account. The Secretary of State for Work and Pensions has said that 30% of current claimants would be able to make online claims without support, 33% with some support and 37% would need significant support.

JCP will have an important role to play in supporting people making and managing claims online, but they are not ideally placed to deliver in-depth support.

The initial roll-out of UC will mean a very high need for support around online claims. This should diminish over time. This rise and tail-off of demand will pose a challenge for JCPs. Supporting people to use an online system is not a core part of the JCP remit and to provide this support would require a specific skill-set and capital resource for a short period of time. It would be a better use of resources to externally commission for digital support.    

With the claiming process for jobseeker’s allowance (JSA) now offered predominantly through digital channels we are already seeing some people struggling to access the support they need.

One CAB client went to his local JCP for help when he was unable to apply online because he was not computer literate. He was told that the only way he could talk to someone is if he went back online and applied for a face to face meeting.

Over the longer term, digital channels will mean less and less face to face provision will be needed in JCP itself in order to manage a claim to benefits. The face to face support that is required is likely to be more complex in nature and more about claimants’ support needs in relation to education and training, benefit conditionality compliance, work related activity and barriers to work. This will necessarily move staff away from admin work to actually helping claimants as individuals. 

As many administrative processes are pushed out of the JCP and onto digital channels there should be greater space for providing a true employment service, including more detailed and holistic employment preparation and work search support. This should include education and advice for claimants about the terms and conditions offered by different types of employment contracts and how to assess whether a contract is appropriate to their needs. It will become especially important as labour market interventions for in-work claimants are rolled out.

Conditionality and Sanctions
Citizens Advice saw a year-on-year increase in advice queries in relation to sanctions – with an increase of 35% in relation to JSA sanctions and for ESA an 80% increase (July 2012 - June 2013). This largely coincides with the changes to the sanctions system for these benefits from late 2012. As the DWP has been unable to release statistics from the period following the changes to the system it is difficult to interpret these statistics in isolation, but Citizens Advice suggests that the increase in advice queries represents a mixture of a higher number of individuals being sanctioned, and increased hardship arising from the minimum JSA sanction now being 4 weeks (instead of 1 week). 

Citizens Advice has seen that sanctions frequently do not drive compliance or improved labour market outcomes. Clients often come to us for help when they were sanctioned but really what they needed was more support. 
A 41 year old man in the East Midlands had his JSA sanctioned because he did not apply for a job that had an online application process. This was despite indicating to JobCentre Plus that he had extremely limited IT skills. He had attended a computer course, but it did not deal with how to use e-mail or make job applications. He is very willing to undertake further training. 

The issues people bring to bureaux about benefit sanctions can be broadly collated around the following themes:

· Negative impacts of debt and hardship 

· Poor communications from Jobcentre Plus adviser 

· Lack of claimant understanding of requirements, consequences and/or the system

· Inappropriate work search directives

· Poor speed and efficiency of administration 

· Inconsistency in referral and/or decision making

The changing role of JCP advisers means that they will have greater opportunity to work with claimants in order to better understand their skills and abilities, to signpost claimants to relevant support, and to tailor jobseeker directions more effectively. The claimant commitment may provide greater clarity for claimants on what their responsibilities are, but this will need to be backed up in the communications the claimant has directly with their adviser. JCP advisers will need guidance and training in order to set conditionality in a more personalised way. 
� Citizens Advice (2013) See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/citizens_advice_managing_migration_pilot_baseline_results_summary.pdf" ��http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/citizens_advice_managing_migration_pilot_baseline_results_summary.pdf� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmworpen/576/120917.htm" \o "http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmworpen/576/120917.htm" �http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmworpen/576/120917.htm�





� See, for more examples, � HYPERLINK "http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/citizensadvice_jsasanctionsstatisticsresponsejan2013.pdf" ��http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/citizensadvice_jsasanctionsstatisticsresponsejan2013.pdf� 
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