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19 April 2016 

 

Dear Sir or Madam,  

 

YMCA England response to Work and Pensions Committee Inquiry 

on the Future of Job Centre Plus inquiry   

YMCA was established in 1844 and is the largest and oldest youth charity 

in the world, helping more than 58 million people in 119 countries. Here in 

England where it all began, 114 YMCAs work to transform more than 530 

different communities, impacting on the lives of nearly 600,000 people 

every year. 

YMCA enables people to develop to their full potential in mind, body and 

spirit. Inspired by, and faithful to, our Christian values, we create 

supportive, inclusive and energising communities, where young people 

can truly belong, contribute and thrive. 

YMCA’s integrated approach enables young people to choose from a range 

of education and skills-based training, as well as work placements and 

apprenticeships, helping almost 43,000 people to engage in education, 

skills and training every year. 

 

1. Introduction  

“Job centre is like a factory; you go in, sign-on, and 

then go out. It’s just like rinse and repeat, over and 

over again” 

Ramsay, High Wycombe 

 

1.1 The evidence set out in this response is based on a series of focus groups 

held in 11 locations in nine regions across England with young people who 

were currently not in employment, education or training or who had 

recently experienced a period of unemployment. 
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1.2 In discussing Jobcentre Plus, the overwhelming feelings expressed by the 

young people are ones of frustration and dismay towards the existing 

service provided and what they had to offer in terms of support for finding 

employment. 

 

1.3 Far from being the voices of a few disgruntled individuals, these feelings 

of frustration and dismay felt towards job centres are shared by the 

overwhelming majority of unemployed young people YMCA work with right 

across the country. 

 

1.4 More than nine in 10 of individuals taking part in the focus groups 

believed that the support they were currently or previously receiving from 

their job centre was not helping them find employment. 

 

 

2. Understanding young people’s circumstances 

 

“The job centre staff don’t take personal 

circumstances into consideration.” 

Lesley, Bedford 

 

2.1 Many young people feel that job centre staff are unable or unwilling to 

take into account their situations when they initially present seeking 

support. 

 

2.2 This inability to identify circumstances and conditions that could impact on 

an individual’s ability to find work is linked to a number of interrelating 

factors. The first relates to the perceived attitude of job centre staff. 

 

2.3 Many feel that the staff working in job centres hold negative 

preconceptions of the young people and that this had a detrimental 

impact on the way they were being treated. 

 

2.4 As well as generating a growing sense of anger and frustration among 

young people, the negative way in which they felt they were treated by 

job centres impacted on the trust young people then placed in their work 

coaches.  

 

2.5 This lack of trust meant that young people often do not feel comfortable 

to share the barriers they face finding employment with staff at job 

centres, which inhibited their ability to find work. 
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2.6 However, even amongst those young people that felt comfortable to share 

and discuss their circumstances and conditions with their work coaches, 

many felt that suitable opportunities were not afforded to them. 

 

2.7 Young people feel this is as a result of both the limited amount of time 

they got to spend with work coaches and there not being adequate 

opportunities built into their meetings to talk about themselves and their 

situations. 

 

2.8 The format and location of the meetings were also cited as not offering a 

suitable opportunity to share and discuss their circumstances. Young 

people felt the environment and open plan layout of job centres was not 

conducive to sharing personal circumstances. 

 

2.9 Given the recent change from advisors to work coaches seems to have 

little positive impact on how staff in job centres are viewed by young 

people, more action is needed. 

 

2.10 To build the trust that is currently lacking, any reforms taken forward 

should ensure these work coaches remain consistent throughout the life of 

a young person’s claim - including at their regular sign-on sessions.  

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with a specialist 

youth work coach which remains consistent throughout the length 

of their claim. 

 

2.11 Despite the national roll out of the claimant commitment, it also seems to 

be business as usual in the assessments taking place for many of those 

young people claiming unemployment benefits.  

 

2.12 As was the case with the Jobseeker’s Agreement, the claimant 

commitment process is still seen primarily as a one way process focussed 

on setting what is expected of those claiming benefits rather than 

enabling young people to raise the barriers they face finding work. 

 

2.13 To be able to deliver the more personalised service that young people 

need, a more detailed assessment process needs to take place when 

developing young people’s claimant commitments.  

 

2.14 This needs to include dedicating more time to the initial assessment as 

well as ensuring this session encourages the individual to raise any 
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barriers or obstacles they might face in looking for and taking up work so 

that job centres can help them to overcome these. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with a more 

detailed initial assessment exploring their personal circumstances, 

which is then used to inform their claimant commitment. 

 

 

3 Listening to young people’s aspirations 

 

“The job centre just wants you off Jobseeker’s Allowance; they 

don’t care about your future of helping you to build a career” 

Kemisha, Birmingham  

 

3.2 Rather than be a place where aspirations are encouraged and can be 

realised, too often job centres are considered by young people as places 

they go to have their aspirations ignored and even quashed. 

 

3.3 This ranged from not being asked about what work they wished to do, 

through to their aspirations being completely dismissed when they did 

share them with their work coaches. 

 

3.4 The overriding factor for why young people feel their aspirations are being 

ignored is the pressure within job centres to focus on short term priorities 

and targets.  

 

3.5 Instead of addressing youth unemployment, it is felt the approach being 

taken by job centres is fostering a churn of young people going in and out 

of short-term and agency work, in a no-pay low-pay cycle. 

 

3.6 Whilst it is recognised these roles could help them gain work experience, 

more often than not it leaves them back at the job centre within a few 

weeks having made little progress towards their desired career. 

 

3.7 For job centres to become effective, they need to be focussed on an 

individual’s long term future and help them build a career. This needs to 

start by giving young people the opportunity to share their aspirations 

with their work coaches. 

 

3.8 As outlined in the previous section of this submission, despite the 

introduction of the claimant commitment, the initial assessment process is 

still seen by young people as not providing them with adequate 

opportunities to share their thoughts and opinions. 

 

3.9 However, even where the long term aspirations of young people are being 

recognised, while off-flow targets (i.e. the number of people ending their 

claim) remain as the main form of accountability, young people’s long 



 

 

5 

 

 

term aspirations will always be seen as secondary in the eyes of those 

working in job centres. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with a detailed 

assessment exploring their aspirations, which is then used to 

inform their claimant commitment. 

 

Recommendation: To introduce job sustainment measures as the 

primary means of assessing the success of work coaches and job 

centres in supporting young people into employment. 

 

 

 

4 Supporting young people to look for work  

 

“Job centre doesn’t help you to look for work; you just get a note 

you sign on and that’s it.” 

Liam, North Tyneside 

 

4.2 For young people coming out of education, looking for work for the first 

time can prove a daunting experience. A lack of understanding and 

confidence in the process of looking for work is consistently raised by the 

young people we work with as being a barrier to them finding 

employment. 

 

4.3 The problems faced by young people with confidence were compounded 

by the large number of job applications they were making without any 

success, feedback or even a response in many cases. 

 

4.4 However, rather than be a place where young people feel they can go for 

support with these matters, they feel job centres are currently failing to 

offer the advice and training they feel they need. 

 

4.5 The recently announced intensive activity programme that young people 

will have to undertake within the first three weeks of submitting a claim, 

covering areas such as filling in job applications, good interview 

techniques and looking for a job, could be a positive step in addressing 

the basic skills they feel they lack when looking for work. As could the 

planned activity by job centre staff in providing careers advice and 

support in schools. 

 

4.6 However, it is in the area of ongoing support from job centres that most 

young people feel more support is necessary. With employers largely 

unwilling to provide feedback on unsuccessful applications, job centres 
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were identified as having the potential to play an important role in closing 

the feedback loop for young people. 

 

4.7 To achieve this, rather than the current sign-on sessions taking place 

more frequently, young people feel that the opportunity to have more 

detailed meetings with their work coaches to go through and provide 

feedback on their CV and completed applications would be most beneficial 

in supporting them in the process of looking for work. 

 

4.8 This could be achieved either in the form of longer sign-on sessions or 

through dedicated timeslots set aside each week where young people 

could come into a job centre, or other locations in the community, to 

spend more time with their work coaches to discuss the applications they 

were working on or had previously submitted. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with more 

comprehensive regular sign-on sessions with their work coach 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with regular 

opportunities to meet with their work coach at informal drop-in 

sessions 

 

 

 

5 Getting young people the right skills and qualifications 

 

“The amount of time I’ve asked for help to go on courses and it’s 

‘I can’t help you’. How do you expect people to go back into work 

if you’re not going to give them help – I don’t get the job centre at 

all.” 

John, Derby 

 

5.1 Another of the key drivers for the frustration felt towards the job centres 

was the lack of support young people believed they received to help gain 

relevant skills and qualifications. 

 

5.2 This problem is felt to be particularly acute among those over the age of 

18, for whom losing entitlement for funding for training presented an 

additional barrier to gaining the skills and qualifications they felt they 

needed to find work. 

 

5.3 In addition to the availability of training opportunities open to those 

accessing the social security system, the inability to participate in training 
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lasting for more than 16 hours a week is consistently raised as preventing 

young people from undertaking more significant training opportunities and 

gaining more meaningful qualifications. 

 

5.4 Given the importance that having the right skills and qualifications are to 

securing sustained employment, the perceived failure of job centres to 

enable young people to access relevant training is understandably greeted 

with much frustration. 

 

5.5 To help overcome these barriers, job centres should be doing more to 

engage with individuals to identify and secure training in areas related to 

their aspirations. 

 

5.6 To achieve this, it was felt that a support element should be clearly set 

out within claimant commitments. This should include the training courses 

and qualifications that individuals will undertake to help find employment, 

which have been agreed with their work coach. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with 

opportunities to have relevant training incorporated within their 

claimant commitment 

 

5.7 Building on this approach of collaboration, job centres also need to be 

more open in the way it uses resources such as the Flexible Support Fund 

to assist young people who face financial barriers in accessing the training 

and qualifications they identify. 

 

5.8 Work coaches should be transparent with young people about the funds 

available to support them into training, setting out a personal budget and 

discussing with young people how this could be best utilised to help them 

into sustained employment. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with options to 

discuss how available funding is utilised to enable them to 

participate in training 

 

5.9 To give young people a greater influence on the courses they are able to 

access, it was also felt important that some of the restrictions on the time 

individuals could spend training while on benefits needed to be lifted. 
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5.10 Under current arrangements, individuals claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance 

are unable to take part in education or training lasting more than 16 

hours a week, with the exception of traineeships. 

 

5.11 All the evidence indicates that those young people with higher level 

qualifications are more likely to find sustained and better paying roles, yet 

the social security system is currently designed in a way that limits the 

opportunities of those out of work to get these qualifications. 

 

5.12 Lifting the 16 hour rule would enable those young people lacking skills 

and qualifications to participate in more substantial training courses and 

gain more applicable qualifications that could drastically improve their 

chances of finding employment. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with the ability 

to participate in education or training lasting for more than 16 

hours a week without affecting their claim 

 

 

 

6 Securing young people with meaningful work experience  

 

“A lot of it is about experience, but how is someone supposed to 

get a job if you don’t give them the chance to get experience?” 

John, Derby 

 

6.1 Young people recognise the important role that having meaningful work 

experience can have on their prospects of finding employment.  However, 

it is the appreciation of its significance, alongside job centres’ inability to 

assist them in finding such opportunities, that is the cause of much 

frustration amongst young people. 

 

6.2 Where work experience is available through job centres, too often young 

people report this focusses on areas unrelated to the work they want to 

do. 

 

6.3 As is the case in relation to getting young people the right skills and 

qualifications, the necessary change should include job centres better 

engaging with individuals to identify and secure work experience 

placements that were consistent to their aspirations and the types of work 

they were looking to do. 
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6.4 Similarly to training, it was felt that a support element should be clearly 

set out within the claimant commitment process to allow young people to 

discuss and agree work experience they wish to undertake to help find 

employment. Having identified and agreed this with their work coaches, it 

would be their task to source relevant opportunities on behalf of the 

young people. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with 

opportunities to have relevant work experience incorporated 

within their claimant commitment. 

 

 

 

7 Retaining support for young people transitioning into employment  

 

“After spending so much time not working, going into something 

full time can be stressful and a shock to the system” 

Michael, Exeter 

 

7.1 For many young people the transition into employment after school or 

following a period of unemployment is a simple one, however, there is 

little recognition of the difficulties some young people face when first 

entering into a work place. 

 

7.2 The limited support that is currently available to young people disappears 

completely once they find work, which in some cases leaves them 

vulnerable to falling short of the expectations required by employers, and 

at risk of becoming unemployed again. 

 

7.3 To address a situation whereby young people lose support at such a 

critical period of their progression, having the option of transitional 

support in place for individuals when they first enter work would be 

welcomed. 

 

7.4 Having someone consistent they could go to for more informal advice and 

support in the first few weeks after entering into work would remove the 

stress involved in this transition and increase the likelihood of them 

staying in employment. 

 

7.5 With the requirement on job centres to provide in-work conditionality for 

those working in low paid or part time work under Universal Credit, they 
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should now be better placed to provide young people with this form of 

support. 

 

Recommendation: To provide each young person with the 

opportunity to receive in work support from their work coach or a 

designated mentor when they transition into employment 

 

 

8 Conclusions 

 

8.1 Unemployment remains a critical issue for young people and the country 

as a whole; as such the Government is right to recognise that more needs 

to be done to tackle it.  

 

8.2 Contrary to much of the rhetoric surrounding those young people 

accessing the social security system, the reality is that most young people 

who find themselves out of work desperately want to find employment. 

 

8.3 However, rather than preparing and helping young people find work, in 

many cases the existing job centre arrangements merely dehumanise 

those who access its services, damaging their confidence and in some 

cases even setting back their journey into employment. 

 

8.4 Despite a range of well-intentioned schemes being put in place by 

successive governments, many young people are continuing to be 

prescribed the same generic support, regardless of their circumstances 

and aspirations. This is creating a significant discordance between how 

young people view the service being provided and what governments 

believe they offer. 

 

8.5 It is clear that in their current form that job centres are failing to fulfil one 

of their two key roles – providing public employment services. Young 

people are not seeing their local job centres as a place they can go to get 

support for finding a job, but simply as a benefit processing office. 

 

8.6 With the end of the Work Programme, more pressure will be on job 

centres to provide this employment support role, however to be able to do 

this effectively, considerable reforms are necessary. 
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If you require any further information or have any follow-up questions regarding 

our response, please do not hesitate to get in touch using the contact details 

included.   

Yours faithfully,  

 

 

Denise Hatton  

YMCA England 

Chief Executive  


