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ORGANISATIONS (ACEVO) AND SHAW TRUST.

2



5

BACKGROUND
The Work Programme is the flagship welfare-to-work initiative of the Coalition Government. Beginning in 2011, the programme 
aims to support jobseekers into sustainable employment. The programme is delivered through 40 contracts, worth a total of £3-5 
billion nationally, across 18 Contract Package Areas (CPAs). The contracts are held by larger contractors, known as ‘prime providers’, 
which then subcontract with other providers to develop a supply chain capable of addressing the varied needs of Work Programme 
clients. The programme is funded on a payment-by-results model, where providers are rewarded based on their success in achieving 
sustainable employment outcomes for their clients. 

Between June 2011 and June 2013, 1.31 million individuals were referred to the Work Programme and 14.7% of referrals resulted in 
a job outcome payment.1  It is expected that performance will continue to build over the life of the Work Programme. 

THE REVIEW PROJECT
The Work Programme started in June 2011 and the contracts will end in March 2016 (although delivery responsibility could 
continue for a further two years). As we approach the midway point of the contracts, ACEVO and the Shaw Trust wanted to take 
the opportunity to review the progress of the Work Programme so far, and consider how future iterations of the initiative could 
be refined and enhanced. We were particularly interested in the experience of voluntary and community sector (VCS) providers, 
who make up just under 50% of Work Programme subcontractors2  and deliver around 20% of the programme’s activity.3  The 
voluntary sector brings unrivalled expertise and experience to welfare-to-work provision, with a track record of innovative and 
effective delivery, including more specialised services supporting harder-to-help groups. However, a number of VCS providers have 
experienced challenges during the first years of the programme, which suggest there are lessons to be learned in order to maximise 
the potential of VCS involvement in the future.

Consequently, in this report we explore the VCS experience of Work Programme provision and seek to recommend ways by 
which the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) could promote a greater degree of VCS involvement in delivery, providing 
better outcomes for both clients and for the Department. We also put forward some suggestions aimed at voluntary organisations 
themselves, in order to support the sector to play more of a leading role in future iterations of the programme. These suggestions 
are transferable to other areas of public service delivery.

THE REVIEW GROUP
The ACEVO/Shaw Trust Work Programme Review Group consulted widely during the summer of 2013 with Work Programme 
providers from the private and voluntary sectors, industry representatives, advocacy organisations and other relevant stakeholders. 
Consultation methods included a call for written submissions as well as face-to-face engagement events. In total around 70 
organisations contributed their evidence to the review group.

The working group members were:

• Richard Clifton (Business Development Director, Shaw Trust)
• Jonathan Cheshire (Chief Executive, Wheatsheaf Trust)
• Anne-Helène Biosse Duplan (ACEVO associate)
• Keith Faulkner
• Alex Massey (Senior Policy Officer, ACEVO)
• Steve Swan (Welfare to Work Director, Tomorrow’s People)
• Jeremy Swain (Chief Executive, Thamesreach)

1 DWP Work Programme Statistics, September 2013, https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-work-pensions/series/work-programme-statistics--2

2 DWP, Voluntary and Community Sector Organisations within the Work Programme, December 2011, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/223124/vsc_org_within_wp.pdf

3 Centre for Social and Economic Inclusion, Work Programme policy guide, http://www.cesi.org.uk/keypolicy/work-programme



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report is divided into three sections:
• In Section 1 we highlight the key strengths of the Work Programme that should be retained and built on in any future iterations of  
 the programme;
•  In Section 2 we identify areas where the programme could be improved in future iterations, and make recommendations for   
 doing so;
•  In Section 3 we explore the voluntary sector’s experience of the Work Programme and suggest how the sector could play more  
 of a leading role in the future.

SECTION 1: REF INEMENT, NOT REINVENTION
Although it has encountered a number of challenges and issues, a key message received by the ACEVO/Shaw Trust working group 
from a wide range of correspondents, including both voluntary and private sector providers, was that the Work Programme needs 
refinement, not reinvention, in order to strengthen outcomes and support the voluntary sector to play more of a leading role. 
The evidence received by the review indicates that the key characteristics of the Work Programme are valued by providers and 
contribute to better outcomes for programme users. These include:

DIVERSE PROVIDER MARKET:  A significant strength of the Work Programme is its inclusion of a wide range of 
providers from different sectors within supply chains. While there is a need to refine subcontracting arrangements, the model enables 
Work Programme delivery to incorporate a range of specialist expertise and experience, allowing it to meet the complex and 
diverse needs of service users more effectively.

BLACK BOX FLEXIBILITY: The “black box approach” aims to give providers as much scope as possible to be innovative 
and creative in their provision of back-to-work support by avoiding narrow prescription of particular interventions, methodologies 
or processes. This gives Work Programme providers the freedom to tailor their methods to the specific needs and circumstances 
of their clients. 

CONTRACT DURATION: The minimum five-year contract duration gives providers the stability to develop effective 
long-term relationships with delivery partners in their area. The degree of added commercial security enables providers to commit 
more resources to the preparation, bidding and capacity-building that is required. Providers have up to two years to address the 
complex needs of individual clients and help them back to work. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

When planning for the next iteration of the Work Programme, the DWP should retain and build on the core framework that 
has been established so far, rather than re-designing the framework from scratch. Provider organisations across the country have 
already invested a great deal of money, time and capacity into making the Work Programme work. The DWP must ensure that 
its future plans secure, rather than squander, the investment and progress already made. Consequently, we call for the DWP to 
take an approach of refinement, not reinvention when planning for the future of central welfare-to-work services following the 
expiration of the current contracts in 2016. 

However, with a general election scheduled for 2015, we acknowledge that the Department will be led by the priorities of 
the incoming government, which may or may not change. This adds a further degree of uncertainty to the future of the Work 
Programme from 2016.  We therefore call on all major political parties to clarify their intentions regarding the Work Programme 

SECTION 2: WHAT C AN BE IMPROVED IN “WORK 
PROGRAMME MARK 2”?
We support the core elements of the Work Programme and argue for their retention in future welfare-to-work programmes from April 
2016. However, there is undoubtedly scope for refining the details of the programme’s design and implementation.  These include: 

CLIENT ASSESSMENT AND CATEGORISATION:

 A large proportion of provider organisations responding to the working group expressed the view that the Work Programme’s 
benefit-based client classification system is flawed and does not accurately reflect the costs involved in supporting different clients 
into work. The view of the majority of provider organisations we consulted was that the Work Programme should move away from 
a benefit-based classification system to a system more closely based on an accurate individual assessment of need. Consequently, we 
recommend that the DWP move away from benefit groups as the basis of Work Programme client categorisation, in favour of 
needs-based categorisation based on an up-front assessment.

Ideally, needs assessments would be carried out before a client’s referral to the programme and would be passed to Work 
Programme providers on referral. The best-placed organisation to carry out these assessments appears to be Jobcentre Plus, given 
that it works with jobseekers for up to a year before their referral onto the Work Programme. We suggest that the DWP consider 
how it can work with Jobcentre Plus and provider partners to improve Jobcentre Plus’s ability to contribute to a needs-based, up-
front assessment of jobseekers. In addition, DWP could allow providers to refer clients directly to the Work Programme based on 
their own assessments of need. 

FUNDING MODEL

The two major concerns raised over the Work Programme’s current funding model concern the level of financial risk presented to 
providers, especially those with fewer financial resources, and cashflow issues arising from the use of deferred payments. A number of 
providers found that the initial attachment fees were rapidly consumed by the up-front costs of the programme, reducing providers’ 
ability to invest in the support offered to service users, and pushing some providers into negative cash flow prior to the receipt of 
later outcomes-based payments.

In order to maintain a diverse set of providers with the range of specialisms and expertise necessary to make the Work Programme 
a success, the DWP should consider how it can address the problems experienced by many providers as a result of the financial 
model. At the least, this should include exploring options for alleviating cash-flow problems through higher up-front payments, 
including reconsideration of the planned full withdrawal of attachment fees, and consideration of moving the current ESA 
intermediary sustainment payment into the job entry payment. Higher up-front payments have produced strong results in the Work 
Choice programme for jobseekers requiring specialist disability support, which supported 33% of participants into work in 2011/12.4  
A further option would be to consider making payments for intermediate labour market outcomes for those furthest from the 
labour market, such as educational progression. Ultimately however, we recommend that the DWP explore the possibility of 
moving away from per-person outcomes-based payments, and towards a cohort-based funding model, under which providers are 
rewarded for the proportion of their client cohort helped into work, rather than for each individual job outcome. 

4 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16208.htm#a16
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Should they win the next election, in order to provide the necessary commercial assurances to the provider market. This would 
give current and potential providers, including those from the voluntary sector, the assurances that would enable them to begin 
planning and preparation at an early stage.

SUPPLY CHAIN STEWARDSHIP

One key area where ‘Work Programme Mark 2’ must be strengthened is stewardship of supply chains. The majority of subcontractor 
organisations responding to the working group reported problems relating to the volume of referrals they received. The most 
commonly-raised issues were: unpredictable referral flows; a much lower volume of ESA referrals than expected; much lower total 
referrals than expected; and (more unusually) a larger number of referrals than anticipated or planned for. 

Despite the existence of the Merlin Standard, it is clear that many subcontractor organisations feel that they have not been well-treated 
by their primes. All 18 prime providers have received Merlin accreditation.  We therefore recommend that the DWP undertake a full 
review of supply chain stewardship, including whether the Merlin Standard is sufficient to hold primes to their commitments, as well 
as DWP’s wider role and responsibilities towards all providers. 

The issue of unpredictable referrals affects provider organisations of all types, although it is arguably a particularly important issue for 
the voluntary sector, which is generally less able to absorb financial losses. Given the importance to the Work Programme of a leading 
voluntary sector role in provision, we suggest that the unpredictability of referral flows should be alleviated through a quarterly caseload 
prediction function. We therefore recommend that over the next two years the DWP explore the possibility of working with 
Jobcentre Plus to improve its processes and capabilities, so that it could provide a quarterly caseload prediction function for Work 
Programme providers in the second iteration of the Work Programme. This could include provisions for compensating providers 
financially affected by any failure on Jobcentre Plus’ part to meet its obligations.

QUALITY ASSURANCE AND PERFORMANCE DATA

Finally, several provider organisations told the working group that the Work Programme could benefit from stronger mechanisms for 
monitoring and assessing service quality and performance. Currently there is no formal quality standard in use in the programme; in 
addition, performance data published by DWP does not allow for detailed analysis of supply chain performance. 
We suggest that public confidence in the Work Programme would be improved by the adoption of a formal quality kitemark, which 
would also help to ensure that all providers achieve the standards of delivery required to make a real impact on employment levels. 
We recommend that the DWP consider ways to ensure a consistently high quality of service delivery is achieved. This may 
be by requiring prime providers to use a quality kitemark (such as Matrix, ISO9001 or similar) and/or supporting the ongoing 
development of the standards and employment related service (ERSS) qualifications for individual advisors as promoted by the 
Institute of Employability Professionals (IEP).  The latter should include all front-line advisors (including those employed by Work 
Programme providers as well as Jobcentre Plus). A key factor in measuring quality of service delivery should be by the use of regular 
client satisfaction surveys.

In addition, the level of public accountability of the Work Programme would be improved by  making performance data more 
relevant and easier to analyse. Provider performance is currently calculated on an in-year basis, which does not fit well with a 
five-year programme in which clients receive support for up to two years. Performance should instead be calculated on a contract-
to-date basis so as to give a more accurate picture of providers’ achievements. Furthermore, the current data format does not 
allow the performance of different supply chain tiers to be analysed, focusing instead on breaking down the statistics by participant 
characteristics and payment groups. Consequently, we recommend that the DWP should publish Work Programme performance 
data on a quarterly basis, including supply chains with tiers identifiable.

SECTION 3: A LEADING ROLE FOR THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR
If the Work Programme is to fulfil its potential, the voluntary sector will have a crucial role to play. Voluntary organisations are among 
the most effective champions of employment-related services in the country, and the Work Programme provides a route by which 
a larger number of jobseekers can benefit from the voluntary sector’s specialised expertise, close understanding of the needs of 
beneficiary groups, and strong connections to their local communities. 

In this section of the report we aim to highlight the issues and risks that voluntary organisations should be aware of in order to make 
an informed decision on whether Work Programme delivery is right for them. At the same time we hope to encourage the sector 
to be more confident and more proactive when preparing for its involvement with the programme. The previous experiences of 
voluntary sector providers indicate that planning and preparation, relationship-building and due diligence should all take place at the 
earliest possible stage in order to minimise issues and problems further down the line.

FINANCIAL RISK: Perhaps the most important point to make about the Work Programme is that it is not a funding 
opportunity. Instead, it is a commercial activity, and like all such activities it carries with it a significant amount of risk, including 
operational, reputational and financial risk.  Prospective providers must be aware that the Work Programme is a commercial 
opportunity, not a funding opportunity, and should be evaluated on that basis.

REPUTATIONAL RISK:  The Work Programme, like most high-profile central government initiatives, has been a source of 
controversy and media criticism on several occasions. For voluntary organisations which thrive on the support and generosity of the 
public, this is a relevant consideration. One small subcontractor told the working group that their withdrawal from the programme 
was a direct result of fears of reputational damage. Charities delivering the programme should be prepared to articulate and explain 
their reasons for doing so and the outcomes they aim to deliver for jobseekers. 

OPERATIONAL RISK:  Finally, prospective providers must be aware of the operational risks attached to the Work 
Programme. As examined in the previous section, many subcontractors have found that referral flows did not match their 
expectations; many providers received far fewer referrals than expected, and others received inappropriate referrals which did not 
match their own skills and expertise. Providers must also ensure they have a full understanding of any obligations incurred under 
Transfer of Employment (TUPE) regulations and of all associated costs and liabilities.

NEGOTIATING TERMS

It is essential that voluntary sector providers have the confidence to negotiate with potential primes in order to forestall the 
possible impact of the issues outlined above. A number of respondents to the working group felt that during the commissioning 
process for the Work Programme, the sector had been too passive and too willing to readily accept the terms offered by primes. 
We recommend that all prospective voluntary sector providers take a proactive approach to negotiating the terms of their 
subcontracts and ensure they are aware of the key areas to consider during negotiations. In particular, we highlight the following 
areas where negotiation is essential: 

REFERRALS: All potential subcontractors should be aware that the Work Programme currently includes no guarantee of 
referral numbers. Voluntary organisations should therefore consider negotiating a minimum level of referrals with their potential 
prime provider, or alternatively a funding structure including an administration fee.

ATTACHMENT FEES: The expectation that most primes would reduce subcontractors’ risk exposure through higher up-
front fees has not generally been fulfilled. Subcontractors should be ready to make the case for a softening of payment terms based 
on the voluntary sector’s comparatively low ability to draw on financial reserves and access external sources of capital.

PERFORMANCE TARGETS: Ensure that the performance targets set by the prime provider are appropriate and reflect 
the amount of support needed to help different client groups back into work, as well as geographical variation. We believe that 
the programme would benefit if the DWP would set more flexible performance standards that better reflect regional variations.  
However, voluntary providers should proactively seek to ensure that their performance targets reflect the differing challenges 
involved in delivering to different client groups in different areas.

EXIT CLAUSES: Prospective subcontractors should consider the likely outcome if, for any reason, they felt compelled to 
withdraw from the Work Programme following signing of the contract. Does the contract include exit liabilities for subcontractors 
withdrawing early, and what impact would they have on the organisation?
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DUE DILIGENCE

We list the above points in order to support voluntary organisations to be aware of potential issues when considering Work 
Programme delivery and negotiating with primes. However, we remain convinced that the sector has a key part to play in the 
programme and that its success depends on a high degree of voluntary sector participation. To make the most of this potential, 
voluntary organisations must be prepared to begin the process of negotiation, preparation and due diligence at the earliest stage. 
The voluntary sector should already be proactively assessing the merits of potential primes, building relationships, preparing 
information for Expressions of Interest, discussing bid strategies and agreeing outline conditions for subcontracting. We recommend 
that voluntary organisations considering becoming involved in the next iteration of the Work Programme should begin planning, 
research and due diligence as soon as they have the required information.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A PRIME PROVIDER

Primes take a range of approaches to subcontracting and delivery, so it is important for voluntary organisations to carefully assess 
which partner would best fit their own requirements. We suggest that voluntary organisations consider the following issues when 
conducting due diligence:

• Relationship with the supply chain: What is the prime’s reputation like among other subcontractors? 
• Black box flexibility: Does the prime provider restrict subcontractors’ freedom around delivery methods, or does it allow them  
 sufficient flexibility to deliver the best possible service to clients?
•  Management fee value: What services will the prime contractor provide in exchange for its management fee? 
•  Cultural compatibility:  Broadly, do the prime’s values and wider activities fit with the ethos of your organisation? 

We suggest that the DWP could also support better preparation by voluntary sector subcontractors by requiring primes to take 
on more risk and/or ease working capital requirements on behalf of subcontractors, as well as extending the commissioning process 
for the second iteration of the Work Programme. The short timescale for procurement of the first Work Programme round 
impeded comprehensive planning and preparation and may in some cases have hurried providers into signing contracts too quickly. 
Consequently, we recommend that the DWP should review its procurement timetables for Work Programme Mark 2 to ensure 
that voluntary sector organisations have time to assess risk, develop relationships and access finance. In addition, we recommend 
that the DWP review the information, advice and guidance available to subcontractors in advance of the procurement process, in 
conjunction with its voluntary sector partners.

Furthermore, we recommend that the DWP also explore the possibility of formally adopting a common Expression of Interest 
(EOI) form, such as that developed by government, ERSA and the industry,  for use by prime contractors in order to ease the 
administrative burden on potential subcontractors, and save valuable time during the bidding process.
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PART 1 :  
THE WORK PROGRAMME MARK 2 :  
REFINEMENT, NOT REINVENTION

RECOMMENDATIONS

•  We call for the DWP to take an approach of refinement, not reinvention when planning for the future of welfare-to-work services. 

•  We call on all major political parties to clarify their intentions regarding the Work Programme should they win the next election, 
 in order to provide the necessary commercial assurances to the provider market. 

The first section of this report looks at the strengths and successes of the Work Programme. Although it has encountered a number 
of challenges and issues, a key message received by the ACEVO/ Shaw Trust working group from a wide range of respondents, 
including both voluntary and private sector providers, was that the Work Programme needs refinement, not reinvention. The 
evidence received by the review indicates that the key characteristics of the Work Programme are valued by providers and 
contribute to better outcomes for programme participants. That is not to say that it could not be improved; there is undoubtedly 
scope to refine the programme and we make a number of recommendations to do so in the following section of this report. 
However, there was agreement from the majority of those responding to the review that the Work Programme has a number of 
important strengths which future iterations should maintain. 

Below we set out the key characteristics of the Work Programme that should be retained and built 
on in “Mark 2” of the Work Programme.

1)  DIVERSE PROVIDER MARKET

“The supply chain network enables cross sector support to clients with multiple and complex needs from a single 
reference point.” 

CITIZEN’S ADVICE BUREAU

A significant strength of the Work Programme is its inclusion of a wide range of providers from different sectors within supply 
chains. DWP figures released in November 2012 listed a total of 785 organisations taking part in the Work Programme: 292 from 
the private sector, 125 from the public sector and 368 from the voluntary and community sector.5 However, it is important to note 
that not all of these subcontractors have received significant numbers of client referrals, and some have received none at all. It is not 
possible to quantify referral levels with certainty as no official data on referral numbers is produced by DWP, although an unofficial 
survey of providers carried out by the BBC’s Panorama in January 2013 found that 70% of subcontractors responding had received 
fewer referrals than expected, and as many as 41% had received none at all. 6 

While the issue has arisen partly as a result of inaccurate referral forecasts from DWP which have also affected primes, there is a clear 
need to refine and improve subcontracting arrangements within the Work Programme. We consider the issues around subcontracting 
and put forward some recommendations aimed at addressing them in the following section of this report. However, the core structure 
of the Work Programme’s delivery model, with a lead provider contracting directly with a variety of different subcontractors, is a strength 
of the programme. It enables Work Programme delivery to incorporate a range of specialist expertise and experience, allowing it to 
meet the complex and diverse needs of service users more effectively. A majority of providers, including those from the voluntary sector, 
told the working group that they supported this delivery model in principle.

 “A network of subcontractors each providing different services should allow all clients to be able to access the support 
that they need in order to return to the workplace. The mix of public, private and voluntary sector groups should also 
provide a range of environments, among which each jobseeker should be able to find their comfort zone.” 

VOLUNTEER CENTRE KENSINGTON & CHELSEA

5  House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16202.htm

6 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16202.htm

This does not negate the significant concerns raised around the treatment of some subcontractor organisations in some supply 
chains. However, examination of the Work Programme supply chains shows that the programme has incorporated a wide range of 
providers including voluntary organisations with particular specialist expertise. For example, providers specialising in substance abuse 
are well-represented; the membership organisation Drugscope told us that several of its member organisations are Tier 1 and/or Tier 
2 subcontractors, between them holding over 35 contracts covering almost every contract package area (Tier 1 subcontractors offer 
end-to-end services (alongside Prime direct provision) whereas Tier 2 subcontractors focus on clients requiring specialist support.). The 
Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion has estimated that around 20% of Work Programme delivery is carried out by the voluntary 
and community sector,7  while voluntary organisations make up 47% of subcontractors according to the DWP’s official figures8.  This is a 
key strength of the Work Programme and it is essential that the voluntary sector plays a leading role in its future development.

2) “BLACK BOX” FLEXIBILITY

A second key aspect of the Work Programme that had widespread support from respondents to the working group is the “black box” 
approach. This is defined by DWP as “a term for minimum service prescription, which allows providers to decide which interventions 
to offer to programme participants into sustainable employment.” 9 The black box approach aims to give providers as much scope 
as possible to be innovative and creative in their provision of back-to-work support. By avoiding narrow prescription of particular 
interventions, methodologies or processes, and focusing instead on outcomes when evaluating provider performance, the black box 
approach aims to give the diverse range of Work Programme providers the freedom to tailor their methods to the specific needs and 
circumstances of their clients. This principle was widely endorsed among those submitting their views to the working group. 

“The programme’s black box approach offers sufficient flexibility to allow providers to tailor their support to 
jobseekers to reflect their needs.” 

THE EMPLOYMENT-RELATED SERVICES ASSOCIATION (ERSA)

It should be noted that subcontractor organisations have reported variations in the level of flexibility afforded to them by primes, 
while some prime providers reported a “fundamental difference in understanding between themselves and DWP performance 
managers about how much flexibility providers were allowed in their delivery models.” 10  Some subcontractors felt that the 
requirements imposed by their primes meant that the black box did not really exist below prime level, severely restricting 
subcontractors’ ability to deliver effectively. This can limit the value of a diverse supply chain incorporating different approaches and 
specialisms.

“The concept of a ‘Black Box’ programme that allows providers to actively work with jobseekers for a period of up to 
two years is a very attractive one. However, we feel that these key strengths of the programme design are currently 
not used to maximum effect.” 

THE SALVATION ARMY

While the implementation of the black box has been inconsistent, the principle has widespread support among provider 
organisations, with a number of VCS providers highlighting the value of the black box approach in permitting providers to develop 
innovative new models of service delivery. It is essential to avoid narrow prescription of delivery methods in order to support greater 
VCS involvement and make use of the sector’s capacity for innovation in delivery.

7 Centre for Social and Economic Inclusion, Work Programme policy guide, http://www.cesi.org.uk/keypolicy/work-programme

8  DWP Work Programme Statistics, September 2013, https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-work-pensions/series/work-programme-statistics--2

9 Pippa Lane, Rowan Foster, Laura Gardiner, Lorraine Lanceley and Ann Purvis, Work Programme Evaluation:

 Procurement, supply chains and implementation of the commissioning model, DWP 2013. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/197710/rrep832.pdf 

10  Ibid.
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3) CONTRACT DURATION

The duration of Work Programme contracts was widely cited as a positive aspect of the programme from a provider perspective. 
The minimum five-year contract duration gives providers the stability to develop effective long-term relationships with delivery 
partners in their area. Smaller and more locally-focused providers, including many from the voluntary sector, benefit particularly 
from the minimum five year contracts, as the degree of added commercial security enables them to commit more of their limited 
resources to the preparation, bidding and capacity-building that is required. 

Additionally, the programme gives providers up to two years to work with individual clients and help them back to work. This is an 
important strength of the Work Programme, as the complex and varied needs of many Work Programme participants could not 
be adequately addressed over a shorter time period. It also gives providers time, if they are unsuccessful in placing somebody into 
a sustained job, to try a second time to help them into a different role, although sometimes even two years is not long enough for 
those facing particularly significant barriers to employment. 

The evidence suggests that welfare to work schemes including the Work Programme improve their effectiveness over time. For example, 
job starts data produced by ERSA shows that the number of jobseekers helped into employment each month has doubled since the 
start of the programme, to around 20,000 per month. 11 This is unsurprising given the scale of the programme, the time required to 
help jobseekers into work, the delayed recognition of performance (typically 6 months after a job start) and the fact that the black box 
approach is intended to enable providers to continue to refine and develop their provision over time. It also fits a pattern observable 
in previous employability programmes, such as the Flexible New Deal and Pathways to Work, which saw significant improvements in 
performance over time as the programmes bedded in. For example, the Flexible New Deal achieved its first job outcomes in January 
2010, achieving 120 job starts; a year later this had risen to 6,360. 12

BUILDING ON THE WORK PROGRAMME’S STRENGTHS
The evidence heard by the working group clearly suggests that many of the key design principles behind the Work Programme have 
widespread support among providers. When making plans for the next iteration of the Work Programme, the DWP should therefore 
retain and build on the core model that has been established so far. 

It should be recognised that provider organisations across the country, including voluntary and private-sector providers, prime providers 
and subcontractors, have already invested a great deal of money, time and capacity into making the Work Programme work. The DWP 
must ensure that its future plans secure, rather than squander, the investment and progress already made. Reinventing the model from 
scratch would risk severe disruption to the provider market for welfare-to-work services. After the cancellation of the Flexible New 
Deal, a Labour initiative, shortly after the election of the Coalition Government13  (which involved the early cancellation of c.£2 billion 
worth of contracts) there is a perception that welfare-to-work services are particularly vulnerable to political pressure. Re-designing 
the Work Programme unnecessarily would reinforce this view and contribute to an environment of increased commercial insecurity 
for providers in the field. This would risk deterring some current Work Programme providers from bidding for a role in a reinvented 
programme, and encouraging potential new providers to seek out safer and more reliable market opportunities elsewhere. 

However, with a general election scheduled for 2015, we acknowledge that the Department will be led by the priorities of the incoming 
government, which may or may not change. This adds a further degree of uncertainty to the future of the Work Programme from 2016.

We therefore call on all major political parties to clarify their intentions regarding the Work Programme should they win the next 
election, in order to provide the necessary commercial assurances to the provider market. This would enable current and potential 
to begin planning and preparation at an early stage, and would therefore support the development of a stronger and better-prepared 
provider market for employment support post-2015. Given the importance of a healthy and diverse provider market, capable of 
supporting programme participants through a wide range of complex issues and circumstances, this should be viewed as a key priority.

At the same time, it is clear that there are many aspects of the Work Programme that could be improved to deliver better outcomes 
for programme participants and providers alike. In addressing these issues, we argue that the Department should focus on refining 
the design and implementation of the existing Work Programme model, including the core design principles noted above, rather than 
re-designing the model from scratch. Consequently, we call for the DWP to take an approach of refinement, not reinvention when 
planning for the future of welfare-to-work services. 

11 ERSA, Job Start Data, September 2013, http://ersa.org.uk/media/news/work-programme-supports-62000-work-past-quarter

12 DWP, Flexible New Deal Delivery Directorate Performance Report, November 2011, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/delivery-directorate-performance-report

13 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmselect/cmworpen/472/47211.htm
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PART 2 : WHAT C AN BE IMPROVED IN  
“WORK PROGRAMME MARK 2”?

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• We recommend that the DWP move away from benefit groups as the basis of Work Programme client categorisation, in favour  
 of needs-based categorisation based on an up-front assessment.
•  We recommend that the DWP explore the possibility of moving away from per-person outcomes-based payments, and towards a  
 cohort-based funding model.
•  We recommend the DWP undertake a full review of supply chain stewardship, including whether the Merlin Standard is sufficient  
 to hold providers to their commitments.
•  We recommend that over the next two years the DWP explore the possibility of working with Jobcentre Plus to improve its  
 processes and capabilities, so that it could provide a quarterly caseload prediction function for Work Programme providers in the  
 second iteration of the Work Programme.
•  We recommend that the DWP consider ways to ensure a consistently high quality of service delivery is achieved.  This may 
 be by requiring prime providers to use a quality kitemark (such as Matrix, ISO9001 or similar) and/or supporting the ongoing  
 development of the standards and employment related service (ERSS) qualifications for individual advisors as promoted by the  
 Institute of Employability Professionals (IEP). 
•  We recommend that the DWP publish quarterly Work Programme data, including supply chains with tiers identifiable.

As stated in the preceding section, we support the core elements of the Work Programme and argue for their retention in 
future welfare-to-work programmes. However, there is undoubtedly scope for refining the details of the programme’s design and 
implementation. The second section of this report examines ways in which the programme could be improved for the benefit of 
both service users and providers, supporting more effective provision, better employment outcomes and a higher degree of VCS 
participation in delivery.

CLIENT ASSESSMENT AND CATEGORISATION

The Work Programme is funded through a system of differential payments for different  user groups, based chiefly on the type of 
benefit being claimed by the individual. This system is intended to reflect the higher levels of investment required to help those with 
complex needs or particularly significant barriers to employment back into work. For example, the maximum total payment for a 
Job-Seeker’s Allowance (JSA) claimant over the age of 25 is £4,395 (including attachment fee, job outcome fee and total sustainment 
fees) while the equivalent for a claimant of Employment Support Allowance (ESA) who previously received Incapacity Benefit is 
£13,72014.  In theory, these differential payments should enable providers to devote more resources to those facing the greatest 
barriers to employment. They were also intended to address the problem of “creaming and parking”, when providers choose to side-
line the most challenging cases and concentrate on the clients requiring the least support. The prospect of higher payments, it was 
reasoned, would incentivise providers to devote sufficient time to the most challenging cases. 

The Work Programme’s differential payments are a key aspect of the programme’s design, intended to protect the hardest-to-
help clients and make the programme financially viable for providers. It is therefore a concern that a large proportion of provider 
organisations responding to the working group expressed the view that the benefit-based classification system is flawed and does 
not accurately reflect the costs involved in supporting different clients into work. Providers felt that the benefit-based categorisation 
is not a good predictor of need and that the differential payment scale is inadequate both in terms of absolute amounts and of the 
differential between categories.

“The type of benefit received… is not a good measure of need or distance from the labour market.” 
THE SALVATION ARMY

This view is supported by a range of evidence suggesting that providers are dissatisfied with the differential pricing mechanism. For 
example, a previous staff survey carried out by the Careers Development Group (now merged with Shaw Trust) found that 60% of 
staff did not feel that the payment group a customer is allocated to on the Work Programme accurately reflects how easy or difficult 
each customer will be to get into work.  The 2013 DWP Work Programme Evaluation noted that the majority of providers carry out 
their own assessments of need which do not consider benefit category as a factor.15 

14 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16208.htm

15  2013 DWP Work Programme Evaluation, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/work-programme-evaluation-procurement-supply-chains-and-implementation-of-the-commissioning-model-rr832

Due to the low correlation between benefit group and distance from the labour market, the differential pricing mechanism does 
not appear to have had the influence on provider behaviour that was originally intended. ACEVO’s 2011 survey of third sector work 
programme providers found that only 9% believed that the differentiated payment mechanism was “adequate to ensure the Work 
Programme helps harder-to-reach client groups”. 42% felt that it was not adequate, while 47% were unsure. In addition, the House 
of Commons Work and Pensions Select Committee heard that the pricing mechanism “did not appear… to be having its intended 
impact,”16  with many providers criticising the system as a poor proxy for levels of individual need. The programme’s performance 
data also shows that the harder-to-help groups have been less well-served by the programme to date; for example, only 7% of 
referrals of ESA claimants have resulted in job starts in the first 25 months of the programme. 17 

The view of the majority of provider organisations we consulted was that the Work Programme would benefit from moving away 
from a benefit-based classification system to a system more closely based on an accurate individual assessment of need. Respondents 
pointed to needs-based assessment and categorisation systems such as the Job Seeker Classification Instrument, used in Australia to 
determine the level of assistance required by  job seekers, as examples that could be drawn on in the Work Programme18.  Given 
that the future of the benefit-based differential pricing structure is also in question due to the introduction of Universal Credit, which 
will replace six existing benefits including both JSA and ESA by 201719,  it seems an appropriate point to consider introducing an 
alternative, needs-based assessment system for future iterations of the programme.

Consequently, we recommend that the DWP move away from benefit groups as the basis of Work Programme client 
categorisation, in favour of needs-based categorisation based on an up-front assessment.

Ideally, needs assessments would be carried out before a client’s referral to the programme and would be passed to Work 
Programme providers on referral. An up-front needs assessment would also help to ensure that clients are placed on the most 
suitable programme, such as the specialist disability employment programme Work Choice where appropriate. The best-placed 
organisation to carry out these assessments would appear to be Jobcentre Plus, given that it works with jobseekers for up to a year 
before their referral onto the Work Programme. Unfortunately, a significant number of providers have reported dissatisfaction with 
Jobcentre Plus, particularly around the identification of complex or specialised needs. For example, Crisis told the working group that 
Jobcentre Plus has a poor record of identifying homelessness, resulting in low referrals to the Work Programme for homeless people, 
or referral of homeless people to mainstream providers lacking the required expertise:

“Jobcentre Plus staff often do not have the local knowledge of homelessness provision; and an individual presenting 
with a postcode, regardless of whether it is a hostel, refuge, squat or other temporary accommodation, is often 
treated as having a permanent address. This is further exacerbated by homeless individuals’ reluctance to self-
declare their homelessness status” 

CRISIS

Part of the problem may result from the Work Capability Assessments (WCAs), which are used to determine benefit eligibility for 
former claimants of Incapacity Benefit. Jobcentre Plus advisors are bound by the results of the assessments, which are carried out by 
ATOS. The Work and Pensions Select Committee heard “quite shocking examples of participants referred to the Work Programme 
who had clearly been incorrectly declared fit for work following a WCA.”20  This included testimony from G4S and others that 
people with terminal illnesses had been referred to the Work Programme, despite having life expectancies shorter than the WCA 
work-ready prognosis.

16 ACEVO Survey of Third Sector Work Programme Subcontractors, 2011, http://www.acevo.org.uk/document.doc?id=1730

17 ERSA, Work Programme performance report 2013 Q2, September 2013, available at http://ersa.org.uk/documents/work-programme-performance-report-2013-quarter-2

18 http://deewr.gov.au/job-seeker-classification-instrument

19 https://www.gov.uk/universal-credit/overview

20 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16208.htm#note94
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Furthermore, although there are examples of good practice, even where clients were accurately assessed, the level of communication 
between Jobcentre Plus and Work Programme provider organisations is frequently reported as being very poor. Providers often 
received little or no information on client needs, and one subcontractor organisation told us that its staff were not allowed to contact 
Jobcentre Plus advisers to enquire about customers’ existing conditions and circumstances. Others found that Work Programme 
participants were subjected to further requirements from Jobcentre Plus, for example around applying for a certain number of jobs 
per week, which Work Programme providers felt were not always based on a clear understanding of needs, and at times limited the 
provider’s ability to set appropriate action plans. 

Given the year spent with each client prior to referral to the Work Programme, Jobcentre Plus should be a much more useful 
source of information for providers than it is at present. We suggest that the DWP consider how it can work with Jobcentre Plus 
and provider partners to improve Jobcentre Plus’ ability to contribute to a needs-based, up-front assessment of Work Programme 
clients. In addition, DWP could consider allowing providers to refer clients to the Work Programme directly, alongside Job Centre Plus 
referrals, based on providers’ own assessments of need and subject to eligibility approval by Job Centre Plus through an automated 
system. Providers have the knowledge and expertise to carry out accurate needs assessments, and many already do so in order to 
determine clients’ support requirements. Direct assessment and referral by providers would in all likelihood improve the level of 
understanding of participant’s needs, as well as helping to address the issue of unpredictable and inconsistent referral levels, which we 
address below.

FUNDING MODEL
Payment-by-results has the potential to incentivise providers to achieve the best outcomes for service users, and frees them to focus 
on results rather than adhere to restrictive process measures. However, there is certainly room to refine the details of the funding 
model in order to address the concerns raised by providers, particularly those from the voluntary sector, on the sustainability of the 
current model. These current limitations restrict the degree to which customers can benefit from the involvement and expertise of a 
greater number of voluntary sector organisations. 

The two major concerns raised over the Work Programme’s current funding model concern the level of financial risk presented 
to providers (especially those with fewer financial resources) and cashflow issues arising from the use of deferred payments. Work 
Programme payments are divided into three stages: an initial attachment fee for each client; a subsequent job outcome fee, paid 3-6 
months after the client has secured employment; and finally a sustainment fee, claimed after the job outcome has been paid and the 
client has remained in work for a four-week period, every four weeks up to a maximum of one year. 21 

MAXIMUM PAYMENTS TO WORK PROGRAMME PROVIDERS BY PAYMENT GROUP 22

 
MAXIMUM PAYMENTS AVAILABLE OVER 2 YEAR ATTACHMENT PERIOD 

Payment group   Max year 1   Max year 1 job   Max year 1   TOTAL 
    attachment fee  outcome fee  sustainment fee 

1. JSA aged 18-24   £400   £1,200    £2,210   £3,810 

2. JSA aged 25+   £400   £1,200    £2,795   £4,395 

3. JSA Early Access   £400   £1,200    £5,000   £6,600 

4. JSA Ex-IB   £400   £1,200    £5,000   £6,600 

5. ESA Volunteers    £400   £1,000    £2,300   £3,700 

6. New ESA claimants   £600   £1,200    £4,700   £6,500 

7. ESA Ex-IB   £600   £3,500    £9,620   £13,720 

8. IB/IS     £400    £1,000   £2,300    £3,700

9. JSA Prison leavers   £300   £1,200    £4,000   £5,500

21  http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/wp-pg-chapter-9.pdf

22 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16208.htm#a17

As the above table shows, the initial attachment fee is significantly lower than the subsequent results-based payments, comprising 
between 4% and 11% of the maximum total payment depending on client category. This has caused problems for providers due 
to the level of initial investment required to meet the costs of Work Programme delivery. A number of providers found that the 
initial attachment fees were rapidly consumed by the up-front costs of the programme, reducing their ability to invest in the support 
offered to service users. The initial staffing and administrative costs of providing the Work Programme outweighed the initial 
attachment fee for many providers. Providers recognise that any payment-by-results system will require some initial investment in 
anticipation of outcome-based payments at a later stage, but the comparatively low up-front payments of the Work Programme have 
been particularly problematic in many cases.

“The biggest consideration is the negative cash flow and the risk for the organisation to commit to employing staff 
on a payment by results contract.”

BOURNEMOUTH CHURCHES HOUSING ASSOCIATION

Furthermore, payment of the attachment fee is contingent on the client engaging with the programme and their allocated 
provider, meaning that in some cases providers were left out of pocket on initial administrative expenses. For example, one Tier 2 
subcontractor from the voluntary sector was required by its prime to contact each client by telephone and letter ahead of each 
scheduled appointment. Some customers were required to attend over 10 induction sessions, meaning a minimum of ten calls and 
ten letters had to be sent and recorded on the prime’s database system. This created significant administrative costs for the small 
subcontractor. If the customer then did not attend for any reason, no attachment fee would be received.

The cashflow problem experienced by Work Programme providers was exacerbated by the changes to the payment structure that 
came into force midway through the programme. This included halving attachment fees after Year One of the programme, ahead of 
phasing out the attachment fee entirely by June 2014. Although this was planned from the start of the programme, providers found 
that it  put further pressure on an already tight financial model, compounding the issues created by the low referral levels received by 
many subcontractors. 

In order to maintain a diverse set of providers with the range of specialisms and expertise necessary to make the Work Programme 
a success, the DWP should consider how it can address the problems experienced by many providers as a result of the financial 
model. At the least, this should include exploring options for alleviating cash-flow problems through higher up-front payments, 
including reconsideration of the planned full withdrawal of attachment fees. DWP could also consider moving the current ESA 
intermediary sustainment payment into the job entry payment. This would reflect the fact that the cost of achieving a job start for 
ex-ESA claimant is often considerable, and would encourage providers to assign more resources to the ESA claimant group, many 
of whom have complex or specialised needs.  As noted by the Work and Pensions Select Committee, the DWP’s Work Choice 
programme for jobseekers requiring specialist disability support is much more strongly weighted towards up-front funding, comprising 
a 70% service fee and a 30% outcomes-based element. Of the 17,200 disabled people referred to Work Choice in 2011/12, 33% 
achieved either a supported or unsupported job outcome.23  This reinforces the view expressed by many providers that the benefits 
of a higher up-front fee would outweigh any lowering of incentives as a result of smaller outcome-based fees.

“It just isn’t possible for a small charitable organisation to wait months and months to be paid for something they’ve 
had to pay the costs for up front.”

NICK HARVEY, LIBERAL DEMOCRAT MP FOR NORTH DEVON24  

 A further option would be to consider making payments for intermediate labour market outcomes for those furthest from the 
labour market, such as educational progression. As recommended by the Work and Pensions Select Committee, this would help 
alleviate the issue of “parking” of the hard to help, and ensure that providers can devote sufficient resources to those facing the 
greatest obstacles to employment. 25 Many Work Programme clients have a range of complex needs creating barriers to employment, 
and some need intensive support in areas such as health, housing and education before they are ready to progress to a sustained 
job. Addressing these barriers requires significant investment of resources by providers, who can expect no reward for addressing 
them until the client finally achieves employment. Rewarding providers for “distance travelled” towards the labour market, such as the 
achievement of relevant educational qualifications, acquisition of stable housing, or addressing physical and mental health needs, would 
help remove any unintended incentive to “park” the harder-to-help clients, and would ensure that providers have the ability to devote 
the necessary resources to tackling complex and challenging barriers to employment.

23 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16208.htm#a16

24 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-19822669

25 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/162.pdf].
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Ultimately however, we recommend that the DWP explore the possibility of moving away from per-person outcomes-based 
payments, and towards a cohort-based funding model. This would reward providers based on their progress with a cohort of 
jobseekers, with payment made based on the proportion of the cohort that achieves employment within a set time period. Cohorts 
can either be based around different levels of need as determined by an improved jobseeker assessment tool, with outcome 
payments varied accordingly (as applied by the Australian Job Seeker Classification Instrument model), or can be mixed multi-client 
groups comprising people with varying needs (sometimes known as an accelerator model). In this case, outcome payments vary 
based on the client’s position in the cohort, rather than the level of need; payments rise as providers help more of their cohort into 
work, so that they receive higher outcomes payments for (e.g.) the second 25% of clients than the first, and higher payments still for 
the third 25%. This ensures that providers are continually incentivised to support as many clients as possible into work.

Cohort models have a number of advantages, including reducing the likelihood of “creaming and parking” issues by incentivising 
providers to achieve the highest possible number of job outcomes. A DWP evaluation of the accelerator model found it had the 
following advantages26: 
• It incentivises providers to help more people to enter sustained employment;
• It establishes a better match between provider costs and outcome payment levels;
• It does not drive perverse provider behaviour;
• It is simple to understand and implement;
• It is viable in the current market.

QUALITY ASSURANCE AND PERFORMANCE DATA
Several provider organisations told the working group that the Work Programme could benefit from stronger mechanisms for 
monitoring and assessing service quality and performance. Currently there is no formal quality standard in use in the programme, as 
the Merlin Standard focuses exclusively on supply chain issues. There is consequently no independent assessment of delivery quality 
or of participants’ satisfaction with the services they receive. In addition, performance data was published on an annual basis by the 
DWP until June 2013, meaning that opportunities to review and assess the programme’s results were limited. Although performance 
statistics are now released quarterly, they do not allow for analysis of the performance of different supply chain tiers. We suggest 
that the programme would benefit from closer monitoring of both the quality of the services delivered and the outcomes achieved 
by different providers for different client cohorts. DWP should also do more to take into account regional differences when setting 
minimum performance levels, as well as wider economic variables; the current minimum standards were set when the Office of 
Budget Responsibility forecast 2.6% growth for 2012, which in reality saw only 0.2% growth.

There are a number of options for strengthening confidence in the quality of Work Programme delivery and supporting closer 
understanding of the programme’s performance. For example, the DWP could place more emphasis on the robustness, clarity and 
measurability of providers’ minimum service standards at the bidding stage. 

Alternatively, we suggest that public confidence in the Work Programme would be improved by the adoption of a formal quality 
kitemark, applying across the supply chains, which would also help to ensure that all providers achieve the standards of delivery 
required to make a real impact on employment levels. Existing options which could be considered include the Matrix Standard or 
the ISO9001 Standard. These are not the only quality assurance options, but we suggest them in the knowledge that it may not be 
practicable to design an alternative mechanism from scratch. Consequently we recommend that the DWP consider ways to ensure 
a consistently high quality of service delivery is achieved. This may be by requiring prime providers to use a quality kitemark (such 
as Matrix, ISO9001 or similar) and/or supporting the ongoing development of the standards and employment related service 
(ERSS) qualifications for individual advisors as promoted by the Institute of Employability Professionals (IEP). The latter should 
include all front-line advisors (including those employed by Work Programme providers as well as Jobcentre Plus). A key factor in 
measuring quality of service delivery should be by the use of regular client satisfaction surveys, as recommended by the Work and 
Pensions Select Committee27,  to assess the quality of participants’ experiences of the Work Programme.

26 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/pep-model-skhan.pdf

27 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16209.htm#a21

In addition, the level of public accountability of the Work Programme would be improved by releasing enhanced performance 
data. Provider performance is currently calculated on an in-year basis, which does not fit well with a five-year programme in which 
clients receive support for up to two years. Performance should instead be calculated on a contract-to-date basis so as to give 
a more accurate picture of providers’ achievements. Furthermore, the current data format does not allow the performance of 
different supply chain tiers to be analysed, focusing instead on breaking down the statistics by participant characteristics and payment 
groups. Transparency would be improved by facilitating the analysis of contract performance by provider tier so that subcontractor 
performance can be clearly understood. We agree with the view expressed by the Work and Pensions Select Committee that 
“reporting of official Work Programme data at prime level only is inadequate and does not allow us to make an assessment of 
the effectiveness of the whole market.” 28  Consequently, we recommend that DWP should publish quarterly Work Programme 
performance data, including supply chains with tiers identifiable.

SUPPLY CHAIN STEWARDSHIP
One key area where “Work Programme Mark 2” must be strengthened is stewardship of supply chains, particularly in ensuring that 
prime providers are held to commitments made around their use of subcontractors. The majority of subcontractor organisations 
responding to the working group reported problems deriving from a discrepancy between the number of referrals predicted by 
primes and the number actually received. The most commonly-raised issues were: unpredictable referral flows; a much lower volume 
of ESA referrals than expected; much lower total referrals than expected; and (more unusually) a larger number of referrals than 
anticipated or planned for. These issues have caused problems for both primes and subcontractors.

For example, the working group heard during consultation that one large subcontractor specialising in drug and alcohol recovery had 
anticipated over 1,000 referrals across all its contract package areas during the first 12 months of the Work Programme, but received 
only five.  The representative body Drugscope told us that this was not untypical of the experience of Tier 2 specialist subcontractors. 
Another Tier 2 subcontractor informed the working group that the agreed initial profile of referral numbers was incorrect on both 
of its contracts, and the prime provider was several months late in commencing delivery. Furthermore, despite having been clear 
in negotiations and tender documents that they were best-equipped to support clients in the 18-24 age range, the organisation 
received clients of all ages and with complex needs that required specialist support. This resulted in the organisation having to absorb 
expensive staff costs at a time of low client numbers and minimal income- a particularly difficult situation for many voluntary sector 
providers, which in general have lower levels of capital to draw on than other sectors.

Part of the reason for the unpredictable flow of referrals is the inaccurate forecasts originally provided by the DWP. For example, 
the DWP predicted that 30% of the referrals in the programme’s first year would be comprised of hard-to-help jobseekers on 
Employment Support Allowance (ESA), which bring higher provider fees under the differential pricing mechanism. In fact, only 8% of 
referrals were in the ESA category. This had a significant impact across supply chains, which primes had set up in the expectation of 
referral flows that never materialised. The low number of ESA referrals had a particularly strong impact on organisations specialising 
in harder to help cases, including a significant number of specialised voluntary sector providers. ESA ex-Incapacity Benefit referrals 
comprised only 2.5% of all referrals up to June 201329.  In other cases, however, subcontractors suggested that prime providers 
allocated referrals disproportionately to other delivery arms (such as in-house provision), exacerbating the volume problem for other 
providers. For example, the chief executive of St Mungo’s, a charity which pulled out of Work Programme delivery having received no 
referrals from three primes, told the Work and Pensions Committee that he believed his organisation had been used as “bid candy” 
to improve the attractiveness of the prime’s bid.30 

Conversely, a smaller number of subcontractors received more referrals than they expected or could easily handle. One 
subcontractor told the working group that that their prime stated in introductory briefings that the caseload would not exceed 70 
per caseworker. In fact, this number was not financially viable and their parent provider had planned for between 80 and 150 - making 
it impossible to provide the intensive support that would ensure positive results. Drugscope also told the working group that many 
Tier 1 subcontractors received an unexpectedly large number of referrals, many of whom had specialised support needs or long-
term health problems which the providers were not equipped to address properly. 

28 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16210.htm#a26

29 http://tabulation-tool.dwp.gov.uk/WorkProg/wp_cuml_jo/payment_group/mandvol/a_cnref_r_payment_group_c_mandvol_jun13.html

30 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16210.htm#a24
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The issue of unpredictable referrals affects provider organisations of all types, although it is arguably a particularly important issue for 
the voluntary sector, with its lesser ability to absorb financial pressure. Given the importance to the Work Programme of a leading 
voluntary sector role in provision, we suggest that the unpredictability of referral flows should be alleviated through a quarterly 
caseload prediction function. Given that Work Programme clients are referred by Jobcentre Plus after a fixed one-year period, 
Jobcentre Plus should be well-placed to carry out this function. However, as with client assessment and categorisation, significant work 
would be required to develop the capacity within Jobcentre Plus to accurately predict referral volumes. The processes that would 
convert the information held by Jobcentre Plus into reliable forecasts are not currently in place; furthermore, a significant number of 
providers have been critical of the communication they received from Jobcentre Plus. As a result, we suggest that over the next two 
years the DWP explore the possibility of working with Jobcentre Plus to improve its processes and capabilities, so that it could 
provide a quarterly caseload prediction function for Work Programme providers in the second iteration of the Work Programme. 
In addition, we repeat our view that allowing direct referrals to the Work Programme by providers based on their own assessments 
would help to address the issue of unpredictable referral flows while also improving the programme’s capacity to accurately assess 
and respond to participant need.

In order to secure the participation of a diverse range of providers in “Work Programme Mark 2”, the DWP must consider how 
to improve its capacity to regulate prime-subcontractor relationships. The current stewardship system is based around the Merlin 
Standard, against which all prime providers are required to be accredited within their first year in the programme. Primes are 
assessed against four key principles and are required to achieve a “satisfactory” rating. If a prime is deemed “unsatisfactory” after three 
reassessments, it may have its contract terminated. 31 A mediation process also exists to enable subcontractors to raise complaints 
around non-compliance with the standard.32 

Despite the existence of the Merlin Standard, it is clear that many subcontractor organisations feel that they have not been well-
treated by their primes. All 18 prime providers have received Merlin accreditation. 33  It therefore seems clear that the Merlin 
Standard has not successfully addressed the issues raised by subcontractors, largely because Merlin does not cover the key issue 
of referral levels.  As a result, Merlin has not provided a resolution to the most significant and pressing concern of subcontractors 
in relation to the prime’s relationship with the supply chain. Furthermore, despite the many complaints made by a variety of 
subcontractors about the behaviour of their primes, only one dispute has been referred to the DWP for mediation. 

We therefore recommend that the DWP undertake a full review of supply chain stewardship, including whether the Merlin Standard 
is sufficient to hold providers to their commitments, as well as DWP’s wider role and responsibilities towards all market participants. 
The DWP should consider prescribing certain subcontract terms between prime providers and subcontractors, e.g. around referral 
levels, and ensure that the mechanisms exist to hold primes to these commitments. This should include creation of an effective 
“whistleblowing” mechanism to enable subcontractors to inform the DWP of problems arising from their relationship with primes. 

Finally, there is a concern that subcontractors are vulnerable in situations where a prime is at risk of losing a contract due to 
poor performance. DWP has affirmed that it has the power to terminate a prime provider’s contract and pass its caseload to a 
replacement prime contract in cases of consistent underperformance.  This could have serious repercussions for subcontractors who 
might themselves be performing well, despite being attached to a struggling prime provider. They could face losing their contract or 
being forced to accept tougher terms by an incoming prime. DWP has not so far provided any assurances regarding the protection 
of subcontractors’ interests in such a situation. We therefore call on the DWP to clarify how subcontractors would be protected 
from the impact of the termination of their prime provider’s contract, as recommended by the Select Committee.  At the very least, 
the publication of subcontractor performance information (as recommended above), including Tier 2 and Tier 3 provision, would give 
subcontractors the evidence required to demonstrate their capabilities during negotiations with an incoming prime provider.

31 http://www.merlinstandard.co.uk/index.php

32  http://www.merlinstandard.co.uk/mediation.php

33 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16210.htm 

SECTION 3:  
A LEADING ROLE FOR THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Prospective providers must be aware that the Work Programme is a commercial opportunity, not a funding opportunity, and   
 should be evaluated on that basis.
•  We recommend that all prospective voluntary sector providers take a proactive approach to negotiating the terms of their   
 subcontracts.
•  We recommend that voluntary organisations considering becoming involved in the next iteration of the Work Programme should  
 begin planning, research and due diligence as early as practicable.
•  We recommend that the DWP should review its procurement timetables for Work Programme Mark 2 to ensure that voluntary  
 sector organisations have time to assess risk, develop relationships and access finance. 
•  We recommend that the DWP review the information, advice and guidance available to subcontractors in advance of the   
 procurement process, in conjunction with its voluntary sector partners.
•  We recommend that the DWP consider formally adopting a common Expression of Interest (EOI) form, such as that developed  
 by government, ERSA and the industry, for use by prime contractors.

If the Work Programme is to fulfil its potential, the voluntary sector will have a crucial role to play. It is a major presence in the 
field of back-to-work support and advice, with over 1,800 charities operating in the field of employment and training.34  Voluntary 
organisations are among most effective champions of these services in the country, and the Work Programme provides a route by 
which a larger number of jobseekers can benefit from the voluntary sector’s specialised expertise, close understanding of the needs 
of beneficiary groups, and strong connections to their local communities. The sector has played a key role in statutory welfare to 
work provision for the last decade and more; voluntary organisations delivered half of the provision in the New Deal for Disabled 
People (NDDP) in 2001 and were delivering 60% of the Pathways to Work Service once it reached national scale in 2008, including 
13% of prime contracts35.  The sector also currently holds 29% of Work Choice contracts, including at prime level. 36

We argue that the voluntary sector’s presence in the Work Programme is fundamental to delivering the quality of service needed to 
make a real dent in unemployment in the UK. However, it is essential that any voluntary organisation considering becoming involved 
in Work Programme delivery should be fully aware of the potential risks involved. The sector’s participation since the programme’s 
2011 launch has led to mixed experiences for the organisations involved; while many have made the model work and have had 
considerable success in supporting people back to work through the programme, a significant proportion have experienced 
problems and a small number of charities have had to pull out of delivery, including St Mungo’s, Kensington and Chelsea Volunteer 
Centre and the Single Homeless Project.37 

In this section of the report we aim to highlight the issues that voluntary organisations should be aware of in order to make an 
informed decision on whether Work Programme delivery is right for them. At the same time, however, we hope to encourage the 
sector to be more confident and more proactive when preparing for its involvement with the programme. The previous experience 
of voluntary sector providers indicate that planning and preparation, relationship-building and due diligence should all take place at 
the earliest possible stage in order to minimise issues and problems further down the line. For the most part, the voluntary sector’s 
involvement in the Work Programme has been as subcontractor organisations, with the exception of Careers Development Group 
(Shaw Trust) and the Rehab Group as the only voluntary sector primes. The relationship with the prime contractor is therefore a key 
consideration for most voluntary sector providers.

In this section we explore the issues that voluntary sector organisations should consider when assessing whether to become 
involved in the delivery of future iterations of the Work Programme. In addition, we recommend ways in which the sector can play a 
more proactive and effective part in leading planning and preparation for the Work Programme, so as to minimise the possibility of 
problems and disruptions once delivery is under way. 

34 NCVO Civil Society Almanac 2012, http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/almanac

35 Third Sector Research Centre, Does sector matter? Understanding the experiences of providers in the Work Programme, February 2013

36 DWP, Evaluation of the Work Choice Specialist Disability Employment Programme, July 2013, http://socialwelfare.bl.uk/subject-areas/services-client-groups/adults-disabilities/departmentforworkandpensions/150867rrep846.pdf

37 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-17538046
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RISK AND THE WORK PROGRAMME

FINANCIAL RISK
Perhaps the most important point to make about the Work Programme is that it is not a funding opportunity. Instead, it is a 
commercial activity, and like all such activities it carries with it a significant amount of risk, including operational, reputational and 
financial risk.  It is therefore essential that voluntary organisations have a clear understanding of these risks and their possible impacts 
before committing themselves to a bid. Prospective providers must be aware that the Work Programme is a commercial opportunity, 
not a funding opportunity, and potential involvement should be evaluated on that basis.

In particular, voluntary sector providers should be aware that unless it is required by DWP there is no guarantee that prime 
providers will assume a degree of financial risk on their behalf. Given the limited financial resources of most voluntary organisations 
(as well as other smaller subcontractors), there was a widespread expectation during the design phase of the programme that prime 
providers would have to assume a degree of financial risk by ‘softening’ the payment profile for the organisations in their supply 
chains- i.e. paying subcontractors higher up-front fees and lower outcome-based fees than the prime itself received. For example, in 
2011 the Work and Pensions Select Committee expressed the view that “a key aspect of the primes’ role in the Work Programme 
was to bear the financial risk of operating in an outcome-based model.” 38 However, this view appears to have underestimated the 
financial pressure on primes and overestimated their ability to accept extra risk. For example, an ACEVO survey of voluntary sector 
subcontractors carried out in late 2011 asked whether their prime had “cushioned” the payment profile for subcontractors by 
passing on a higher level of up-front funding. 18% of respondents said yes, while 37% said no and a further 37% were unsure. 39 This 
view is supported by the evidence submitted by providers to the working group, the majority of whom felt that the idea that primes 
could use their financial strength to shield subcontractors from risk had not materialised in practice. 

This may in some cases be a result of factors affecting primes’ ability to assume risk, such as the lower-than-expected referral flows in 
the programme, the fact that the benefit-based client classification system is a poor indicator of delivery costs, and the impact of the 
economic slowdown and under-performing UK job market. The heavy payment-by-results weighting of Work Programme funding is also 
likely to have limited prime’s appetite for additional risk. In other cases, more narrow commercial reasons may be a factor; for example, 
the Work and Pensions Select Committee heard evidence suggesting that some primes were taking a significant top-slice of the up-front 
attachment fee and not providing sufficient financial support to subcontractors to deliver specialist interventions. 40  Regardless, it is clear 
that many primes do not feel compelled to soften the payment terms for their supply chain members. The attitude of primes to financial 
risk in the supply chain should be a key consideration for subcontractors considering signing a subcontract.

REPUTATIONAL RISK

The Work Programme, like most high-profile central government initiatives, has been a source of controversy and media criticism 
on several occasions. For voluntary organisations which thrive on the support and generosity of the public, this is a relevant 
consideration. One small subcontractor told the working group that their withdrawal from the programme was a direct result of 
fears of reputational damage, while a number of organisations responding to the working group felt that the DWP did not sufficiently 
manage expectations with regard to public relations and devoted too little energy to improving public understanding and support for 
the Work Programme.

“By maintaining a positive narrative and acknowledging challenges, DWP could have been better stewards of the 
Work Programme brand, and by doing so, strengthen VCSE engagement”   DRUGSCOPE

Some charities have found themselves the targets of negative campaigns through social media and online campaigning as a result of 
their involvement in the Work Programme, or their relationship with a particularly controversial prime provider. A degree of public 
confusion between the Work Programme and more controversial programmes such as Mandatory Work Activity and Jobcentre 
Plus-run programmes has exacerbated the issue, and the differences between these programmes has not been clearly articulated 
and explained to the public by the DWP. Arguably, the DWP has been too slow to react to public concern and enumerate the 
programme’s strengths and its capacity to help people back into the world of work. 

None of this means that charities should shy away from becoming involved in the Work Programme. However, they should do so with 
a clear understanding of the full range of risks involved, including potential reputational issues. Charities delivering the programme should 
be prepared to articulate and explain their reasons for doing so and the outcomes they aim to deliver for jobseekers. They should also 
be prepared to address criticism of the more controversial aspects of the programme, such as the conditionality criteria involved, and be 
confident that they align with the ethos of the organisation and the expectations of its supporters.
38 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16210.htm#a26

39 ACEVO – Third Sector Work Programme Survey 2011, http://www.acevo.org.uk/document.doc?id=1730

40 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee report, Can the Work Programme work for all user groups?, May 2013, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/162/16210.htm#a26

OPERATIONAL RISKS

Finally, prospective providers must be aware of the operational risks attached to the Work Programme. As examined in the previous 
section, many subcontractors have found that referral flows did not match their expectations as a result of inaccurate DWP forecasts 
and/or prime case management, with many providers receiving far fewer referrals than expected, and others receiving inappropriate 
referrals which did not match their own skills and expertise. 

These issues have been exacerbated by external factors affecting providers’ ability to achieve the outcomes they had forecast. In 
particular, the performance of both the UK economy and the UK labour market have been well below expectations during the 
lifetime of the Work Programme so far. Consequently, the financial models drawn up by providers have been overtaken by events. 
Given the fact that the programme was based on a financially tight model from the start, small external shifts can have a significant 
impact on the viability of the programme’s finances from the provider perspective.

Other operational risks to consider include liabilities arising from employee transfers under the Transfer of Undertakings (Protection 
of Employment) Regulations  (TUPE). This may apply where an organisation takes over the delivery of a service from an outgoing 
provider. TUPE transfers can have significant implications for an incoming provider, for example through associated pension liabilities 
and limitations on employers’ ability to harmonise the terms and conditions of transferring and existing staff. It is therefore essential 
that providers have a full understanding of any obligations under TUPE regulations and of all associated costs and liabilities.

NEGOTIATING TERMS

It is critical that voluntary sector providers have the confidence to negotiate with potential primes in order to forestall the possible 
impact of the issues outlined above. A number of respondents to the working group felt that during the commissioning process for 
the Work Programme, the sector had been too passive and too willing to readily accept the terms offered by primes. This may be 
a symptom of the sector’s relative lack of experience with outcomes-based programmes of this type  in comparison with the more 
commercially experienced prime providers. For future iterations of the programme, however, the sector must be ready to negotiate 
around key contract terms. 

We recommend that all prospective voluntary sector providers take a proactive approach to negotiating the terms of their subcontracts, 
and ensure they are aware of the key areas to consider during negotiations. In particular, we highlight the following areas where 
negotiation is essential: 

• Referrals: All potential subcontractors should be aware that the Work Programme does not currently include any guarantee of 
referral numbers, and that many subcontractors have found them to be much lower than expected, affecting the financial viability of 
the programme.  Voluntary organisations should therefore consider negotiating a minimum level of referrals with their potential prime 
provider, or alternatively a funding structure including an administration fee, payable regardless of referral numbers. This will significantly 
reduce the level of financial uncertainty associated with delivering the programme.

• Attachment fees: As noted above, the expectation that most primes would reduce subcontractors’ risk exposure through higher up-
front fees has not generally been fulfilled. This may be partly due to the relatively passive approach taken by the sector during contract 
negotiations. Subcontractors should be ready to make the case for a softening of payment terms based on the voluntary sector’s 
comparatively low ability to draw on financial reserves and access external sources of capital, and the need for significant up-front 
investment to be ready for Work Programme delivery. 

• Performance targets: Ensure that the performance targets set by the prime provider are appropriate and reflect the amount 
of support needed to help different client groups back into work, as well as geographical variation. For example, a number of 
subcontractors felt that the performance targets set by prime contractors did not take into account the circumstances of different 
geographical areas.  Areas characterised by high deprivation and few employment opportunities had the same KPIs as areas where 
there was access to greater number of employment opportunities. As noted before, we believe that the programme would benefit if 
the DWP would set more flexible performance standards that better reflect regional variations.  However, voluntary providers should 
proactively seek to negotiate  performance targets that reflect the differing challenges involved in delivering the Work Programme to 
different client groups in different areas. 

• Exit clauses: Prospective subcontractors should consider the likely outcome if, for any reason, they felt compelled to withdraw from the 
Work Programme following signing of the contract. Does the contract include exit liabilities for subcontractors withdrawing early, and 
what impact would they have on the organisation? For voluntary sector providers especially, these costs can be punitive. Voluntary sector 
subcontractors should negotiate withdrawal terms with primes in order to ensure that they do not become trapped in a financially 
unviable contract due to the liabilities they would assume on withdrawal.
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DUE DILIGENCE

We list the above points in order to support voluntary organisations to be aware of potential issues when considering Work Programme 
delivery and negotiating with primes. However, we remain convinced that the sector has a key part to play in the programme and that its 
success depends on a high degree of voluntary sector participation. No other sector has the same level of expertise and understanding 
of the needs and circumstances of those detached from the labour market. Voluntary organisations have the knowledge, experience and 
capacity for innovation to make the Work Programme deliver for jobseekers, especially the hardest to help. 

To make the most of this potential, voluntary organisations must be prepared to begin the process of preparation, due diligence and 
negotiation at the earliest stage. It is advisable for voluntary organisations considering becoming involved in the second iteration of 
the Work Programme to begin their preparations as soon as possible. The voluntary sector should already be proactively assessing 
the merits of potential primes, building relationships, discussing bid strategies, preparing the information required for Expressions of 
Interest, and agreeing outline conditions for subcontracting. Rather than wait for commissioning documents or further guidance from 
the DWP, we recommend that voluntary organisations considering becoming involved in the next iteration of the Work Programme 
should begin planning, research and due diligence as soon as it is practicable. This should include consideration of the financial, 
commercial and operational issues described above. 

In order to be as well-prepared as possible for Work Programme delivery, prospective voluntary sector providers should ensure that 
they have considered the full range of potential issues raised by involvement in the Work Programme. Providers must be confident 
that they have the capacity to meet the performance expectations of a results-driven prime contractor, and that they can work 
effectively with both the prime and other partners in the supply chain. All potential liabilities arising from Work Programme delivery 
should be considered, including any staff transferring from an outgoing provider under the Transfer of Undertakings (Protection 
of Employment) Regulations  (TUPE). Prospective subcontractors will require a good understanding of the information reporting 
requirements they will have to follow, including the data security requirements, and must be sure that they have the necessary 
capacity to meet IT requirements as well as the substantial amount of administration involved in delivering the programme. 

It is particularly important to start early with due diligence around developing relationships with prime providers. In particular, 
providers should not feel that they have to wait for the DWP’s procurement process to commence before beginning their 
preparations and negotiations. A common complaint among Work Programme providers is the lack of time afforded for planning and 
preparation in the DWP’s procurement process. ERSA told the working group that the government’s rapid procurement timetables 
made it “nearly impossible” for subcontractors and prime contractors to conclude negotiations before the start date, meaning that 
in many cases contracts were not finalised and signed until six months after the start of the programme. The short timeline also 
reduced providers’ ability to form partnerships and consider consortia models or joint ventures. This reflects the experience of 
the Work Choice programme; in its evaluation of Work Choice DWP found that delays in signing contracts and a short transition 
timetable “had a detrimental effect upon the implementation of the programme.”41  There is no reason why voluntary sector 
providers should not begin exploring their options at this early stage, by speaking to voluntary organisations with experience of 
subcontracting,  seeking out and opening conversations with potential primes, and agreeing outline conditions for subcontracting. 

41 DWP 2011, Work Choice Evaluation: Commissioning and Transition of Clients to the Programme, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/214360/ihr6.pdf

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A PRIME PROVIDER
Primes take a range of approaches to subcontracting and delivery, so it is important for voluntary organisations to carefully assess 
which partner would best fit their own requirements. We suggest that voluntary organisations consider the following issues when 
conducting due diligence:

• Relationship with the supply chain: What is the prime’s reputation like among other subcontractors? The best way to establish  
 this is to speak to other subcontractors with experience of working with the prime in question. A list of subcontractors by 
  Contract Package Area is available via the DWP website, and organisations can refer to Merlin Assessment reports, available   
 through the Merlin Standard website.42 

•  Black box flexibility: Some subcontractors have reported variations in the degree to which the Work Programme’s “black box”  
 model is maintained throughout supply chains. Some voluntary sector providers felt that their freedom to innovate was limited  
 by prime providers, e.g. through the use of rigid Management Information Systems which prescribed particular processes and   
 limited true flexibility. The voluntary sector’s capacity for innovation is a key strength, and voluntary organisations should ensure  
 that their prime provider allows them sufficient flexibility to deliver the best possible service to clients.

•  Management fee value: What services will the prime contractor provide in exchange for its management fee? Voluntary  
 organisations should speak with its existing subcontractors to ensure that the level of support and communication is  
 commensurate with the management fee received by the prime. Subcontractors have reported significant variations in primes’  
 engagement with active contract management and support during the contract lifetime.

•  Cultural compatibility:  Broadly, do the prime’s values and wider activities fit with the ethos of your organisation? 

Finally, we suggest that the DWP could also support better preparation by voluntary sector subcontractors by requiring primes to 
take on more risk and/or ease working capital requirements on behalf of their subcontractors, and by extending the commissioning 
process for the second iteration of the Work Programme. Requiring primes to be more transparent about the service they provide 
to subcontractors in return for management fees would also be beneficial. As noted above, the short timescale for procurement of 
the first Work Programme round impeded comprehensive planning and preparation and may in some cases have hurried providers 
into signing contracts too quickly. The DWP should seek to address this issue as well as reviewing the availability of information and 
guidance for potential subcontractors. A longer, better-informed and better-understood procurement process would help all parties 
to assess the relevant risks and opportunities, form sustainable relationships with delivery partners, and negotiate fair contracts that 
are conducive to a well-functioning supply chain and high standard of delivery. Consequently, we recommend that the DWP should 
review its procurement timetables for Work Programme Mark 2 to ensure that voluntary sector organisations have time to 
assess risk, develop relationships and access finance. In addition, we recommend that the DWP review the information, advice and 
guidance available to subcontractors in advance of the procurement process, in conjunction with its voluntary sector partners.

In addition, we recommend that the DWP consider formally adopting a common Expression of Interest (EOI) form, such as that 
developed by government, ERSA and the industry,43  for use by potential prime contractors in order to ease the administrative 
burden on potential subcontractors.  This would save subcontractors valuable time during the bidding process and make it easier to 
explore relationships with a number of potential primes. As it stands, subcontractors wishing to negotiate with more than one prime 
provider have to provide the same information in different formats to each, taking up valuable capacity. For smaller organisations in 
particular, this can be a significant burden. The government has recognised this issue in public sector contracting and a September 
2013 Cabinet Office consultation proposes “a core Pre-Qualification Questionnaire with standard questions” for higher value 
public sector contracts. 44 We argue that the Work Programme would benefit from the development of a similar standard form for 
prospective subcontractors wishing to register their interest with prime providers.

42 http://www.merlinstandard.co.uk/merlin-accredited-organisations.php

43 http://www.merlinstandard.co.uk/news.php#27

44 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/243685/SME_consultation_-_publication_version_-_18september.pdf
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CONCLUSION
During the course of this project the ACEVO/ Shaw Trust Work Programme Review Group heard from over 70 different 
organisations with many varied views and experiences of the Work Programme. The range of issues covered in this report reflects 
the breadth of views expressed by respondents, as well as the scale and complexity of the programme itself. However, the review 
group identified three key points which were shared by the large majority of respondents and which we hope this report reflects.
This report illustrates throughout our belief that the voluntary sector’s involvement in Work Programme delivery is crucial to its success. 
The sector is an invaluable partner in services of this kind, thanks to its history of leading the way in employment-related services such as 
the Flexible New Deal and Work Choice; its capacity for innovation; its close connections to beneficiary groups and local communities; 
and its high level of specialist expertise. Given the sector’s importance to the success of the programme, we believe it is now time for 
it to take the lead. There is no reason why potential VCS providers should not begin planning now for possible involvement in a second 
iteration of the Work Programme. By exploring possible partnerships, beginning negotiations with prospective supply chain partners, and 
starting planning and due diligence, the sector has the opportunity to place itself in a much stronger position when bidding for future 
contracts. Ultimately, this will lead to a more effective service and better outcomes for its users. 

At the same time, however, the sector must have its eyes open to potential risks. We emphasise that the Work Programme should 
not be seen as a funding opportunity, but as a commercial opportunity carrying commercial risk. The fact that a number of VCS 
providers have had to pull out of Work Programme delivery on grounds of financial pressure perhaps suggests that the sector was 
not fully aware of the risks and challenges involved in all cases. Consequently, in this report we set out a range of points for VCS 
organisations to consider when planning and when negotiating with primes, which we hope will support VCS organisations to be 
as prepared and informed as possible when considering and preparing bids. Ultimately it is service users who lose out when the 
programme loses the expertise and knowledge that the VCS offers.

We also emphasise the Review Group’s view that the Work Programme is a positive development in welfare-to-work services which 
should be retained and refined, rather than reinvented altogether. The programme’s broad design principles, including the flexibility of 
the black box system, the use of payment-by-results, the high level of VCS involvement and the use of supply chains to incorporate 
specialist provision are valued by providers and contribute to better outcomes for programme users. While there is certainly scope 
for improvement, to abandon the core principles of the Work Programme would waste the progress and learning achieved by 
providers since 2011. Consequently, we call on the DWP to pursue a policy of refinement, not reinvention for future welfare-to-
work programmes post-2015. We also urge the major political parties to resist the temptation of a blank slate and to confirm their 
commitment to the principles of the Work Programme in advance of the next election, in order to provide commercial security to 
the provider market and enable it to begin planning and preparation at an early stage.

Finally, we recognise that, while the core principles of the Work Programme must be retained, the details of its design and 
implementation require review and improvement. Consultation respondents highlighted a number of issues, ranging from the 
regulation of subcontracting arrangements to the classification of clients and the design of outcomes-based funding, where there is 
potential for improving the programme to the benefit of clients and providers alike. Improving supply chain stewardship, for example, 
would strengthen the diversity of the market and encourage a higher degree of VCS involvement; there is also room to increase 
the accuracy of client assessment and classification, and to review the details of the payment-by-results model to ensure it enables 
providers to meet the needs of all users.

We hope that these recommendations will contribute to an improved and refined second iteration of the Work Programme from 
April 2016 onwards. Participants have benefited from what is an innovative programme, bringing a diverse range of providers 
together to tackle one of the most challenging social problems. The challenge now is to build on those strengths for the programme’s 
next iteration.



ACEVO is the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations  
and at the forefront of the charity leaders network.

For over 25 years our dedicated team have supported the network, development, 
organisations and resources of over 1500 charity leader members. 

Our members are professional and passionate in achieving change and delivering 
results; well-led, with a commitment to professional development, training and 
diversity; well-governed and accountable, with robust and fit-for-purpose systems 
to protect independence and enable effective decision-making; enterprising and 
innovative, taking an entrepreneurial approach to funding issues and striving  
for continuous improvement and sustainable development.

For more information, visit www.acevo.org.uk

......................................

Shaw Trust is a national charity that helps people facing disadvantage to gain skills, find 
work and take control of their futures. Over the past thirty years, the Trust has striven 
to combine its charitable heart with its commercial brain to provide the very best 
support to the people it was set up to serve. 

Shaw Trust was strengthened in 2012 by the merger with Careers Development 
Group, another employment charity. The new charity’s main focus is on delivering 
employment, skills and learning and offender rehabilitation services.

Shaw Trust is the largest third sector contractor for Department for Work and 
Pensions. We deliver both mainstream (Work Programme) and specialist (Work 
Choice) employment support schemes across Britain and help over 53,000 people 
per year. We also help people gain skills and into work through a wide range of other 
activities including education, retail and volunteering as well as health and social 
enterprise projects. 

For more information, visit www.shaw-trust.org.uk 


