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TYLER: I really thought my age is against me.  I wasn’t even 

getting to an interview.  I mean, I was going for everything but no, nothing.  I wanted to get out 

and meet people and not be stuck in my little flat. 

 

NORTHAM: But then opportunity knocked, in the shape of the 

Government’s flagship Work Programme. 

 

TYLER: I was over the moon, I could not believe it.  I couldn’t.  

It was wonderful.  Two years ago I was just walking up to the dole office.  Never say never, 

eh? 

 

NORTHAM: This is one of 168,000 success stories.  But even as the 

economy picks up, long-term unemployment remains as high as it was a year ago.  The Work 

Programme is the biggest scheme ever of its kind, taking in 1.3 million people in the first two 

years. So this week, File on 4 asks a simple question - is the Work Programme working? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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ACTUALITY AT EASTBOURNE 

 

NORTHAM: This is the elegant, impressive seafront in Eastbourne. 

With unemployment rates well below the national average, Eastbourne might be expected to 

demonstrate an enviable level of success for the Work Programme.  But as the first waves of 

people have begun to emerge from their two years on the Programme, the local MP has been 

infuriated by the number who still have no work. He is the Liberal Democrat, Stephen Lloyd, a 

member of the Work and Pensions Select Committee. 

 

LLOYD: It’s a lovely day, absolutely glorious.  Sunny Eastbourne, 

sunniest town in the UK, I have empirical evidence for that. House of Commons library 

[laughs].  

 

NORTHAM: Stephen Lloyd is launching a campaign to win a hundred 

days of work experience each for a hundred unemployed people in his constituency.   Today 

he’s meeting people who’ve come to the end of their time on the Work Programme. 

 

ACTUALITY AT OFFICE 

 

LLOYD: Morning guys. 

 

MEN: Morning. 

 

LLOYD: I’m Stephen, hi, nice to meet you.  Hi Ryan. 

 

DAPHNE: I’m Daphne. 

 

LLOYD: Hello there, good to see you.  And we have cake – 

brilliant! 

 

NORTHAM: Wayne is 47 and is attending the Baldwin Training 

Centre, where he is being helped to find funding for a course in sports massage. He’s finding 

this a lot more productive than his time on the Work Programme. He spent two years on it, 

with the intention of gaining help and training to improve his chances in the job market. But 

Wayne didn’t find it like that. 
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WAYNE: There was nothing there, there was no respect. You were 

just treated like a child. 

 

NORTHAM: Have you had a job before? 

 

WAYNE: Yes, I have worked two jobs all my life mostly until … 

 

NORTHAM: What sort of thing? 

 

WAYNE: I was a miner, I’m a retired door man, long distance 

driver, but due to a foot injury I can no longer do that anymore so I have to think of another 

direction to go in. 

 

NORTHAM: When you were on the Work Programme how often did 

you see an advisor or get some kind of face to face help?  

 

WAYNE: Roughly about every two weeks. 

 

NORTHAM: But it didn’t help you? 

 

WAYNE: Not really no. 

 

NORTHAM: Across the room, another so-called two year returner, 

55 year-old Daphne, is hoping that her MP’s campaign will help her find a placement for work 

experience.  She too has finished the Work Programme without finding a job.  

 

DAPHNE: I only saw my advisor once every month or so. 

 

NORTHAM: Did that seem enough to you? 

 

DAPHNE: No it wasn’t, no. And I did do one course, but it was 

irrelevant to what I wanted to do anyway, so. 

 

NORTHAM: What was the course? 
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DAPHNE: It was all about how manufacturers work and things like 

that. 

 

NORTHAM: And that didn’t interest you? 

 

DAPHNE: Well no, because it was most about, you know, the 

building trade and things like that.  No. 

 

NORTHAM: It didn’t seem suitable for you? 

 

DAPHNE: No, no.  

 

NORTHAM: Wayne and Daphne are now among a growing group of 

people who’ve come out of the Work Programme, for whom the Government is considering 

other compulsory measures such as attending the Job Centre for 35 hours a week.  Meeting 

people like them has had a profound effect on Eastbourne’s MP.  He raised the issue last month 

in Parliament.  

 

EXTRACT FROM HOUSE OF COMMONS DEBATE, 10 OCTOBER 2013 

 

LLOYD: I have met a lot of people who have been on the Work 

Programme and did not succeed in getting a job and you will be unsurprised to learn the 

emotions vary from enormous rage, sense of deep shame, depression, you name it. I understand 

that. If I were them, I would be feeling all those things. 

 

NORTHAM: The central plan for the Work Programme is that it’s run 

by eighteen large companies called Prime Contractors, some of which find local training 

organisations or charities to help advise and coach jobseekers.  There’s a Government payment 

up front for each benefit claimant they take on, it’s called an attachment fee. Companies are 

then paid by results for everyone they manage to get into sustained work.  Back in his 

constituency office, Stephen Lloyd wonders whether the public money put into the programme 

so far has always been well spent. 
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LLOYD: What’s made me angry is that there are some elements of 

the Work Programme where I believe some of the providers haven’t really done what they said 

they would do on the tin.  I believe some of the prime providers just took the money - the £600 

attachment fee - and banked it and didn’t spend that money on getting the challenging, the 

more challenging people back to work.    

 

NORTHAM: That is a pretty serious accusation to make about major 

companies.  What is your evidence for it? 

 

LLOYD: I have met probably forty to fifty two-year returners in 

the last two months, now I am not saying that everyone tells the truth all the time because 

people don’t, we all game the system, but I am hearing from too many people that they were 

either just seen occasionally, some seen only a couple of times in the whole two years and a lot 

of them frankly, virtually all of them don’t feel that they have really had the support necessary. 

   

NORTHAM: People tell you that they have been seen only twice in a 

couple of years by an advisor?  

 

LLOYD: Yes, I have actually had people tell me that.  

 

NORTHAM: You are a Liberal Democrat MP, fully signed up 

supporter of the coalition.  This is a flagship policy, not of the Conservative party, but of the 

coalition, and you are telling me that in a major respect it has failed? 

 

LLOYD: I am telling you that there are elements of it that haven’t 

succeeded. 

 

NORTHAM: We put Stephen Lloyd’s criticisms to the two Prime 

Contractors in his area. Avanta declined to comment. G4S replied: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We have supported 11,000 people into employment in 

Kent, Surrey and Sussex. Unfortunately we do not find work for everyone. We aim to provide a 

high level of support to every jobseeker that we serve.  G4S and our subcontractors have 

invested tens of millions of pounds in the Work Programme - far more than we receive in 

attachment fees. 
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NORTHAM: Government figures show that Sussex is one of the 

counties where the Work Programme is most successful, particularly for jobseekers under 25. 

Avanta scores well there and G4S tops the national table, getting 61% into sustained 

employment. For older jobseekers, the companies are next to each other in the middle range of 

performance, with scores of just 35%.  Among those 35% is a woman in her early sixties - 

Lynne Tyler. 

 

ACTUALITY IN NEWHAVEN 

 

TYLER: We’re in Newhaven in Sussex.  We have the docks, 

thriving docks gone.  Factories years ago – Parker pen, Thako?, Ferguson.  It’s all gone. 

 

NORTHAM: So what’s the work position here at the moment? 

 

TYLER: Not very good, not very good at all. 

 

NORTHAM: When Lynne moved back to her roots in Newhaven after 

working her whole adult life - mainly in shops – she wanted to keep earning, but had no luck 

finding a job. 

 

TYLER: I really thought my age is against me now. I wasn’t even 

getting to an interview, nothing. I wasn’t getting nothing back, nothing. I mean, my children 

were even worried about me.  Hardly no money, because you don’t get much on the dole, and I 

was just sitting there getting depressed.  And I mean, my kids were trying everything but like 

they said, ‘You want a job, Mum.’  I said, ‘Well, yeah, but I can’t get one.  If I can’t get one, 

what can you do?’ 

 

NORTHAM: Two years ago, Lynne was put onto the Work 

Programme, where she got the personalised attention and help the Government wants. 

 

TYLER: Well, they learned me to go on the computer first, 

because most jobs are on the computer. 

 

NORTHAM: And did you know about computers before? 
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TYLER: No, not at all. I didn’t even know how to switch one on. 

Anyway they took care of me and looked after me. 

  

NORTHAM: Apart from the computer, what else did they do? 

 

TYLER: They did a first aid course I took and they did a mock 

interview, which I had never had. 

 

NORTHAM: These efforts paid off. Within six months, Lynne had a 

new job - not in a shop, but still meeting the public, on the customer care team at McDonalds. 

 

TYLER: I was over the moon, I could not believe it, I couldn’t, it 

was wonderful. I thought I would never get it. 

 

NORTHAM: And you have now been promoted? 

 

TYLER: Yes, 1
st
 October.  I phoned my boy up, listen to this – I 

said, ‘Er Shaun,’ I said, ‘I have just been promoted.’  ‘Mum, what?’  I said, ‘I have just been 

promoted - manager.’  He said, ‘Mum, you are sixty, how can you be promoted to a manager?’ 

Never say never, eh? 

 

MILLWARD: Lynne’s is a lovely story and it is not a story in isolation. 

We have got thankfully many clients with similar stories and it is the reason why a lot of my 

colleagues work in the job that they do.   

 

NORTHAM: Lynne’s training was carried out by a charity, the 

Newhaven Community Development Association, which was given the local sub-contract by 

the main provider, G4S. The Association’s Programme Manager, Andy Millward, oversees a 

total of 836 unemployed people. 

How many claimants would each of your advisors be dealing with? 

 

MILLWARD: Typically we have a caseload of about a hundred clients. 

 

NORTHAM: That sounds a heck of a lot? 
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MILLWARD: Yes, I think our advisors would agree with you, but 

actually they do a very good job and we have certain targets that we need to achieve, one of 

which is about regular contact with clients and so we are able to see them all at least twice a 

month or have meaningful contact with them all twice a month.  

 

NORTHAM: If you have got a caseload of a hundred people to see as 

an advisor, isn’t it tempting to concentrate on those who are most likely to get jobs, because 

there is the satisfaction and also there is the payment, and to quietly sideline a number of 

people who you think are not likely to get jobs? 

 

MILWARD: Yes, it is very tempting to do that and we have worked 

very hard at not doing that.  

 

NORTHAM: But, even at a hundred, the caseload for each advisor in 

Newhaven is untypically low. National figures published this year by the Parliamentary Select 

Committee on Work and Pensions speak of 120 to 180 claimants per advisor. And we have 

found evidence that current figures may be even higher.  Richard Johnson was the founder and 

first Chief Executive of one of the most successful of the Prime Contractors - a company called 

Ingeus. He’s now a welfare-to-work consultant with the World Bank and was specialist adviser 

to the Select Committee.  His corporate colleagues report that cost-cutting is putting the Work 

Programme under strain. 

 

JOHNSON: Now when I ran these programmes, I would aim for a 

caseload at any one time per frontline member of staff of around fifty. At the moment, and this 

is having spoken to a number of the Prime Contractors, I understand that they are running with 

caseloads of between 180 and 240 jobseekers at any one time per frontline advisor. 

 

NORTHAM: And how many jobseekers would you expect an advisor 

to see in the course of a typical week?  

 

JOHNSON: If the advisor was working very hard, they might see 

eight or nine each day, this is depending, of course, on the quality of that conversation.  

Multiply that by five times for a week and we are looking at forty to forty-five a week. If you 

have got 240 job seekers, how often are you seeing them? 
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NORTHAM: The figures in the Select Committee report are 120 to 

180 job seekers per member of staff.  You are saying those figures have actually increased 

since that report came out?  

 

JOHNSON: Yes, the numbers are deteriorating, the quality of the 

contract is deteriorating as it goes on and the figures that I have given you are based on 

testimony to me by a range of different Prime Contractors. 

 

NORTHAM: And you are confident that those figures are right, are 

you? 

 

JOHNSON: Absolutely, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: But at the Department for Work and Pensions, the 

Employment Minister, Esther McVey, insists that the Work Programme works well and 

remains to be convinced that caseload numbers are becoming a serious problem. 

 

MCVEY: I don’t believe that whatsoever. The numbers are 

roughly about 80 to 140 and can I …. 

 

NORTHAM: So you disagree with the Select Committee? 

 

MCVEY: Well, they’ve had a set of figures and I don’t know 

where they’ve got theirs from, but I can tell you … 

 

NORTHAM: They got them from the industry. 

 

MCVEY: I can tell you, well I’ve got mine from the industry too. 

 

NORTHAM: So when one of your fellow coalition MPs, Stephen 

Lloyd, says that people have come off the Work Programme in his constituency saying they’ve 

been seen in two years only twice by an advisor, what do you say? 
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MCVEY: Well, it sounds as if there were an issue, but we have a 

process in place that if somebody does not feel that they are getting the right service, they can 

make a complaint straightaway and we will look into that.  We monitor the people doing it, we 

would ask people to come forward. I’d want to hear from somebody if they hadn’t been seen, 

because straightaway I’d be holding that company to account. Systems are in place to deal with 

that ASAP.  Where we judge it is, are we getting more people into work, and I can see from 

June 2011, every month going through there an increase in the number of people into work, 

and so that’s what we’ll be measuring it on.  Are we changing people’s lives?  Are the most 

difficult people getting into work? And yes, they are.  I know that we have been successful for 

those people and they are so much happier with their new life. 

 

NORTHAM: One of the financial pressures on contractors is that the 

economy has not recovered at the rate expected two years ago, so there are fewer jobs available 

than was hoped and fewer payments by results. In the latest figures, 2.5 million people are 

unemployed, a drop of 18,000 on the previous quarter. But long-term unemployment remains 

stubbornly high, with almost 900,000 people who have been out of work for a year or more. 

Among the contractors, performance varies significantly.  Some have done a great deal better 

than others.  At the consultancy called Rocket Science, analyst Alistair Grimes has monitored 

the ups and downs of this new market. 

 

GRIMES: There are quite significant differences.  I mean, the 

interesting thing is to look at two contractors in the same area.  So for example, in North East 

Yorkshire there’s a big difference between the performance of G4S, who were the better of the 

two contractors, and Newcastle College Group who were the least effective of the contractors 

there.  And you see this reflected in a number of other areas as well, but paradoxically for 

example, in Scotland, Ingeus are better than Working Links, but in other parts of the country 

Working Links are better than their competitors, so it’s not a uniform position, but you can say 

if you look at this there are a number of performers who are at the bottom of the pile. 

 

NORTHAM: Who would they be? 

 

GRIMES: To me, the ones who are performing least well are 

Newcastle College Group and Rehab, who are both newcomers into this market, which I think 

is quite interesting.  
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NORTHAM: And who’s performing best? 

 

GRIMES: A difficult question to answer overall.  Ingeus, by and 

large, do reasonably well and again both Serco and G4S, who manage rather than deliver, and I 

think this is an interesting point, are doing better than a number of their competitors over the 

piece. 

 

NORTHAM: Rehab declined to comment.  In a statement to File on 4, 

Newcastle College Group says it has shown real improvement: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We are currently in the top half of all contracts 

nationally - ranked 14
th 

and 18
th 

out of the forty national contracts and we aim to keep this 

performance, which we are doing with each month. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

NORTHAM: In September, the government rewarded the most 

successful companies and punished the poorest. It published a list of winners and losers and 

took 5% of some Work Programme claimants away from the worst contractors and gave them 

to the best.  On this Government website, we see a table which shows that East of England, a 

company called Seetec lost out.  East Midlands, A4E lost out.  Also Merseyside, A4E lost out.  

And in each of those cases their market share was transferred to Ingeus.  There was 5% extra 

given to G4S in Greater Manchester and on the south coast, including Sussex, a bonus the 

company received at the expense of Avanta.  These sanctions may be novel, but to Alistair 

Grimes they are far from enough. 

 

GRIMES: I think DWP hasn’t managed it in the sense that it hasn’t, 

I think, taken decisive enough action on poor performance.  This is a kind of slap on the wrist 

really.  And I think the big issue for me is whether DWP will remove contracts.  And I think 

the reason I say that is the sanctions are only as powerful as your willingness to implement 

them.  It’s a bit like your kids - when you say to them, ‘I’m going to count to three,’ and then 

you go, ‘One, two, two and a half, I’m getting really angry now.  Two and three quarters,’ they 

know you’re never going to get to three.  And I think the contractors hear the DWP saying, 

‘Two and three quarters, we’re really getting quite annoyed about this,’ but they know that 

there’s not going to be any nuclear option on this. 
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NORTHAM: Has the Government removed the contract, scrapped the 

contract with any individual contractor so far? 

 

GRIMES: No, no. 

 

NORTHAM: So the message to the contractors is what? 

 

GRIMES: I think the message to the contractors is, we’d kind of 

like you to do better but we’re not prepared to sack the ones who we think are 

underperforming. 

 

NORTHAM: The Government doesn’t accept this. In a statement to 

File on 4, the department for Work and Pensions says: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We would absolutely reject the suggestion that providers 

can get away with poor performance.  Work Programme performance has improved 

significantly in the second financial year of the Programme.  However, failure to improve is not 

an option.  We are continuing to drive up provider performance and are taking decisive action 

with those who are not delivering the standards we expect. 

 

NORTHAM: And the Government says it retains the option to 

consider terminating a contract if performance remains poor.  If money is already tight for 

contractors, some projections for next year see it getting tighter still.  In April, the initial 

payments when claimants sign onto the programme will end – that’s £400 or £600 per head 

which companies will no longer get.  And the specialist advisor to the Select Committee, 

Richard Johnson, foresees a further squeeze.  Some contractors cut the price of their bids to the 

Government, offering discounts which are due to take effect. 

 

JOHNSON: I spoke to the Chief Executive of one of the largest 

Prime Contractors two weeks before he submitted his tender and he said to me, ‘Richard, I 

have a choice. I am going to see my board and we need to decide shall we offer a discount.  

Shall we be brave and offer nothing, we probably won’t win anything. Shall we offer just a 

little discount to show the Department that we are willing and we think they are doing the right 

thing, or shall we offer a whopping great discount but backload it in the contract, so into years 

three, four and five, because it will never happen, because these contracts are too important to 
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JOHNSON cont: fail, and before our discount kicks in, the Department 

will be forced to renegotiate?’  Some of these Prime Contractors, and the Prime Contractors 

who secured the biggest number of contracts offered the biggest discounts, those discounts 

were 30% and more reduction on the basic price offered by the Department. 

 

NORTHAM: And are you telling me that those discounts will not 

actually be delivered by the companies because they will demand a renegotiation of the 

contract? 

 

JOHNSON: They may attempt to re-demand. What I am saying is 

that at that price these contracts are not viable. Or they are not viable to the extent that a 

caseload even of 240 is not viable. What they will be forced to do if they cannot renegotiate is 

prioritise even further, is to mitigate their risk, reduce the provision of services on the front line 

to address long term unemployment. 

 

NORTHAM: Richard Johnson’s sources in the welfare-to-work 

business tell him that a clear sign of financial concern has already been spotted. Even one of 

the most successful contractors, the company Ingeus, is finding its major financial partner 

apparently losing interest in continuing its part of the Work Programme. 

 

JOHNSON: We know for a fact that Deloitte is looking to sell its 

share in Ingeus Deloitte. Deloitte joined Ingeus in order to bid for and secure these contracts. 

They are now selling their shares. 

 

NORTHAM: How do you know that for a fact, as you say? 

 

JOHNSON: I spend a lot of my time still working within the industry 

in my role.  As an advisor and a consultant I spend a lot of time talking to the chief executives 

of the Prime Contractors, and Deloitte went out to the market early in the summer, there were a 

number of organisations expressed an interest. I understand they went into closed negotiations 

with Serco.  Those negotiations fell apart. There are now another four or five organisations 

potentially looking at the purchase. 

 

NORTHAM: So Deloitte are trying to sell their shareholding in 

Ingeus, which has a number of these prime contracts? 
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JOHNSON: They are in fact the largest of the Prime Contractors, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: What does that indicate, in your view, about Deloitte’s 

confidence in its contracts? 

 

JOHNSON: Well I obviously can’t comment on precisely why they 

are looking to sell those shares, but I would expect them to understand precisely what the 

financial implications are of the discounts that start to kick in next year, and if I were Deloitte I 

would see now as a very good time to exit that market. 

 

NORTHAM: Deloitte weren’t available for interview. They and Serco 

had no comment to make on these claims.  For the Government, any sign of weakening 

corporate interest in the Work Programme must cause concern.  So we wanted to learn what the 

Employment Minister, Esther McVey, thinks is going on. 

Why do you think Deloitte is trying to sell its 50% shareholding in Ingeus? 

 

MCVEY: Because that is something that a business is fully entitled 

to do. It could be that they are doing very well and are looking at a time to exit the market and 

maximise what they do. 

 

NORTHAM: We’ve heard that the suggestion is that with a financial 

squeeze coming, they think that this is a good time to get out, because they’re not going to 

make much money next year. 

 

MCVEY: Well I don’t believe that and that’s what I’m saying. 

We’re looking at how they have improved month on month. I’m looking at how they are 

making their targets and supporting people and that’s what the private sector is all about. 

Remember these people don’t get paid until they’ve got people into work. At the moment we 

are creating a marketplace that never existed before. We have brought people into this 

marketplace. 

 

NORTHAM: If a major shareholder like that is apparently losing 

confidence in the Work Programme, does that not trouble you that others may follow suit? 
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MCVEY: But why would that be apparently losing confidence? 

 

NORTHAM: Well why else would they sell their shareholding if they 

thought they were going to make money out of it? 

 

MCVEY: No, because usually when a business leaves something, 

it could be because they are doing very well and at the same time therefore moving out because 

they are selling it to somebody else. So I don’t agree with you that you would have to take a 

negative slant on this.  Neither of us know quite honestly …. 

 

NORTHAM: So Deloitte selling their shareholding is a sign of 

success, is it? 

 

MCVEY: Well, usually when a business sells its business, it would 

be at the peak rather than at the bottom, especially a company like Deloitte. You’re wanting to 

view it pessimistically. 

 

NORTHAM: A major innovation of the Work Programme is that it 

includes people with disabilities or chronic illnesses which mean that they often find it difficult 

to get or hold down jobs.  For the first time, people with disabilities can be compelled to take 

part if they are deemed fit for work. 200,000 have been enrolled so far. The Government’s 

target is that a minimum of 16.5% of them should find sustained jobs. In fact, only 5.8% do so 

- just over one-third of the target.  For others, work seems as far away as ever. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH TOASTER 

 

BRADFORD: I get up and I make some toasted bread and that’s a good 

test when I have it as to whether or not I feel that I am going to have a good day or a bad day. 

 

NORTHAM: Ross Bradford is 33 and for the past nine years has 

suffered from colitis - a debilitating inflammation of his intestines which causes sudden 

uncontrollable attacks of diarrhoea. He’d like to work, but needs a job which could 

accommodate his limitations. 
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BRADFORD: I’ve worked in various office jobs and my last job was in 

2009.  I left that job because my colitis got too much for me. It stopped me being able to do my 

job.  Basically it was a job that required me moving around a big building, fetching and 

carrying different files. Because the colitis causes such an urgency, such a need to go to the 

toilet immediately, I couldn’t just drop everything, because I was also dealing with customers 

as well. So basically I was unable to perform the duties of my job and so I had to leave.  I 

experience urgency every single day, but losing complete control, it can vary from happening 

once or twice a week to once a month. 

 

NORTHAM: Last year, when Ross Bradford was told he had to go 

onto the Work Programme under a sub-contractor called Triage Central, he looked forward to 

some specialised training and identification of suitable job vacancies he might have missed. He 

thought, at the very least, that he would have regular meetings with an advisor who would 

understand and work around his medical problem.  But that, he says, is not how it turned out. 

 

BRADFORD: I’ve kept a list of all the different appointments I had 

during the Work Programme. 

 

NORTHAM: That’s this list here? 

 

BRADFORD: Yes.  First appointment was with the Job Centre and they 

told me that I was going to be referred to the Work Programme. And then the next appointment 

was with Triage and that was my induction onto the Work Programme. And then the next 

appointment was something called a job search with Triage, where they put me in front of a 

computer for an hour and told me to look for jobs. And that was it and then I went home. And 

then I went in for another appointment.  This one was supposed to be a face-to-face 

appointment with an advisor who’d been assigned to me. And she was off sick and they just 

told me to do a job search instead and didn’t make any other arrangements. 

 

NORTHAM: So it was the fourth appointment before you were even 

supposed to see an advisor, is that right? 

 

BRADFORD: Yes, there was about a month and a half between me 

joining the Work Programme and me actually supposedly seeing someone face-to-face. 
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NORTHAM: But you didn’t see someone face-to-face. 

 

BRADFORD: No, I didn’t. 

  

NORTHAM: When did you actually meet a person who was able to 

advise you? 

 

BRADFORD: That was about three months after I started the Work 

Programme. 

 

NORTHAM: That meeting proved little more than an introduction to 

the advice process. Then there was a further job search visit and another which proved abortive 

since the computer system was down.  In seven visits, he says, Ross met an advisor only once. 

And he felt no account was taken of his medical needs. 

 

BRADFORD: I got the bus from my home into the next town where the 

office was. And it was extremely hard, mainly because there are no toilets on the bus. 

 

NORTHAM: How long did the journey take you? 

 

BRADFORD: It took roughly fifty minutes from door to door. 

 

NORTHAM: Each way? 

 

BRADFORD: Yes, each way. 

 

NORTHAM: So for those fifty minutes, what were you thinking? 

 

BRADFORD: For those fifty minutes I was extremely thirsty and 

extremely hungry because I had basically fasted since the night before, because basically 

emptying myself is a way of reducing the likelihood of a bowel movement. 

  

NORTHAM: But you had to do that fifty minutes on the journey in, 

fifty minutes on the journey back for each of these seven appointments? 
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BRADFORD: Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Do you think the Work Programme gave you anything to 

advance your chances of getting a job? 

 

BRADFORD: No, no it didn’t.  It did make me feel that it was 

somehow my fault. The emphasis was very much on what are you doing wrong?  They were 

making me feel worse about myself and making my health worse.  A lot of money has been 

wasted, I mean a lot of money has been spent and I can’t see any change in my life whatsoever. 

Literally zero, nothing. 

 

NORTHAM: We put the details of Ross’s complaints to Triage 

Central, which ran his Work Programme.  Nobody was available for interview.  But in a 

statement, the company doesn’t deny any of his claims. It says: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We’re very proud that we have a history of success 

through our innovative approaches to employment and training. We have responded 

comprehensively and at length to the client about the points he raised. 

 

NORTHAM: After five months, Ross was reassessed and told he 

would not be fit for work for the coming two years. The Work Programme was now optional 

for him and, disillusioned, he pulled out.  Ross Bradford’s criticisms are not unique. Disability 

charities point to a national pattern of failure to meet the needs of the great majority of those 

who find it hardest to get work. At Disability Rights UK, the Chief Executive, Liz Sayce, 

recently surveyed more than five hundred disabled people and found widespread 

dissatisfaction. 

 

SAYCE: The Work Programme is just not working for disabled 

people.  In the first year, the failure rate was around 95% and even if it improves over time, it’s 

going to be getting on for a 90% failure rate.  That is just unacceptable for a programme that 

was set up particularly to offer support for people who faced real barriers to getting into 

employment.  When you set up a huge programme, there’s a terrible tendency to do a kind of 

one size fits all, sheep dip approach, when actually what people with disabilities need is 

something that’s very individualised. 
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NORTHAM: If, as you say, the vast majority of disabled people going 

into the Work Programme come out of it without a job, what does that mean for them? 

 

SAYCE: It’s incredibly disheartening.  There’s a sense that people 

are being pushed through a system.  Rather than people feeling, ‘Right, there’s something I can 

seize here,’ it’s happening for a few people, but it’s not happening to the extent that it should 

be happening and this is a major issue, because Government has been saying, quite rightly, that 

more people living with disability could be in employment.  But actually the very programme 

set up to help people isn’t achieving that aim, so this is Government policy in contradiction 

with itself. 

 

NORTHAM: So how does the Employment Minister, Esther McVey, 

defend the Work Programme’s record in helping sick and disabled people into work? 

 

MCVEY: There is a lot of people that we’ve been getting on to 

work. And these people are the furthest from the workplace. And …. 

 

NORTHAM: But you haven’t got anywhere near your target.  Your 

target was quite low – 16.5% - and you’ve actually managed 5.8%, which is about a third even 

of your low target. 

 

MCVEY: Well hang on a second.  These were people who the last 

Government and every other Government had done nothing for whatsoever. 

 

NORTHAM: Well you set the target and you haven’t met it? 

 

MCVEY: Yes, we set a target, and you know, an ambitious target 

really when you look at how complicated these people’s lives are. We were under that target, 

yes, but you will see month on month that performance is getting better. 

 

NORTHAM: The disability charities said to us the Work Programme 

is the very programme that was set up to help these people and it is not working. 
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MCVEY: Well, I don’t believe that at all. For some of these people 

we have to move them closer to the workplace. It’s been from a standing start and it has been 

tough and we’ve got to get better …. 

 

NORTHAM: And you missed your target. 

 

MCVEY: … and I will say that.   We missed our target. 

 

NORTHAM: Right. 

 

MCVEY: But what we’re doing is, we have refined what we’re 

doing and what we are doing is right. Because what we are not going to do is ignore a million 

people who have been put on sickness benefit and have never been looked at, never been 

supported, never been helped. And we are turning people’s lives round. 

 

NORTHAM: Next month the Work Programme will reach the halfway 

point of its initial five year term with the major contractors.  After a slow start in June 2011, on 

the latest figures it’s now well on target for ordinary jobseekers, but still failing significantly 

for people with disabilities. To its supporters in the Government, it’s a story of constant 

improvement and success. To sceptics – and we’re told privately that they include some senior 

voices in the civil service – it’s an expensive way of achieving precious little.  So is the 

Government’s flagship Work Programme working?  Kirsty McHugh speaks for the contractors 

operating the scheme as Chief Executive of the industry group ERSA, the Employment Related 

Services Association. 

 

MCHUGH: It got off to quite a slow start, primarily I think because 

the economic backdrop was so difficult over that period, but now it’s up and running at full tilt 

and we’re finding the people on Jobseekers Allowance are doing pretty well out of the Work 

Programme, and young people in particular are doing well out of the Work Programme, so the 

welfare-to-work industry is here to stay, and actually the Work Programme is performing very 

well for those groups. 

 

NORTHAM: Others are less confident. The public sector analyst, 

Alistair Grimes of the consultancy Rocket Science, has been studying welfare-to-work 

programmes for decades and remains somewhat fatalistic about this one.  
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GRIMES: The long term unemployed are where they normally are 

in these kind of programmes, which is they’re at the back of the queue, and at the moment 

they’re moving, I think, further back in the queue, because more and more people are coming 

into the queue in front of them who are better qualified, younger, have degrees and so on.  So I 

think the position of the long term unemployed, people with disabilities, is probably worsening 

in relation to what the Work Programme was hoping to achieve. 
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