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The NEP’s expertise, time and commitment
is making a real difference in helping to
address the inequalities and barriers to work
that exist in the labour market: by engaging
employers in the design and delivery of
welfare to work policy; by monitoring
performance and encouraging the spread of
best practice; and by addressing the

“ ”
The National Employment Panel has had a huge impact on our welfare to
work programme. It has helped unemployed people get the skills they need
to find work. It has enabled employers to influence government policy and
recruit the new staff they need.

particular barriers, including skills, faced 
by disadvantaged groups in entering and
progressing in employment. The Panel
continues to be a hugely valuable source 
of ideas and analysis. 

Rt Hon Gordon Brown MP
Chancellor of the Exchequer 
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The National Employment Panel is an
employer-led organisation. We operate on
the premise that welfare reform is not simply
the business of Government, it is the
business of business. We believe that helping
people move from benefit into work is the
best way of tackling poverty and
dependency. Equally, we believe that giving
disadvantaged people the right skills will help

Chief Executive of Zurich Financial Services (UKISA) 
and Chair of the National Employment Panel

to ensure that employers have the workforce
they need to compete and grow.

Panel members are leaders in their fields who
apply their expertise and resource to the
welfare-to-work agenda. We do this by
helping to formulate public policy; by bringing
a commercial perspective to performance
improvement; by ensuring the interests of

Foreword by
Sandy Leitch
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consumers – individuals and employers – 
are met through effective services. 

We exercise our influence at the highest
levels of Government, bringing objectivity 
and independent thinking to complex issues.
Our role is to challenge accepted practice
and conventional standards of performance.
At the same time, we harness business
know-how to local operations – providing
practical support to frontline staff helping
disadvantaged people to find and keep the
right job. 

Panel members work hard. We meet monthly
and each of us is a member of one of our
subcommittees taking forward a specific
aspect of our agenda. We convene working
groups to study emerging issues and we
meet with Ministers regularly to discuss what is

working and what is not. We do this because
we believe passionately in welfare reform and
its importance to human capital and the
economy of this nation.

This report describes the work of the 
National Employment Panel and sets out 
our priorities for 2004-05. I hope you 
will find it interesting and that you will 
contact the Panel’s staff if you would like
more information on our activities.

Sandy Leitch

‘We believe that helping people move from 
benefit into work is the best way of tackling 
poverty and dependency’



“ ”

The National
Employment
Panel*
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Our vision is of a high skills, high productivity, high employment economy
based on the principles of strong enterprise and social justice. A society
where more opportunities, and more choices, are matched by a greater
responsibility on the part of the individuals to help themselves. By building 
on economic stability and reform of the welfare state, we can achieve the 
goal of employment opportunities for all – a prospect we must not miss.

Rt Hon Tony Blair MP, Prime Minister

* Initially established as the New Deal Task Force in 1997, our name was changed to
the National Employment Panel and our remit was expanded by Ministers in 2001.
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The principal objective of the National
Employment Panel is to help disadvantaged
people move from poverty into jobs that
contribute to business productivity and
growth. As an employer-led organisation, 
we achieve this objective by advising
Government on practical ways to improve
labour market policies and programmes.

We are interested in what works – in
understanding what will help more
unemployed people not only to get the right
jobs but to keep them and advance on their
chosen career path. We are committed to
innovation and excellence. We believe that
welfare-to-work programmes must be
designed and delivered to high standards if
they are to prepare people to compete
successfully in a competitive, knowledge-
based economy. We work with Government
to help meet these standards in its policies
and local operations.

This report describes what we do and how
we operate. It summarises the achievements
of the past year and sets out some of the
challenges that we believe must be tackled 
if the promise of the Government’s welfare
reform agenda is to be realised fully. It
concludes with a brief description of our
priorities for the next year.

Our Remit
Today, more people are employed in Great
Britain than ever before. The UK employment
rate is the highest of all G7 countries.
Unemployment is the lowest it has been
since 1979. However, the gains from this
prosperity have not been shared equally. 
Over five million people remain on working
age benefits. Many are poor and live in
severely deprived neighbourhoods. Many lack
basic skills; some are experiencing ill heath or
a disability and others face discrimination.

The majority of these men and women want
to work – they want to leave benefit and find
productive and rewarding employment. At the
same time, employers throughout the country
are facing skill shortages and recruitment
problems. Drawing on the expertise of top
business executives, along with public sector
and community leaders, the Panel seeks
solutions that will achieve greater job
opportunities for individuals and a more
productive workforce for employers.

We provide independent advice to Ministers
in three Government Departments: the
Treasury, the Department for Work and
Pensions, and the Department for Education
and Skills. We work in partnership with
Jobcentre Plus, the organisation responsible
for delivering welfare reform. And we 

‘We are interested in 
what works – in
understanding what will
help more unemployed
people not only to get the
right jobs but to keep
them and advance on
their chosen career path’
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maintain close links with No 10 and other
Government Departments with responsibility
for economic and social policy.

We have a broad remit that encompasses
four key priorities:

■ engaging business as a key customer in
programmes that are designed to move
people from welfare into work;

■ helping to ensure that jobless people have
the skills they need to meet business
demand and to succeed in a competitive
market;

■ increasing the employability and life
chances of individuals facing serious
barriers to work;

■ improving policies and challenging the
operational performance of the welfare-to-
work system.

The Panel pursues its agenda in three ways.
Firstly, we provide independent advice using
standing subcommittees or ad hoc task forces
brought together to tackle specific issues; this
allows us to draw regularly on expert advice
from employers, policy-makers, academics
and frontline staff. Secondly, we design and
test new approaches to increasing

employment and retention services for
individuals and employers. Thirdly, through our
Employer Coalitions, we engage employers
directly in the design and delivery of local
employment and training programmes.

A Year of Achievement
We have had a busy year. We have looked at
practical issues affecting frontline services
and we have taken on some of today’s most
intractable social and economic problems.

We have published four reports1 which are
already having an important impact on public
policy and operations:

■ Welfare to Workforce Development is now
serving as the foundation for the
Government’s new initiative, the New Deal
for Skills, announced in the Chancellor’s
March 2004 Budget;

■ A New Deal for All is informing plans for
the future development of New Deal and,
in particular, how that programme will
enhance its support for long term
unemployed and seriously disadvantaged
adults;

■ Work Works, recommendations for
improving service to lone parents are 
now being implemented by Government;

1 All National Employment Panel reports can be found on our
website: www.nationalemploymentpanel.org.uk

‘We have looked at
practical issues
affecting frontline
services and we have
taken on some of today’s
most intractable social
and economic problems’
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■ Fair Cities, describing how employer action
can increase employment opportunities for
ethnic minority jobseekers, is providing the
framework for pilot projects announced in
the March 2004 budget.

Our work in improving recruitment and
retention services for employers has
proceeded on three fronts:

■ the Ambition pilot projects, designed to
prepare 8000 disadvantaged individuals for
better jobs in sectors with skill shortages,
are thriving. We are now operating within
the energy, IT, retail and construction
industries and will soon launch an
Ambition:Health initiative. The average
number of Ambition participants who get
and stay in jobs after six months (61% and
70% respectively) is well above the results
of comparable programmes;

■ our SME Board completed a pilot project
to improve local marketing and services to
small and medium-sized businesses
(SMEs). The lessons from this project and
its good practice guide are now informing
the design of Jobcentre Plus’ SME strategy;

■ at the local level, our ten Employer
Coalitions, composed of hundreds of
companies and major public sector
employers, are helping Jobcentre Plus
districts to better understand and respond
successfully to their local markets. 

The Panel’s Performance Committee
continues to bring a commercial perspective
to improving the efficiency and effectiveness
of Government’s investment in welfare reform.
We completed a ministerial review of the
£2 billion rollout of Jobcentre Plus’ local
offices; designed a performance dashboard
to track progress against key indicators; and
began work with London Jobcentre Plus
offices to develop new analytical tools and
training for local managers.

‘The Panel’s Performance
Committee continues
to bring a commercial
perspective to improving
the efficiency and
effectiveness of
Government’s investment
in welfare reform’



One of our top priorities is to make the
welfare-to-work system work for employers.
Since the start of New Deal, we have argued
that it should be ‘demand-led’ – that only 
by closely matching individuals to employer
entry requirements will the programme
improve the career prospects of
disadvantaged jobseekers. This proposition 
is central to our work.

The concept of a demand-led approach has
now been adopted in welfare-to-work policy
and is reflected in Jobcentre Plus’ enhanced
employer engagement strategy. To help
ensure that this concept is applied
operationally, the Panel has focused its efforts
on increasing employer action in key sectors,
in SMEs and in selected locations.

“The better we meet employer
needs, the better we will 
help disadvantaged people 
to succeed in the modern
workplace”
John Clare, Chief Executive, Dixons Group Plc

The Employer
as Key Customer
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Ambition

“Ambition is a groundbreaking
initiative which is providing real
career opportunities for
disadvantaged jobseekers while
meeting employers’ recruitment
needs and skills shortages. It is
generating important lessons
that are applicable to the whole
of New Deal”
Sir Roy Gardner, Chief Executive, Centrica Plc 

In our 2001 report, Business on Board 2, we
set out the strategy and techniques that are
required to implement a demand-led
approach. The report highlights two essential
ingredients: firstly, employers must be involved
in specifying the design, delivery and
performance standards for the programme;
secondly, the programme must include an
integrated mix of work and skills training
(basic, interpersonal and occupational).

These concepts are simple but we found few
examples of good practice. To demonstrate 
our ideas on the ground, we collaborated with
Jobcentre Plus to design the Ambition
initiative. Focusing on expanding sectors with

skills shortages, we set out to prove that
demand-led programmes would achieve
higher performance by getting more
disadvantaged jobseekers into better-paying
jobs with real career development
opportunities.

Launched by the Chancellor and Secretary 
of State for Work and Pensions, four Ambition
programmes are currently underway. 

Case study: New Lives Through New Skills
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A single parent in London,
Amanda had found it hard to 
make ends meet in previous jobs
and had been on Income Support
for two years before her lone
parent advisor suggested she 
try Ambition. Amanda began a
part-time gas installation and
maintenance course in Haringey
where she learned to install and
service gas central heating in
homes. The course combined

training with work placements,
providing an excellent opportunity
to put her training into practice. 

Today, Amanda has gained 
the necessary NVQ level 2
qualification and is working 
for British Gas earning over
£20,000 per year. She sees
Ambition as an overwhelmingly
positive, life-changing experience.

Looking back on her experience Amanda said, “It has given 
me a future, I’ve bought a car and I plan to buy my house. 
My daughter can join in with everything at school and 
has already been on a trip to Germany and on sports 
outings. We both have a better quality of life”

2 Business on Board, New Deal Task Force, 2001.

These prepare people for skilled jobs in the
energy, IT, construction and retail sectors. 
A new health programme will be implemented 
this year. Each Ambition strand has been
designed by a steering group of senior
employers who have set the standards,
overseen performance and promoted the
benefits of participation to other companies.

Amanda Ephgrave
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The Ambition initiative has now been
operating for two years. Our review, Ambition:
Stocktake Report3, provides an interim
assessment of the programme’s impact. So
far, the results are impressive. The prospect
of a decent job with a known employer
serves as a powerful motivator for
unemployed people. The percentage of
people who start Ambition and enter
employment ranges from 50% to 67%
depending on the occupation. The retention
rate for those who stay in Ambition work 
for six months ranges from 61% to 75%.
While difficult to compare, these outcomes
are well above the job entry rates for New
Deal (48% for young people and 28% for
long term unemployed adults)4.

Small and Medium Sized 
Enterprises (SME)

“The SME Board brings
together entrepreneurs, 
SME experts and senior
Jobcentre Plus executives to
address key business issues.
By developing strategy and
piloting innovation on the
ground, we are making a real
difference to the effectiveness
with which Jobcentre Plus
engages SMEs”
Karan Bilimoria, Chief Executive, Cobra Beer Ltd 

There are an estimated 3.8 million businesses
in the UK. The vast majority of these firms
have fewer than 50 employees; together they
account for 44% of the UK workforce and
are the source of most job growth. While a
crucial part of Jobcentre Plus’ market, SMEs
present some specific challenges. Few have
human resources departments. Many find it
difficult to provide appropriate supervision
and training for staff who are not truly job-
ready. And small firms are notably hard to
reach in any cost-effective sales and
marketing exercise.

3 The National Employment Panel, February 2004.
4 No comparable figures are available for New Deal retention rates.

‘The prospect of a 
decent job with a known
employer serves as a
powerful motivator for
unemployed people’
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The Panel’s SME Board was established to
help increase Jobcentre Plus’ responsiveness
to the needs of small firms. The Board’s two
specific objectives are to:

■ improve the effectiveness of welfare-to-
work programmes in helping jobless
people to get and keep employment 
within SMEs; 

■ raise awareness, use and quality of
Jobcentre Plus services to SMEs.

During the past year, the SME Board has
worked with Jobcentre Plus to design a pilot
in Streatham which would improve market
penetration and increase the customer

Case study: Putting Entrepreneurs to Work

Building on the success of the
Streatham pilot, the Panel’s SME
Board has been working closely
with Jobcentre Plus to implement
a more efficient approach to
delivering SME services. Inspired
by dealership support models from
the automotive industry, Jobcentre
Plus has recruited a team of SME
specialists who will provide local

offices with a range of tools,
marketing materials and advice.
These will include a guide to good
practice in working with SMEs,
developed in close collaboration
with the Board, and a database of
local SMEs. The aim is to improve
Jobcentre Plus’ ability to better
target and manage its customer
relationship with small businesses. 

satisfaction of local small firms. Led by a
Jobcentre Plus specialist account manager
and support staff, business processes were
overhauled, service standards raised and
innovative products developed. Direct
marketing, combined with targeted outreach,
employer events and networking, expanded
the customer base.

Independent surveys have shown significant
increases in awareness and customer
satisfaction after one year. The lessons from
the pilot are now informing a new SME
strategy which, with advice from the SME
Board, Jobcentre Plus is now rolling out
across the country.

Karan Bilimoria
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Employer Coalitions

“The Employer Coalitions are
an impressive example of how
business and Government,
working together, can
transform public services”

Rt Hon Andrew Smith MP 
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions

In 1998, we established Employer Coalitions
to engage local businesses in the
development and promotion of New Deal.
Now with an expanded remit, the Coalitions
bring business know-how to the design of
Jobcentre Plus local services for individuals
and employers.

At present, there are ten Coalitions based in
and around major cities:

■ Birmingham
■ Derbyshire
■ Glasgow
■ Greater Manchester
■ Highland
■ London
■ Merseyside
■ North East England
■ South Yorkshire
■ West Yorkshire

The Coalitions are chaired by prominent 
local business leaders and are composed 
of senior private and public sector employers
who volunteer their time and expertise. 
Each Coalition has a small team of paid 
staff and a budget to finance innovative
projects. 

In addition to advising Jobcentre Plus
Districts on their local employer engagement
strategies, the Coalitions are involved in a
wide range of projects which include:

■ developing sector pathways to connect
disadvantaged people with good jobs in
the local market;

■ helping Jobcentre Plus staff to improve
their labour market knowledge and
customer service skills;

■ promoting links between local regeneration
projects and employment programmes;

■ promoting effective, fair recruitment and
retention practices among local employers;

■ serving as a catalyst for innovation 
and excellence.
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Case study: New Careers for Disadvantaged Jobseekers

Recognising the rapidly expanding
recruitment needs of London’s
Metropolitan Police Service, 
Chris Banks, the London Employer
Coalition Chair, met with
Commissioner John Stevens 
to discuss what might be done 
to open up more job opportunities 
to disadvantaged residents.
Working with the Met’s HR Director
and Jobcentre Plus staff, the
Coalition developed a customised
recruitment strategy.

The strategy covered every
element in the hiring process:
neighbourhood outreach, 
job descriptions, promotional

‘open days’, work preparation
courses, sifting and selection. 
The Coalition funded a dedicated
Partnership Manager to liaise
between the Met and London’s
nine Jobcentre Plus districts. After
two full years of operation, over
650 jobless people have been
recruited to positions including
Communication Officers, Transport
Police Community Support
Officers, Administrative Assistants
and Fingerprint Technicians. 

The Coalitions are an integral part of the
National Employment Panel. They inform our
policy recommendations by ensuring that
they reflect the reality of doing business on
the ground. They serve as the test bed for
our new initiatives. And they extend our
employer network into new sectors and
locations throughout the UK.



Skills for a
Competitive Economy
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“In a productive and inclusive
society, people must have the
opportunity to achieve their
best – not just to get a job but
to gain the skills to advance
throughout their working lives”

Chris Banks CBE
Chief Executive, Bigthoughts, Ltd

The Challenge
One third of the five million people on 
working age benefits lack basic skills. Some
40% of those on inactive benefits5 have no
qualifications at all. This puts them at a huge
disadvantage in the labour market where they

are less likely to find work; less likely to find jobs
that pay well; and less likely to be hired by
employers that train. Their situation will continue
to worsen as employers demand higher skills
and greater productivity from their staff, and as
jobs requiring no qualifications decline – by an
estimated 25% in the next ten years.

The Government’s White Paper, 21st Century
Skills: Realising Our Potential6, sets an
ambitious agenda for raising the nation’s skills
base as a critical element in securing a
competitive economy and inclusive society.
Importantly, it commits to giving
disadvantaged people the skills they need 
to meet employer demand and to succeed in
the modern workplace.

5 Inactive benefits include almost one million lone parents and
three million sick or disabled people.

6 21st Century Skills: Realising Our Potential, Department for
Education and Skills, 2003.
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Shortly after the publication of the White
Paper, the Secretaries of State for Work and
Pensions and for Education and Skills asked
the Panel to examine what policy and
operational changes would be needed to
achieve this important objective.

Welfare to Workforce Development
Our report, Welfare to Workforce
Development7, contains a wide range of
recommendations: some are practical and
easy to implement; others are radical and will
require profound shifts in existing policy and
practice. Among the most far-reaching
recommendations are:

■ common performance objectives to drive
the welfare-to-work and workforce
development systems8 in the same
direction; effectively, this will increase the
emphasis on job retention for Jobcentre
Plus and employability development for 
the FE college system;

■ a change in the working age benefit
system to help learners meet the cost 
of living while in training;

■ joint delivery plans for Jobcentre Plus
districts and local Learning and Skills
Councils (LSCs), setting measurable
objectives for improved services to
individuals and employers;

Case study: Creative Solutions Through Consultation

For some time, there has been
considerable disagreement
amongst policy-makers about the
most effective approach to helping
unemployed people: whether it is
better to get them a job first or to
give them the employability skills
they need to compete in the
market. This issue was at the 
heart of the project that Ministers
asked the Panel to undertake.

To tackle the question, we
convened our Skills Advisory Board,
a working group of employers and

senior officials from five Government
organisations. Over four intensive
months, we reviewed relevant
research; interviewed policy-makers,
expert practitioners and frontline
staff; conducted site visits and held
bi-weekly meetings to hammer out
agreement on each finding and
recommendation. Our final report,
Welfare to Workforce Development,
creates a new dimension for the
UK’s employment and training
system and has gained strong
support from Ministers, employers
and officials.

“The way in which the NEP brought people together and
facilitated views from a wide range of organisations in such 
a complex and challenging arena, was extremely impressive. 
I believe the NEP approach to this review is a model of
consultation and of business/cross-Government working”
Ivan Lewis MP, Minister for Skills and Vocational Education

■ a common LSC and Jobcentre Plus
contracting system to reduce bureaucracy
and inefficiency;

■ a common offer to local employers, 
which includes all of the services offered
by Jobcentre Plus, the local LSC and
Business Link. 

The Panel’s recommendations have been
accepted by the Chancellor’s Cabinet
Committee and provide the foundation for
the major new initiative, the New Deal for
Skills, announced in the March 2004 Budget.

7 Welfare to Workforce Development, the National Employment
Panel, 2004.

8 The Department for Work and Pensions and Jobcentre Plus are responsible for the welfare-to-work system; the Department for
Education and Skills and the Learning and Skills Council are responsible for the workforce development system.

Chris Banks
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Breaking the Cycle of
Disadvantage

“A critical measure of any
nation’s welfare-to-work system
is the degree to which it helps
those at greatest disadvantage
find productive and fulfilling
employment”

Jeremy Anderson 
Chief Executive, Atos KPMG

One of the most difficult challenges for
Government is how to help the nation’s
seriously disadvantaged individuals to secure
productive, meaningful employment. Some of
these men and women simply need help in

finding childcare, arranging transport,
managing debt or solving housing problems.
But often disadvantaged people face a
combination of these barriers which may 
be exacerbated by a lack of basic skills,
employer discrimination, ill health or
substance abuse, chaotic lifestyles, a 
history of joblessness or incarceration.

One of the Panel’s top priorities is to work
with Government in finding more effective
ways to assist these individuals to move 
from benefit into work. During the past year,
we have conducted several projects to
examine what measures might improve job
opportunities for specific groups of people.



Long-Term Unemployed
Adults

“The New Deal has yet to 
solve the persistent problems
of helping those at greatest
disadvantage in the labour
market. Indeed while the
numbers of unemployed are
falling, those who remain are
harder to serve”

Lord Adebowale of Thornes CBE
Chief Executive, Turning Point

The UK employment rate is the highest of 
all G7 countries, with 75% of adults working.
Unemployment is the lowest that it has 
been in twenty-five years and, in most 
areas, long-term unemployment has virtually
disappeared. Since the introduction of 
New Deal in 1997, hundreds of thousands 
of people have moved off benefit and found
work and satisfying careers.

However, while the number of long-term
unemployed individuals has declined steeply,
those that remain are the most vulnerable
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and least likely to compete successfully 
in the labour market.

To help us assess the scale and severity 
of this issue, we convened a working group
of employers, officials and expert practioners. 

Our report, A New Deal for All, calls for a
fundamental reappraisal of the way that
Government serves the most disadvantaged
benefit claimants. It cites the need for a
coherent national strategy and a better
performance measurement system. It
recommends a more flexible and customised
programme; better training for key Jobcentre
Plus staff; greater involvement of employers;
and an investment strategy for improving the
capability of local organisations which provide
education, training and support services to
disadvantaged people.

Most of our recommendations in A New 
Deal for All have been accepted by the
Department for Work and Pensions and are
already influencing the future development 
of the New Deal.
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employers and Government to accelerate the
numbers of lone parents who elect to work.

In its report, Work Works,9 the steering group
concluded that the task of attracting and
retaining lone parents in employment entails
both removing barriers and making work
more appealing. The group made a number
of practical recommendations most of which
have been approved by Ministers and are
now being piloted by Jobcentre Plus and
Employer Coalitions in six cities:

■ the introduction of a ‘Discovery Week’ – 
an intensive week of activities to help lone
parents build confidence, raise career
aspirations and tackle problems that are
barriers to work;

■ more support from Personal Advisors and
mentors to ease the transition into work
and to increase retention once there;

■ greater training and development
opportunities for those lone parents
lacking basic skills and for those aspiring
to more skilled jobs and new careers; 

■ better access to affordable childcare,
including new tax incentives to cover all
forms of employer-supported childcare;

9 Work Works, The National Employment Panel, 2004

Lone Parents

“As business leaders, we 
have set three criteria for 
our recommendations: for
Government, they must be
effective; for employers, they
must be easy; for lone parents,
they must be simple and safe”

Ben Verwaayen, Chief Executive, BT 

The Government has set an ambitious target
for raising the proportion of lone parents who
are in work to 70% by 2010. That figure was
44% in 1997. It is almost 54% today – a very
significant achievement. However, closing the
gap will require a concerted effort over the
coming years. This is particularly true since
lone parents who are on benefit and have
children under 16 years can choose whether
or not to work. Currently, only 9% of the
840,000 non-working lone parents decide to
enter employment each year. 

At the request of the Chancellor and Secretary
of State for Work and Pensions, we established
a steering group of business leaders to
examine what more might be done by

‘The task of attracting
and retaining lone
parents in
employment entails
both removing
barriers and making
work more appealing’
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Case study: New Vistas, New Choices

Lone parents bringing up children
on their own are frequently isolated.
The workplace may seem remote
and unattainable. For many,
intermittent interviews with a
Jobcentre Plus Personal Advisor
are not enough to convince them to
risk the security of benefit for a job
– or in some cases, to even start
the journey towards a different life.
The concept of a Discovery Week
to respond to this problem emerged
from our focus groups with lone
parents and their advisors.

The first two Discovery Weeks were
tested in Islington in November,
2003. Led by One Parent Families

and Working Links, each week was
designed to provide an intensive
jump-start – to engage, to excite
the imagination, to build self-
esteem and mutual self-help.
Activities were strongly focused 
on raising aspirations and creating
new choices about alternative
lifestyles and work. Participation 
by employers such as Sainsbury’s,
BT, Tesco, the NHS, and Boots, as
well as local small firms, gave lone
parents a new appreciation of the
variety of career paths open to
them. As a result, 39 of the 40
participants stayed the course 
and 20 indicated that they would
join New Deal for Lone Parents.

“Discovery Week gave me confidence in myself and confidence 
in managing the world around me – getting a job, finding
childcare and knowing where to get the information I need”

Discovery Week participant

■ greater emphasis by Jobcentre Plus on
developing more diverse and better job
opportunities that can serve as magnets
for lone parents considering work;

■ a communications strategy using third
parties instead of Government to recruit
lone parents and to promote flexible
workplace practices to employers.



20

it has existed for the past two decades and,
without significant action, it is unlikely to
change.

Seeking a fresh approach to this problem, the
Panel, in collaboration with our Minority Ethnic
Group, commissioned international research.
Our objective was to identify the best examples
of where business leadership, combined with
strategic planning, resulted in measurable
increases in employment, retention and
progression for ethnic minority residents.

The resulting report, Fair Cities,12 identifies the
common characteristics that are present in
the most successful case studies. These will
be used as the five defining characteristics in
the development of our Fair Cities pilot
projects which received funding in the March
2004 Budget. They are:

■ top business executives, working in
partnership with political and community
leaders, who have the clout to influence
local hiring and the quality of the local
workforce development system;

■ a clear, multi-year vision that defines 
the scale of the initiative and sets
measurable objectives for the number of
participants who enter and are retained in
work each year;

10 Ethnic Minorities and the Labour Market, PM Strategy Unit,
March 2003.

11 Individual level Labour Force Survey, Spring 2003.

Ethnic Minorities 

“Most ethnic minority groups
experience greater poverty,
higher unemployment, fewer
opportunities for advancement
than Whites. The combination of
disadvantage and discrimination
is not only morally wrong, it will
have serious economic and
social costs” 

Dr Binna Kandola, Partner, Pearn Kandola 

In the next decade, 50% of the growth in the
workforce population will come from Black
and ethnic minority communities10. In London
and Birmingham, ethnic minorities now
comprise 30% of the population; in some
inner-city areas, ethnic minority residents
represent a substantial majority population. 

While there is significant variation between
ethnic minority groups, on average, Black
and Asian people are at a distinct
disadvantage in the labour market. Today,
there is a 17% gap between the employment
rate of ethnic minorities and that of the overall
population (at 75%). This gap is even greater
for Bangladeshis (38%), Pakistanis (32%) and
Black Africans (20%)11. The gap is not new; 

‘Business leadership,
combined with strategic
planning, has resulted
in measurable increases
in employment, retention
and progression for
Ethnic Minorities’
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■ an entrepreneurial, performance-driven
organisation to support the partnership
and serve as broker between employers
and other stakeholders; 

■ double-customisation of services and
cultural competences to prepare ethnic
minority participants for the workplace 
and to help employers enhance their
recruitment, retention and advancement
practices;

■ rigorous tracking of performance
outcomes by ethnicity and race.

People with Disabilities

“Too often disabled people are
written off to a life on benefits.
This represents an immense
waste of human potential – 
for the individual, the economy
and society. Government and
employers have a responsibility
to ensure that people with
disabilities have every
opportunity to secure lasting
and fulfilling work”
Mark Thompson, Chief Executive, Channel 4
12 Fair Cities: Employer-led Efforts that Produce Results for Ethnic Minorities,
prepared for the National Employment Panel by Jobs for the Future, 2004.

Arguably, the most formidable challenge for the
Department for Work and Pensions – and a
major concern for Government as a whole – is
how to reduce the numbers of people on
Incapacity Benefit. Since 1997, the number of
people on Jobseeker’s Allowance has fallen by
45% and the number of lone parents on
Income Support by 15%. This progress has
not been paralleled for individuals who are sick
or disabled.

There are currently over 2.7 million people
claiming incapacity-related benefits, nearly
half of whom have been on benefits for five
years or more. This is three times as many
as in 1979, though numbers have remained
steady since 1998. Some of the increase 
can be attributed to an ageing workforce;
some to industrial restructuring that hits 
older and low skilled workers hardest; 
some to employer discrimination and 
some to changes in benefit administration.
Irrespective of the cause, the impact is
serious: only 49% of sick and disabled
people of working age are in employment
compared to an overall employment rate of
75%. This is despite the fact that over a
million say that they would like to work. 

The Panel has established a high-level
employer advisory group to examine how 
to increase job opportunities for sick and
disabled people. This autumn, it will make 

its recommendations to the Prime Minister’s
Strategy Unit which is conducting a cross-
Government review of disabled people’s life
chances. Some of the issues that the group
is examining include:

■ measures to improve the effectiveness of
anti-discrimination legislation and provide
greater incentives for employer recruitment;

■ earlier rehabilitation for newly disabled
people by employers and Government;

■ better employment and training provision
for people with disabilities.



Performance
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“As in business, excellence in
execution is essential if the
Government’s welfare-to-work
programmes are to achieve the
goal of employment opportunities
for all. The Panel is committed 
to working with Government to
attain superior performance 
so that those with the greatest
disadvantage in the labour
market can find meaningful 
and sustainable employment” 

Amelia Fawcett, Vice Chairman 
Morgan Stanley International Ltd

In 2002, Jobcentre Plus was created through
the merger of the Employment Service and
the Benefits Agency – one of the largest
mergers in Europe, requiring a transformation
of immense scale and complexity. When the
rollout of Jobcentre Plus is completed in
2006, it will provide a one-stop service for
jobseekers and benefit claimants – a service
that is focused strongly on increasing the
numbers of people who move from benefit
into work.
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Jobcentre Plus is a very large organisation 
by any standards. With 80,000 employees
located in 1000 offices, the organisation 
pays £25 billion annually in working age
benefits. Each year, it conducts over 
9 million interviews, helps 1.2 million people
into jobs and takes 3.2 million vacancies 
from employers.

The Performance Committee
The Panel’s Performance Committee was
established, at the request of the Secretary 
of State and the Chief Secretary of the
Treasury, to assess the performance of
Jobcentre Plus with a special focus on the
New Deal. Composed of senior executives
with extensive performance management
experience, the Committee fulfils a challenge
function, providing independent advice to
Ministers on the impact of national policies. 
It also provides practical assistance to
improve the outcomes of local operations
within the welfare-to-work system.

Government Targets
The welfare-to-work system works within 
a complex framework of targets and key
performance indicators. These are crucial 
to driving change and keeping score. 
Our Performance Committee is interested 
in whether they are the right targets: 
whether they will lead to more job
placements for disadvantaged people, to

greater retention in work, and to more
efficient benefit payment systems.

Working with Government officials during the
past year, the Committee has brought a
business perspective to a range of issues
which underpin continuous improvement in
services to disadvantaged people and
employers. These include:

■ setting incentives that increase
performance outcomes without losing
focus on less job-ready, more
disadvantaged individuals;

■ getting the balance right between moving
people quickly into work and helping them
to stay there;

■ directing more funds towards deprived
areas and particularly disadvantaged
groups;

■ using the right indicators to assess
employer satisfaction with the job-
matching process.

‘The Committee fulfils 
a challenge function,
providing independent
advice to Ministers
on the impact of
national policies’
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Tracking Performance
The welfare-to-work system generates a huge
amount of data. One of the Performance
Committee’s first tasks has been to identify
which of this information is critical to
managing the business and to continuous
improvement. To help focus on areas with
significant performance variation, we have
developed a performance dashboard,
essentially a balanced scorecard, to portray
Jobcentre Plus and New Deal performance at
a glance. A modified version of this tool is
now being used by Jobcentre Plus.

Technical Assistance
In addition to its analytical work, the Panel’s
Performance Committee uses its commercial
expertise to help Jobcentre Plus meet the
formidable challenge of delivering effective
services to a large and diverse customer
base. This year we have conducted two
projects in collaboration with Jobcentre Plus:

■ a ministerial review of how the £2 billion
rollout of Jobcentre Plus’ new offices could
be improved through better local planning
and project management, performance
measurement and monitoring and staff
training; 

‘The Performance Committee uses its
commercial expertise to help Jobcentre Plus
meet the challenge of delivering effective
services to a large and diverse customer base’
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Case study: Practical Tools for Improving Performance

The Panel’s analysis of London
performance revealed that Jobcentre
Plus frontline staff have little timely
information about the profile or
distribution of local benefit claimants.
Without this data, it is difficult to set
programme priorities, target marketing
and outreach activities or deploy
resources effectively.

Working with Department for Work and
Pensions and Jobcentre Plus analytical
staff, the Panel’s performance team
developed a Geographical Information

Systems (GIS) mapping tool that shows
where claimants live and their key
characteristics. Tested in two London
districts, this street-level data has already
resulted in service shifts to previously
unrecognised pockets of poverty. Special
outreach efforts are now being made to
streets with concentrations of lone
parents; new basic skills and English
language courses are being developed
for local residents with low skill levels.

■ a detailed analysis of the issues
contributing to London’s under-
performance followed by the development
of two products: staff training for newly-
promoted business managers and 
an analytical tool to help frontline staff
better target priority client groups 
(see case study below).
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The Panel has set seven priorities for 2004-
2005. They reflect those areas which we
believe require the most serious attention if
the Government’s welfare-to-work objectives
are to be achieved in full. 

Promoting a Demand-led System
We have learned much about operating
demand-led strategies from our Ambition
initiatives. Our challenge now is to work with
Jobcentre Plus to embed these lessons in
mainstream New Deal programmes. We
believe that this will entail several essential
changes: increased understanding of and
response to employer requirements; reform of
the current contracting system; and greater
flexibility in programme design. During the

next year we will determine how each of
these changes might be accelerated through
action at national and local levels.

Building Intermediary Organisations
Jobcentre Plus spends almost £1 billion each
year on the organisations that provide skills
training, work experience and special
services to New Deal participants. The best
of these providers or ‘intermediaries’ are high
performance, entrepreneurial organisations
which serve as effective brokers between
employers and disadvantaged people.

Our experience with Ambition, our research
for the Welfare to Workforce Development
and A New Deal for All reports, and the case
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studies conducted for Fair Cities have all
highlighted the critical importance of these
intermediary organisations to an effective,
demand-led system. Our experience has also
revealed that there are surprisingly few which
are able to respond well to the needs of both
individuals and employers. 

We believe that building the capability of 
New Deal providers to become effective
intermediaries is pivotal to increasing
programme performance. During the next
year, we will explore alternative strategies 
for building a robust network of intermediary
organisations.

Planning the Future 
of Employer Coalitions
In a number of areas, our ten Employer
Coalitions are the principal source of
employer advice and support for Jobcentre
Plus. This year we will conduct a strategic
review to determine whether or not they
should be expanded into a national network
and, if so, whether they should remain as
part of the Panel, be spun off to Jobcentre
Plus or become part of another entity.

New Deal for Skills
Our report, Welfare to Workforce
Development, has provided the foundation
for the Government’s new initiative, the New
Deal for Skills. This programme signals an

unprecedented commitment to tackling 
the large numbers of people with no or low
skills. Equally importantly, it sets out a strategy
for helping people to gain economic self-
sufficiency through continued skill
development and progression into better jobs. 

The challenge now is to translate this strategy
into action at the national, regional and local
levels. This will require very significant policy,
systems and programme changes. We will
continue to work with Government to shape
the planning and implementation of the New
Deal for Skills for several years to come.

Creating Fair Cities
We believe that even the most progressive
public policies are unlikely to close the
persistent 17% gap in employment rates
between Whites and Black and Asian ethnic
minorities. In our view, real headway will only
be made at the local level where concerted
business, political and community leadership
can open jobs, shift attitudes and effect
change in the local education and
employment systems. We believe that the
Fair Cities initiative represents a promising
approach to galvanising local communities.
Recognising that it will require a serious and
sustained investment of the Panel’s
resources, we expect it to be one of our
highest priorities for the next five years.

‘We will continue to play
a vital role in helping
disadvantaged people 
to find rewarding work
and businesses to find
productive employees’
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Developing People with Disabilities 
Reducing the three million people on
sickness and disability-related benefits
represents the largest and most complex
challenge within the welfare reform agenda.
New approaches, which are both effective
and sensitive, must be found to increase
significantly the numbers of disabled people
who engage in satisfying and productive
activity. This will require shifts in public policy,
in employer behaviour and in the attitude of
individuals on benefit. Our employer advisory
group on disability will report its findings and
recommendations in autumn 2004; these will
define where the Panel may best contribute
its resource and expertise to this issue over
the next few years.

Encouraging Excellence 
Two years ago, Jobcentre Plus embarked on
a transformation programme unparalleled for
its scale and complexity. During that period it
has made major strides in improving its
services to individuals and employers, in re-
engineering its business processes and in
modernising its facilities and technology. 
Our Performance Committee’s first priority
will be to support this programme of
continuous improvement.

During the next year we will continue to
provide technical assistance to local offices
and will undertake a review of the target

structure that drives Jobcentre Plus’
performance. We believe that targets should
be sufficiently stretching; fit for purpose; and
provide the right incentives for staff. As part
of this work, we will explore the use of
leading indicators of likely future performance
and we will benchmark the UK’s welfare-to-
work performance standards system against
those of other countries.

Conclusion
During the past year, the National Employment
Panel has contributed significantly to the
continuing development of the welfare reform
agenda. Our reports have resulted in major
policy shifts and in the design of important
new initiatives. Our demonstration projects
have informed improvements to jobseeker
services and positioned employers as key
customers of the welfare-to-work system. 
Our analysis of performance has challenged
accepted practice and identified promising
new approaches for policy-makers and
practioners.

However, there is still a much to do. 
The welfare-to-work agenda continues to
evolve and offer important new challenges:
contributing more effectively to workforce
skills and productivity; making a real and
lasting impact on the disabled population;
opening more opportunities for ethnic
minority jobseekers; developing innovative

models for delivering public services. 
The Panel will also evolve in response to
these challenges. In this way, we will continue
to play a vital role in helping disadvantaged
people to find rewarding work and
businesses to find productive employees.
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