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Introduction

ONDON
UNEMPLOYED
STRATEGIES
■  A voice for London’s unemployed

This document is the result of a Claimants Survey 
and four discussion groups conducted by London 
Unemployed Strategies between November 2013 
and June 2014. 395 surveys were completed by 
claimants from all parts of London, with 35 or so 
claimants involved in the discussion groups.

The survey was aimed at people either on JSA 
or ESA (Work-Related Activities Group). Due to 
unknown factors (though possibly in part due to 
the questionnaire layout) there was only a partial 
declaration of which benefit they were on. 
Nearly 50% declared as JSA; approx 15% ESA; 
and the rest unrecorded. It is fair to assume 
however that most of these would have been 
on JSA due to the nature of the places where 
interviews took place (many were with people 
leaving or entering Jobcentres). 

We asked claimants wherever possible to address 
their answers to their most recent experiences at 
Jobcentres, or failing that, about Work Programme 
providers. It is fair to say that their responses 
about both were quite similar.

The highlights of the data are included in this 
condensed report. We made breakdowns 
according to age, gender, ethnicity, type of 
benefit and length of time on benefit, and 
where significant statistical variations from the 
aggregate occurred (mainly on age and length 
of time on benefit) we have included these. 
The full stats may be seen on our website: 
www.londonunemployedstrategies.com

Messages of thanks
Claimants were assured of their anonymity, which 
probably in large part explains why the resulting 
responses were so frank and heartfelt. Thanks 
to all of you. A special thanks to the several 
community centres where staff and claimants took 
part in discussion groups and mass survey filling:
South Thames College / Trade Union Studies Centre, 
Wandsworth
Cardinal Hume Centre, Westminster
Selby Centre, Tottenham
MLB Learning Solutions, Tottenham
Peter Bedford Housing Association, Hackney
Kilburn Unemployed Workers Group
Southwark Group of Tenants Organisations
Southwark CAB and Southwark Legal Advice Network
ATD Fourth World, Peckham
Unionlearn at the Stephen Lawrence Centre, Deptford
Also thanks to UNISON Greater London whose 
unemployed members returned surveys in 
significant numbers; also to the trades councils, 
advice workers, council staff, Unite Community and 
other volunteers of the boroughs of Waltham Forest, 
Islington, Southwark and Ealing who helped us with 
the survey during the TUC’s Fair Pay Fortnight.
Finally, thanks to Steve Kerr, LVSC, Trust for London 
and SERTUC for their ongoing support for the project.

Nick Phillips
Community and Volunteer Organiser, London Unemployed Strategies 
020 7467 1283    nickplus007@gmail.com 
23 July 2014 

Glossary
Jargon has been kept to a minimum but a few 
key abbreviations to note are:
JCP Jobcentre Plus
WP Work Programme
JSA Jobseekers Allowance
ESA Employment Support Allowance

JCP Jobcentre Plus
DWP Department of Work and Pensions
HMRC Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs
IAG Information, Advice and Guidance
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General treatment at the Jobcentre 
and Work Programme

28%

20%
20%

14%18%
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Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

The figure of 38% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing does not 
fully reflect the depth of feeling of those responding negatively. 
The quotes (right) are just a small sample of those who expressed 
in the strongest terms the dehumanising effects of their experience 
with Job Centre Plus and the Work Programme.

“I am treated with respect and 
staff are generally polite and helpful” 

The above table shows an interesting breakdown of the 
responses, based on length of time on benefit. A clue as to the 
cause may be found in other comments overleaf, for example: 

The pie chart below shows the overall figures in response 
to the statement:

“I am treated with respect and 
staff are generally polite and helpful”
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Factsheet 1
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When you go into 
the jobcentre you are 
made to feel inferior. 

You are treated 
like scum.

I was made 
to feel like a 

criminal.

After 23 years 
of solid employment 

I did not expect to be 
treated like dirt 

by jcp staff. 



LUS is aware that the new Claimant 
Commitment has led to courses where 
PAs are turned into coaches, supposedly 
being fully equipped at the end to provide 
‘diagnostic’ approaches to jobseeking. 
Reported lengths of these courses varied 
from half a day to two days – either way very 
little can be expected from this, especially as 
the assessment interviews are still likely to 
be between twenty and thirty minutes, with 
regular follow-ups much shorter.
A tried and tested method in youth and 
community work to address topics such as 
relations between youth and the police has 
been mutual awareness-raising sessions 
where both parties have discussed each 
other’s perspectives and experiences and 
even role-played scenarios to test these out.

  recommendations
•  ‘Know Your Rights and How to Assert 

Them’ training for claimants run by 
lus and other voluntary organisations 

•  More intensive training in customer 
relations/counselling for JCP staff, 
delivered by qualified tutors with input 
from unemployed reps

•  Awareness-raising sessions held jointly 
between jcp staff and unemployed reps 
with an experienced facilitator (eg. LUS)
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“ Staff are fine when you are first being 
coached. With time, their behaviour becomes 
irritable at your lack of job success.”

“ Staff are not interested in the over 50s. 
Two different JCP Personal Advisors have 
told me, or inferred, that I am too old for 
the labour market.”

It may well be that there is an initial period of grace 
where some leniency is shown to jobseekers in the 
early stages of unemployment, which gradually 
tapers off and becomes more demanding and 
harsh. But, after a lengthier period, especially for 
older people, they are just not seen as even worth 
getting angry with, being a lost cause.
It would be wrong to focus purely on the negative 
responses to this question. There were after all 
a majority of claimants who were either OK or 
indifferent about their treatment. Some people, 
albeit a small minority, had positive things to say:

“ My PA is nice and listens to my needs 
and helps.”

“My own PA was very nice and professional.”

Perhaps more significantly, a greater number 
made a similar point repeatedly, often using 
exactly the same words, that is:

“Depends who you get.”

Or, more pointedly:

“ My own PA is good but when they are 
not there the others can’t be bothered.”

This does suggest that the problem is not simply 
systemic but that there is scope for change within 
and across JCP and Work Programme providers. 
Some very sensible comments came out of the 
discussion groups on this topic.

“ PAs need to give more support. Sit down 
and talk to clients instead of putting up a 
brick wall – they should care. They should 
go on courses about how to interact with 
other people – some of them are so rude.”

“ PAs should be given basic skills training 
in how to handle clients. There should be 
more help into work. Being judgmental 
about a person in this situation is only 
going to make them worse.’’

020 7467 1283
nickplus007@gmail.com
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Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG)

23%

13%32%

10%

23%

A small selection (right) from the many similar comments 
from the 55% of respondents who felt negatively about the 
Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) they were getting.
Additional important factors were that older people (50+) 
especially felt neglected:

“I get all the help I need to find work, 
courses etc that I think suit me” 

These findings were backed by many equally emotive statements, such as: 

The pie chart below shows the overall figures in response 
to the statement:

“I get all the help I need to find work, 
courses etc that I think suit me”

Factsheet 2
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When you ask for 
a course or specific job for 
your talents they can’t help. 

When you want to study they 
don’t give you the help you 

need. It’s not fair.
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They don’t know 
what to do with people 
who are professionals 

and don’t need the basic 
training, which is all 

they can offer.
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There is no help 
and advice from the 

Jobcentre. Every question 
I ask is answered with 

“I don’t know – just look 
it up online.”
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“ I feel that my degrees and diplomas are 
discounted because of my age. I was 
actually told that young people are better, 
which I don’t believe as I’ve always kept up.”
“�They�refuse�to�help�the�well-qualified�
older�members�of�society�to�find�a�job�– 
I feel I am on the scrapheap!”

And the longer you are on benefits, the worse 
it gets. Again, this is backed up by several 
hard-hitting comments, like:

“ The long-term unemployed are treated 
like dirt.”
“�No�help�at�all�–�I�am�further�from 
employment�than�I�was�five�years�ago.”
“�As�a�disabled�jobseeker�and�then�a 
mature undergraduate (over 55), help 
has diminished over the years, as well 
as�financial�allowances.”

The minority who made positive comments 
about support from jCP tended to be those 
without basic qualifications or work experience:

“Cv workshop very useful.”
“ I did a course on computing and got work 
experience in a charity shop through jCp.”

The majority of positive comments about 
IAG came in discussion groups we 
conducted at community centres running 
employability drop-ins and/or courses for 
local people:

“�You�need�a�place�like�this�to�help�you�find�
work properly. Advisors at Work programme 
keep to themselves. (Cardinal Hume).”

“ Cardinal Hume much better than Wp 
re help with Cvs,�job�applications�etc.”

Claimants attending these centres seemed to 
have a more optimistic view of their prospects:

“ While I am on esA I want to use the time 
to�gain�more�qualifications/experience 
to give myself the best posssible chance 
of securing permanent employment’ 
(peter bedford Housing Association).”

The main point about the value of people and 
places that have the time, the resources, the 
expertise and above all the commitment to 
caring about claimants is nicely summarised 
in the following quote:

020 7467 1283
nickplus007@gmail.com

  recommendations
•  A major dept for Work & Pensions/

jcP review of their role in iAg and the 
value of community-based approaches, 
especially re over 50s support. 

•  Training for jcP/WP staff in signposting – 
that is maintaining a database of all local 
advice services, community centres, 
FE colleges etc where proper iAg may 
be given and referring claimants as 
appropriate. Special attention to services 
available for over 50s professionals.

“ I was lucky as I had good family support 
and am naturally pro-active. Few people 
at jCp had the time or expertise to advise 
on character-building, retraining etc. There 
should be more funding for immediate 
advice eg. ‘Next step’.”

Surely, more consistency could be achieved 
without too much extra training or resources? 
One claimant summed up for us very well:

“ every person is different and has their 
own needs so should be treated as such. 
I needed signposting in my situation, not 
ultimatums and washing their hands of me. 
We are still human beings.”
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Pressure to take unsuitable jobs, 
courses and voluntary work

22%

14%36%

14%

14%

The chart above shows 50% of respondents feeling under 
pressure to take inappropriate work (often voluntary/unpaid), 
courses or training. We can see the depth of feeling  in the 
comments, most of which (like those highlighted right) refer 
to the threat of sanctions (suspension of benefits) as a big 
stick which is used to beat people into doing things they feel 
are unsuitable. As in the previous factsheet about IAG, 
the problem worsens the older you get:

“I do not feel pressurised to take jobs or 
go on courses that I feel are unsuitable” 

This is backed up by numerous comments, such as: 

The pie chart below shows the overall figures in response 
to the statement:

“I do not feel pressurised to take jobs or 
go on courses that I feel are unsuitable”

Factsheet 3
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and hold you to ransom 

with threat of sanctions. 
They make you take stuff 

off your cv so you can 
get menial jobs.

You feel under 
pressure all the time – 

it is an oppressive 
atmosphere, not  

sympathetic.
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already had a one-month 
sanction for missing an 

appointment. I am a petroleum 
engineer but they don’t care – 
say I must take any job under 
threat of sanctions and sort 

out my own childcare 
problems.
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“ Treated as someone who has no work 
ethic – this after 22 years of employment”

“ I decided to come off benefits because 
of the pressure – though I have worked 
from 18-58 years with no break!”

Furthermore, as with the IAG issue, the longer 
you are on benefits, the worse it gets:

“I do not feel pressurised to 
take jobs or go on courses that 
I feel are unsuitable”

020 7467 1283
nickplus007@gmail.com

  recommendations
•  Scrap the current sanctions regime – 

No to sanctions, Yes to help! 
•  Help claimants find the jobs and 

training suited to their experience, 
qualifications and ambitions with 
training/re-training where necessary

•  Do not force claimants into unsuitable 
jobs on zero hours /minimum wage 
contracts 

Another key issue which this section has 
highlighted has been the strong link between 
the pressure not just to take jobs that are 
unsuitable because of their mismatch to the 
claimant’s experience or qualifications, but also 
the rates of pay and terms and conditions:

“ Forced into minimum wage temp jobs – 
quite unsuitable for my experience.”

“ I was made to do terrible minimum wage 
jobs at mcds and Pizza Hut.”

“ I was sanctioned for a second refusal to 
do a minimum-wage catering job.”

“ I am being pushed into voluntary work 
that has nothing to do with my skills.”

One claimant summed up the issue well:

“They should try and help you get jobs with 
reasonable pay otherwise you will be back 
on benefits sooner or later.”
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6-12 
months
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months

Over 24 
months

Time on benefits
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The frustration of claimants has often come 
out in a bad way. In a survey published this 
year by PCS (the trade union for Jobcentre 
staff) its members also voiced their anger. 
70% said they felt sanctions had no positive 
effect. In fact, they felt the stricter regime 
has led to an increase in violence and threats, 
with 72% of respondents reporting an increase 
in verbal abuse and 37% seeing an increase 
in physical abuse.

Many claimants are aware of the powder-keg 
atmosphere that has been created by the 
crackdown and do not blame staff personally – 
read more on this in our ‘Conclusions’ section.
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Managing on benefits

8%

12%

60%

6%
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The above chart reveals that nearly 75% of claimants cannot 
manage on current benefit levels (the large majority interviewed 
were on JSA with some on ESA).
As with the previous issues, getting older made things worse:

“My benefits cover all my basic needs 
(rent, bills, food, clothes etc)” 

Although speculative, this may be in part because many younger claimants had 
felt compelled to take refuge with their families. Several of these said things like: 

The pie chart below shows the overall figures 
in response to the statement:

“My benefits cover all my basic needs 
(rent, bills, food, clothes etc)”

Factsheet 4
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“ I have had to move back home to my 
mother’s council house.”

The amount of debt and loan dependency 
reported was huge, often partly due to recent 
government measures:

“ Fuel poverty – council tax (15% now 
comes from benefits) makes it worse.”

“ My money lasts a week and I live 
off loans.”

“ I pay bedroom tax of £25 per week out 
of my £71. I hardly have enough to live 
on or provide for my two children. Family 
has become dysfunctional as  a result.”

“ I am in a lot of debt.”

Many claimants felt the problem was in part 
the cost of living in London:

“ I have to borrow money to live in London 
– can’t cover all my bills.”

“ There should be a difference in city 
and town expenses.”

“ We need London Weighting.”

As we were getting such a huge negative 
response to this issue, for some respondents 
(approx. 10%) we added in an additional  
question: ‘How much, assuming rent is covered, 
do you think a reasonable level of benefit for 
a single person living in London would be?
The average figure came out at around £123 
per week – over £50 more than the current 
JSA level. It is not too unrealistic or ambitious 
to propose these figures as targets, given that 
many countries including the UK have their own 
campaigns for a guaranteed income regardless 
of whether the person is in paid work. Even the 
EU thinks this issue is worthy of consideration.
The European Minimum Income Network 
(EMIN) is a project funded by the European 
Commission, that has the aim of ‘building 
consensus to take the necessary steps 
towards the progressive realisation of 
adequate and accessible minimum income 
schemes in EU Member States, in line with 
the European Commission’s Active Inclusion 
Recommendation of 2008, the Europe 2020 
strategy and in the context of the European 
Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion.’ 
It is to produce a major report this year with 

020 7467 1283
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  recommendations
•  Review benefit levels based on uk and 

eu findings  
•  Have London Weighting for benefits – 

linked to a proportion of the London 
Living Wage

•  Local authorities to work with advice 
agencies and voluntary organisations 
to promote benefits take-up and money 
management schemes  

•  Scrap government schemes which have 
increased burdens of debt for claimants, 
for example, bedroom tax and the 15% 
council tax contribution

contributions from each member state 
(to which LUS has made a contribution).
Even so, these are more long-term aims. In 
the present, there is regular research conducted 
by bodies including the DWP and HMRC that 
indicates that both unemployed and low-paid 
people claim only a fraction of what they are 
entitled to. In Southwark, there are regular 
sessions held jointly between advice agencies 
and the local authority known as ‘Money Savvy’ 
days when those suffering most from the new 
benefits crackdown can come and get help 
about what they can claim and how to manage 
their money. With the right commitment this 
could easily become more widespread.
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Health and well-being
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35%
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As we can see from the above chart, over half of those 
questioned feel they are suffering because of benefits-
related problems.
The most common reported symptoms were depression 
and anxiety, often made worse by the problems referred 
to in the ‘Pressure’ section (Factsheet 3):

The pie chart below shows the overall figures in response 
to the statement:

“My general well-being has suffered 
because of my time on benefits”

Factsheet 5
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The continual 
application for jobs 

and getting turned down 
is soul-destroying.

Depressed, 
ashamed, incapable 
of being responsible 

for my children.

My stress levels 
are nearly at 

breaking point.

People I know 
are having mental 
breakdowns due 
to problems with 

benefits.

“�On�anti-depressants�–�constant�pressure�to�find�
work but with no help.”

“ I have adapted well with my condition but since 
the crackdown it’s been a lot worse.”

“ My anxiety and depression has been made worse 
by their attitude – I am astounded by the depths 
of cruelty as to my situation.”

Many claimants were convinced of developing or 
worsening physical problems too:

“ Mental and physical problems worsened due 
to�benefits�problems�(spinal�condition,�arthritis,�
incontinence,�depression).”
“�Blood�pressure�very�high,�has�got�worse�since 
on�benefits�–�sure�it’s�connected.”

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree
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Predictably, as with every other category in the 
survey, people suffer more the older they get:

020 7467 1283
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  recommendations
•  Offers of regular free voluntary health 

checks for claimants (especially for 
over 50s) encouraged by jcp/dwp/nhs. 

•  Offers and encouragement/promotion 
of free voluntary nhs/local authority-run 
health and well-being courses.

“ My general well-being has 
suffered because of my time 
on benefits”

“ My general well-being has 
suffered because of my time 
on benefits”

Agree Strongly agree
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Whilst there is a predictable worsening of the 
situation the longer people are on benefits, there 
is a slight but surprising dip over 24 months:
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This may be just a statistical anomaly, or maybe 
people learn to cope a bit better with their 
situation after a couple of years. The differences 
between subjective ‘coping’ and objectively 
identifiable medical ‘conditions’ may thus be 
playing a part here – an important subject but 
outside the scope of this survey.
More can and should be done using resources 
that have been developing in recent years in the 
field of health and well-being.



“ I think it’s just not fair that the banks gambled away our future. 
I’ve worked hard all my life and I still end up needing benefits.” 

“ I feel this government penalises those who have worked all their 
lives and hits the poor where it hurts us most – in our pockets.”

“ I would like to see the government do more to create employment 
and stop pressurising people to do the impossible.”

“ It has to come from the top. JCP staff won’t challenge the new tough 
regime because their own jobs will be at risk. The government has to 
change things so all different types of unemployed people are catered 
for. PAs currently don’t have the resources to do this. The blanket 
‘get them in, get them out into any job’ approach won’t work.”
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Claimants and staff 
both under the cosh
Although the quotes in the factsheets are 
typical of the depths of despair felt by 
many claimants, there was by many a 
recognition that it was ‘nothing personal’ 
and that staff themselves were subject to 
the same pressures:

“ The staff at the Jobcentre are under 
a lot of pressure to treat claimants as 
criminals and are not really able to help.”

“ Staff feel under pressure from 
government to push people to work.”

“ Some PAs explain they are under 
pressure to pressurise you.”

This recognition by many claimants 
of the ‘common cause’ bodes well for 
future links between them and JCP staff 
through initiatives such as the ‘joint 
awareness-raising’ sessions recommended 
in Factsheet 1 and also, of course, through 
PCS and unemployed groups’ joint activity 
and campaigns around benefits cuts, 
sanctions and so on.

Know your rights and how to assert them
As in many walks of life, getting the balance right 
– not being a doormat, but not going over the top 
with people – can produce the best results. In 
these situations, where both claimants and staff are 
under extreme pressure, it is easy for the balance 
to tip over either way, so that claimants either 
suppress their needs and go away demoralised 
or end up being thrown out and banned from their 
Jobcentre with possible sanctions as a result.
There were several examples that show the 
benefits of positive thinking and action:

“ I had three PAs who were disrespectful, but 
when I gave them as good as I got, they kept 
referring me and now I’ve got a good one. 
So stand your ground with them!”

“ If you are assertive you don’t get forced to do 
unsuitable jobs – you get the help you want.” 

“ Depends on how you carry yourself. 
Respect begets respect.” 

“ Nearly a year of my time was wasted trying 
to get the right help. They tried to push me 
into taking any job but I resisted until I got 
the right training for the type of job suited to 
my skills and experience.”

What is to be done? Action at local and national level

Conclusions



For these reasons LUS is recommending that 
we and other voluntary organisations carry out 
‘Know your rights and how to assert them’ 
courses in conjunction with welfare experts, 
which will combine a basic knowledge of 
your rights as a claimant, backed up with 
training in how to assert these rights at the 
Jobcentre, Work Programme provider or 
other relevant situation.

“ This (survey) is valuable – we feel that, 
at least, somebody has heard our voice.” 

“ I really like that you’ve done this focus 
group – I wish they would do more like 
it for unemployed people and that they 
should actually do something about what 
unemployed people are saying.”

The vast majority of those who took part in 
this exercise did seem very keen to have their 
voices heard. They sincerely felt that even that 
meant something; that someone at least was 
prepared to listen. 
Of course, LUS wants to go beyond that. 
Over the coming weeks and months, LUS will: 

•  Identify community groups and trades 
unions who support our proposals to 
work with us on running welfare rights, 
assertiveness and self-organisation training 
programmes for the unemployed. The 
long-term aim will be to have self-organised 
unemployed groups across all of London, 
whether through Unite community or in 
some other form.

•  Engage with JCP Partnership Managers, 
PCS and other union reps and advice 
agencies in each borough to look at the 
best ways of implementing the Survey 
findings. This especially includes training 
in signposting for Personal Advisers (now 
called ‘coaches’) and building up local 
databases of organisations who can provide 
the Information, Advice and Guidance 
which JCP staff do not have the time or 
expertise to do.

•  Combine these two processes, so that 
trained unemployed representatives can 
engage with JCP staff and management 
on a regular basis, for the purposes of 
conflict resolution and reaching agreement 
on shared aims.

This will form the basis of the LUS Action Plan, 
focusing on the core recommendations of 
Factsheets 1 and 2, where we feel we can make 
most difference on the ground. 
It would be misleading to suggest that the 
scope and ambition of the recommendations 
contained in Factsheets 3-5 can be 
tackled without major national campaigns in 
partnership with major national and indeed 
international organisations. Therefore LUS 
pledges to work with:

•  Community organisations such as the 
CAB, and campaigning groups such as 
DPAC, the Anti-Bedroom Tax and Benefit 
Justice Federation and Boycott Workfare 
to bring about an end to the sanctions 
regime and replace it by a decent national 
scheme of integrated Information, Advice 
and Guidance services for young people 
and adults

•  Trust for London, The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, European Minimum Income 
Network and others in the campaign for 
the London Living Wage and a basic 
unconditional Minimum Income for all, 
regardless of employment status. In the 
meantime, to work with advice agencies 
and local authorities to ensure everyone 
in or out of work is claiming their full 
benefits entitlement, through take-up 
campaigns and any other means necessary.

•  The TUC, SERTUC and its member unions 
in the fight against unwanted temporary, 
part-time and zero hours contracts and for 
properly-paid education, training and jobs.
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