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Summary: 

Stronger alignment and integration of housing associations into employment services 

would save costs, improve service users’ experience and better target those facing 

complex barriers supporting Government aspirations around reducing the benefit bill 

and halving the disability employment gap.  
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Introduction 

 
1. This paper has been developed by the National Housing Federation in response to the Work 

and Pensions Select Committee inquiry into contracted welfare-to-work provision. 
 

2. The National Housing Federation is the voice of affordable housing in England. We 
represent the work of housing associations and campaign for better housing. Our members 
provide two and a half million homes for more than five million people. And each year they 
invest in a diverse range of neighbourhood projects that help create strong, vibrant 
communities. 

 
3. In this submission we focus on the links between social housing and worklessness, the role 

of housing associations in supporting people into work and make recommendations around 
how future contracted support programmes might be structured to better facilitate the 
active involvement of housing associations. 

  

Executive Summary 

 
4. Helping people back into work is the most effective way of cutting the overall benefit bill and 

keeping it down over the long term. If contracted employment support programmes are to 
support the Government’s twin goals of reducing the benefits bill and halving the disability 
employment gap then they must include a strong and effective focus on those who are 
furthest from the jobs market.  Many of those claimants will be in social housing and 
therefore it is important that future programmes better facilitate the involvement of 
housing associations.  

 
5. Housing associations have strong social and business drivers which support moving tenants 

into the security and dignity of work. At the moment around 40% of associations provide 
some degree of employment and skills support to those living in their homes and 
communities1. As locally trusted partners working closely with their tenants and other 
agencies with the right conditions housing associations could play an even greater role in all 
aspects of their customers’ journey to employment.  

 

                                                      
1 IPSOS MORI, National Housing Federation commissioned research, October 2014 
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6. Involving and integrating associations in future contracted employment programmes would 
bring the following benefits: 

 
•  Employment support would be effectively targeted onto those facing complex barriers 

supporting Government aspirations around reducing the benefit bill and halving the 
disability employment gap 

•  Service users would benefit from more holistic support which is joined up and person 
centred drawing on the strong knowledge they have of their tenants and their needs 

•  Cost savings would be delivered to the public purse through better integration and 
alignment of services at a local level  

 
7. This submission considers some of the barriers preventing greater housing association 

involvement in the current Work Programme and makes recommendations focused on how 
future contracted support programmes might be structured to better facilitate the active 
involvement of housing associations. To support them in doing this we would like to see 
Government: 

 
•  Enhance housing associations’ role as referral organisations 
•  Improve data and information sharing between local agencies engaged in 

employment support 
•  Give housing associations more flexibility over who they support within contracted 

services 
•  Adjust the payment arrangements for the most disadvantaged groups  
•  Ensure sanctions and mandatory activity is used as a last resort 
•  Provide joined up, locally integrated preventative support services for those who are 

most vulnerable 
 
 

The links between social housing and worklessness 

 
8. Social housing is designed to offer a safety net and, through the allocations process, plays a 

pivotal role in providing accommodation for the most vulnerable people in society. When 
compared with people in other housing tenures those in social housing are more likely to 
face disadvantages which, alongside multiple deprivation, often combine to present 
complex barriers that can act to prevent people finding employment and entering the labour 
market.  As a consequence amongst working-age social housing residents the 
unemployment rate (21%) is almost three times that of private renters, and more than five 
times that of owner occupiers2.  

                                                      
2 Labour Force Survey, 2013 



  

Contact name: Jenny Allen                                     Lion Court 
Job title: Policy Leader                                     25 Procter Street 
Direct line: 0117 9297388                                    London WC1V 6NY 
Email: jenny.allen@housing.org.uk                                info@housing.org.uk 
                                              www.housing.org.uk 

    
                                              

 

9. The Government has committed to halve the disability employment gap – the equivalent of 
supporting one million more disabled people into work. As one in three working-age social 
housing residents declares themselves to be disabled, and only 23% of these are in 
employment, many of the individuals government wishes to see move into employment will 
be living in social housing3. 
 

The role of housing associations in supporting people into work 

 
10. Housing associations are uniquely placed to provide employment support to those living 

within their homes and communities. They have a long term interest in the wellbeing of 
their residents and have strong social and business drivers which support moving tenants 
into the security and dignity of work. At the moment almost 40% of associations provide 
some degree of employment and skills support4. This takes a range of forms including the 
provision of jobs clubs; advisor-led coaching and support; pre-employment and job related 
training; job search and job brokerage5.  

 
11. Housing associations are also major employers in their own right, with established supply 

chains which can provide further employment opportunities. Over the last three years 
housing associations have directly employed around 12,000 apprenticeship starters as well 
as providing many more work placements, traineeships and work experience opportunities. 
Housing associations played a major role in support of the Future Jobs Fund which provided 
waged, temporary jobs for those who qualified for the programme. Overall around 10% of 
all Future Jobs Fund jobs were created by housing associations. 

 
12. Those housing associations engaged in employment and skills carry out a range of activities 

and programmes in partnership with each other, local councils, local enterprise 
partnerships, employment support providers, training and skills providers. They leverage in 
a range of charitable, public and private funds to support this work as well as securing 
additional social value through their supply chains. To date most associations have used an 
element of internal subsidy to support their employment and skills initiatives. However, 
many associations are questioning whether they will be able to continue to meet their 
ambitions in this respect as their incomes reduce in the light of the Summer Budget. These 
changes make access to external funding sources such as the Work Programme 
increasingly important for housing associations who wish to continue to help their tenants 
into work. 

 

                                                      
3 For more information on the profile of workless households in social housing see: National Housing Federation, Worklessness, 
Welfare & Social Housing, July 2015 
4 IPSOS MORI, National Housing Federation commissioned research, October 2014 
5 For more detailed case studies see: National Housing Federation, A Home, A Job, A Future, October 2014 

http://www.housing.org.uk/publications/browse/worklessness-welfare-and-social-housing/
http://www.housing.org.uk/publications/browse/worklessness-welfare-and-social-housing/
http://www.housing.org.uk/publications/browse/a-home-a-job-a-future/
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13. As organisations with a strong focus on community and place housing associations can 
play a major role supporting economic regeneration and public sector reform at a local 
level. For example, the devolution deal in Greater Manchester, including co-
commissioning of the future work programme, is an exciting development with 
opportunities to revolutionise the alignment of employment support, skills, health and 
housing at a local level.  

Creating opportunities which can empower housing associations to do more 

 
14. Over the coming five years the claimant profile is predicted to include many who face 

complex barriers, health issues and entrenched worklessness. The next iteration of the 
Work Programme will need to be strengthened to help these claimants fulfil their ambitions 
and move into the dignity of work. Future employment related support programmes will 
need to become less siloed and more part of a seamless package of support that addresses 
the multiple barriers facing claimants. Many of these claimants will be in social housing and 
therefore it is important that future programmes better facilitate the involvement of 
housing associations.  

 
15. We want to see housing associations have the opportunity to become much more involved in 

supporting any new contracted employment programme. As locally trusted partners 
working closely with their tenants and other agencies they are well placed to help break 
down barriers to employment. They could play a key role in all aspects of their customers’ 
journey to employment including as: 

 
•  trusted referral agents onto the programme, which might mirror the role of 

Statutory Referral Organisations within the current Work Choice programme 
•  providers of complementary non-contracted services, for example European 

Social Funded schemes 
•  formal contractors and sub-contractors to the programme delivering specialist 

or end-to-end services, and as 
•  major employers in their own right providing work placements, apprenticeships 

and permanent quality jobs. 
 

16.  At present despite a third of housing associations seeing supporting their residents into 
employment, education or training activities as a top priority6, only a handful are currently 
sub-contracted to deliver the Work Programme, Work Choice or other DWP programmes. 
The remainder of this submission considers some of the barriers preventing greater 
involvement and makes recommendations focused on how future contracted support 
programmes might be structured to better facilitate the active involvement of housing 
associations. We also include our thoughts on a longer term approach to joined-up services 
for those with the most complex needs. 

                                                      
6 IPSOS MORI, National Housing Federation commissioned research, October 2014 
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  Enhance housing associations’ role as referral organisations 

 
17. Social landlords have unprecedented access to workless households, some of whom may 

not be in contact with any other services. As trusted parties they could play a key role in 
helping those furthest from the job market into contracted employment support services. 
Whilst the current Work Programme limits referrals to Jobcentre Plus the Work Choice 
programme includes a role for Statutory Referral Organisations (SROs) who can refer 
people directly onto the programme. Within Work Choice, SROs are limited to organisations 
which have been commissioned by a local authority, the health service or a local education 
authority and are unlikely to include many housing associations. We consider that there is a 
strong case for housing associations’ unique access to and engagement with their 
customers to be reflected in the referral arrangements for any new programme. Giving 
housing associations a more formal role around referrals, where they choose to do so, 
would help facilitate a more effective and joined-up pathway onto the programme for those 
living in social housing. This would have the benefit of increasing engagement by some who 
can be amongst the hardest to help. 
 
Improve data and information sharing between local agencies engaged in employment 
support 

 
18. Many of those living in social housing face multiple and combined barriers to entering work 

requiring support from a range of agencies. The success of the Troubled Families 
programme has shown the potential of a holistic, multi-agency and partnership based 
approach. However, to make the most of housing associations’ contribution to getting their 
tenants into work they should have the option to be included in any arrangements for 
sharing information around employment support at a local level. Any new programmes 
should seek to facilitate information sharing between contractors and non-contractors 
where they are both offering employment support to a claimant. Sharing information and 
data at a local level between Jobcentre Plus, contracted and non-contracted providers of 
employment support would enable limited resources to be targeted much more effectively. 
This would save money and ensure better outcomes for the service user, helping us achieve 
our shared ambition to support residents into employment and training. There may also be 
potential to integrate any new data sharing arrangements with those needed to facilitate the 
delivering of local support to those claiming Universal Credit. This would help streamline 
the provision of these complementary services saving money and providing a more user 
friendly and accessible service. 

 
Give housing association more flexibility over who they support within contracted services 

 
19. Housing associations are uniquely well placed to provide employment support to people 

living within their homes and communities. Many already provide a range of services, 
including financial inclusion, digital inclusion and tenancy sustainment support, to their 
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tenants. These services could be delivered in combination with contracted employment 
support services providing a more holistic and effective programme for their customers. 
However, contracted employment support services don’t currently offer housing 
associations the ability to focus their services on those they house. This can lead to 
situations where, for example, a housing association may be delivering contracted 
employment support to a majority of people who aren’t its tenants whilst most of its tenants 
on the Work Programme are receiving assistance elsewhere.  

 
20. Any revisions to the Work Programme should give contracting and sub-contracting housing 

association the flexibility to focus on those they house. This would enable them to target 
their support most effectively to have maximum impact and bring more people closer to the 
labour market. The prevailing funding model for contracted employment support presents 
significant financial risks to providers and housing association boards will need to carefully 
consider the risks of engaging in any future programme. The ability to focus on and 
prioritise those living in the homes and communities where they operate will significantly 
increase the readiness of associations to take on the financial risks associated with being a 
delivery partner within any new programme. 

 
Adjust payment arrangements for the most disadvantaged groups 

 
21. For those groups facing multiple barriers to employment the current ‘payment by results’ 

model of only paying contracting organisations when someone is in sustained employment 
is not working7. It is highly likely that the focus on employment outcomes as the only 
measure of success has contributed to more disadvantaged groups being ‘parked’ without 
access to the more intensive support they may need to make meaningful progress towards 
work.  

 
22. We believe that there is a strong case for measuring success in terms of moving people 

closer to, or keeping them close to the labour market, as well as securing sustained job 
outcomes. For example, this might include entry into training, volunteering or a work 
placement. We would also support an approach which sees outcomes being designed in 
partnership with services users, ensuring that the outcomes are realistic and reflect the 
needs that they are trying to meet. Recognising distance travelled would enable providers, 
including housing associations to feel more confident that they could provide appropriate 
levels of support to those facing multiple barriers to work. To be most effective this would 
require a strong and consistent assessment of the needs and capabilities of individual 
jobseekers at the point of referral into the programme which is not the current situation.  

 
23. We also support the payment of a service fee, similar to that currently applied within Work 

Choice, to providers working with those who face particularly significant disadvantages. This 
would help de-risk involvement in the programme for smaller providers who wish to work 

                                                      
7 See: National Audit Office (2014) Report – the Work Programme, July 2014 
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with the most excluded groups whilst continuing to incentivise providers to move customers 
along in their journey towards employment. 

 
Ensure sanctions and mandatory activity is used as a last resort 

 
24. The scarcity of voluntary provision beyond the Work Programme, and the stigma often 

attached to mandatory programmes, is a key factor in housing association tenants not 
receiving employment support. Future programmes should retain the opportunity for 
people to take up support on a voluntary basis.  
 

25. There is an urgent need to review the welfare sanctions regime so that it is proportionate, 
supports behaviour change and provides effective support to help people back into work. 
Sanctioning can be a major barrier to landlords becoming involved in employment schemes 
given its potential impact on relationships. Any review should also ensure that there is data 
sharing between DWP and social landlords where a resident has been sanctioned so 
landlords can provide appropriate support. 

 
Provide joined up, locally integrated preventative support services for those who are most 
vulnerable 

 
26. The move towards devolution of employment and skills in many areas presents significant 

opportunities to strengthen future programmes to better meet local needs, engage with the 
local employment market, and align with local resources. Given the next phase is likely to 
focus on those who are furthest from the jobs market this joining up of activities at a local 
level will be increasingly important. This should include drawing in and making effective use 
of European Social Investment Fund programmes as well as ensuring alignment with the 
expanded Troubled Families Programme. 
 

27. Looking more widely than the Work Programme we believe that Government should 
establish a pooled budgets framework for people facing the toughest barriers to living 
independently and reaching their potential. This approach would design and join up services 
around an individual’s choices, aspirations and abilities, crossing traditional service 
boundaries.  

 
28. Currently, provision of preventative support services is in crisis, putting at risk the vital 

support which leads to independence, health, and wellbeing for vulnerable and excluded 
people. Housing associations deliver work in partnership with local authorities and others, 
which is centred around individuals’ choices, aspirations and needs. We work with people in 
communities across the country who are facing some of the toughest barriers to reaching 
their potential, or facing difficult life transitions, people with mental health problems, 
people with disabilities, people experiencing homelessness, people leaving care or with an 
offending history, and victims of domestic violence. With cuts to local spending on support 
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services having fallen by around 45% over the last parliament, a new solution is desperately 
needed to ensure these crucial services are not lost.  

 
29. A pooled budget approach to preventative support services to deliver person-centred 

support for vulnerable and excluded people should draw on existing funds from across 
government departments, such as the Department of Health, Department for Work and 
Pensions, and Ministry of Justice, where there is potential for these key services to prevent 
the need for acute and costly interventions. We estimate national contributions would total 
£500m, with a proportion based on the achievement of certain outcomes. To access the 
framework local areas would have to provide match funding. Local authorities and their 
partners would be in a position to collaborate, design and implement outcomes-based 
services in accordance with local needs. By incentivising local commissioners to work 
together this framework would be well placed to assist the growth of the social investment 
market and lever in innovative sources of financing. The Department for Communities and 
Local Government would lead market engagement and innovation to support the fund. We 
have worked through the detail of this proposed funding framework and would happy to 
share this further work. 

 
 
 
National Housing Federation 
August 2015 
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