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Summary 
• More than a quarter (28 per cent) of homeless young people in 

Centrepoint services who are in receipt of Jobseekers Allowance have 
been sanctioned in the last six months. This is very concerning given 
that many of the young people we support have additional support 
needs that can act as a barrier to meeting conditionality requirements. 
The high level of sanctions being applied therefore suggests that these 
additional needs are not always being recognised and taken into 
account. 

• Poor communication from Jobcentre Plus has led to a number of cases 
of homeless young people being unaware that they are required to 
attend appointments, begin voluntary and mandatory placements, and 
conduct job searches, which has led to them being sanctioned. 

• Improved joined up working between the Jobcentre Plus and other 
support agencies would help advisers understand the personal 
circumstances of claimants and overcome challenges when identifying 
vulnerable young people.  

 
Introduction 
 
1. Centrepoint is the leading national charity working with homeless young 

people aged 16 to 25. We are a registered social housing provider, a 
charity enterprise and a company limited by guarantee. Established 40 
years ago, we provide accommodation and support to help homeless 
young people get their lives back on track. 

 
2. The young people we work with who are unemployed are keen to find 

employment and begin living independently. Unfortunately, many require 
additional support and it can be a step-by-step process for them to gain 
skills and experience to gradually move toward employment.  

 
3. While some homeless young people speak positively about their 

experience at Jobcentre Plus, many more are failing to get the support 
they need. Despite guidance from the Department for Work and Pensions, 
young people’s feedback suggests that some Jobcentre Plus advisers are 
failing to take into account the personal circumstances of vulnerable young 
people. We have also received reports of poor communication between 
Jobcentre Plus and claimants, meaning that many young people are not 
being adequately informed about appointments or job searching 
requirements, which is leading to them being sanctioned. 

 
Sanctions statistics 
 
4. Statistics published by the Department for Work and Pensions show that 

young people are disproportionally likely to be sanctioned. Of the 580,210 
sanctions issued between October 2012 and June 2013,1 43 per cent were 
issued to 16-24 year olds,2 even though the same group made up just 
over a quarter (26 per cent) of total Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants.3 

                                                           
1 Department for Work and Pensions, Jobseeker's Allowance and Employment and Support 
Allowance Sanctions Official Statistics (London:2013) Table 1.5 
2 Department for Work and Pensions, Jobseeker's Allowance and Employment and Support 
Allowance Sanctions Official Statistics (London:2013) Table 1.6  
3 Figure for May 2013 derived from the Department for Work and Pensions tabulation tool 
for age groups of Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants.  
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5. Young people are also more likely to be sanctioned on more than one 
occasion. 16-24 year olds are almost three times as likely to have received 
a second sanction compared to other age groups and almost four times as 
likely to receive a third sanction compared to other groups.4 

 
6. Amongst the young people Centrepoint supports who are in receipt of 

Jobseeker’s Allowance, 28 per cent had been sanctioned between July and 
December 2013.5 Sanctions can lead to real hardship, especially amongst 
young people who are unable to turn to family for financial support or fall 
back on even modest savings.  

 
7. The consequences of sanctions can be severe. For homeless young people, 

33 per cent of whom have a mental health problem, the anxiety and worry 
that can accompany a sanction poses significant risks to a young person’s 
health. 6 

 
8. On a number of occasions, young people have been informed by their 

personal adviser that they had no choice but to sanction them, whatever 
the mitigating circumstances. However, guidance issued to advisers by the 
Department for Work and Pensions states that sanctions should not be 
applied if the individual can prove that they had good reason for non-
compliance.  

 
Poor communication from Jobcentre Plus  
 
9. Homeless people are most commonly sanctioned because they have not 

attended a Jobcentre Plus advisory interview or failed to follow a 
jobseeker’s direction – a formal instruction to take a certain action to find 
work.7 However, we have found a number of examples where young 
people have not received adequate notice or information from Jobcentre 
Plus to attend appointments.  

 
10. Feedback from young people suggests that Jobcentres are increasingly 

giving young people very little notice about appointments. In one case, a 
young person was informed they would need to attend an appointment 
with their adviser on a set date. The Jobcentre changed the time and date 
of the appointment, but due to college commitments, the young person 
was unable to attend the rescheduled appointment. However, as the 
notification was sent by post, the young person did not receive the letter 
until the day of the appointment, after the meeting was scheduled to take 
place. As they were unaware of the rescheduling they did not attend and 
received a sanction.  

 
11. The large number of anecdotal reports we have received from across our 

services suggests short and insufficient notice for appointments is a 

                                                           
4 Department for Work and Pensions, Jobseeker's Allowance and Employment and Support 
Allowance Sanctions Official Statistics (London:2013) Table 1.7  
5 Data was collected between Friday 13th December 2013 and Monday 6th January 2014 
reviewing the number of sanctions received by young people from a cross section of 
Centrepoint services. Data was collected about 217 young people regarding their 
employment status, whether they had received working age benefits and whether they had 
been sanctioned in the last six months.  
6 Centrepoint, The changing face of youth homelessness: trends in homeless young 
people’s support needs (London: 2010)  
7 Homeless Link, A high cost to pay (London: 2013) 
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significant problem. This appears to be becoming common across 
homeless support providers. Recent research found that failing to attend a 
Jobcentre Plus interview was the most common reason for clients receiving 
sanctions across 30 homelessness services. In another 24 services, failing 
to follow a jobseekers direction was the most common reason for their 
homeless clients on JSA receiving sanctions.8 

 
12. Poor communication also appears to be a problem for those on the Work 

Programme. On one occasion, a young person was threatened with a 
sanction because of conflicting information provided by the Jobcentre and 
Work Programme provider. At the point of referral, a young person had 
organised a work placement with the possibility of a job at the end of it. 
The young person had sought assurances from the Work Programme 
provider about the requirements that would be placed on her, and was 
informed that she would be able to pursue the work placement rather than 
beginning the Work Programme. However, the Jobcentre tried to contest 
her claim as they said she was not available for work and sanctioned her. 
On this occasion, the young person was able to appeal and have the 
sanction overturned but the process caused her much concern.  

 
13. On another occasion, a young person was engaged in Work Programme 

activity. He was not informed by the Jobcentre that he was required to 
maintain his required job search activity throughout his time on the Work 
Programme, especially as his time was spent engaged in activities which 
would otherwise be used for job searching. Without this required 
information, he was unaware and he stopped recording his job search and 
was sanctioned for one month. In this case, a lack of information from the 
Jobcentre and Work Programme provider led to a one month sanction.  

 
14. With nearly a third of sanctions (30 per cent) made due to a failure to 

participate in the Work Programme and other training schemes, 
misinformation and a lack of clear understanding about requirements could 
be playing a role in a large number of sanctioning decisions.9  

 
Young peoples experience of Jobcentre Plus 
 
15. The experience of homeless young people with Jobcentres varies greatly 

depending on the adviser they see, with some very effective at recognising 
individual needs and others very inflexible. 

 
16. We have heard from young people who have developed a positive 

relationship with their advisers and who have been able to work 
constructively with them to improve their chances of finding employment. 
In one case, an adviser took the time to learn about the work history and 
specific skills of a young person and, when a relevant opportunity arose, 
took the time to ensure the young person was aware of the vacancy and 
offered support in applying. This extra support helped the young person 
secure employment and sign off.  

 

                                                           
8 Homeless Link, A high cost to pay (London: 2013) 
9 Department for Work and Pensions, Jobseeker’s Allowance and Employment and 
Support Allowance Sanctions – decisions made to June 2013, GB (London: 2013) 
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17. Unfortunately, examples like this remain in the minority. Many of the 
young people Centrepoint works with report poor relationships with 
advisers and cases of negative treatment.  

 
18. In another case, a young person was claiming JSA and applying for part-

time work at the same time as applying for university. They were offered 
an interview for a university place, but had a sign-on appointment 
scheduled for the same time. The young person was obviously keen to 
attend the university interview, so he went into the Jobcentre to inform 
the staff about the interview and let them know that he would therefore 
not be able to make the sign-on appointment the next day. The staff 
member he spoke to wrote down the details, including the address and 
contact details of the university so he could call up and verify that the 
interview was when he said it was. Despite this prior notification, when he 
did not attend the sign-on meeting the next day, he received a letter to 
inform him that he had been sanctioned for six weeks.  

 
Identifying young people who require additional support  
 
19. A signification challenge for Jobcentre Plus lies in indentifying young 

people who may require additional support or who are more vulnerable 
than other claimants.  

 
20. Jobcentre Plus does not always have reliable data about whether young 

people are homeless. The wide range of homelessness services in some 
areas makes it hard in practice to use local hostel and supported 
accommodation addresses as a way to flag vulnerable claimants. When 
Jobcentre Plus are aware of a history of homelessness, mental health or 
lower educational attainment, this is normally because the individual has 
actively disclosed this information.  

 
21. Many homeless young people will not feel confident in disclosing health 

and learning problems in their first meeting, or talking to advisers about 
practical difficulties such as spending time securing accommodation or 
informal caring responsibilities, despite these problems posing a significant 
barrier to finding employment.  

 
22. This process of disclosure can be slow, with the young person building 

trust in the adviser before sharing very personal information. It is vital 
that advisers are sensitive to young people’s personal circumstances to 
make them feel able to share this kind of difficult information as their 
relationship with their adviser develops.  

 
23. There is also scope for improved working with support agencies to 

ascertain better information to properly assess an individual’s needs. With 
the introduction of the claimant commitment requiring most jobseekers to 
do 35 hours a week job searching or other work preparation activity based 
on the individual’s needs and circumstances, it is crucial that the 
requirements set out are reasonable and appropriate for those with higher 
support needs.  

 
Conclusion  
 
24. Whilst we recognise the need for conditionality in the benefits system, 

many Jobcentres appear to not be providing young people with adequate 
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information about appointments, obligations to begin voluntary and 
mandatory placements and job searching requirements, leading to 
sanctions for non-attendance. Without this information, many vulnerable 
young people are being restricted in their attempts do what is being asked 
of them.  

 
25. We have also heard a number of examples where young people have 

received negative treatment from the Jobcentre, reinforcing the view of 
significant variations in the quality of support offered across Jobcentre 
Plus.  

 
26. Many homeless young people will be reluctant to disclose personal 

information when meeting advisers until they have developed a level of 
trust in the adviser. This can make it problematic to correctly identify 
vulnerable young people who may require additional support.  

 
27. Greater joined-up working between support agencies and Jobcentre Plus 

would help advisers to gather information on claimants to better 
understand their needs and work collaboratively with JCP to effectively 
support the young person to meet their responsibilities and find work. 

 
For further information please contact:  
Jennifer Barnes 
Policy and Research Manager 
0207 423 6811 
j.barnes@centrepoint.org  
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