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Improving Specialist Disability Employment Services  

 
Key Messages 

 
► The employment rate of disabled people in the UK remains significantly below that 

of the average, despite recent progress in this area. As importantly there are 
significant disparities in the types and levels of jobs filled by people with disability 
and the UK average.  

 
► Any programme aiming to improve the employment situation of people with 

disability must take account of the type and level of role open to them, as much as 
the numbers moving into work, if true equality is to be achieved.  

 
► The introduction of targets and greater competition for the provision of Specialist 

Employment Services could play a role improving progression rates and therefore 
outcomes for disabled people. 

 
► To be successful any new programme must be sophisticated enough to develop 

relative targets and tariffs, determined by the particular circumstance and 
distance from the labour market of each disabled person.  Without this approach 
there is a danger of ‘cherry picking’, and of profit-motive being a prime driver of 
services, rather than the needs of the individual.  

 
► Central to this is the need to develop a universal employability assessment that 

objectively measures the distance of the client from the labour market and the 
levels and types of support they require.  

 
► There are a number of disincentives in the current programme that risk reducing 

the motivation of providers to actively promote the progression of their clients, 
and these should be addressed in the creation of any new programme. In particular 
the clash of targets for occupation and progression and the financial impact that 
progression can have on a provider must be removed.  

 
► The current system does not allow clients to be offered a personalised package of 

support. A seamless service and greater integration between the different 
elements of provision is required.  
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► A greater variety of choice should be open to disabled people through elements 

such as the Transitional Supported Employment programme and existing 
employability provision such as the Intermediate Labour Market, may provide a 
useful model on which to base this.  

 
► There is a lack of detail and clarity in the consultation document about the exact 

nature of the new proposed model for specialist employment services and there 
may be a need for further discussion with providers on an ongoing basis when more 
information is available. 

 
► Whilst it is clear that Disability Employment Advisors (DEA) can play a more active 

role in supporting disabled people, the Wise Group does not believe that it should 
be the only referral route for Workstep and other activities.  

 
 



The Wise Group 
Response to DWP Public Consultation 

Improving Specialist Disability Employment Services 
 

Copyright (2008) The Wise Group. 

The Wise Group  
 
The Wise Group is one of the UK’s leading employment, regeneration and sustainable 
development agencies, and operates throughout Scotland and the North East of 
England. As a leading social enterprise, the Wise Group has a central mission to help 
those outside of, or disadvantaged within, the labour market to change their lives by 
improving their employability. 
 
Since 1983 the Wise Group has provided a range of employment focused services for 
people who are out of work– taking a holistic approach that recognises the plethora of 
barriers that can keep people out of work, and shaping an individualised package that 
deals with these. The Wise Group delivers a number of targeted services designed to 
help people with disabilities to progress towards and move into employment. These 
include:  
 
WORKSTEP – the Wise Group has delivered a WORKSTEP contract for Greater Glasgow 
and West Dunbartonshire since 2002, and is one of the most successful providers in 
Scotland. In 2007 this contract achieved a progression rate of 19%, above its target of 
15% and significantly above the average Scottish rate of 5.5%.  
 
New Deal for Disabled People (NDDP)  - the Wise Group has delivered NDDP activities, 
via its WorkAble team, since 2001. Operating in 11 regions performance has again been 
significantly above average, meeting or exceeding contractual targets.  
 
Look Ahead  - As well as delivering mainstream contractual activity the Wise Group 
designs and develops targeted interventions to support its clients. A prime example of 
this is the Look Ahead project, which operates in North Ayrshire and supports people 
with mild to moderate mental health conditions to access training and volunteering 
opportunities and progress towards open employment. Working with a multi-
disciplinary team of employability and occupational health professionals, the project 
has achieved positive outcomes for 90% of its clients.  
 
As a result the Wise Group is in a position to offer useful insights into the future 
evolution of Specialist Employment Services for disabled people. Whilst a response has 
not been provided on every question asked by the consultation document, it is hoped 
that the comments provided below will be of value in helping to provide a better 
standard of service for this often under-served client group. This response focuses 
more on the Work Entry and Transitional Supported Employment elements of the 
proposals, in line with the Wise Group’s experience and expertise.  
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Response to Consultation Questions 
 
Question One – Are there any points in the evidence-base that you either strongly 
agree or strongly disagree with?  
The employment rate for disabled people in the UK remains significantly below the 
national average. Although real progress has been made (with the latest DWP statistics 
showing that 50.5% of disabled people are in employment) there is still some way to go 
in terms achieving true labour market equality. Recent figures reveal not only an 
increase in the number of people with disability who are working, but also an increase 
in the numbers not working who state that they want to1 – giving real hope for further 
progress, if the right support is put in place.  
 
A more detailed examination of the labour market position of disabled people shows: 

• they are over represented in positions in the two lowest occupational groups – 
elementary occupations and process and plant machine operatives  

• they are under-represented in ‘higher’ positions such as professional or 
managerial occupations.  

This aspect of the employment experience of disabled people does not seem to be 
considered in the evidence upon which this consultation is based and may have 
interesting implicaitions when considering the types and focus of provision on offer 
including the role of factory based provision.   
 
Whilst more ‘mainstream’ programmes such as the New Deals can and should play an 
active role in helping to change this situation, there are clients with particular or 
complex barriers to employment for whom a more targeted, specialist intervention 
may be required to support them into work. In is appropriate that Specialist 
Employment Services provided by programmes such as Work Preparation, Workstep 
and the Job Introduction Scheme should be a central part of this.   
 
It is therefore highly disappointing to note the National Audit Office’s2 findings that: 
“in the three years since April 2001 a third of Workstep providers with clients in 
supported placements did not progress a single person into employment, and that 25 
Workstep providers had registered no new clients since April 2001. There is also 
insufficient attention paid to client development.” 
 
There is a need for realistic and reasonable targets to be established as part of these 
provisions, that encourage and enable progress whilst not placing undue pressure on 
disbaled people or motivating providers to meet targets at the expense of addressing 
the needs of the individual client. This requires a sophisticated targets regime, and is 
discussed further in response to question 4, below.  
 

 
1 Working Brief, CESI, Issue 191, Feb 2008.  
2 National Audit Office Value For Money Report – The Department for Work and Pensions’ Support for 
Disabled People. 13/10/2005 - HC 455  2005-2006 ISBN: 0102935629 
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Question Two - Do you agree that disabled people should only be directed to our 
specialist disability employment provision where it is unlikely that our other 
programmes, such as the New Deals, would be effective? 
It is important that disabled people are supported to access mainstream opportunities 
wherever possible and to promote integration via employability services. This is 
particularly the case where the aim is to help people to access open labour market 
opportunities. Introducing this integration at a supported stage makes the move into 
unsupported employment an easier step to take.  
 
It is important that staff working on ‘mainstream’ programmes are given adequate 
training and support to provide the right, individualised service to clients with 
disabilities. Key to this is the adequate sharing of information about the individual, 
their condition, their capabilities and their support needs.  
 
There are some clients for whom more targeted, specialist support may be needed and 
where it will not be possible for mainstream provision to provide the level or type of 
support required. Where this is the case it is entirely appropriate that specialist 
employment provision is used.  
 
It would also be useful to allow New Deal providers to link or refer into this provision – 
where they have a client who they feel may benefit, either because of a temporary 
change in condition, or because their initial support needs had been underestimated.  
Any provider should be able to refer or gain support from specialist services, working 
in a more joined up way to the benefit of the client.  
 
Question Three - Are there points of our overall proposal to replace the Job 
Introduction Scheme (JIS), Work Preparation and Workstep with a single 
programme that you either strongly agree with or strongly disagree with? 
The principle of a single, simplified and seamless system is preferable to unconnected 
programmes and anything that makes the client experience easier must be welcomed. 
As a provider of Workstep the Wise Group has limited contact with other elements of 
specialist employment provision, and where clients do have to transfer across 
programmes this can be a difficult process, potentially resulting in discontinuity of 
service for the client.  
 
Currently it is difficult for Workstep and Work Preparation programmes to work 
together, unless they are provided by the same organisation. If the Wise Group 
believes that a Workstep client would benefit from some of the services that Work 
Preparation can offer they must be fully deregistered from their current programme 
before they can be given help from elsewhere. This risks the client being passed from 
one provider to another, with no personal continuity of service or support, and also 
risks the provider missing programme occupation targets and therefore losing 
payments, resulting in them being penalised for doing what may be the best thing for 
the client.  
 
The Wise Group’s Workstep team report difficulties in accessing information about the 
Job Introduction Scheme, and no real contact has been had with this element of 
provision.   
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These experiences would seem to indicate that an approach that coordinates the 
options available to the client in a way that is focused around their needs is the most 
appropriate one to take.  
 
 
Question Four  - For the Work Entry element of the proposed new programme – 
how could we best ensure that our providers focus their efforts on all their 
customers and not just those most likely to get a job? 
The Wise Group is used to operating in a target driven environment and we 
successfully move thousands of people into work every year, consistently meeting and 
often exceeding contractual targets.  
 
There is a clear need for a regime that ensures that clients accessing specialist 
employment provision get the best possible support, and that there is a clear direction 
of travel – towards independence.  
 
Rather than a straight job-entry target structure there is a requirement for a 
categorising system that begins with an in-depth assessment of the type of clients 
worked with and their distance from the labour market. It is important to acknowledge 
that people with disability are not a homogenous group, and the level and kind of 
support provided should begin with a clear idea of the particular circumstances of 
each individual. 
 
To ensure that providers place a balanced focus on all eligible clients, contractual 
requirements should be put in place so that they are obliged to work with a certain 
number of clients from each category with clear Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
attached to this.  
 
Targets set for providers should be relative to the outcome of this assessment. 
Organisations working with particularly difficult to progress clients would have a 
targets structure that, whilst challenging, takes account of this. The level of payments 
attached to outcomes should also reflect the degree of difficulty attached to 
delivering a certain outcome to remove the motivation for providers to concentrate on 
‘easy hits’.  
 
This system will also require active management by DWP and the introduction and use 
of real penalties for providers who do not ensure that their provision is open to and 
provides appropriate and adequate support for clients with all types and combinations 
of disability.  
 
An important part of this approach should be the development of an appropriate tool 
by which to measure distance traveled, which can objectively measure and report on 
milestones in the client’s journey towards independence and the realignment of the 
incentives structure to fit with this. Providers should be involved in the development 
and design of any new tool, ensuring that it is practicable and deliverable as a part of 
day-to-day operations.  
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Question Five - For the Transitional Supported Employment element of the 
proposed new programme – is it right that we should introduce a greater focus on 
helping people progress off the provision and what safeguards and flexibilities 
would you like to see included? 
It is highly appropriate that Transitional Supported Employment provision involves a 
greater focus on helping people to progress and indeed the title ‘Transitional 
Supported Employment’ is explicit in its intention that this is an intermediary measure 
designed to move people in the direction of independent working.  
 
The exact nature of this proposed element is not clear from the consultation 
document, and further thinking on the DWP’s vision for this element would be 
welcome. The Wise Group’s experience is that without this focus on progression it is 
unlikely many people will move on and it is important that clients are provided with 
the momentum and motivation to make this happen. It is equally important that 
sufficient support structures are put in place. Adjusting linking rules to give these 
individuals and their families greater security and reassurance that they can return to 
their previous position if required will be an important determinant of its success.  
 
Since 1983 the Wise Group has operated Intermediate Labour Market (ILM) 
programmes, as a bridge between unemployment and employment. An adapted version 
of this could be an ideal model for the delivery of the Transitional Supported 
Employment element. An ILM type programme would create a means by which to assist 
an individual after ‘pure’ supported employment but before they are ready to progress 
into the open labour market.  
 
The Wise Group’s ILMs provide paid work experience opportunities, either within the 
community on sites or projects managed and delivered by the company, or with local 
employers. The programmes operate professionally offering a genuine ‘real world’ 
experience of work but also provide support, training and guidance. Critical to the ILM 
is its focus on helping people to progress, and there is always a focus on the next stage 
of the journey.  Access to ILMs could be a good way for Supported Employment clients 
to progress towards independent working in a mixed environment, before going out to 
independent open employment. The Wise Group’s Workstep team have enjoyed a 93% 
conversion rate for clients who have participated in ILMs then moving into open 
employment, demonstrating the potential of this approach.  
 
Question Six - For the Longer-Term Supported Employment element of the 
proposed new programme – how can we best ensure that providers work closely 
with employers and individual disabled people to help them develop in their job 
whilst on the provision? 
There is again a lack of detailed information in the consultation document about the 
nature of the Longer-Term Supported Employment element, so it is unclear what role 
employers will play in this, and whom it is anticipated these employers would be. 
 
In common with the Transitional Supported Employment element it is vital that DWP 
establish clear performance standards and actively monitor and manage these.  
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Question Seven - What should we do to ensure that consistently high quality 
standards are delivered? 
Providers should be set challenging but realistic and relatively determined targets that 
are actively monitored and managed by DWP, with real implications for not achieving 
them.  
 
A critical distinction must be drawn between consistency in terms of quality and 
consistency of content. Any system implemented must be able to cope with an 
individualised approach, and should reward providers for progressing each client at the 
pace and in the direction most appropriate to their circumstance. The KPIs introduced 
will be vital and should include elements such as the type and quality of job or work 
placement achieved for clients.  
 
A system like this should then allow for comparative ranking of providers within the 
framework of relatively set targets. A system such as the star rating system proposed 
for mainstream employment programmes would be equally appropriate in this context 
and would allow providers to judge their own performance against that of their 
competitors.  
 
Question Eight - What else can we do to improve the way in which DWP’s 
supported employment services for disabled people are delivered? 
To improve quality, positive incentives for providers must be built into the structure of 
the programme.  
 
The Wise Group’s experience of Workstep is that the programme’s target and payment 
structure risks disadvantaging providers who help their clients to progress. Workstep 
providers are set targets for both occupancy and progression rates. Working with a 
client to the point where they can sustain an independent position in the open labour 
market, reduces the occupancy rate of a provider and it may take a while for the 
place to be backfilled. The current payment rate for progression is relatively low, 
particularly when compared to the weekly occupancy rate. This means that if a place 
cannot be back filled almost immediately then the provider is financially worse off for 
having achieved the ultimate goal of the programme. This position should improve 
given imminent changes to progression payment rates but still gives a strong example 
of the kind of disincentives programmes like this can unintentionally set.  
 
Providers who progress their clients and experience a temporary reduction in their 
occupancy rates have been penalised by the current Workstep programme. The Wise 
Group has sustained a very high occupancy rate over 2007 at an average of 97%. Falls 
in occupancy have been experienced at times when clients have progressed, thus 
creating a space in the provision. The reward for this has been the removal of one 
place out of the 20 allocated, because there has not been a constant 100% occupancy 
of the project.  
 
This kind of programme management approach sends mixed messages to providers 
about ultimate aim of the programme, and whilst it is important that occupancy rates 
are maintained there should be sufficient flexibility in the programme to ensure that 
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providers are not penalised where reductions in occupancy are experienced because of 
their success in helping clients to progress.  
 
An additional way in which to improve these services is to enable smoother joint 
working between providers of different elements of the DWP’s employability services. 
An example of this is the difficulty the Wise Group’s Workstep team has experienced 
in enabling clients to access Occupational Therapy support. The price demanded for 
these services by Pathways partners (£25 an hour with an average requirement of 3-4 
sessions) is financially unviable for more than an occasional ‘special case’ referral. 
This restricts the ability of staff to provide the service they feel would best suit the 
client. The inability of the system to allow clients to pick and chose the elements of 
the DWP provision that best meet their needs at the time and stage that is most 
appropriate is a real limitation of current provision. 
 
Question Nine - What role do you think supported businesses/factories should have 
in providing employment for disabled people? 
It is clear that supported businesses and factories have played and continue to play a 
useful role in providing valuable opportunities for disabled people to participate in 
employment whilst being offered the support that they require, both as a stepping 
stone to more independent working, or as an appropriate end point for clients for 
whom the open labour market is not a viable option.   
 
It is important that clients are offered a range of opportunities and that supported 
businesses and factories are one of a portfolio of options open to them. Which option a 
client follows should be determined by what is best for that individual. It is important 
that the capabilities, interests and aspirations of each individual are fully assessed and 
that this is the determining factor in deciding upon the type of provision offered.  
 
It is not always clear that this is currently the key determinant of a client’s journey 
through Workstep. The Wise Group understands that DEAs have been given direction to 
refer Workstep clients to Remploy services as a first port of call, to ensure the full use 
of available capacity. It is concerning that this, rather than the requirements and 
expectations of the client, seem to be the primary consideration in this circumstance.  
 
The consultation document does not offer any analysis or consideration of the types 
and scope of specialist employment provision on offer to disabled people and this is an 
area worth further scrutiny. Whilst factory based provision is appropriate for some it is 
important that other types of opportunities are opened up or risk sending the message 
that society only has expectations of disabled people to work in these types of 
settings.  If true labour market equality is considered not just in terms of the number 
of disabled people in work, but also by the types and levels of opportunity accessed by 
them, then it is important to ensure that supported employment clients are given as 
much choice in the career that they pursue as anyone else.  
 
Question Ten - If we go ahead with these reforms, do you believe we should offer 
some protection to supported businesses when we tender for the new programme? 
If so, what form should this protection take and how long should it last for? 



The Wise Group 
Response to DWP Public Consultation 

Improving Specialist Disability Employment Services 
 

Copyright (2008) The Wise Group. 

Transitional support over a reasonable and pre-defined time period should be provided 
to supported businesses to enable them to build the experience and capacity required 
to operate in a more competitive environment. This may involve a gradual planned 
reduction in core funding and a move to a greater proportion of outcome based 
income to allow a more level playing field with other providers. Sufficient support 
should be provided to help them to do this, and encouraging active partnerships with 
more employment-focussed agencies may be a way of achieving this.  
 
This intensive support does not mean that there should not be rigorous standards; 
‘protected’ should not mean unaccountable and there should be some element of 
reward for quality and penalty for under-performance to ensure that clients receive 
the best service possible. 
 
Question Twelve - We are considering holding an open competitive tender for 
contracts. For some of our current WORKSTEP customers this could mean their 
employment support transferring to another provider. What would we need to 
consider and what actions do you think we would need to take to help make any 
such transfers a success? 
Open competition has become a central plank of the national welfare to work system 
and this should equally apply to this area of provision to ensure that clients are 
provided with the best possible service and that providers are focussed on results.  
 
The caveat the Wise Group would add from its own experience of the direction the 
DWP’s procurement strategy is moving in is in the issue of management fees as part of 
the Prime Contractor model. The Wise Group is currently in discussion with a number 
of potential Prime Contractors for the New Deal for Disabled People programme. Each 
has determined a different level of management fee that it would require to take, 
before finances are made available for the delivery of the programme. Without a cap 
on the level this management fee can be there is a real danger that the amount of 
funding available to provide front line services can suffer.  
 
It is important to consider the impact of any shift of providers on both the client and 
providers. Some Workstep providers pay their clients an additional salary on top of 
their allowance and some sort of TUPE type arrangement may be required to ensure 
that they not loose out because of a change in contractor.  
 
For providers working with a client who has already been through a provision, or is half 
way through it brings a number of challenges. There may be a need to consider 
flexibilities such as longer time to work with them to allow for the establishment of 
clear action plans and a full assessment of their needs.  
 
Question Thirteen - How do you think we could best ensure that we retain the 
skills of smaller and specialist providers in the proposed open competitive tender 
of this programme? 
Good quality providers of any size should be given the opportunity to participate in 
any competitive tender. If the measures outlined in the response to question 4, above, 
are put in place this should ensure that prime contractors are motivated to work with 
the groups that can best support those clients requiring specialist support.  
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In addition, measures to cap the level of management fee taken out of the programme 
by prime contractors would ensure that there is sufficient funding available to make 
the continued involvement of smaller and specialist providers financially viable.  
 
It is important that providers of these services make themselves known to prime 
contactors and there may be an enabling role for DWP in helping to make these 
connections and promote partnership working.  
 
Question Fifteen - We are proposing that only Jobcentre Plus Disability 
Employment Advisers (DEAs) would be able to refer individuals to the proposed 
new programme (see Chapter Three). What are your views on this proposal? 
The Wise Group’s experience of delivering Workstep leads to the conclusion that this 
would not be a positive move for providers.  
 
DEAs refer only 25% of the Wise Group’s current Workstep client base, with the other 
75% being direct self-referrals. Word of mouth can be a powerful tool for recruitment 
and clients who self-refer tend to be in a psychological position where they are ready 
to make a change. The Wise Group’s experience of running other programmes where 
referrals can only be made by one agency is, that where people attempt to self-refer, 
the process of making them engage with an outside agency and then attempt to be 
sent back to the programme they were interested in, was bureaucratic and 
disheartening sometimes leading to a loss of the positivity and motivation that 
prompted them to act in the first place.  
 
Pressure can be put on DEAs to refer because of reasons other than the desires of the 
client, as discussed in question 9. This risks reducing client choice and empowerment, 
which is critical for this kind of provision.  
 
It is worth noting that this proposed model was in place when Workstep first began but 
this was changed in 2002 because “a number of providers expressed concerns that they 
were unable to obtain referrals at a sufficient rate to fill their vacancies” 3. The 
current provider eligibility assessment process was introduced after an evaluation 
demonstrated that this was the most appropriate model for Workstep and has worked 
well.  
 
Question Nineteen - If you have recent experience of our Access to Work provision, 
what aspects did you like the most and do you have any suggestions for improving 
the service? And Question Twenty - What can we do to ensure Access to Work is 
used more effectively to meet the needs of individuals? 
The Wise Group’s Workstep team makes some use of Access to Work, but has 
experienced some difficulties in the way the programme is administered. The main 
issue is that often Access to Work will not deal with Workstep providers; they will only 
deal directly with the client, despite providers having ‘DWP acceptable/recognised’ 
client signed authoritarian documentation, which allows providers to act on their 
behalf. Whilst this is fine for some clients, for others who do not like dealing with new 

 
3 Letter to providers from Jobcentre Plus Disability Services and Financial Support Division, August 2002.  
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people, who need someone to advocate for or support them, or who do not have 
access to the phone (particularly when working), this can be a problem.  
 
An example of this is a Wise Group client who was helped into work at a call centre. 
He had physical disabilities that required him to have access to a foot support whilst 
at work and he was advised to contact Access to Work to get help in acquiring this. 
However the nature of his working environment meant that he could not call himself 
as he was not allowed to make personal calls and felt that he didn’t want to discuss 
this matter in an open office environment in front of new colleagues. The Wise Group 
contacted the Access to Work office directly on his behalf but were told that, as 
providers, they couldn’t make this call for him. Attempts were made on several 
occasions to both intercede with Access to Work and to help the client find a way to 
contact them himself but ultimately the client felt it was too difficult and did not get 
the support he required from the fund.  
 
This case study perhaps illustrates the need for greater flexibility in the programme 
and how it is operated, by for example allowing other providers to advocate on the 
behalf of potential clients.   
 
Question Twenty-Five  - Ministerial Government Departments are now directly 
funding Access to Work adjustments for their disabled staff. What are your views 
on other public sector organisations paying for such adjustments if any savings 
were reinvested in the programme? 
The public sector has an important role to play in setting an example and it is highly 
appropriate that they do so. The public sector also has considerable power through the 
procurement process to influence the behaviours of others and this should also be 
explored.  
 
 
 
Contact 
For further information on any of the issues raised in this paper please contact: 
 
Abigail Howard       
Head of Policy and Research         
The Wise Group 
72 Charlotte Street      
Glasgow       
G1 5DW        
e. abigail_howard@thewisegroup.co.uk   
t.  0141 303 3131   
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