
In 2007, SHEN’s work has been focused on our Local
Outcome agreement with the Scottish Government.
We have been gathering evidence through partnership
working to support and update the Homelessness
Monitoring Group, and exploring the impact that
national and local developments on employment and
benefits have on homeless people in Scotland.

The background to this work is the HTF recommendations
50-54 (see Special Newsletter April 2007). These
recommendations outline ways in which employability could
support homelessness strategies in finding sustainable routes
out of homelessness. However, they were published in 2002,
and there have been substantial changes in both policy and
practice on employability since then.

Firstly, the experience of the New Futures Fund Initiative
(NFFI) has given service providers a clearer idea of “what
works” in providing employability strategies for those at a
distance from the labour market. Much of this knowledge
has been incorporated into the Scottish Employability
Framework.

At the same time, we also have found increasing evidence
that there are structural as well as personal barriers to labour
market entry for those at risk of homelessness.  High rental
levels in both hostels and private accommodation, sharp
tapers in housing benefit and the restrictions of the 16 hour
rule are well-known disincentives; but recruitment policies,
application processes and geographical location also restrict
job opportunities to people at risk of homelessness.

We also know from Glasgow Homelessness Network and
other SHEN members that people at risk of homelessness
have aspirations to find work and gain qualifications. At the
same time, welfare reform is clearly stating that benefits
claimants have both the right to enjoy the opportunities
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which sustainable work can bring, but also the responsibility
to improve their employability and actively move towards
the job market. So, in theory, the aspirations of people at
risk of homelessness should be matched by the aims of
welfare reform. However, in practice, we know that there
are still many barriers to making employment a sustainable
route out of homelessness.

We therefore set up focus groups to explore the opportunities
and challenges which people at risk of homelessness may
encounter in looking for work. We have not highlighted
personal barriers or welfare disincentives, as these are well-
documented elsewhere. Our focus groups have brought
together the views of employers, social enterprises, Job
Centre Plus, specialist agencies and community researchers.
Their aim was to identify the barriers encountered in finding
employment for people at a distance from the job market
ands at risk of homelessness, and explore ways in which
their access to the labour market can be improved.

SHEN would like to thank all members of these focus groups
for offering their time, experience and
knowledge to support our work. We
hope that 2008 will see more
effective solutions and
fewer barr iers  to
making employment
a key part of the
s o l u t i o n  t o
homelessness.
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Getting a Job:
attitudes and expectations of employers and employment agencies

Our first focus group brought together a number of
experts from Job Centre Plus and other agencies, as well
as employers, including local authorities, and the trade
unions. Having identified our roles in finding work for
people at a distance from the job market, we looked at
what persuaded employers to recruit a candidate.

Experts from Job Centre Plus highlighted the demands made
by employers. They not only look at how a candidate matches
the job description in terms of skills, experience and training;
but also expect “softer” skills such as communication,
interpersonal skills and appropriate body language. Even basic
computer skills are now “soft” skills, and successful job
seekers need to know how to present themselves on-line as
well as face-to-face with employers. Several group members
emphasised that the calibre of a candidate is often judged
by their “presentation”, whether in person, on paper or on-
line.

So, as Workforce Plus identified, the early stages in the
"employability pipeline" are vital. These give job candidates
self-confidence, basic communication and interpersonal skills.
Without these, many people at risk of homelessness never
get as far as meeting a real-life employer, and are at risk of
being excluded even from the recruitment process.

First of all, on-line job applications are increasingly used by
the private sector. So homeless candidates are at risk of
exclusion through poor access to computers. Therefore they
need more support in using ICT. Employability service providers
can play an important role in developing these skills and
guiding people through the job application process.

Secondly, employers need to make their recruitment process
more accessible to people at a disadvantage in the job market.

Several members of the focus group suggested that employers
often over-specify qualifications in their job descriptions. As
this effectively excludes some capable job candidates,
employers should be encouraged use competency-based job
descriptions rather than demand unnecessary formal
qualifications

Nevertheless, as the Leitch Report and Skills for Scotland
confirm, there are increasing demands for skilled workers.
For instance, qualifications are important in the finance
industry, which is a major employment sector in Scotland.
The finance sector has also expressed concern about being
able to verify the background and probity of candidates who
have experienced homelessness. Employers are often disinclined
to “risk” employing someone from this background, which
can be a real barrier to recruitment to this sector.

Workplace experience, such as the Jobcentre Plus “work
trial”, can help convince an employer that a client is suitable
for a post. Trade unions can also support both employers and
employees, ensuring that candidates are well-prepared to
take up employment. Once in a job, good employers can
support inexperienced recruits through buddying and
mentoring systems.

Overall, the focus group showed that there are structures
and processes in place to support people at risk of
homelessness into work, but they need to be extended to all
suitable but disadvantaged candidates. Job Centre Plus staff
felt that they also needed better contact with homelessness
agencies to improve their understanding of the needs of
homeless people. In addition, they gave us a very clear message
that better provision might be available if homeless people
were a specific target group for their services.

What did we learn?

Job applicants need access to ICT

Good presentation in person, on paper AND 
online helps get a job

competancy-based job descriptions should be 
encouraged

Work trials can be organised by Jobcentre Plus

Jobcentre Plus staff would like better contact 
with homelessness organisations

“Homelessness” needs to be a DWP target to 
ensure better employment services
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Getting in, moving on:
processes and provisions for finding and keeping work

Our second focus group took a step back from
“getting a job” to look at processes which support
individuals in accessing sustainable work, and
encourage employers to recruit disadvantaged
workers. Experts in transitional employment
initiatives, volunteering, social enterprise and a range
of employability and community projects participated
in this group.

The experience from the group indicates there is no
shortage of transitional employment opportunities to
support people at a distance from the job market. However,
some of the services seem poorly used and publicised,
lack coherent processes for contact with potential
participants, and may fail to meet the needs and aspirations
of people at risk of homelessness.

Funding arrangements for transitional employment
initiatives, including volunteering, are a key element in
their effectiveness. Firstly, making these projects self-
financing is a difficult challenge, as Streetwork found
when their Dash Coffee project lost innovation funding.
Secondly, the pressure to produce funder-driven outcomes
means that the needs and aspirations of the client are
not the priority. The Scottish Government is trying to
address the way of addressing the way in which funding
drives the behaviour of employability providers.

Focus group members recognise that early and sustained
interventions have a positive impact on employment
chances. These interventions include early identification
and provision for employability needs; clearly-focused
volunteering opportunities; good advice and access to
formal education services; employment and work
placements which respond to clients aspirations and
develop their skills.

Engaging the employers in this process is another key
element in moving people at risk of homelessness into
sustainable jobs. Focus group members recommended
the use of specialist job brokers or employment consultants
to create a supportive interface between homeless clients
and employers. These services can recognise and respond
to employers’ needs for reliable staff, help to match
employers’ and workers’ expectations, and respond quickly
to either party if problems crop up.

Good employment practices should ensure job security
and progression. Focus group members felt that
disadvantaged workers need to have positive experiences
in the workplace if jobs are to be sustained.

Employers also need to communicate their needs more
effectively to training agencies, so their requirements can
be matched to the skills being developed. Homeless
people would also be better prepared for work if employers
were to offer more work placements. However, without
financial incentives, the costs can be too high for employers
to become engaged in this process.

Overall, the focus group felt that a more coherent approach
is needed to supporting people at risk of homelessness
into work. Wider knowledge of the services on offer,
agencies working in partnership rather than competition,
effective funding arrangements for transitional employment
projects, and better labour-market intelligence and work
placements are all needed . This would enable organisations
supporting people at risk of homelessness provide effective
access to the job market, and encourage employers to
recruit people at risk of homelessness into the workforce.

What did we learn?

There is no shortage of employability initiatives

BUT some are not used effectively

SO services need to be organised more 
coherently

Early and sustained interventions are effective

Transitional employment and work placements
need funding

Better employer engagement would help trainers
provide appropriate skills



Who was there:

SHEN invited a representative range of stakeholders in employability to
participate in these focus groups. We thank them for sharing their expertise
and knowledge with us.

Focus Group 1 July 2007

Terry Anderson STUC

Pat Hamilton Jobcentre Plus

Matt Howarth Scottish Government Homelessness Division (scribe)

Louise Liddell Marks and Spencer, Edinburgh

Liz McLeod Standard Life

Ann Moffat Jobcentre Plus

Jim Nicol Wise Group

Martin Rose East Ayrshire Council representing COSLA

Gillian Smith Jobcentre Plus

Geraldine Wooley SHEN coordinator (facilitator)

Focus Group 2 October 2007

Ailsa Bryce Careers Scotland

Allison Campbell Jobcentre Plus (Progress2Work)

Martin Crombie Hillcrest HA

Val Gould Wise Group

John Hinton Move On

Denise Horn Learndirect Scotland

Matt Howarth Scottish Government Homelessness Division (scribe)

Alison Miller Pilton Partnership

Annette Monaghan NHS Access to work

Pam Orchard Edinburgh Cyrenians

Brenda Palmer Scottish Government Workforce Plus Team

Kate Polson Streetwork

Brian Martin Economic Development, City of Edinburgh Council

Geraldine Wooley SHEN coordinator (facilitator)

RENEW your SHEN
membership for 2008/9

I wish to subscribe to the Scottish
Homelessness and Employability
Network at the following rate:

Individual £35

Group membership (please tick):

 Local voluntary organisation/ 
business/education or training scheme
£50

 National voluntary organisation/ 
business/education or training scheme
£100 (up to 5 local project addresses)

 National voluntary organisation/ 
business/education or training scheme
£150 (up to 10 local project addresses)

Statutory Organisation/Local Authority
£200

 Registered Social Landlord
£100

I enclose a crossed cheque payable to SCSH

for £...........   OR

Please invoice me for £...........

Name.......................................................

Designation.............................................

Organisation...............................................

Address......................................................

..................................................................

......................................................................

Tel.................................................................

email.........................@................................

Date........................................................

Return this form to:

Geraldine Wooley

SHEN co-ordinator
C/O SCSH, 5th Floor
Wellgate House, 200 Cowgate
Edinburgh EH1 1NQ
Tel: 0131 226 4382
Fax: 0131 225 4382
email: SHEN@SCSH.org.uk

You can also join on our website:
www.shen-scotland.org

SHEN
Scottish Homelessness and Employability Network

KEEP IN TOUCH! VISIT OUR WEBSITE: www.shen-scotland.org and register for FREE email copies of our newsletter.
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