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Employability: the people who count

Service users are the people who count in our work. Improving
their employability and supporting their journey towards work
is the main focus of SHEN members’ activities. So over the last
six months SHEN has spent some time listening to service users’
experiences in finding their way from homelessness into work.

We know this isn’t an easy route. People at risk of homelessness face
many challenges to entering work or training. These range from
overcoming personal barriers to taking on the complexity of the
benefits and tax credit systems, and facing the difficulties of living in
temporary accommodation when trying to work.

So who (or what) helps support our services users through these
challenges? In many cases their own strength and courage is what
really keeps them going. We must never forget that the aspirations
of service users are the best motivation in finding and keeping work.
Nevertheless, a whole range of professional and social contacts can
support work as a sustainable route out of homelessness, and this
newsletter recognises service users own views of effective support for
employability.

.
.

Glasgow Service Users

The first service user focus group was held at GHN’s offices
in Glasgow. All participants were contacted through GHN;
all had experienced homelessness, and most faced more than
one challenge to finding work, including seven who told us
they had a mental health condition. Some were resettled in
their own flats, but none had managed to find work. A wide
age-range was represented in this group.

First of all we asked what helped people move towards employment.
Most participants saw voluntary sector services as the best source
of support. Glasgow Simon Community with Working Links, were
most often mentioned as offering positive experiences in moving
towards training, learning or getting a job. GHN, Move On, Caledonia
Trust and the Wayside Centre were recognised as providing services
which develop skills, improve confidence and self esteem. Several
members of the group emphasised that dealing with resettlement
issues such as money management, addiction issues and tenancy
maintenance was an important part of feeling confident enough
to consider employment. Services which helped address issues such
as substance abuse were also seen as pivotal in opening up a route
towards work.

We then asked what types of support were effective in developing
employability. Specific skills, such as IT training, were seen as useful,

Four factors stand out as important in

developing employability. First of all,

underlying personal barriers such as childcare

problems, addictions or a history of low
achievement must be addressed. Secondly, high-

quality advice from support workers is essential.
Thirdly, access to low-cost training (without loss of benefits)
to match jobs in the local labour market is needed. Lastly, support
from friends and family can make a significant difference in finding
and keeping a job.

Our thanks go to our partners, Glasgow Homelessness Network and
Aberdeen Foyer, for their advice and support in contacting service
users and facilitating discussions. But above all, we thank the service
users themselves for giving their time and sharing their experiences
with us. We hope that what we've learned will improve practice and
lead to more effective services to make employability a sustainable
route out of homelessness.

and work placements, volunteering and interview skills all supported
employability. One theme mentioned by several participants was
the importance of long term support, offering opportunities to
address issues which come up after someone had moved on from
a service. Working Links, who encourage clients to make a long-
term development plan, were singled out as helpful and
understanding. Service users can go back to them to seek support
even after they had left the service. Overall, service users seemed
to find the quality and long-term reliability of the support offered
more important than specific skills development.
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Who came?

Kirsty, Russell, Hugh, John, Harry, Andy, Bob, Tony, Wullie,
Margaret, Charlie, James 1

with Sandra, Barry and Stephanie from GHN '
Observed by Linda from South Lanarkshire Council and

Geraldine from SHEN
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glasgow homelessness network :

Join SHEN now: contact us at shen@scsh.org.uk




Aberdeen service user focus group

Aberdeen Foyer organised our second
focus group in their Marywell Centre.
Four young people attended, coming
from Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire.
All are tenants of or have moved on
from Aberdeen Foyer. All were clearly
focused on work opportunities, and had
found ways to overcome barriers to work
despite a background of homelessness.

aberdeen foye r

Who was there?
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Young mum, aged 20: living in own accommodation, she has gained
SVQ qualifications in customer care at Ben & Jerry’s. Currently studying
using open learning, her ambition is to be a counsellor.

The milkman, aged 19: living in supported accommodation after
“sofa surfing” since the age of 15. Regained his driving licence and
found a job as a milkman through a family connection.

Young man aged 18: living in supported accommodation and currently
studying with Outside In. Through a family link he works part time
in event security and hopes to qualify to work on ‘doors’.

Independent male, age 23: living independently after entering
supported accommodation. He is currently on voluntary work
experience, and aims to work offshore. He has passed his driving and
offshore survival tests.

. With Annette from Aberdeen Foyer and Geraldine from SHEN

We started by asking which was the most important individual or
agency helping them get into work, education or training. All mentioned
support workers as a huge source of support as they can signpost
services. However to be effective and gain service users’ respect,
support workers need to have an excellent knowledge of what is
available. Incomplete knowledge leads to inaccurate advice, which
undermines confidence in the service. Service users expect a high
standard of advice from their support workers, but on the other hand
appreciate the wide range of support which is offered.

Formal learning experiences were also recognised as important in
developing employability skills. Open Learning was recommended as
it suits childcare needs, offers tutor support, and fits round learners’
lifestyles with no loss of benefits. One participant found the Outside
In project 'really helpful’, and the photos taken on the project affirmed
what he had achieved in his own flat.

Foyer Drive had helped two participants, with one regaining his driving
licence. Living in the rural community of Aberdeenshire is a barrier
to employability, making it difficult to get to interviews and access
work locations. Expensive public transport and limited types of jobs
on offer make it harder to find work in rural locations. So being able
to drive improves employability despite the cost of running a car.

Although all had used Jobcentre Plus, the majority of the group found
that the service was inadequate. They felt it offers little access to
training to match the jobs on offer, and their website was not easy
to use as the “local” job searches indiscriminately highlighted all jobs
in the UK. One participant felt that local private recruitment agencies
were more helpful as they focused on local industries, especially off-
shore work.

Participants felt it is hard to get a start in work as employers are
looking for experienced people. Training opportunities and work
experience like Ben and Jerry’s Partnershop provide both short-term
employment and offer qualifications and experience which are valued
by employers.

Activity based experience also offers employability skills. One participant
learned teambuilding and problem solving while having fun on a
Venture Trust trip. Outings organised by support workers, and even
tenants meetings, were a source of support and enjoyment, and also
helped participants learn to tackle tasks with others.

Childcare can be a barrier to employment as it is expensive in relation
to earnings. Even though she enjoyed work, and found it easy to get
jobs, our young mum suspected that 'l am better off not working’,
because of the loss of benefit and additional travel costs.

Participants offered advice on how to encourage someone who is
homeless towards training, learning or getting a job. They suggested
using networks of friends, family and contacts for help. They felt that
their own enthusiasm for work shows what a difference a job can
make — but they wouldn't recommend that people be forced into
work. It's better to motivate them by making them aware of choices,
but let them make the decisions in their own time. However sometimes
a “reality check” from a close friend helps people face up to finding
work. They recommend “Find training, or try open learning , as you
can do it in your own time. Get help with learning from a tutor, or
ask your support worker for help and information with college work
and training”.

Overall, participants had a very positive view of employment as a
route out of homelessness. They recommended greater promotion
of the benefits of working: not just for the money, but meeting new
people, physical fitness, weight loss (for some), and personal satisfaction.
Once in a job they found widening job prospects and gaining new
skills gives further opportunities to increase earnings.

Learning points:

e | ocal training for local jobs is needed.

e Job Centre Plus should improve their local focus on jobs
and training.

Employers should open up more jobs with training.

¢ Travel and distance make it harder to find work in
rural locations.

Peer support, family connections and team building
activities motivate people to work.

Support workers play a vital role in
developing employability skills BUT
they need to be well-trained

and knowledgeable.

Finding work may be less
important than
addressing other
challenges.

Long-term support
helps to make
employment a
sustainable option.
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