‘No Job for the Centre: the case for
devolving employment support’

Britain’s employment support system is failing the people who need it most. Its backbone
remains Jobcentre Plus (JCP) — an institution that is run directly from Whitehall, fuses benefit
enforcement with employment support, and treats people with different needs and in
different places in much the same way. This one-size-fits all model is incoherent in the
context of the devolution revolution now under way in England, and the Government’s
ongoing reforms will not resolve that.

The employment support system has failed to adapt to today’s challenges, while outcomes
continue to deteriorate:

e The UK’'s employment rate is lower, and its levels of economic inactivity are higher,
than they were before the pandemic.

e ltis estimated that over 1 million 16- 24-year-olds are not in employment, education
or training. A significant portion of these individuals are not claiming benefits and are
therefore largely “hidden” from the system.

e The number of people claiming Universal Credit (UC) Health or Employment and
Support Allowance rose from just over 2 million pre-pandemic to 3.7 million by mid-
2025.

e The proportion of people who have been in the out of work UC “Searching for work”
conditionality group for a year or more has almost doubled compared to pre-
pandemic (from just over 20 per cent to just under 40 per cent).

e A work coach carries around 100 claimants and may see each for as little as ten
minutes despite the complexity of the rising caseload.

The Government has acknowledged that JCP is too centralised, with too little scope to tailor
support to local labour markets. But its answer — a national service that is “fundamentally
local at heart” — is a fudge. A fundamentally local service is designed and delivered locally,
by local people.

This paper argues that the remedy is not a better-designed national service, but an entirely
new answer to who designs and delivers employment support. Central government should
provide a universal, Al-enabled digital offer for those who are likely to find work quickly.
Mayoral Strategic Authorities (MSAs) should take over primary responsibility and the budget
for in-person, joined-up support for everyone else. This should include those on income-
related benefits such as Universal Credit, who are currently the responsibility of JCP. The
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) should retain benefits administration and
sanctions, and the centre should focus on evidence, standards and transparency. Jobcentre
Plus should be scrapped entirely.
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The report argues that a more devolved model can enable:

o Better integration of employment support with other public services

e More personalised, holistic support, tailored to individual circumstances

o A system that intervenes earlier and is more geared towards prevention

o Closer relationships with local employers and greater responsiveness to regional
labour market conditions

e Clearer accountability and ownership of relevant outcomes

The Prime Minister’s plans for “rewiring the state” include a pledge to devolve employment
support for the long-term unemployed, and it has been reported that the review into youth
inactivity being conducted by Alan Milburn will recommend that mayors be given more
responsibility for getting young people into work to tackle the NEET crisis. Yet despite this,
there is no plan for radical reform to the centrally controlled institution that sits at its heart.
Retaining JCP while recognising the need for a more devolved system does not make sense.

Re:State recommends that:

e The Government scrap JCP and move to a new model for employment support and
benefits administration.

o DWP should design a digital platform to provide better online support focused on those
who are least likely to be unemployed for a long period.

e MSAs in England should provide specialised employment support for working-age
individuals who are on benefits — taking on this responsibility from JCP — as well those
who are not.

o Areas should have the flexibility to experiment with different approaches, while
aiming for a mixed model that is more joined-up, carries less stigma, and caters
more effectively to those with complex needs.

o These responsibilities should also be devolved to the devolved governments in
Scotland and Wales.

The current system fails to adequately differentiate between people and between places. At
present, there is little at the point of entry that assesses employability, or the likelihood that
someone will still be claiming in a year. Most comparable countries handle this differently
through statistical profiling tools which estimate an individual's risk of long-term
unemployment. Much of the focus of JCP is on benefit compliance, with standardised
appointment slots getting in the way of more tailored support.

Re:State recommends that:

o A digitally-enabled triaging process should be established that should be used when
an individual begins a claim to help identify their complexity of need and likelihood of
long-term unemployment.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rewiring-the-state-cabinet-statement/rewiring-the-state-cabinet-statement-html

o Those considered to be likely to find work relatively quickly would initially only
be expected to engage with the national digital support service.

o Those considered to be facing a more challenging route into employment would
be expected to engage from the outset with bespoke local employment support
services.

The specific requirements that make up an individual’s ‘Claimant Commitment’ should
be more tailored to their particular needs and circumstances.

When it comes to the design and delivery of employment services, the role of Whitehall should
be vastly reduced. However, there will still be an important role for central government in a
more devolved context.

Re:State recommends that:

Central government should own minimum standards, performance transparency, and
‘what works’ evidence-gathering, stepping in directly only during economic shocks or
emergencies, while leaving day-to-day design and delivery to local areas.

DWP should keep the power to sanction an individual if they are not meeting the
requirements set out in their Claimant Commitment, with those providing bespoke local
support passing information to the Department for a decision.

Devolution of employment-related provision, without devolving the costs of failure, can mean
misaligned incentives and moral hazard, with the Treasury picking up the tab in the form of
increased benefit expenditure if strategic authorities fail to move claimants from welfare into
work. Designing the right system of incentives and mitigating measures is therefore crucial.

Re:State recommends that:

MSAs that successfully shrink the benefit caseload keep a portion of the resulting
central government savings. This should come on top of fiscal devolution of income
tax which means that reducing unemployment and inactivity leads to higher locally
retained tax receipts, creating a double incentive.

There should be a clear process of intervention in the event of underperformance,
which may include — in the most serious cases — the appointment of an external team
or commissioner to direct the running of the service, or clawback of funding.
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