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1. Summary 

The object of this research was to establish how effective the current Department for 

Work and Pensions (DWP) Customer Charter was for Jobcentre Plus customers and how 

it can be improved to support them better.  

In the course of this research we spoke to people who have been looking for work for 

months, in one of the worst economic environments the country has known for decades, 

and in areas that have seen particularly high unemployment. Yet despite, or perhaps 

because of, these daunting factors, customers were able to focus on and articulately 

discuss the vital role customer service has to play in Jobcentre Plus. Importantly they 

also discussed the positive impact good customer service can have on their motivation 

and job-seeking efforts. 

Individuals’ main concern was obviously whether Jobcentre Plus could help them into 

work. Our research also showed: 

¶ people speaking openly and honestly about how they saw customer service 
currently 

¶ how they would like to see it included in a Customer Charter 

¶ how they felt the current DWP Charter was able to support them  

Running throughout discussions was the sense that customer service is vital not only in 

practical terms – the process of finding work through Jobcentre Plus – but also in 

emotional ones – how confident and positive they felt about their interactions with the 

service. 

The people we spoke to mapped out ten key elements (or ‘drivers’, the term used by 

DWP to develop the Charter) of customer service that they felt Jobcentre Plus should be 

delivering on. This was over and above a number of basics that they are currently 

delivering on (such as documents that are easy to read). Encouragingly these priorities 

were consistent through the four group discussions: 

¶ being treated as an individual not a number 

¶ enthusiastic staff who care and listen 

¶ attention being paid to their circumstances and aspirations  

¶ not being treated as the lowest common denominator 

¶ a degree of privacy 

¶ Jobcentre Plus retaining and effectively using the information it gathers from 
customers 

¶ making fewer mistakes with personal data and information 

¶ Jobcentre Plus staff taking customers’ effort to find work seriously 

¶ proactively telling people the help and advice that is available 

¶ keeping appointment times 

When compared to the existing DWP Customer Charter, it was apparent that these are 

only partly embodied, either in its spirit or wording. In fact, it is arguable that only four are 

covered completely, five partly and one not at all. This is not to say that the Charter 

misses the mark – the customers we spoke to felt it was a good starting point with little 
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they could disagree with. In their eyes however, it does not go far enough and is not 

specific enough. In theory it covers the big issues, but it is felt to be relatively generic and 

lack an element of human empathy. The generic nature was highlighted by customers 

pointing out that the Charter does not actually mention the one thing they feel a Jobcentre 

Plus should be there to do – help them find work. 

Customers would like to see the more general ‘we will deal with you as quickly as we can’ 

hardened to a more specific reference to keeping appointment times. Crucially though, 

the feeling was that the Charter lacked empathy with the customers’ position. It talks 

about ensuring customers ‘feel comfortable dealing with us’, while customers talked in 

terms of being treated as an individual not a number, having their job-seeking efforts 

taken seriously and having staff who care rather than just listen. 

There was a view that the Charter’s benefits were not being communicated to customers. 

Only one or two of those we spoke to had seen it, and the wider feeling was that it is 

probably used more for staff than customers. Jobseekers saw no obvious course to follow 

if they had feedback on the service (the Charter has no email address or phone number), 

and it was only the more confident ones who felt they would be able to make use of it (a 

couple left the groups saying they would brandish the leaflet at their next signing-on 

appointment and take issues up directly with staff). 

Most of the groups thought that the Charter as it stands could have a significant, positive 

impact on customer service, if all staff and all systems successfully lived it up to its 

promises. Unfortunately the feeling was that too often they don’t. The current Charter 

could, in theory, deliver basic levels of customer service, but to deliver high levels of 

customer service, as the Charter aims to achieve, it would have to be improved and the 

service live up to its promises. 

The findings of this research echoed the earlier work by Ipsos MORI1 – current customer 

service was inconsistent. We heard some great stories of staff who have gone above and 

beyond the call of duty, and examples of Jobcentre Plus getting things right and 

maximising the chance of that person finding suitable work relatively soon. But we also 

heard examples of the service falling short of what is expected, and instances of 

processes and people hampering customer’s job-seeking efforts. 

 

                                                 
1
 At the centre: Finding the Plus for unemployed people during the recession, is available on 

the Consumer focus website 

http://www.consumerfocus.org.uk/assets/1/files/2009/06/Atthecentrefor-web1.pdf
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2. Research background and 
approach 

The context 

Jobcentre Plus is the Government service provider created through the merger of the 

Benefits Agency and the Employments Service in 2002. The structure is designed to 

provide greater personalisation of services through the introduction of dedicated personal 

advisors, an increased drive towards commissioning local contractors and a greater use 

of telephone and internet services. 

Since 2007, Jobcentre Plus has had to respond to the impact of the recession. In that 

time the number of people seeking assistance and claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance has 

doubled from a record low of 0.8 million in September 2007 to over 1.6 million in January 

20102. The UK Government has responded to this by substantially increasing both 

funding to DWP, and Jobcentre Plus staffing levels. 

Alongside responding to the surge in demand, Jobcentre Plus is at the forefront of 

Government welfare reform to deliver more personal and tailored services to individuals. 

This will include providing personal advisors with greater autonomy and discretion in how 

they deliver the service. It will also provide customers with more personalised levels of 

service at key points. 

Consumer Focus undertook qualitative research3 with customers in 2009 to test how 

effectively the service was managing under these demands. The research revealed 

customers were not receiving a consistently good service, and were largely unaware of 

what they were entitled to and when. The research found Jobcentre Plus was not 

providing effective information, was not listening to customers’ needs and was not 

responding with a personalised service. Ultimately we found it was not operating to high 

customer service principles and that personalisation was not well embedded in the 

service. 

The research in 2009 indicated Jobcentre Plus was not communicating effectively with its 

customers. As a result Consumer Focus identified a series of recommendations 

concerned with putting the customer at the heart of the service. These included a distinct 

set of recommendations around the new DWP-wide Customer Charter (introduced in 

August 2009 after the Consumer Focus research was conducted), including introducing a 

Customer Charter specifically for Jobcentre Plus to replace the generic departmental one. 

The implementation of a new Customer Charter was part of a move by DWP towards 

improving customer service within all its frontline agencies. The Charter covers all 

agencies of DWP, which DWP maintains is optimal for all its customers as many deal with 

more than one DWP agency at the same time (DWP give the example of working age 

people moving to retirement).  

However, Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants are unlikely to engage with other areas of 

DWP with any frequency as they are by definition of working age and able to work. 

                                                 
2
 Nomis, February 2010 

3
 At the centre: Finding the Plus for unemployed people during the recession, is available on 

the Consumer focus website 

http://www.consumerfocus.org.uk/assets/1/files/2009/06/Atthecentrefor-web1.pdf
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This new Customer Charter followed consumer research by DWP and identified four key 

drivers of customer satisfaction with DWP: the right treatment; the right result; on time; 

and easy access. DWP then developed a set of principles underpinning the Charter using 

these drivers. The Charter has also been developed with the Ombudsman’s Principles of 

Good Administration in mind, and fits with the Customer Service Excellence standard. 

The Plain English Campaign also viewed the document. 

Aims of the research 

The object of this research was to establish how effective the current DWP Customer 

Charter was for Jobcentre Plus customers and how it can be improved to support them 

better. In particular we wanted to: 

¶ establish if the key drivers laid out by DWP reflect customer concerns 

¶ establish if the Charter, as it is currently written, reflect those drivers and 
customers’ concerns 

¶ establish if the Charter communicates effectively to customers how they can use 
it 

¶ provide customer suggestions to improve the Customer Charter 

The approach we took 

We carried out four discussion groups with recent claimants of Jobseekers Allowance 

(JSA). Groups were held in three locations – Bridgend, Warrington and Swindon4 (these 

areas were included in the original research; chosen because they had experienced 

particularly high unemployment at the beginning of the recession). Groups were held in 

January and February 2010. 

In each location we spoke to five to seven people who had been claiming JSA for 

between 2 weeks and a year. No one was on Flexible New Deal. The groups were 

structured so we spoke to a range of Jobcentre Plus customers, with differing levels of 

educational attainment. 

 

Location Educational attainment Previous employment 

Warrington Degree or above White collar 

Bridgend Level 3 (A levels, NVQ levels 3-5) Mixed 

Swindon Level 2 (GCSEs A-C, NVQs levels 1-2) Blue collar 

 

The groups were two hours long, and covered a range of issues from their experiences 

with Jobcentre Plus to their perceptions of the DWP Customer Charter.  

In addition, a small number of respondents were recontacted (with their permission) to 

take part in short telephone interviews to provide the case studies included in this report. 

Illustrative quotations are included in the report, although in a handful of cases we omit 

location details to preserve the confidential basis of the comments. 

                                                 
4
 Due to a low turnout at the first Swindon group an additional group was arranged a fortnight later 
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3. Customer service in 
Jobcentre Plus 

In order to set the scene for discussions around Jobcentre Plus, our groups started off by 

talking about the (good and bad) service they experience elsewhere. All had good 

experiences to talk of, and examples of businesses that they keep going back to at least 

in part because of the service. 

óThereôs always a lot of staff at Tesco who are always quite attentive and it's 

almost like thereôs nothing thatôs too much of a problem for them and theyôll 

always go out of their way to help youô Warrington 

Whether it was a large concern such as Marks & Spencer or a small family-run bike shop, 

the groups all highlighted the positive effect that knowledgeable, friendly staff who care 

can make. 

They also readily cited examples of businesses or services where customer service is 

less important, for example short, transactions such as buying petrol or ordering 

something simple online. The pivotal point was that in circumstances where a substantial 

part of the interaction is with a person or people, their attitude and approach can make or 

break the experience. 

Customer service ï and those who underpin it ï are crucial 
to Jobcentre Plus 

The importance of the impact of staff on the wider experience was easily translated to the 

context of Jobcentre Plus. We thought it might be a challenge to get jobseekers to think 

less about the end result (whether they find work or not) and more about the service they 

receive along the way. But we found people were happy to talk at length about the 

customer service they experience in Jobcentre Plus. They were able to articulate its 

strengths and weaknesses, describe how it can be improved, and were sensitive to how it 

affects them emotionally. 

Though individual experiences differed, common themes were the importance placed on 

customer service, and how the ‘offer’ is made, above and beyond what that actual offer 

is. Jobseekers with six months experience shared many similar views with those who had 

only a month’s experience – though they were receiving quite different services, they 

often had similar expectations of how that service should be provided. We heard stories 

of frustration and disappointment at the difficulties facing jobseekers, but also a measure 

of sympathy with the challenges facing the Jobcentre Plus service itself. These difficulties 

and challenges though were only felt to put into even keener context the importance of 

customer service, and the positive impact that it could have on jobseekers’ motivations. 

óIf youôve got a bit of a rapport with an advisor then I think they're more inclined to 

help you and you're more inclined to be more motivated to do something as well.ô 

Bridgend 

óI think it helps, especially if you have the same person one week after the other, 

because then you know them and if youôve got a job interview they go ñOh how 

did it go?ò and you go ñOh I didnôt get it, but thanks for askingò, and so youôve got 

a rapport.ô Warrington 
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People described how positive experiences would make them more confident in 

themselves, and more optimistic about their job search. They also talked about bad 

experiences demotivating them and making them more cynical in their approach to 

finding work. 

óI know they can't really take a lot of time because there are a lot of people signing 

on, but my appointments are literally two minutes ï go in, out, that's it. When they 

make you feel like that, then you feel like well, Iôll just have a quick look at the 

screens [and not take a longer, more considered look]ô Swindon 

The service customers receive is inconsistent 

Within each group there were evidently different experiences and different perceptions of 

Jobcentre Plus, which is, to some extent, what we might expect from any organisation 

with such a large number of frontline employees. Furthermore, there was 

acknowledgement that in some cases the quality of customer service will vary, not only 

from employee to employee but from one day to the next. 

óIf theyôve had a bad time with the previous person then their day is probably a 

rubbish day for them and everyone gets treated in a really negative kind of way as 

a result.ô Bridgend 

The initial Ipsos MORI research highlighted this inconsistency of customer service 

received at Jobcentre Plus, and this theme continued to stream through our research – 

an example of poor experience often followed by an example of good experience, and 

vice versa: 

¶ The delays waiting around to sign on in Warrington were felt by some to have 
markedly improved over the past few months5 (‘I'm never waiting in there for 
longer than 15 minutes to get an interview. It's a fairly quick process, which I 
appreciate as well’ Warrington); while others complained that they are never 
seen on time and always kept waiting. 

¶ One customer talked about seeing the same advisor regularly and developing 
an understanding and rapport with her; while others saw a different advisor each 
time they signed-on, and felt they had to repeat information each time as a 
result. 

¶ One customer felt her advisor was personally committed to helping her find 
work, personally posting her job advertisements in between appointments (‘I've 
received job vacancies through the post off from her, and she has even talked to 
me about courses - not courses she can put me on, because I haven't been on it 
long enough – but things that I can arrange by myself.’ Bridgend); while others 
described how the advisor seemed uninterested in helping them find work and 
that their appointments last only a minute – the time taken to sign them off and 
say goodbye. 

¶ One person, who was made redundant as part of a large-scale factory closure, 
received comprehensive information about the services offered by Jobcentre 
Plus when staff from the Jobcentre Plus came to run sessions at the factory 
before it closed. In comparison others felt relatively in the dark about the 
different ways Jobcentre Plus could help them because they felt they had never 
been proactively offered information. 

                                                 
5
 The belief was that this was due to a move to ‘banded’ appointments, where entry to the 

Jobcentre Plus was managed around when your appointment was 
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Of course it was seldom a case of black and white, and for all these examples there were 

instances in between, with service covering a wide spectrum.  

Encouragingly, conversations in the groups suggested that great customer service (or at 

least much improved customer service) is a realistic aim – few were asking for things that 

were not already being experienced by other people in the research.  

óGone are the days where you had to stand in line and queue up and go in to the 

G column if your surname was G. Theyôve gone now, and it should be a more 

pleasurable experience to go in there.ô Bridgend 

Many often did see the same advisor on consecutive appointments, many did meet 

advisors who showed they cared, many were told about the various support services 

Jobcentre Plus could offer, and many knew that if they had personal circumstances 

entered onto the system, that information could be recalled at consequent interviews. To 

summarise: they wanted consistency rather than a reinvention. 
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4. The DWP Customer Charter 

Once engaged with the overall idea of trying to articulate what good customer service 

meant in the context of Jobcentre Plus, the customers we spoke to took to the task with 

relish, and developed a number of key issues that they felt were essential to a high 

quality of customer service. In effect we asked them to draw up their own Charter, 

although in the time we had available we focused on the issues it should contain rather 

than polished, detailed wording. Encouragingly similar key elements recurred across the 

groups. 

The aim of the exercise was to help inform and build on the existing DWP Customer 

Charter, and as a result it was not intended to produce a definitive list of every element of 

customer service from the ground up. Thus some issues that are no doubt important to 

customers are not included in the priorities below. For instance the absence of ‘ease of 

understanding written communication’ is not meant to imply that it is not important to 

customers, just that in terms of improving customer service it is not a priority to them 

(perhaps because it is generally being delivered on). 

The key issues highlighted by customers across all four groups as essential to a 

meaningful Customer Charter are: 

¶ being treated as an individual not a number 

¶ enthusiastic staff who care and listen 

¶ attention being paid to their circumstances and aspirations  

¶ not being treated as the lowest common denominator 

¶ a degree of privacy 

¶ Jobcentre Plus retaining and effectively using the information it gathers from 
customers 

¶ making fewer mistakes with personal data and information 

¶ Jobcentre Plus staff taking customers’ efforts to find work seriously 

¶ proactively telling people the help and advice that is available 

¶ keeping appointment times 

Later discussions showed this list was not suggested as a replacement for the existing 

Charter, but instead elements that would help develop and improve the existing Charter, 

and make it more relevant to customers. 

Being treated as an individual not a number 

A few times within the groups people used the word ‘robotic’ or ‘automaton’ to describe 

how they sometimes saw the service. There was acknowledgement that, with the recent 

recession, Jobcentre Plus had experienced a substantial rise in demand for their 

services, and thus a greater number of people had to be enrolled into the system, but it 

was felt that often this lapses into their being ‘processed’ than interacted with. 

óThey should bear in mind that you're an individual and not just like cattle going 

through the slaughter houseô Warrington 

Notably this sense of ‘process’ also arose in comments that sometimes staff seem to 

spend more time relating to the computer screen than the person in front of them. 



Jobcentre Plus Customers Focus Groups  11 

Case study – Simon  

Simon has been signing on for three months. He has experience of warehouse work and 

was initially looking for a warehouse supervisory level role, although he is now willing to 

try for a wider range of jobs. 

óThey left me alone for three monthsô 

For the first twelve weeks of signing on (when jobseekers are given space to return to 

work and receive light-touch support), his experience was of seeing a number of different 

staff who appeared only to be interested in checking he filled the criteria for signing on; 

making sure he had enough job-search activities listed but showing no interest in what he 

had been actually doing. No information was offered about his options for job search or 

training. Timekeeping on the part of staff was poor, with those who were late for their 

appointments being seen before him, despite him being on time. He was usually seen at 

least 15 minutes after his appointment time.  

óThey just treat you like a numberô 

When he did ask for help, he felt little was offered – on one occasion recently he asked 

about doing some computer training, because he wanted to apply for a call centre role 

but has no experience with computers. He was just told he would have to do something 

at the local college and pay for it himself. No other advice was offered. 

Recently he moved to weekly signing, which he understands means he will receive more 

intensive support. Since doing so, he is seen in a different area of the Jobcentre by a 

single member of staff and has experienced a noticeably different level of service. He 

says they seem interested in helping him, they have been asking about training he has 

had in the past and have been suggesting other jobs he might like to go for, given his 

current skills. He thinks he might now ask again about getting some help with computer 

training. 

óIôm only just being treated like a personô 

 

Enthusiastic staff who care and listen 

Customers of Jobcentre Plus already face challenging circumstances when they walk 

through the door, but whether they come out positive or disillusioned can to some extent 

be a function of the way they are dealt with while they are there. There was enthusiastic 

praise for those advisors who were felt to take an active interest in individual’s job search, 

and likewise there was criticism directed at advisors who, at least in the customer’s eyes, 

did not seem to care what they had done in the past fortnight or what they might hope to 

do in the next two weeks. 

óI should walk out of there feeling they care [and I donôt]ô Swindon 

óI went to somebody else who was actually fantastic to be honest. She summed 

up customer service completely, but she was being observed by somebody, but 

she was really friendly, she was listening, very sympathetic and helpfulô 

Warrington 

Allied to this was a desire to be listened to - not just heard, and to feel that advisors would 

take on board what they said and felt. 

This priority was inextricably linked to the wish to have one consistent advisor that they 

saw each time they signed-on (the view was that as they usually sign-on at predictable 

intervals this should be perfectly feasible). This means the adviser would know the 
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individual and their circumstances better, and would help develop a rapport and develop 

the kind of environment where customers felt the advisor cared and would listen. 

 

Case study – Alison 

Alison has been attending the Jobcentre for about three months. She has experience of 

the hospitality industry and strong social skills, but has not worked in this field for several 

years. She would like to return to this line of work. 

óI feel Iôve got a lot to offerô 

From the first visit she has seen the same member of staff (Sam), has her direct line 

phone number, and feels supported and encouraged in her job search. Sam sends her 

vacancies in the post as they come in and will telephone her through the week with any 

extra ideas or information she might think of. Sam has suggested courses she might like 

to do and has given her the phone number of a named person at the college. Alison is 

aware that she would have to fund the course herself. 

Alison would like to think that Sam treats everyone equally, even Sam has admitted that it 

is unusual to see the same person all the time, but she is making an effort to follow her 

case. Alison makes an effort to dress smartly when she attends the Jobcentre, goes in 

with a positive attitude and makes it clear that she is genuinely looking for work, so she 

wonders if this is affecting the level of service she receives. 

óI know I go in there and it is quite obvious Iôm actually looking for workô 

Alison has been encouraged to apply for several jobs but has yet to secure an interview. 

With Sam’s encouragement, she believes that once she gets past the shortlisting hurdle, 

her social skills will land her a job. 

She believes her experience has been so different to others in the research because she 

has seen the same person throughout. She tries to make it clear from her attitude and 

dress that she genuinely wants to work, treating her visit as she would a job interview. 

She also has a warm approachable personality. She admits that this may affect the 

service she receives, but conversely, the service she has received has enabled her 

positive perspective on her situation.  

óI donôt feel as disheartened [as others]. She just seems to instil confidence in meô 

They have been able to build an effective working relationship and she feels supported in 

her job search by someone who is fully aware of any impacts her personal circumstances 

may have on it.  

I donôt feel as disheartened [as others]. She just seems to instil confidence in me. 

 

Attention being paid to their circumstances and aspirations  

Jobcentre Plus aims to provide jobseekers with a personalised service, and there was 

strong support for this aim. Particularly among the graduates we spoke to, there was a 

desire for advisors to acknowledge their circumstances and aspirations. 

óThey push you into the opportunities at their level, regardless of your work 

experience. I've got a degree in law and every time I sign-on itôs ñHow about a 

care assistant?ò ô Warrington 

óOn my first signing she said ñhow are you doing looking for work?ò I said I'm 

struggling at the moment and she said ñWell okay, keep tryingò. That's no help to 
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me whatsoever. I'm computer illiterate so I would have liked to have known about 

computers, whether there was any courses I could have done and things like that. 

But I've had to find all that out myselfô Swindon 

As the quote above suggests, at all levels there is a wish for their individual 

circumstances to be taken into account and the service they receive to be sensitive to 

that. As well as the practical effect this can have (in terms of training and skills) there are 

also the emotional benefits of supporting their sense of being an individual, rather than 

just treating them as part of a homogenous group of jobseekers. 

óTheyôve had a limited appreciation of the circumstances of your unemployment 

and I think thatéif they did appreciate that then they would be able to help you 

better, but to me it's not a personalised serviceô Warrington 

óThey asked me what my old jobs were but because I was at University I was 

doing bar work and shop work. But that's not what I want to do for the rest of my 

life so then they put down three things that I'm looking for, there was retail and bar 

work which is not what I want to be doing and she didn't listen to meô  

Not being treated as the lowest common denominator 

In each group there was an acute sensitivity to the difficult situations that a Jobcentre 

Plus faces each day, and that staff no doubt face difficult situations with some customers. 

While many people attend a Jobcentre Plus to look for work, they recognised the 

frustration staff can face when dealing with customers who aren’t motivated or who have 

become disengaged from the service. However, in parallel to this was a wish not to be 

‘lumped in’ with those who have no motivation to find work, either in the way advisors 

treat them or the way security staff do. 

óThe people who are just expecting a cheque to come every fortnight, you can 

spot them because they're the regulars. But the people who are unfortunate, like 

us lot in here, who want to work, weôre just treated the same as the others ï 

thereôs a lack of respectô Bridgend 

óThe other thing I find quite bad is when you walk in and a security guard comes 

up and says ñYeah, what do you want?ò and you think ñWell I'm just coming in to 

sign-on!ò ô Bridgend 

Most of those we spoke to recognised the need for a security presence at Jobcentre Plus, 

but they also felt it was often aggressive in terms of attitude (not physically). They gave 

examples of having their intentions or actions being challenged when all they were doing 

was coming to sign-on, or to make a telephone call to a potential employer. Often they 

felt they were ‘allowed access’ to Jobcentre Plus rather than welcomed in. 

A degree of privacy 

A recurring theme was the desire for some level of privacy in discussions. This partly 

reflected the often-personal nature of discussions with advisors, but also a sense of 

wanting insulation from the sometimes chaotic atmosphere of Jobcentre Plus. Although 

meetings are carried out at desks with partitions, they are not felt to offer any privacy in 

terms of sound, and customers often felt uncomfortable talking about personal financial 

details in such a relatively open environment. 
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Jobcentre Plus retaining and effectively using the information it gathers 
from customers 

Although none of the individuals we spoke to used the term, many of their stories centred 

around the need for Jobcentre Plus to have a stronger ‘corporate memory’. There were 

frequent mentions of the first face-to-face appointment mainly being used to simply 

repeat the same information that had previously been provided in the initial telephone 

call. 

óThe thing I donôt get with the phone calls is that you ring them up and tell them 

everything you need to know and as soon as you get down the Jobcentre you 

have to tell them it all againô Bridgend 

Similarly, customers often felt they had to repeat their circumstances each time they met 

a different advisor. 

óI have a criminal record and they asked me, one of the first things, have you got a 

record? I told them yeah, I told them what it was for etc, and then later on they talk 

to me about a vacancy at a bank or a jewellery storeéô Anonymous 

These days most people are used to how organisations can use personal information (for 

better or for worse), and so despite not knowing the details of the Jobcentre Plus ICT 

infrastructure there is still an expectation that if they provide information to an adviser with 

a computer, the organisation should be able to retain that information and refer to it in 

future meetings. 

óAn awful lot of companies who I've been a lot less forthcoming with seem to know 

a lot more about me and remember previous things that I've told themô Warrington 
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Case study – Joseph 

Joseph is a bricklayer with a reasonable level of educational qualifications and wants to 

return to work. He feels the Jobcentre could offer more support to help him back into 

employment. 

Joseph has been out of work for about four months. He complains that there was a great 

deal of duplication in the collection of information when he signed on. This has also been 

his experience when he signed on previously. The telephone claim interview asked for a 

great deal of information on the household make-up, income, outgoings etc. He was then 

required to produce proof of income to take to the Jobcentre. When he went to his 

appointment he had to give all the information again. 

óThey have a computer, you expect it all to have been processed but they start 

with a blank screen againô 

One of Joseph’s particular complaints is the difficulty in contacting Jobcentre Plus by 

telephone. He says it can take 15 minutes for them to answer, although if he then wants 

to be put through to the local Jobcentre, they answer quickly. He would like the option to 

ring the individual Jobcentre directly. There is also a cost implication for those using 

mobile phones to ring the central 0845 number if they need to have a conversation of any 

length. 

When Joseph goes to sign on, the majority of staff would do a quick check on their 

system for bricklaying jobs for him. A minority look for related jobs that might be of 

interest and give him information on other websites he could check. He does not feel any 

member of staff has ever really given much thought to what else he could do with his 

skills and education. He would be happy to do further training but even when he has 

asked, he has been told he has to wait until he is unemployed six months to become 

eligible. He would consider paying for a course himself but this has never been 

suggested as an option. 

óThey donôt give you much enthusiasmô 

He would like to see a member of staff who genuinely wants to help him back into work; 

someone who will give him help and advice to access training opportunities. 

 

Making fewer mistakes with personal data and information 

We heard numerous instances of customers feeling mistakes had been made with 

processes – either in order to claim Jobseekers Allowance or just to register with 

Jobcentre Plus. Unfortunately, as a lot of the ‘processing’ happens at the start of the 

experience with Jobcentre Plus, it can start the relationship off on the wrong foot. 

óThey naffed the forms up andélost them, sent us out more, then they gave my 

missus some dead blokeôs national insurance number, so every time we went to 

sign on it didnôt register, so we ended up having to get crisis loans every other 

weekô Anonymous 

óBefore my first sign on I had to go in and collect a form, because the initial form 

they processed it all wrong and that was a bad experience really and nobody was 

helpful. I simply just wanted to collect a form and I'd been misadvised on the 

phone and I was hoping somebody would be able to quickly tell me inside the 

Jobcentre what to do, which nobody couldô Warrington 
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Jobcentre Plus staff taking customersô efforts to find work seriously 

There were two elements apparent in the desire for their job seeking efforts to be taken 

seriously. Firstly, most of the people we spoke to were far from proud to be signing on, 

and would ideally like to be in work as soon as possible. This feeling fed into a need to 

explicitly establish that they were taking the job search seriously, and a need to have this 

acknowledged by both sides. This meant that while they did not want their regular 

signing-on meeting to be stretched out for the sake of it, they did want it to be more than 

just a brief ‘sign and go’. 

óWhile you're signing on they donôt even look at your job search. They just sign 

you in, thatôs it, they donôt even speak to meô Swindon 

óI've heard them say to people you haven't done it [filled in the diary] and just 

given it back to them but when I've made the effort to fill it in they don't look at it, 

just see that you've got six things written down and then sign it. But if they actually 

look through it, I've got on there: looked on a website, found this many jobs, 

applied for some of them etc. Then if they actually said to me what were the jobs 

you applied for and what response did you get back and more things like that, 

then they'd be able to say ñwell okay, I've seen that you've applied for this many 

jobs of that sort and not got any of them so how can we do something to improve 

it?ò rather than just signing up and then I turn up againô Swindon 



Jobcentre Plus Customers Focus Groups  17 

Case study – Luke 

Luke was previously self-employed. He has skills in a number of areas, including sales, 

account management, customer service and recruitment. He feels he has experienced a 

total lack of support and advice from his Jobcentre. 

His experience of the Jobcentre has been as purely a place to go and sign on. He feels 

no-one has given him any support at any time, and he has seen a number of different 

staff in his four months of unemployment. He waits to sign on, his appointment is 

invariably 15 minutes late and 25 minutes after arriving that is the end of the interaction. 

He says he is treated exactly the same as a person who has absolutely no interest in 

getting a job. 

óI am treated as a complete idiotô 

Having been self-employed and paying only category two national insurance, he has 

been told he is not entitled to Jobseekers Allowance and has not been assessed for any 

other benefits to check eligibility. His wife is now working part-time and he has taken on 

the role of main carer for their young family to allow her to do so. They are trying to 

continue to pay a mortgage and getting by through selling their possessions. No one has 

ever asked him about their personal circumstances. 

Because he is getting no benefits, the threat of a reduction in benefits for not complying 

with requirements is ineffective for him. Jobcentre Plus staff do not provide positive 

incentives for him to find work so he needs to incentivise himself. Equally, he doesn’t feel 

the staff themselves have any incentive to help him find work. 

Luke feels the staff have no drive, and no time to think about individual cases. Their 

attitude makes him angry. He feels he has skills which could be used to help others in the 

Jobcentre. He is experienced in helping people put together strong CVs through his work 

in recruitment, but despite this being on his CV, he doesn’t expect the Jobcentre to pick 

up on it.  

He would like to see some people with experience of unemployment being employed in 

the Jobcentre. Then he thinks perhaps they would have a little more empathy with 

people’s situations. 

óIôve got no respect for anyone who works there as I donôt get any respect from 

themô 

Currently he feels de-motivated and is losing confidence in his own abilities. The family’s 

money worries are not helping him to focus on his job search. He is going back to the 

Jobcentre to ask about other benefits he might be entitled to. What he would really like to 

see when he attends is a sign on the wall offering appointments for anyone who would 

like more help with finding work as opposed to signing on. He doesn’t expect it to be 

there. 

 

óThe person that I saw nearly a week and a half ago, she was like ñI'm one of the 

nicer ones, I just sign. Donôt worry if you're not here. Oh god, youôve been looking 

for jobs have you?ò and she was really shockedô Anonymous 

Advisors caring about individual’s job seeking was seen to be demonstrated by personal 

appearance. While not expecting staff to wear suits, there was a sense that a 

professional appearance and a personal approach are not mutually exclusive. 

óI donôt think they should be wearing trainers and tracksuit bottoms and things like 

that looking very scruffy. Some of them look fine but the lady who served me last 

week, she was a bit of a scruffô Bridgend 
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Proactively telling people about the help and advice that is available 

Another key point, raised in the Ipsos MORI report, was apparent in our group 

discussions – the wish to be proactively told about all the services Jobcentre Plus can 

help with or support, rather than have to ask or be ‘drip-fed’ information. There was 

general surprise when we outlined some of the key areas Jobcentre Plus could help with 

(either by directly offering help or signposting people to those who could), such as: 

¶ employment opportunities 

¶ financial support and benefits 

¶ help with CVs, interview techniques etc 

¶ training and learning new skills 

¶ coping with debt and other household bills 

While everyone knew about the employment opportunities, awareness of the other areas 

was sporadic. Importantly there was an apparent wish to be told up front (usually at the 

first face-to-face meeting) what support was available, even if it isn’t always available in 

the first few weeks of joblessness. In fact, one of the exercises we did with customers 

was to ask them to map when they would like to be told about specific elements of 

Jobcentre Plus support, and when they were actually told about them.  

The patterns showed that customers would like to be told about the bulk of services that 

are available in the initial meetings (even if they are not eligible for certain support 

immediately). However, with the exception of employment opportunities and information 

on financial support and benefits (in effect Jobseekers’ Allowance), very little information 

is proactively offered until the 13-week review. 

The other theme that emerged from the exercise is that the first phone call and meeting 

are mostly seen to be about the customer providing information, rather than the 

Jobcentre providing support.  

óI've found out when I went for my six month review that they didn't tell me about 

courses you could go on ï I want to go into care work and I want to do an NVQ 

and they said ñOh, werenôt you told you can go and do a full day course on that?ò 

If he hadn't told me at the six month review I wouldn't have known. It's like some 

people get told but some don'tô Swindon 

Keeping appointment times 

Interestingly, one commonplace issue that emerged in each group was the wish to see 

appointments kept. There was a strong sense that if it was repeatedly emphasised that 

customers should keep appointments (they talked about being threatened with 

suspension of benefits if they missed them), then it was only fair that Jobcentre Plus 

should make a greater effort to keep to them as well. 

óThey expect you to be there at a certain time and if you're late for signing on they 

mess about with you for that, yet they can have you sat there for 20 minutes. It 

should work both ways. They're not very good role models are they?ô Swindon 
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Customersô perceptions of the DWP Charter 

Having developed the elements of their own Customer Charter, the customers in our 

group were then presented with the DWP Charter. Most responded positively to it. They 

thought it was sensible, covered most of the key areas and initially found little to disagree 

with. 

The DWP Customer Charter 
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Furthermore, although we did not distribute the elements which underpin the Charter 

(What lies below the four key drivers of customer satisfaction? DWP), there is a 

substantial degree of overlap between the key priorities our Jobcentre Plus customers 

developed, and the drivers that underpin the wider DWP Charter. However, a number of 

the DWP drivers only partly addressed Jobcentre Plus customers’ specific concerns. 

 

Key Jobcentre Plus 

customer priority 

Most relevant DWP 

Charter driver  

Degree to which DWP 

Charter addresses 

customer priority 

Being treated as an 

individual not a number 

Staff treating you with 

respect 

Partly 

Enthusiastic staff who care 

and listen 

Staff listening to what you 

say 

Partly 

Attention being paid to their 

circumstances and 

aspirations  

Staff telling you about 

other possible entitlements 

Partly 

Not being treated as the 

lowest common 

denominator 

Staff treating you with 

respect 

Full 

A degree of privacy Feeling comfortable 

dealing with services 

Full 

Jobcentre Plus retaining 

and effectively using the 

information it gathers from 

customers 

Not having to repeat 

information 

Full  

Making fewer mistakes with 

personal data and 

information 

 None 

Jobcentre Plus staff taking 

customers’ efforts to find 

work seriously 

Staff treating you with 

respect 

Partly 

Proactively telling people 

the help and advice that is 

available 

Staff telling you about 

other possible 

entitlements/Ease of 

finding what was available 

at the most appropriate 

time 

 Full 

Keeping appointment times Dealing with you as 

quickly as we can (this is 

not a driver but a 

‘principle’ in the Customer 

Charter) 

Partly 
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Considering the gaps outlined in the table above, it is interesting that there are, to some 

extent, two types of omission. On the one hand there are some gaps in terms of ensuring 

a basic level of delivery eg fewer mistakes and keeping appointments. On the other there 

are issues around developing to the kind of service Jobcentre Plus aspires to eg 

personalising the service, or ‘listening’ rather than ‘caring and listening’. 

Some participants felt that the Charter was seen to be fairly ‘generic’, and could equally 

apply to any organisation, not just DWP. They felt this made it weaker rather than 

stronger – interpreting its generic content as bland and relatively unspecific, rather than 

promising the kind of standards they might expect at other organisations such as Marks & 

Spencer or Tesco. 

óIt doesnôt, to me, say anything much about what the Jobcentre does. This is very 

generic to me. It doesnôt seem to address what their business isô Warrington 

 óI mean all you would need to do is chop off the bottom bit [the DWP logo and 

URL] and any company could have thatô Bridgend 

The charter makes no mention of what Jobcentre Plus is perceived to do – help 

customers find work. It is included in the ‘sub-drivers’ under ‘Right outcomes reached 

(including finding employment)’ but not explicitly in the Charter itself. Although there is a 

reason for this – the Charter is for the DWP as a whole, not just Jobcentre Plus – to 

customers it was seen as an obvious omission.  

When compared against their ambitious aspirations for how the service could deliver, the 

feeling was that the Charter lacked specifics, or ‘teeth’ (something that would cut through 

the generalities, such as ‘enthusiastic staff who care and listen’ instead of ‘staff who 

listen’). While it might do an acceptable job of supporting a basic level of customer 

service, the charter would find it difficult to improve it. 

The consensus was that the DWP Charter was ’50 per cent there’ in terms of delivering a 

high level of customer service. 

How the Charter is communicated to customers 

Many customers commented that they did not feel the existing principles in the Charter 

were always being put into practice, and could not identify any that were being 

successfully achieved. 

Perhaps the prime concern raised was the commitment to ‘easy access’. While the idea 

of contacting Jobcentre Plus by telephone was welcomed in principle, in practice many 

customers found it involved long holds, and often high costs. 

óI couldnôt get through to them yesterday, and I got through to the national 

answering centre, and then the line was engaged all the time. I was on there for 

15 minutes and I didnôt get anywhereô Bridgend 

óI've been on hold for an hour before trying to get through to a crisis loanô Swindon 

Some raised the issue of physical access to the Jobcentre Plus. Some (in Warrington) 

were under the impression that the system had recently changed so that instead of ‘open 

access’ to everyone, you could only enter the building around the time you had an 

appointment. While this timed appointment approach had, in many cases, lessened the 

‘chaos’ inside, some felt this inhibited their ability to get ‘easy access’. 

As noted above, people also picked up on the element of ‘on time’, feeling this was 

expected of them but not offered to them. 

For most of the customers in the groups this was the first time they had seen the Charter 

(which has not yet been widely publicised). Only two had seen it, in both cases pinned to 
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a wall within the Jobcentre Plus office. At the time they had not paid much attention to it 

(perhaps reflecting the view that it is quite general), and certainly had not seen it as 

something they might use for their own benefit. 

There was a lack of clarity around how they might want to use it. Some pointed out that 

there was no email address or phone number for raising concerns or to comment on 

customer service, which in turn led them to wonder whether it was indeed mainly a staff 

training tool. 

In their minds this would be a perfectly reasonable use for it, and one the customers we 

spoke to were supportive of (given their impression that there was a lot of potential for 

improving customer service). Importantly, there was little sign of any pent-up desire to 

complain about the service they had received – the wish for things to improve in the 

future was much more powerful than their wish to criticise the past. 

Essentially they saw it as a relatively flat document – not something that invited them to 

take it on board and feed it into their expectations, or to hold Jobcentre Plus to account. 

The language used was perfectly clear and understandable, even if they felt Jobcentre 

Plus did not always deliver against it, but they did feel it lacked any ‘call to action’ – if they 

did come across the Charter they wouldn’t really know what to do with it. 
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