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About Learning and Work Institute
Learning and Work Institute, is an independent think-tank, policy and research organisation dedicated
to lifelong learning, full employment and inclusion. We research what works, develop new ways of
thinking and implement new approaches. Working with partners, we transform people’s experience of
learning and employment. What we do benefits individuals, families, communities and the wider
economy.
We strive for a fair society in which learning and work helps people realise their ambitions and
potential throughout life, and improve people’s experiences of learning and employment.
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Summary
Step-Up is a programme funded by Trust for London and the Walcot Foundation that aims to
test new approaches that help low-paid workers increase their earnings and progress into
better jobs. It is targeted at low-paid workers (earning below the London Living Wage) who
are in stable employment. The aim is to promote higher wages and weekly earnings, as well
as other outcomes such as improved contracts and job descriptions. The programme is
being delivered by six voluntary sector providers. Learning and Work Institute (L&W) are the
evaluation and learning partner for Step-Up.
The first year of Step-Up (Oct 2015 – Sep 2016) comprised a ‘test and learn’ phase, where it
was envisaged that providers would try different approaches, learn from what worked and at
the end of the first year review the delivery models and make changes. This report
summarises the learning from the first year of Step-Up. We hope that this will provide useful
insights for the design and delivery of other programmes aimed at in-work progression
support, especially those delivered by the voluntary sector.

Recruitment
Recruiting working participants presented new challenges and required new approaches.
Successful approaches included:





A whole service support offer/ ‘no wrong doors’ approach
Working with partners that offered into-work support
Strong local networks and community presence
Welcoming environment and person-centred advisers

The concept of support for in-work progression is novel and required clear and simple
messaging that:





Is focused on change and tangible outcomes (including access to new/ better jobs)
Avoids jargon
Emphasises a holistic support offer
Emphasises one-to-one coaching and personalised support

Delivering Support
Flexible, personalised one-to-one support is key to the support offer, due to restrictions on
participant availability and diversity in circumstances/ goals. This was effectively combined
with other types of support, e.g.:




Developing peer support networks or mentoring
Work experience and volunteering
Online jobs boards/ vacancy alerts by text

Sustaining engagement of participants is crucial. This can be achieved through:




Regular, personal contact (eg Facebook or What’s App groups, as well as by phone)
Creating a personalised plan with clear end goals and milestones
Tailored support which responds to participant needs
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Responding to participant feedback on an ongoing basis

Key challenges in delivering support faced by Step-Up providers included:





Resource intensiveness of delivering flexible one-to-one support
Difficulties organising group sessions
Challenges in finding appropriate external provision
Extended timescale necessary to tackle some participant barriers (e.g. ESOL needs)

Achieving outcomes
At this stage of the programme, Step-Up projects have been most successful at achieving
soft outcomes, including:




Personal development
Job search skills
Career management

In terms of employment progression outcomes, the most common has been securing a new
job, rather than seeing improvements to existing jobs. Providers found it difficult to work with
employers to improve existing jobs, unless the employer was engaged in the programme
from the outset.
Providers needed an effective strategy to secure (good) job outcomes. This included:





Job brokerage conducted by the provider or working with an external broker
Working through partnerships (e.g. Lambeth Working, training providers)
Using web-based tools to source jobs
Developing individual employer relationships
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Introduction
Step-Up is a programme funded by Trust for London and the Walcot Foundation, launched
in September 2015, that aims to test new approaches that help low-paid workers increase
their earnings and progress into better jobs. The target beneficiaries of the programme are:



individuals on a low-income (defined as an average hourly wage below the London
Living Wage, which is currently £9.75 per hour), and
with a stable work history (defined as working a minimum of 14 hours a week for at
least the last 12 months).

It is also intended that at least half of the overall programme beneficiaries will be Lambeth
residents.
Step-Up is being delivered by six voluntary sector organisations that successfully applied,
through a competitive tendering process, for a grant worth up to £80,000 each over 2 years.
The six organisations are:


The Creative Society - Supporting young people working in the creative & cultural
sectors



High Trees Community Development Trust - Based in Tulse Hill, supporting the local
community – in particular lone parents and over 50s



Indoamerican Refugee and Migrant Organisation (IRMO) - Supporting Latin
American workers focusing on those working in cleaning



The Springboard Charity - Supporting workers in the restaurant and hospitality sector



Thames Reach - Working in partnership with Clean Slate to pilot digital engagement



Women Like Us (part of the Timewise Foundation) - Supporting parents - mainly
women, many lone parents

The primary outcomes for the programme include higher hourly wages and weekly earnings
and secondary outcomes include improved conditions, responsibility and skills.
Providers designed their own support models for Step-Up, in some cases drawing on prior
experiences of delivering in-work progression, and in other cases drawing on their previous
experiences of working with the target group. The aim is for Step-Up to be a collaborative
programme where organisations can share learning on what works with each other as
projects progress. Learning and Work Institute (L&W) are the evaluation and learning
partner for Step-Up. The first year of Step-Up (Oct 2015 – Sep 2016) comprised a ‘test and
learn’ phase, where it was envisaged that providers would try different approaches, learn
from what worked and at the end of the first year review their delivery models and make
changes. This report summarises the learning from the first year of Step-Up. We hope that
this will provide useful learning for the design and delivery of other programmes aimed at inwork progression support, especially those delivered by the voluntary sector.
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In the rest of this paper, we first report briefly on participant characteristics and outcomes
from the first year and then subsequently describe the learning in four key areas: recruitment
of participants, delivery of support, engaging employers and achieving outcomes.
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1. Summary of Step-Up Year 1 Participant characteristics and
outcomes
Over the first year of Step-Up, 287 people were recruited onto the programme. A third of
these were men and two thirds women; around two fifths had dependent children.
Participants were working in a range of sectors when they joined the programme, with
cleaning, hospitality and retail predominating. There was a mix of both full and part-time
workers and average weekly earnings were £220 per week.
By September 2016, 81 participants had achieved an outcome on the programme, which
represents 28% of all participants.

Types of Outcomes Achieved
Promotion or increased
responsibilities

7
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New job
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The most common outcomes achieved were new jobs, additional jobs and new
qualifications. Improvements in existing jobs such as a better contract, a promotion or
improved working hours were achieved by a much smaller number of participants. The
average hourly wage gain for a new job was 22%, for an additional job it was 11%, and
for a promotion it was 19%.
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2. Recruitment
Step-Up providers found that recruiting employed participants into an in-work progression
pilot presented new challenges and required different approaches than engaging people
who were out of work. The employed client group have distinct barriers which prevent them
from accessing support, most commonly availability and time. The concept of support for
people in low-paid work to progress their income is also fairly novel, which therefore required
providers to be proactive in recruitment and clear in their messaging.
This section explores the recruitment methods used by the different providers to attract
participants into their support. It focuses on the methods which providers found most and
least successful and on the lessons learned about successful messaging and approaches
which have informed their future plans for recruitment.

What works well in recruitment
Recruiting previous participants
Several of the providers were able to effectively recruit onto Step-Up from a pool of
participants that they had supported into employment through previous programmes.
Providers could re-engage with these participants to offer additional support to help them
progress in work, following at least one year in employment. This was generally an effective
recruitment method as the participant was already aware of the provider and had a
relationship with them. However, it was dependent on the quality of contact details, and
providers faced difficulties when people had moved away or changed contact details.
One provider overcame these challenges through using Facebook to locate and
communicate with previous programme participants, and continued to use Facebook to
effectively group the participants together and communicate with them throughout the
support. The use of social media to recruit participants was well received by their client
group of young people, and could have further potential uses for other providers with a social
media presence.

Using a wider service offer/ ‘no wrong doors’ approach
Participants were also recruited into Step Up from the providers’ other services. This worked
well when providers had an effective initial assessment process to determine what type of
support would best suit the individual participant. One provider referred to this approach as
a “no wrong doors” policy, which ensured that anyone who approached the provider would
be informed about Step Up if it was relevant. This cross-referring was also evident at
another provider, where participants could access one form of support, such as adult
education classes, and from there begin to address some of their barriers to accessing
support and become receptive to joining the Step Up programme. This provider found that
they were able to recruit a large proportion of their Step-Up participants through engaging
with participants on their adult education courses:
‘You ask the question, “How many hours do you work? Do you work part time? Oh,
you might be eligible,” so you have that in your mind.’ (Step-Up provider)
Recruiting previous participants and cross-referring eligible participants from other services
worked well due to the positive relationship and trust that the participant had built up with the
provider. Positive recommendations from friends and family could also transfer this trust to
10

others. This worked particularly well with organisations which were well-embedded in their
local community:
‘When they cross the door and they say, “I’m here because I want to do the
construction course,” or “the health and social care course,” they just say, “because
someone told me.” It’s how the community works…We don’t need to use other
means because people just hear about us and they come a lot. It was so natural that
we get people.’ (Step-Up provider)

Recruiting through networks, forums and umbrella organisations
Providers who were already involved in community networks, forums and umbrella
organisations were often able to secure referrals from these. These networks could ensure
that the people recruited were those which would benefit most from the provider’s support.
For example:




One provider worked with schools to provide leaflets and texts to parents and had
links with charities that support women’s skills development;
Another provider received referrals from organisations which provided
apprenticeships to young people; and
A third provider worked closely with several providers who support those at high risk
of homelessness.

Working with umbrella organisations and networks who were accustomed and committed to
partnership working also reduced the risk of losing single contact points within organisations
through staff turnover.
Providers were also able to recruit clients by attending partner providers’ premises to
advertise Step Up. This worked well when these premises were well used by their target
group. For example, one adviser based herself in a local youth centre in between
appointments, engaging young people there in conversation, which proved very successful
as a recruitment method:
‘I'm based in a local youth centre in Lewisham, I do a lot of work there... when I’m
around in south London and I need a computer I go and sit in [youth centre] and
often people will walk in asking for advice and I just overhear the conversations and
snap them up.’ (Step-Up provider)
Another Step-Up adviser described going into children’s centres as part of their outreach
work and engaging with parents to provide advice and information about their services,
including the Step Up programme.
Many of the providers had also established good connections with organisations that offer
programmes to support people into employment. When this worked well, the Step Up
programme was a natural follow-on for individuals from the existing support. Providers
found it most useful for recruitment when these programmes offered a period of in-work
support following their placement into work, so that the individual was still in touch with
support and more likely to contactable and open to further support.
Several providers cited local authority provision (e.g. Southwark Works and Lambeth
Working) as an effective referral pathway, as these providers were able to refer people on to
Step-Up when they were reaching the end of their existing support. This was particularly
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successful when partners were able to refer to the provider which would be the best ‘fit’ for
the individual. For example, Southwark Works and Lambeth Working referred young people
on to one provider who focused on the creative sector following placements or
apprenticeships in arts-based organisations. Some Step-Up providers were also able to
make use of contacts with local authority housing departments, who were able to refer on
eligible people on housing benefit who wanted to progress their income.

Recruitment challenges
Availability of potential participants
One of the main recruitment challenges reported by providers was the limited availability of
potential participants, due to work and other commitments.
None of the providers found recruiting through colleges to be an effective method, perhaps
due to the combined time commitment of being in work and studying. Providers which
incorporated a training offer within their support found this worked well however, which
suggests that working participants will struggle to commit to attending several support
services at once.
There was generally acknowledged to be less support available for people in low-paid work,
especially support to improve skills and employability. Therefore providers could also find it
difficult to locate eligible in-work participants. This was a particular issue for one provider
which aimed to attract freelancers and support them to improve their employment prospects,
but found it difficult to locate them as they weren’t affiliated with any support services:
‘It’s more difficult if they’re not connected to organisations, they’re not employed by
definition by organisations or potential referral sources, so unless you approach
freelancers individually it’s quite difficult to engage with them.’ (Step-Up provider)

Recruitment through employers
One way to reach people who are in low-paid work could be to access them through their
employer. This worked for some providers who were able to work closely with individual
employers with whom they had already established a relationship (see Section 4). However,
one provider found that ‘cold-calling’ employers who they did not have an established
relationship with was less effective. Managers in these businesses tended to be reluctant to
publicise the programme to their employees, either feeling that the programme duplicated
their own in-house procedures for staff development, or feared that they could lose their staff
as a result of participation:
'I think from their point of view they felt, “Actually, we don’t really want our staff out of
hours going out to do something like this and potentially leaving.”' (Step-Up provider)
It was felt that recruiting this way required the employer to be receptive to upskilling their
staff, to have progression routes within the organisation, and to be receptive to using
external support to help their employees to progress.

Eligibility criteria
The eligibility criteria for the Step Up programme – i.e. participants who had been in work of
at least 14 hours a week for 12 months - caused providers some difficulties in recruitment.
However, some providers were able to resolve this through exercising a “no wrong doors”
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approach, as described above, meaning that participants could be recruited onto Step-Up
from other services once they reached eligibility.
The programme target of at least half of programme beneficiaries being Lambeth residents
also caused some challenges. For providers who weren’t based in Lambeth, or lacked
strong links in the borough, recruiting the required proportion of Lambeth participants was
one of the most challenging aspects of recruitment. These providers made attempts to
establish relationships with potential referral routes, through networking events and building
links with relevant services, but found that initial referrals from these had been slow. They
also found that people who attended Lambeth-based organisations or who were employed in
the borough did not always live locally.
Those providers who were more strongly embedded in the local community in Lambeth did
not report such challenges. In general, it was found that referral links required strong
relationships and ‘cold’ outreach into unfamiliar territory was far less effective, at least
initially.

Recruiting through partners
Providers experienced varying degrees of success when using their delivery partners or
external contacts to recruit participants into support. Common challenges included:




partners not effectively conveying the message of the pilot to potential participants,
organisational changes affecting their ability to refer participants, and
difficulties tracking participants who had entered employment.

While engaging with partners who placed people into work was a potentially effective
recruitment channel for Step-Up (as above), providers reported that their partners often
found it more difficult than expected to reconnect with participants who had been placed into
work. Their ability to re-contact participants was affected by the relationship between the
participant and the partner, the quality and quantity of in-work contact and the mobility of
individuals (with some having left the borough):
‘Those who they placed over a year ago, the time has passed in terms of them
having a relationship with them, so they have been hard to get hold of.’ (Step-Up
provider)
Local authority initiatives which placed people into work did not always provide extended
periods of in-work support or contact with participants, as this wasn’t their original remit,
which made it more difficult to re-contact past participants. Providers reported that local
authorities also had other competing priorities and pressures on staff time, such as preparing
for Universal Credit, which could stall progress when working with Step Up providers. Staff
time constraints also made it difficult for them to contact past participants and the data to
enable this wasn’t always accessible to providers. Staff turnover and restructuring
processes could also present difficulties and hinder providers in accessing information on
people who had been placed into work previously.
Some Step Up providers were able to work with Lambeth Council to send out letters to
residents in receipt of partial housing benefit to recruit them into support. These produced
only a small number of enquiries and programme recruits, but providers felt that this had
potential and that a higher volume and more co-ordinated approach across the programme
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could yield results. This will be tried in Year 2. A challenge is to retain clear and simple
messaging about Step-Up support, given the diversity across the six Step-Up providers.
Links were also being made by some providers with Jobcentre Plus as a potential referral
route. This had been developed furthest by one provider, where working with JCP was felt
to present mutual benefits, both in terms of increasing the number of referrals to Step-Up
and, for JCP, demonstrating how in-work progression under Universal Credit could work in
practice. However, this also presented a challenge, since JCP work coaches required
claimants to engage with Step-Up support as a mandatory activity under the terms of their
claimant commitment, which could leave young people liable to penalties and sanctions for
missing appointments. This posed a difficulty for Step-Up providers, who are operating a
voluntary programme and aiming to provide flexible in-work support to fit with participants’
needs. Joint working between Step-Up and JCP will be further explored in Year 2 of the
programme.

The messaging of Step-Up support
Providers commonly asserted that the message of Step Up could be quite difficult to get
across to participants, due to a lack of familiarity with the concept of in-work progression
support for people who are already in work.
The message could be even more difficult to get across when relying on an external partner
or employer to filter the message through to potential participants. For example, one
provider who recruited participants via engagement with an employer found that the
programme’s message had not effectively got through to their recruits. Participant feedback
showed high levels of uncertainty about the programme offer and low expectations, with
some participants only attending initially because they thought that it was mandatory.
Providers also, in general, felt that it was easier to put across the message of progression as
supporting participants to change their circumstances or to move to a different job, rather
than the idea of progression within a business through promotion. This made it more difficult
for providers whose delivery model was based on progression within a business to convey
their message to potential participants.
Providers identified some aspects of messaging which they felt had been effective at
attracting participants into support. This included:





focusing on the participants’ starting situation,
offering holistic support,
providing testimonies from past participants; and
ensuring that the message was focused on tangible outcomes (such as qualifications
or access to good quality flexible jobs):
'if you’re asking somebody to commit time with you, they need to know what they’re
getting out of it and, if that’s not clear, then that’s where you’re going to struggle.’
(Step-Up provider)

Accessing employment support for people in work was regarded as a relatively new concept
and providers found that communicating this idea through the term “in-work progression”
could be too complex and not meaningful for respondents. Instead, they preferred
messaging which focused on a participant’s current situation and sold the longer-term
14

outcome. For example, one provider ensured that their recruitment material did not mention
“progression”, but instead concentrated on simple messages about being supported to earn
more and enjoy a better quality of life, thus focusing on current dissatisfaction rather than the
idea of career development. Other providers concurred.
Providers agreed that participants lacked incentive to proactively search for in-work
progression support because they are unaware of its existence. Therefore, many providers
concentrated on selling a tangible outcome such as a qualification or job change to sell the
programme. For example, one provider’s messaging was “Change your job, your career,
your sector”, which related to the idea of people feeling dissatisfied or stuck in their current
job, and also related to this provider’s offer of sector-specific training. Another provider
based their leaflet design on an outcome-based message, by showing a pin board with
various job opportunities and salaries. This depicted the end result of the support and
communicated that one aspect of their support offer is their jobs board and brokerage.
Some providers felt that the Step-Up message worked better when conveyed in a two-stage
way – initially engaging people for help with specific needs such as IT skills or confidence,
and then engaging them in thinking about career implications at a later stage in their journey,
once the relationship and trust with the adviser had been built up. This type of messaging
worked well for participants who lacked confidence in their ability to progress, or had
competing time pressures and initially wanted a shorter-term focus on one issue they
perceived to be a barrier. An initial focus on improving an unsatisfying circumstance by
changing jobs could then be extended to a longer term, sustainable focus on career
progression when the participant felt more comfortable with the adviser and provider:
‘There have been a few people who have come in and said, “I just want another job,”
and then eventually when they have seen us they then decide that actually they want
to focus on this for their career progression, and that has come out again through the
work that we do.’ (Step-Up provider)
It was also important that the offer felt tailored to the individual, rather than simply a listing of
all the support options available. Providers often chose to emphasise the personalised
nature of the support offered, through one-to-one coaching with an adviser with good
knowledge of local networks and avenues for further support. To enable this messaging to
succeed, the adviser and provider environment had to reflect an approachable, personcentred approach:
‘It’s the coaching element of things, confidence building, self-esteem that has
motivated people, and the relationship... we’re very approachable, and once people
come into the building they see how person-centred we all are in here, and that we
enjoy working with people, and it has a very friendly atmosphere and it’s nonjudgemental, so we take everyone; it’s very nurturing.’ (Step-Up provider)

Organisations’ future plans for recruitment
Several providers planned to incorporate case studies and personal testimonies from
participants who have successfully completed the programme and achieved a good outcome
into their recruitment strategies for Year 2. For example, several partners are asking
participants for statements about their experiences to be used in recruitment and advertising,
as well as trying new approaches such as local press articles and increasing the digital
15

reach of the support through hosting their website on providers’ and partners’ web pages.
One provider, who had engaged participants through a business partner in Year 1, have also
asked this partner to publicise the positive outcomes at networking events as a means of
engaging more businesses in Year 2.
Providers who were struggling with Lambeth recruitment have made it their priority to
continue to build new links and explore other avenues beyond the more obvious
employment-focused organisations, for example into other community groups. However, it is
recognised that community links take time to become effective referral pathways.
One of the Step-Up providers that is well-embedded in their local community in Lambeth and
have been able to recruit Lambeth-based participants relatively easily, has informally
referred participants to other Step Up providers if they felt that would better support the
individual’s specific needs. It has therefore been decided that in order to maximise the
effectiveness of recruitment in Year 2, this provider will act as a referral route for other
providers, in addition to supporting individuals through their own in-house provision. In order
to take this forward, there is a need to develop effective referral procedures to ensure that
there is no drop-out between initial contact and referral to the right provider.
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3. Activities and support delivered
Providers offered a range of activities during Year 1 aimed at enabling participants to
progress in employment. The key activities delivered included:


One-to-one support – this was the core delivery method used by all providers,
focused on careers guidance; soft skills development, such as confidence building
and motivation; and employability support, such as CV development and interview
skills.



Group sessions – these were used by some providers, and where they had not been
used, this was usually a result of the logistical difficulties of being able to get
participants together, and providers had not necessarily discarded this as a support
option.



Referrals to partners, other in-house provision or external organisations had been
used by all but one provider to support participants with additional needs that could
not be addressed directly through the programme. This included referral for ESOL
provision and literacy and numeracy qualifications.



Peer-mentoring or some form of peer support was also an activity introduced by a
number of providers.



Job brokerage was less common but was a key element of the support model for
some providers (see Section 4)

What’s working in delivering support
Flexibility
There was consensus among providers that offering flexible support was key for this client
group, due to their responsibilities and limited time available. For example, providers
mentioned using multiple channels to keep in contact with participants (such as texts, emails
and phone calls) to limit disengagement, and providing support through telephone and
online options, as well as other local venues, for people who were not able to attend the
provider premises. Some providers also scheduled sessions in the evenings or at weekend
to encourage attendance.

Developing an action plan
Providers emphasised that developing a clear progression pathway for individuals, which
showed the sequence of activities participants had to undertake to achieve an outcome was
important in maintaining client engagement, because it meant that clients were aware of
what they were working towards and how. Most providers did this in the form of action plans
that were set in the initial one-to-one session and reviewed over time:
‘So they have like a clear idea of what they will need to do and what the programme
is about: for the construction sector, to get the first card [CSCS card], the second
card and then they get the job, so like a clear path.’ (Step-Up provider)
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Peer support
Peer support was also identified as an important method for supporting participants to make
progress. This was delivered in different formats across the providers.
One provider built informal peer support into their drop-in job clubs, which enabled clients to
meet others in similar situations, and another provider delivered group sessions, which
enabled clients working for the same employer to reflect on their experiences, discuss them
with others who had been through similar situations and share information and good
practice.
Other providers had more formal methods of engaging peer support. For example:


One provider deployed peer advisers who worked with clients on either an ongoing or
an ad hoc basis as needed, providing employability and IT support.



Another provider engaged peer mentors, who worked with clients that wanted to
break into a new sector, over six months, to help them organise volunteering or work
experience, provide tips on how the labour market works in the sector and support
them with job applications.



A third provider matched clients with a mentor that worked for the same employer,
and who had been through a similar progression pathway, to share experiences and
help overcome any difficulties faced.

Some providers originally envisaged that peer mentors would be matched to clients by
sector, however that often proved difficult to organise in practice. However, reflecting on
this, providers felt that the most important point was that mentors should have some
experience of the journey that Step-Up participants are going through in order to support
them effectively:
‘That was the idea, of matching by profession, but it’s getting hard. So I said like we
think that maybe it is better… not better, but it’s equally good if [they are in] a
different profession, but a person who’s been through the whole thing, […] even if
not the same sector, I think it could be more useful if that person is a professional
with a university degree and struggled, and went through all the impediments.’ (StepUp provider)
‘It was good for them to talk to people who could think back to that time, that
transitional period, from going from working with other team members to suddenly
being promoted, and then having to delegate and how the dynamics change, and
some of them were struggling with that.’ (Step-Up provider)
Peer support and mentoring helped clients with a range of barriers, including their lack of
networks, lack of confidence, limited knowledge of the sector they were interested in and
fears about taking on additional responsibilities.

Gaining work experience
Providers recognised the importance of clients gaining work experience if they were looking
to move into a different sector, thus volunteering and work experience placements were
recognised as important routes to progression. Many participants lacked relevant
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experience in the sector they were interested in, and so gaining this improved their CV and
their knowledge of the area of work that they wanted to go into. However providers also
found that this could be difficult to organise and it was not a method that was used
extensively.
One provider used work experience and volunteering placements as an important element of
their provision for enabling young people to move into the creative sector. This ranged from
one-day informal shadowing opportunities to longer-term placements. However, they
experienced difficulties in expanding the range of such opportunities available:
‘But the reason why I’ve kind of kept a small catalogue of work experience
placements is because all those work experience providers, they understand that
young people can be flaky, can be a little bit harder, […] whereas if you’re a big
organisation and you’re a graphic design agency […] you don’t have time for those
young people to mess you around so you’re less lenient. […] So I suppose that’s why
we haven’t reached out to huge organisations, we’ve kept it quite kind of local.’ (StepUp provider)

Access to job opportunities
Providers had different methods for enabling access to job opportunities (see Section 4), and
several providers felt that their mechanisms for alerting participants to job opportunities were
key in the success of their provision. For example, one provider offered an online jobs
platform, through which participants with caring responsibilities could access ‘handpicked’
part-time and flexible job opportunities in Lambeth. Participants received a text alert
whenever a job suitable for them is placed on the site. This was very successful, reflected in
high levels of activity on the site. Similarly, another provider offers an online jobs platform
with access to London Living Wage jobs, and a system of text alerts for participants when
new opportunities become available. Other providers also emailed or texted participants
about relevant vacancies as they arose.
These activities helped participants to overcome the common barrier of not knowing where
to look for relevant vacancies. It also provided ‘added value’ for participants – and thus
enhanced engagement - by providing exclusive access to, for example, jobs paying the
London Living Wage or with flexible working options:
‘the difference is that each job on the job site has been negotiated to part-time
flexibility through employer engagement.’ (Step-Up provider)

What’s working in sustaining engagement
Providers strongly concurred that providing individualised and bespoke support was
essential to keeping clients engaged, since they were then getting advice and guidance that
was suitable for them. This is especially important for working participants who are time
constrained and need a good reason to engage in support. Linked to this, providers also felt
that personalised communications were important. One adviser explained that sending
personalised messages to clients had worked well because this demonstrated that they were
invested in participants. Likewise, a Step-Up tutor called people who missed a session to
find out why, and used a separate What's App group for each event and activity to share
relevant information and reminders.
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Responding to client needs and feedback was also important in sustaining engagement. For
example, one provider sought member feedback on their website to ensure that it continued
to be appealing and useable and another began to include job offers in their advertising in
response to client feedback.
Regular communication was also felt to be very important. Providers usually tried to contact
participants weekly or fortnightly to check on their progress and make sure there were no
issues. When people did choose to drop-out, providers explained that it was important to
‘leave the door open’ for people to re-engage if they decided that they wanted to, and not to
put pressure on clients. In some situations, the intervention was not at the right time for the
individual and additional barriers had to be overcome before they were in the right mindset to
engage.
Lastly, communicating the end goal of the support was an important factor in keeping clients
engaged because if they understood the purpose of attending sessions and had something
to aim towards, they were more willing to participate:
‘They like it because they see progress and it ending. [They realise] that there is a
light at the end.’ (Step-Up provider)

Challenges in delivering support
Difficulties organising group work
A number of providers expressed difficulties with organising group events, such as
workshops and networking sessions, since working clients lacked spare time and so it was
difficult to find a time that all could make, even if events were offered in the evenings and
weekends:
‘Group workshops just don’t work...one person or two people will turn up and it’s
been really difficult to co-ordinate due to time. I tried Saturdays, I tried evenings, I
tried during the day, every single day, but it just doesn’t work.’ (Step-Up provider)
Another provider also faced difficulties organising group activities for their participants, since
many of them worked evenings, while tutors tended to work daytime hours. Therefore, for
most providers, fewer group sessions occurred than originally intended.
Another issue with group sessions was ensuring that the content is relevant to all. One
provider experienced a challenge with differing levels of English ability amongst workshop
participants, which caused some participants to drop out because they felt the session was
too slow for their needs.

Flexible support can be time intensive
Some providers felt that co-ordinating or delivering support had been much more time
consuming than their expectations (based on previous experience of delivering support to
workless clients), given the flexibility that was needed for this group. For example, one
provider reported that they had spent more time on delivering one-to-one support and less
on networking and growing the client base than they had anticipated:
‘I think definitely that the level of support is higher […] it just seems to be much more
admin and much more time taken up with the actual one-to-one support rather than
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the going out and networking and promotion, and all of that, than I would have
expected. […] I think we tried different ways of trying to streamline that support but
there’s only a certain amount that you can actually sort of do by trying to schedule
appointments one afternoon, but then it doesn’t suit other people, so you know.’
(Step-Up provider)
Similarly, another provider explained that delivering one-to-one support, although effective,
was very time-intensive and in some cases the adviser was working 12 hour days to fit
around participants’ availability.

Client expectations
Clients sometimes had unrealistic expectations of the support offer and of the jobs they
could obtain. For example, one provider described clients contacting them the night before
an application was due in to receive support. Another provider explained that they had
learnt that they had to be clear with clients about what support they could offer. Last minute
support was also seen as unhelpful for clients as it was a ‘short-term fix’ rather than
something that would lead to sustainable change.
Where the support model relies on strong relationships, trust and intensive support, it can
also be difficult for advisers to maintain boundaries with clients:
‘After you’ve been working with them for ten weeks they really do think that you’re
there for everything ... I’m not a counsellor, there’s a certain remit of what I know and
what I can do, and I have to step away.’ (Step-Up provider)

Establishing peer (mentoring) networks
Several providers expressed difficulties with establishing a mentoring network for
participants. This could include difficulties finding mentors who could commit for the
required duration or difficulties co-ordinating mentoring sessions, due to the limited time of
both parties.
Providers also found it difficult to establish a peer support network. One provider
experienced a very low turnout from Step Up participants when they tried to organise a peer
networking event, another felt that they had not yet managed to fully capitalise on the social
network element of their provision, due partly to difficulties in scheduling group events.

Sustaining engagement
Some providers reported that they had experienced quite a high drop-out rate over the first
year. Reasons for this included that participants joined who were less committed to the aims
of the programme, that participants moved out of the area or other circumstances changed
or that participants changed employers and the support was less relevant.
Providers also experienced difficulties with clients cancelling appointments. This was a
particular issue for one provider whose clients were often freelancers or had zero-hour
contracts and employment opportunities could arise at short notice. Providers also
mentioned clients being demotivated or tired, e.g. if meeting after work, which meant that it
was hard to engage them in intensive activities. Some participants had additional difficulties
engaging due to childcare responsibilities:
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‘And with women it’s even worse because it’s not just anti-social hours they work,
also they take care of the kids. And, you know, and they feel a bit frustrated with
that, where they feel, “let me ask my husband if he can take care of my kid”’ (Step-Up
provider)

Referrals and partnership working
Finding appropriate external provision to refer clients to was another difficulty that providers
encountered. ESOL and literacy/numeracy courses were reported to be especially limited.
Finding free provision for the Step-Up client group was also difficult since they were in work.
Funding cuts to voluntary sector organisations and training providers was also highlighted as
a challenge preventing onward referrals, as provision was increasingly being limited or
eligibility criteria tightened. This also meant that the landscape of support options was
constantly changing, making it difficult for providers to navigate. For example, one Step-Up
provider struggled when a course provider delivering their health and social care pathway
lost their funding part way through Year 1.
Some providers also faced difficulties due to their reliance on partner organisations. For
example, one provider struggled in progressing their strand of work on improving pay and
conditions in the cleaning sector as it was reliant on partnership with a trade union, who
were not able to deliver.
Ways to overcome these issues included:


Changing delivery models – e.g. from reliance on one course provider to signposting
to a range of different training options



Meeting course costs by using grant finder tools (e.g. Turn2us), negotiating special
rates with providers or delivering training in-house



Making use of local networks to source free workshops and support where possible

Changes to delivery models
Year 1 of Step-Up was a test and learn phases in which it was envisaged that providers
would learn from what worked and review and make changes to their delivery models in the
second year. The changes that providers had made or were planning to make are
summarised in the customer journey charts in the Appendix.
The key changes included:
1. Introducing additional support/opportunities for clients, e.g.:


introducing volunteering opportunities within the provider organisation



introducing intensive English courses and preferential access to other internal ESOL
provision



placing more emphasis on one-to-one job search support following completion of
training



placing more emphasis on finding mentors to foster longer-term support for clients.
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2. Better use or co-ordination of existing services, e.g.:


using peer advisers more effectively, for example by matching to clients based on
age, skills and experience or sector



increasing the integration between different elements of Step-Up provision.

3. Changes in delivery model and partnership arrangements, e.g.:


placing more emphasis on sourcing a range of training provision rather than referring
to one training provider, following changes to this provider’s funding



targeting employee recruitment at a range of businesses, rather than working closely
with a single business



Making use of existing organisational networks to identify mentoring opportunities



Delivering client support in-house rather than working through delivery partners.
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4. Employer Engagement
To enable participants to progress their earnings and careers, Step-Up providers tried to
engage with employers that they could potentially place clients with, either for a permanent
position or for work experience. Engaging employers could also have the benefit of
generating employer-led events and ad-hoc mentoring opportunities for Step-Up clients.
Approaches to employer engagement varied across the providers, according to their delivery
model and the client group that they supported. Some providers already had a wellestablished model of employer engagement and utilised this in their Step-Up work, while at
the other end of the spectrum, other providers focused on identifying job opportunities for
their clients, but did not actively work to engage specific employers in order to place clients.
Some of the providers focused on engaging employers in the sectors that they specialised
in, while others worked with brokers that specialised in particular sectors.

Employer engagement models
Working directly with employers to influence progression opportunities
Two of the Step-Up providers had a well-established model of employer engagement prior to
the Step-Up pilot and incorporated this approach into their Step-Up delivery.
The first of these providers is engaged with employers as part of a wider Lambeth in-work
progression initiative. This work, funded by the Walcot Foundation, Lambeth Council and
other partners, involves working with anchor institutions, such as Lambeth Council and
housing associations, to spread the message about the benefits of quality part-time and
flexible working throughout these organisations and through their supply chains. It has also
involved raising awareness of Step-Up and the benefits of a flexible workforce through their
communications work.
This provider has also recently established a relationship with an NHS Foundation Trust,
which has enabled them to deliver progression support to the Trust’s employees. This is
delivered during working hours, and is focused on the organisation’s recruitment methods
and progression pathways, to enable employees to make better use of the progression
options that are available to them within the organisation. This builds on the provider’s
established approach to employer engagement, which seeks to develop relationships with
large employers at several different levels (e.g. at senior management level, with HR teams,
and with operational managers), which enables them to get buy-in for the work that they do
throughout the organisation – at strategic and operational levels as well as from staff
themselves.
The other provider has well-established relationships with a large range of employers in the
hospitality sector. In the first year of delivery, the provider engaged one of these employers
and worked with them to identify employees for progression support. Managers selected
candidates that had the potential to progress within the organisation, and the provider
delivered a programme of support, focused on enabling them to progress either within the
organisation or within the sector more widely.
Going forward, this provider plans to engage a wider range of businesses in Step-Up by
spreading the word to their business partners at meetings and networking sessions. They
also plan to use peer to peer engagement to bring more businesses on board. In addition,
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they also plan to recruit individual employees directly, both through a network of sectorbased ambassadors and other local means of recruitment, so that their delivery model will
be a hybrid one going forward - working with individual employers to help progress their staff
and working with employees from a range of different businesses.

Seeking job opportunities for clients
The other four Step-Up providers did not have such well-established employer engagement
work in-house, and focused their efforts primarily on identifying good job opportunities for
participants and enabling them to take up those opportunities, rather than working directly
with employers to affect progression routes. Providers identified relevant job opportunities in
different ways, some working through intermediaries, others engaging employers directly.
One provider had purchased an online job-search tool that sweeps adverts and agencies for
relevant opportunities and used this as their main means of identifying vacancies for their
clients. They also received job vacancies direct from partner organisations. London Living
Wage job vacancies are placed on their online jobs board, which only members have access
to. They also engage directly with large employers that they have established relationships
with, in order to provide other member benefits, e.g. training events for clients on the
programme. Their approach is not to target specific employers directly, but instead to
identify opportunities across their networks.
Another provider who works with young people is primarily focused on enabling their clients
to access the informal jobs market in the creative sector through supporting them to network
more effectively and to approach arts organisations directly for opportunities. They do this
through teaching clients about the benefits of tools like LinkedIn and the importance of
attending events, and trying to increase their self-confidence so that they feel comfortable
approaching employers directly.
Wider than Step-Up, this provider is also involved in employer engagement through their
campaigning work around the London Living Wage and fair recruitment practices. In the
future, they plan to do more work on encouraging organisations in the creative sector to
advertise their jobs publicly, thus opening them up to a wider pool of people, although they
recognised the challenges in this, especially for small organisations reliant on word of mouth
advertising. The adviser had attempted to engage with employers around improvements to
pay and contracts as part of Step-Up, but had found this difficult to achieve:
‘I’ve gone into employers about their contracts and their pay and employers are very
hostile and very private’ (Step-Up provider)
A third provider started out working in partnership with a job broker to provide job placement
for clients and to work with clients once in employment to help them achieve promotion.
However, through the first year, the model has changed so that jobs brokerage is divided
between the partner and in-house activity, depending on target sector. The partner
continues to place clients in retail and hospitality jobs where they have good connections,
while the provider also receives job vacancies from large employment brokers like Lambeth
Working, and engages with smaller local employers directly about vacancies.
A final provider also used Lambeth Working as the main vehicle for identifying vacancies for
their clients. During the first year, they also made use of the employer contacts of a training
partner for obtaining jobs for clients in health and social care, but this training provider is no
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longer able to support Step-Up due to funding changes, so other ways of sourcing these jobs
will need to be identified in Year 2. This provider did not broker jobs directly with employers
themselves, but saw their role as supporting clients to apply for jobs, with other agencies
providing the vacancies.

Ways to engage and work with employers
What worked well


Providers highlighted that there is a need to tailor the message and way of working to
suit the employer in question, since large businesses and SMEs have different needs
and priorities.
o

For large employers, building a relationship with staff at several different
levels, from senior management down, can be helpful, in order to secure both
strategic and operational buy-in to the support delivered.

o

For smaller employers, informal and ad hoc relationships, negotiated
individually, may be more effective for securing work experience placements,
mentoring contacts and feedback on clients’ job applications.



Offering something attractive to the employer was said to help in engagement, for
example, Timewise specialise in ‘reverse marketing’ potential applicants to
employers based on their skills and potential.



It was felt to be essential to work at maintaining relationships with employers, once
they had been built.



Working with partners such as training organisations and employment agencies who
have good links in particular sectors was seen to be an effective way of working,
rather than negotiating relationships individually.



Job Fairs were also seen to be a good way to meet and build relationships with
employers:

‘The really good thing about jobs fairs is there’s always loads of local employers so
meeting them and building those connections. I’ve done lots of "I’ll give you my
resources if you give up some time for me" that type of relationship.’ (Step-Up provider)

Less successful


Cold calling employers to engage either the employer or the employees in Step-Up
was felt to be ineffective. When one of the providers tried this, the response from
employers was that they were either already providing something similar in-house, or
concern that the programme would encourage employees to improve their skillset
and then leave the business.



Employer events focused on job entry do not always lend themselves well to selling
the in-work progression message.
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Future plans for employer engagement


engaging directly with more local employers to encourage them to use the providers’
job boards.



working with local children centres and schools to recruit staff to the Step-Up
programme.



re-engaging with existing business partners, making use of positive outcomes from
Year 1 to help sell the programme, and encouraging businesses to engage in peer to
peer marketing.



engaging with large public sector employers to secure entry level positions for StepUp clients.

27

5. Outcomes
Soft or intermediate outcomes
The outcomes that were most widely felt by providers to have been fully achieved over the
first year of the programme were primarily soft outcomes, including:




Personal development outcomes, like improved confidence, motivation and selfesteem and the development of peer support networks;
Job search skills, such as knowing where to look for jobs and improvements in
applications, CVs and interview skills; and
Career management outcomes, such as strengthened career aspirations, greater
clarity of career goals, improved knowledge about career opportunities within a
sector or industry, and improved awareness of the support available.

Providers reported that these type of outcomes were largely nurtured through the one-to-one
support that formed the bedrock of the provision.

Personal development outcomes
In addition to one-to-one support, personal development outcomes like improved confidence
and motivation were also developed through group sessions, where participants could
interact with others in a similar situation, learn from one another’s experiences and develop
a peer support network. Not all providers were able to deliver these due to time constraints
of working participants (see Section 2 on support delivered) but where they were used they
were felt to be critically important to soft outcomes.
Confidence and self-esteem were also developed through activities such as mentoring,
volunteering and work experience, which were used by some of the Step-Up providers.

Career management outcomes
Career management outcomes were again developed through one-to-one support. For
example, all of the providers reported that they supported individuals to think about their
career goals and develop action plans that outlined the steps that they would need to take to
achieve these as part of their one-to one support.
While participants generally joined the programme with a desire to improve their income,
providers reported that goals were often undeveloped and/ or unrealistic and participants
required support to develop their aspirations into a clear goal and plan. In some cases, this
required working with individuals to refine what a ‘good job’ for them would look like, in terms
of their individual constraints (such as caring responsibilities); in others it involved enabling
people to think about opportunities in a new way:
‘I think it’s kind of opening up that door, as to changing a perception of, not seeing it
as a job but as a career, and thinking about, “Where can I go”?’ (Step-Up provider)
Having clear goals and achievable milestones was also critical in improving participants’
motivation, confidence and mindset, which was necessary to maintain their engagement with
the support on what could be a lengthy journey.
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Career goals were also developed in some cases through specialist external support e.g.
from the National Careers Service, who provided advice on career pathways and
qualification requirements.
Greater awareness of career opportunities and the support available - from Step-Up
providers and externally – helped to change participant attitudes and mindsets towards
progression. Those providers that had a sector-specific focus also reported improvements in
participants’ contacts and networks within their targeted industry, which was achieved
through activities such as mentoring – although some providers experienced difficulties in
delivering this (see Section 2).

Improved job search skills
Improved job search skills, such as knowing where and how to look for jobs, and improved
applications, CVs and interview skills were also commonly reported as outcomes by Step-Up
providers. Supporting participants with their CVs and applications also involved raising
awareness of their transferable skills, abilities and aptitudes, which again helped to improve
individuals’ confidence and motivation. Hence these outcomes were mutually reinforcing.
For many providers, this type of employability support is what they are most familiar with
delivering, in some cases through a long history of delivering pre-employment programmes,
hence most had developed effective ways of delivering this type of support. This tended to
be, again, delivered on a one-to-one basis, although some providers also successfully
offered group job search support sessions on a drop-in basis.
Some providers were surprised at how much of this type of job search support was required
for working participants, and some had needed to make changes to their delivery model to
facilitate additional one-to-one job search support.

Vocational skills and qualifications
Vocational qualifications were a common outcome from some Step-Up providers but not all,
due to differences between delivery models. Achievement of qualifications was delivered in
different ways by different providers:






One provider developed successful partnerships with training providers in
construction and health and social care, who delivered training either at their own or
the provider’s premises, to cohorts of Step-Up participants on a rolling basis.
Another provider worked on a one-to-one basis with clients to identify individual skill
requirements and then sourced appropriate courses and available grants and
bursaries for participants.
A third provider developed an in-house course covering the key skills needed to
succeed at management levels in their target sector.

A key challenge faced by those providers who used vocational training as an integral
element of their provision was identifying providers who could offer free or low-cost provision
for working participants (as discussed in Section 2). Extensive networking was required in
order to build up a network of providers – especially given changes to funding streams which
meant that provision and eligibility was often changing.
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Work experience
Strengthened work experience was also an important client outcome for some Step-Up
providers, achieved through signposting participants to volunteering opportunities or through
work experience placements negotiated with employers.

Barriers to achieving soft outcomes
Where soft outcomes that had been anticipated at the start of the programme had not been
achieved, this tended to be for the following reasons:









Difficulties in engaging and motivating clients in certain activities. For
example, several providers reported difficulty in delivering group support sessions
due to time constraints of working participants. This stymied the development of
some anticipated outcomes such as peer support networks. One provider also
reported difficulties in engaging clients in industry networking events – again due to
time constraints – which limited the development of networking skills.
Difficulties in delivering certain activities that relied on external partners or
contacts. For example, some providers originally planned to use mentoring with
peers already in the target industry but had not been able to successfully develop the
networks to do this, so had switched to using mentoring on a more ad hoc basis.
This had limited the development of client networks as an outcome. Similarly, work
experience placements were difficult to set up and hence had been used less
extensively than originally intended in some cases.
External barriers and changes in clients’ personal circumstances. This could
limit the extent to which participants experienced personal development outcomes
such as self-esteem and motivation. In some cases, this also limited engagement in
Step-Up activities which thus resulted in intermediate outcomes not being achieved.
For example, one provider noted that it was difficult to engage clients, especially
women, in English classes over a sustained period, due to irregular working hours
and childcare responsibilities. This limited improvements to their English language
abilities which subsequently limited employment outcomes. Providers also reported
instances where participants had dropped out of Step-Up because external
circumstances became too big a barrier.
Milestones not being achieved. This could also limit the achievement of personal
development outcomes such as improved confidence, self-esteem and motivation.
For example, unsuccessful job interviews could knock people’s confidence.
Reliant on achievement of other outcomes. Some soft outcomes e.g.
management skills, required clients to first achieve a new job/ promotion before they
were able to exercise and develop these skills.

Progression outcomes
At the 12-month stage of the Step-Up programme, all providers reported that they had
achieved some ‘hard’ progression outcomes for participants, including:





improved hours of work;
improved contract or working conditions;
higher wage or earnings; or
improved job satisfaction and work-life balance.
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However, as would be expected at this stage, these type of outcomes were less commonly
achieved than the softer outcomes described above.

How were outcomes achieved?
In general, providers reported that these progression outcomes tended to stem from
participants securing a new job, rather than from getting promoted within an existing job.
Some providers also commented that participants finding an additional job on top of their
existing job was a more common outcome than they had originally envisaged.
In some cases, moving job (and sector) was a key focus of the Step-Up project. However in
other cases, providers had started out with an intent to improve pay and conditions in
existing jobs, as well as seeking better jobs for participants, but had found this difficult to
achieve. For example, one provider had intended to deliver progression in existing jobs via
their job brokerage partner, but had encountered difficulties:
‘from when the kind of project started, they recognised probably the best way to
progress someone is by placing them into a different job, rather than working with
them [in work].’ (Step-Up provider)
There was only one Step-Up project where progression within an existing job was a more
common outcome, and that was where the provider had a delivery model that worked in
partnership with an employer to support young people to progress within the company.
Even here, however, some participants were looking to move to new jobs in the future if their
career aspirations within their current jobs were not achieved within a certain timescale.
While in many cases, providers reported that participants had secured new jobs with higher
wages, some reported that it was difficult to secure jobs that paid the London Living Wage –
one of the intended outcomes of the programme. In some cases, this was because of gaps
in participants’ skills; for example one provider reported that jobs in construction paying the
London Living Wage required higher-level English skills than their clients currently
possessed. In other cases, it was due to the nature of the jobs sourced by partners; for
example one provider explained that their job brokerage partner was rarely able to source
London Living Wage jobs due to the sectors they operated in (retail and hospitality). Another
provider also reported difficulties in finding clients permanent contracts in the creative sector.
In a few cases, providers reported that clients had achieved new jobs that did not result in
higher earnings but were beneficial in other ways, such as improving their work-life balance
or job satisfaction. This was especially the case where a key focus and selling point of the
provision was to facilitate sector change. In these cases, such jobs were viewed as a
positive programme outcome because they were highly valued by the client:
'if they can work in a construction site, they’re very happy, not much money but they
have their self-esteem back.’ (Step-Up provider)

Barriers to achieving employment and earnings outcomes
The main reasons why more progression outcomes had not been achieved at this stage of
the programme included:
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Fewer clients registering on the programme than envisaged and/or clients
leaving the programme if their circumstances changed, resulting in a smaller number
of clients to work with.
Difficulties in partnership arrangements for sourcing new jobs or progression
outcomes. For example, one provider had worked with a training provider to broker
jobs for clients in the health and social care sector, but this training provider lost its
funding during the first year of the programme. Another provider was reliant on a job
brokerage partner to work with clients in jobs to coach them on progression, but the
partner was not able to deliver this element of support within their resource
constraints.
Employment outcomes depend on achieving intermediate outcomes within an
appropriate timescale. This affected all projects to a greater or lesser extent; some
found it more difficult to engage clients in activities than they had envisaged so
outcomes took longer to achieve, and others started project delivery later than
anticipated. This was a particular problem, however, for one provider, who found that
the clients they engaged in Step-Up had lower levels of English language ability than
could be successfully addressed in order to achieve a job outcome within the
timescale of the programme. In the 2nd year of the programme, they have therefore
decided to introduce an English language screener and restrict eligibility to those with
a higher level of English language capability.
Difficulties identifying and recording outcomes – Outcomes could only be
recorded for participants when providers became aware of this. This was a particular
issue for one provider who had a more ‘arms-length’ delivery model based on social
media engagement. There is therefore likely to be some lag in the recording of
outcomes for this provider.
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Appendix: Customer Journey Models for StepUp Providers
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