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A move into sustained work is one of Broadway’s core ambitions for the people we support.

As this research shows, work can be a central part of the journey away from homelessness; building self-
esteem, enabling financial independence and bringing a sense of meaning and possibility to people’s lives. 
Without it homeless people can struggle to maintain self confidence, autonomy and a belief that they can 
play a meaningful role in society. We see this every day in the people we support and the work we do.

Within this context, I find myself asking, are Broadway and others in the homelessness sector doing enough  
to support our clients into work? When you consider that between two and 14% of our clients work, I think  
the answer is ‘no’ and that we could be doing more.

One of the most important messages from this research is that it is not the job that many working 
homeless people struggle with: it is issues outside work. As our participants pointed out, affordable 
housing is too hard to come by, wages are too low, and the benefits system means financial insecurity 
and in-work poverty for many. For a few it can also mean being worse off in work than on benefits.

With welfare reforms encouraging more people into work, organisations in our sector need to ensure our  
accommodation is appropriate for working people, our support is tailored, and our clients can rely on us  
for information and expertise when they move into work.

The research highlights good practice as well as failings; it shows small organisations or specialist  
schemes where personalised support has helped people build up confidence and experience, to overcome  
challenges, and thrive in their jobs.

I would like to congratulate the 50 people who took part in this research for their determination, dedication  
and their achievements. By sharing their experiences, their successes and their struggles they have shown  
that with determination and the right support people who are homeless can thrive in work. They also teach  
us what we could be doing better.

As we publish this research, I would like to call upon fellow homelessness agencies to look critically at our  
approach and ensure that support to move into and keep work is a central part of our practice; upon  
employers to offer work with a Living Wage to this valuable, committed and motivated group of employees;  
and upon the Government to ensure that no one is worse off in work than on benefits and everyone has  
somewhere decent and affordable to live.

Howard Sinclair
Chief Executive, Broadway

FOREWORD
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1.1 Introduction

This report presents findings from longitudinal qualitative research into homeless people’s experiences of  
starting work. Most homeless people want to work but do not1; those who do secure a job often fall out of  
employment2. Keeping Work explored in depth the experiences of 50 currently or recently homeless  
people moving into work, by conducting regular interviews with them over their first six to 12 months  
after starting new jobs. The research aims to identify what helps homeless people sustain work and why  
some people lose their jobs.
The report looks at the experiences of people with current or recent experience of homelessness, including  
accessing ‘single homelessness’ accommodation such as hostels and supported housing and/or sleeping  
rough. It does not include statutory homeless groups.
In addition to the full research findings report and summary report, three practical targeted reports have  
been produced for employers, homeless people wishing to move into work and homelessness sector  
agencies and others supporting homeless people.

1.2 Key findings

Few homeless people work and there is the potential for more to do so
Only a small proportion of homeless people work. Data from project steering group members shows that  
only between 2% and 14% of people living in homelessness hostels and supporting housing worked in  
2012. This is in line with previous research that suggested 15% of homeless people work3. The profile of  
participants for this research shows those who do work have had a range of significant support needs 
reflecting those of the wider homeless population4. Findings suggest that with the right support and 
opportunities, there is the potential for many more homeless people to start and sustain work.

Two thirds of participants sustained work over six to 12 months, and one third lost work
Of the 50 people who took part in the research, the researchers stayed in touch with 34 for between six 
and 12 months after they started work. Of these, 22 people were still working at the end of the research 
period and 12 people had fallen out of work. Of the 22 people still in work, 14 were still in the job they had 
started, three had moved directly into a new job, and five had lost work but subsequently started a new job.

Many homeless people are strongly motivated to work
Participants were strongly motivated to work. They wanted to make a useful contribution to society, do  
something meaningful with their time, move off benefits and support themselves. 
Many participants were deeply committed to their jobs and worked hard to achieve in them. 
Many people’s strong motivations to work helped them to maintain work despite facing challenges. This 
applied to people in a wide range of jobs from cleaning to catering and labouring to accountancy.

1 Singh, P (2005) No Home, No Job, Off the Streets and Into Work; Opinion Leader Research (2006) Homeless people and  
learning and skills: participation, barriers and progression, Crisis.
2 Figures from Business in the Community Ready for Work brochure (undated).
3 Opinion Leader Research (2006) Homeless people and learning and skills: participation, barriers and progression, Crisis.
4 44% of the research sample had a current or former mental health issue, 38% a current or former alcohol issue, and 40%  
a current or former drug issue. This compares with 43% of the rough sleeping population who have a current mental health issue,  
47% an alcohol issue, and 29% a drug issue. See Broadway (2012), Street to Home bulletin: 2011-12.

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Being ready for work is vital for sustaining work
Preparation to move into work was important. Voluntary work, courses and work placements can build up 
self-confidence and help people learn about workplace behaviours - two important areas with which some 
interviewees struggled. Starting part-time and then moving into full-time work fulfilled a similar function.

The two participants with severe current substance issues struggled to stay in work, although the 
experience of moving into work may have helped them recognise the problematic nature of their substance 
use and provided a motivation to address this. People with mental health problems such as depression 
and anxiety found that working often improved their mental health, where they already felt able to manage 
these issues and had access to support both with their mental health and in other areas of their lives.

It is important that people have accurate information about the job and have (or are supported to develop) the  
skills they need in the job
Some interviewees started jobs that were not suitable for them. For example, in particular with some 
apprenticeships, jobs were not what were promised in terms of experience, the development of skills 
or the provision of routes into further employment. Alternatively, people secured roles which they were 
not skilled to do, usually after following specialist routes such as apprenticeships or work placements 
into employment. This increased the chances of a negative experience of, or falling out of, work.

Employment can be the catalyst for life transformation
Moving into work can be a central part of a broader transformation in people’s lives. Participants often 
expected that moving into work would lead to changes such as moving into independent accommodation, 
increased financial independence and better relationships. These outcomes were often achieved; for 
example, 21 people moved home during the research period. For some, changes took place very rapidly and 
could feel overwhelming, although for others these changes happened more slowly than they had hoped.

Moving into work was a positive experience for almost all participants. It increased people’s self confidence,  
work experience and skills. However, the longer people were out of work after losing jobs, the harder they  
often found it to maintain their self-confidence and motivation.

Successfully sustaining work is the result of a complex web of influencing factors
People’s experiences at work were only one of several factors that influenced people’s chances of staying  
in work. For the best chances of staying in work, people required sufficient money; a suitable place to live;  
confidence and self-esteem; positive friendships and relationships; and mental health and physical well- 
being. Their chances of sustaining work were also affected by factors relating to the job, the employment  
market and their own work-related behaviours, skills and qualities. Gaining and sustaining work could result  
in positive changes in each of the other five areas, contributing to an overarching sense of progress and  
protecting people from falling out of work.

However, where an individual faced challenges in one of these areas, each of the other areas was at risk of  
being negatively affected. The more areas in which they faced problems, the higher the likelihood that they  
would fall out of work. The negative consequences of falling out of work could include lowered self- 
confidence (especially where people were asked to leave the job), financial difficulties (especially where 
debts had been accrued in work) and a belief that it is not possible to work and survive financially  
(where people did not receive the benefits to which they were entitled, or where these benefits were not  
sufficient to cover the costs of working, such as travel costs). In a small number of cases, people stopped  
actively seeking for work for these reasons.

People can be worse off in work than on benefits, and uncertainty over in-work benefits was common for  
those starting work
Several participants were worse off in work than on benefits. Some were not receiving the benefits to which  
they were entitled; others were but these did not enable them to cover the costs of working. The transition  
into work could be costly, with travel costs and delays in receiving benefits (Jobseeker’s Allowance, Housing  
Benefit, Working Tax Credit and Council Tax Credit) sometimes resulting in debts and rent arrears. Several 
people encountered errors in the system and had undertaken appeals processes. Some received different  
advice from different Jobcentres.
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Most people did not know how much they would receive in benefits after they started work, making it difficult  
for them to manage money. This was a particular and ongoing issue for people working variable hours, who  
received their benefits weeks in arrears. Claiming benefits and resolving these issues required a number of  
people to take time off work.

Being worse off in work or unsure of how much they would receive in benefits led, for a number of people, to  
worsened mental health including anxiety, the accrual of personal debt, problems in the workplace because  
of associated time off and, in one case, eviction from accommodation and the loss of work. Fear of facing  
difficulties such as these can act as a disincentive to work.

Many interviewees said they wished to be financially independent and several reported feeling frustrated at  
having to claim benefits when working.

It can be hard for working homeless people to find appropriate and affordable accommodation
People living in homelessness accommodation could face particular issues related to their working and 
financial status. These included harassment, financial exploitation and antisocial behaviour. Others felt  
pressurised to move on quickly from expensive hostel accommodation to cheaper independent  
accommodation, or conversely felt trapped in expensive hostel accommodation due to a lack of move-on  
options.

Access to affordable move-on accommodation was an issue for participants living in London. For example,  
some participants found rent deposit schemes are not accessible to working people, a lack of suitable, 
affordable private rented accommodation was available, and struggled to find private landlords willing to rent  
to people in receipt of Housing Benefit (which many participants continued to receive).

Flexible, supportive managers and opportunities for learning and progression can help people sustain work
Many people adapted to working life with few problems; others struggled with issues at work such as poor  
management or a lack of understanding of appropriate workplace behaviours. A supportive, available  
manager made it easier for people to stay in work; for example, holding regular one-to-one meetings,   
operating an ‘open door’ policy, setting out clear expectations of the role and allowing the individual time off  
if required to resolve urgent housing or benefit issues, were all cited as being of central importance to an  
individual’s wellbeing at work, and hence, performance.

Participants expressed a strong desire to do the job well and to progress at work, so adequate training and  
opportunities for learning and progress were also important. An organisational adherence to policies and  
procedures for supporting staff and dealing with problems (for example, performance management and drug  
and alcohol policies) could also help people to stay in work. Where homeless people are ‘known’ to 
employers (for example are entering work through specialist schemes), the importance of the manager  
supporting the individual to manage the disclosure, or non-disclosure, of their personal circumstances  
was underlined.

End of temporary/casual contracts was one of the biggest reasons for falling out of work
Only 13 people were employed on permanent contracts and temporary contracts or agency work ending 
was one of the biggest causes of people falling out of work. People who lost work often faced a number of 
barriers to securing new jobs, including a lack of experience, gaps in CVs and a competitive labour market.

Many people experienced a lack of information, choice and control as they moved into work
Participants commonly described having a lack of information about issues of central importance to their 
lives, including benefits entitlements, details about their job and salary, and options for moving on into 
independent accommodation. These could exacerbate a sense of a lack of choice and control over their lives, 
which could negatively affect mental health and undermine people’s motivation and ability to stay in work.
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Homeless people need practical, emotional, financial, personal and professional support as they move into  
work.  Existing support is fragmented and often inadequate
Participants’ experiences suggest that, because it is relatively rare for homeless people to work, adequate  
support systems are not in place for everyone. The research highlights various areas in which support 
for working homeless people could be improved. 

Practical, emotional, financial, personal and professional support was essential to interviewees during their  
transition into work. People said they benefited from personalised support, including someone who actively  
asked how they were and offered support. Participants with strong support networks were more likely to  
maintain work while, conversely, a small number of people had no or very little support and they were more  
likely to lose and stop actively seeking work. Strong sources of support for many people included  
employment advisors in homelessness agencies, key workers, managers, colleagues, peer support groups  
and job coaches.

Many participants described poor support from the Work Programme and Jobcentre Plus
Ten participants were on the Work Programme, and almost all described poor or ineffective support 
from their Work Programme advisor. The vast majority were receiving no in-work support from the Work 
Programme. Several people had been unable to claim promised financial support because they were 
required to take receipts into offices, which were only open during normal working hours when they were  
at work.

Many participants experienced their interactions with Jobcentre Plus as punitive and unpersonalised, and  
said that Jobcentre Plus advisors could be passive and ineffective in helping them find work.

Specialist into-work schemes and in-work support can help people move into sustained employment
The research demonstrates the effectiveness of some specialist into-work schemes for homeless 
people, and the important role that specialist support from homelessness agencies can play in helping 
people keep work. It highlighted areas for improvement in some specialist apprenticeships.

Support from homelessness agencies can help people to stay in work
The support participants received from homelessness agencies was variable. Some people said that it 
helped them to stay in work. In contrast, several participants believed that staff thought they no longer  
needed support now that they were working; these people could feel abandoned and let down. The three  
participants living in semi-independent accommodation5 specifically for working homeless people all  
experienced bullying and harassment from fellow residents, received no meaningful support, and  
struggled to stay in work.

1.3 Recommendations

To give homeless people the best chances of sustaining work:

•  The Department for Work and Pensions should ensure the benefits system helps homeless people to  
 move into and stay in work.
•  Homelessness organisations, the Department for Communities and Local Government, the  
 Department for Work and Pensions and local authority commissioners should improve services to  
 better support homeless people to find and keep work.
•  The Department for Communities and Local Government and local authority commissioners  
 should  ensure working homeless people have access to appropriate, affordable accommodation.
•  Employers should follow good employment practice and provide effective workplace support

5 The term ‘semi-independent’ is used in this report to describe accommodation managed by homelessness agencies but with 
less support than traditional supported housing models (for example without the expectation of regular key working sessions).
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2. RECOMMENDATIONS

Specific recommendations to improve the chances of homeless people sustaining employment are  
outlined below, under the organisation we suggest should take lead responsibility for each area.

Department for Work and Pensions

1. Ensure the benefits system helps homeless people to move into and stay in work

1.1 Improve ‘better-off’ calculations to include travel and other work-related costs (including clothing, food  
and the repayment of debts) so people are not encouraged or expected to take jobs they cannot afford to  
be in. Provide training and tools for Jobcentre Plus advisors so they can give people accurate information  
about how much money they will receive in benefits when they are working before they start a job, and about  
how benefits levels will change when people work different hours (for example, working overtime or moving  
from part-time to full-time work).

1.2 Until Universal Credit is rolled out, assist benefits recipients by extending the period over which it is 
possible to work without ‘signing off’ JSA, so people regularly working on short-term contracts can restart 
their claim with minimal bureaucracy and gaps in payments. Review the rapid reclaim process to ensure it 
is quicker to respond to changes in circumstances. Ensure the introduction of Universal Credit addresses
these issues.

1.3 Ensure additional financial support to homeless people starting work.
•  Retain Job Grant and Extended Payment of Housing Benefit under Universal Credit and extend their  
 eligibility to all homeless people starting work.
•  Introduce the provision of subsidised travel for homeless people starting work on low incomes.
•  Provide grants for clothing and food vouchers.

1.4 Monitor and evaluate the accessibility and effectiveness of Universal Credit for homeless people starting  
work. This will ensure Universal Credit’s intended aim of enabling a seamless transition on and off benefits as  
people move in and out of work, is effectively met for this group of people, who can face unique and often  
complex circumstances as they move into work.

2. Improve services provided by the Work Programme and Jobcentre Plus to better support  
homeless people to find and keep work

2.1 Ensure the next round of the Work Programme is commissioned to provide better support to homeless  
and vulnerable people. In some cases, this may require deviation from a ‘black box’ (minimum-specification)  
commissioning model. We recommend that improvements should include:
•   Increased oversight over the support provided to homeless people to ensure outcomes for this group  
 are monitored and acceptable, and that minimum standards of support are adhered to (see  
 Recommendation 6).
•   Widening eligibility for support from the Work Programme on a voluntary basis to include homeless  
 and recently homeless people who are in insecure employment (moving regularly into and out of  
 temporary work), to help them move into more secure work and away from dependency on the  
 benefits system.
•   Ensuring the Work Programme overall includes specialist schemes to support homeless and  
 vulnerable people, and that the impact of the programme on this group is monitored and evaluated.
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•  Ensuring Work Programme providers make spot payments to homelessness agencies when they  
 help someone who is eligible for the Work Programme find and keep a job. This will avoid the  
 current situation where homelessness agencies can work with and find work for people on the  
 Work Programme but are not paid for this.

2.2 Improve the work-related support provided by Jobcentre Plus to homeless people, for example by: 
•  Taking steps to ensure appropriate use of sanctions that do not penalise those making genuine  
 efforts to secure work.
•  Providing training and awareness raising sessions for Jobcentre Plus staff in areas with significant  
 homeless populations about how to effectively support this group and how to access specialist  
 advice external to Jobcentre Plus, where necessary.

Department for Communities and Local Government and local  
authorities

3. Ensure working homeless people have access to appropriate, affordable accommodation

3.1 Increase the supply of affordable housing in the social and private sector to both improve access to 
housing for single homeless people as well as those with families and to bring rents down. Improve the range 
and quality of accommodation options for those restricted by the Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR) or  
reduce the age at which the SAR is lifted.

3.2 Ensure working homeless people have access to rent deposit schemes, as moving into the private rented 
sector is the main move-on option for many in this group. For example, ensure that working people are not 
unnecessarily excluded from rent deposit schemes or provide specific schemes to assist working people.

4 Commission homelessness services to provide work-related support to homeless and  
recently homeless people

4.1 Creatively use funding to alleviate the financial problems facing homeless people in work, especially  
during the transition to Universal Credit, for example by:
•  Considering an access to employment element for the next Homelessness Transition Fund project.
•  Ensure suitable, flexible support is offered to both those who are working while living in  
 homelessness accommodation, and those who have recently moved on to independent  
 accommodation but still need support.

Social Justice Cabinet Committee and other Government departments

5. Take steps to tackle in-work poverty. For example:
•  Take measures to increase wages for some of those on very low incomes, for example, ensuring  
 that the National Minimum Wage is enforced, and promoting a Living Wage6 through the Low Pay  
 Commission (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills).
•  Take measures to increase the levels of benefits paid to working people where they are on very  
 low overall incomes.

6 The Centre for Research in Social Policy at Loughborough University sets the UK Living Wage, which is set at £7.45 per hour in  
2013, and the Greater London Authority sets the London Living Wage, which is set at £8.55 per hour in 2013. This compares  
with the current minimum wage of £6.19 in 2013. See http://www.livingwage.org.uk/.
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Work Programme providers

6. Improve services and support to homeless and vulnerable people. For example by:
•  Ensuring minimum standards of support are in place and enforced, for example, regular telephone  
 contact from a named advisor, regular reviews of progress andsupport.
•  Increasing flexibility of and accessibility to support, for example by opening offices outside normal  
 working hours.
•  Improving customer service, for example by being explicit with clients about the role of the Work  
 Programme and the support which can be provided, through information sheets or support contracts.
•  Ensuring, for example through adequate training, that staff understand the issues facing homeless  
 people and the support they might need.
•  Sub-contracting specialist agencies to provide support to this group, and ensuringthat their role  
 is reflected in spot payments.

Homelessness sector agencies and their local authority commissioners

7. Address the weaknesses in the support provided by homelessness agencies to working people  
and those seeking work. For example:
• Increase awareness and expertise of support workers in areas such as managing in-work benefits  
 and financial exploitation.
•  Ensure there is a source of benefits advice available to support clients and staff with complex  
 issues around in-work benefits.
•  Incorporate work aspirations into standard support planning, providing training and information that  
 dispels myths and presents work as positive, rewarding and attainable.
•  Introduce training on appropriate workplace etiquette and behaviour, including managing conflict at  
 work and building positive working relationships with managers and colleagues.
•  Increase flexibility of, and access to, support for working clients, for example ensuring that key  
 working sessions continue after people move into work and can be held at flexible times.
•  Provide access to mentoring and job coaching schemes for people both seeking work and in work.
•  Seek funding from the Flexible Support Fund in partnership with Jobcentre Plus District Managers 7.
•  Reduce the service charge for people not eating hostel meals.

8. Help working homeless people to access appropriate, affordable  
accommodation

8.1 Review the appropriateness of accommodation (and accommodation models) in thehomelessness sector  
for people who are working.
•  Ensure accommodation-related issues that might make it difficult for people to work are minimised.  
 For example, ensure residents do not need to pay for services (such as meals) which they do not  
 receive; that facilities such as hot water are available at appropriate times of the day; and that people  
 have relative quiet in which to sleep at night.
•  Undertake organisational reviews of accommodation aimed specifically at people who work,  
 considering (i) how far this is used by working people and (if only to a small extent) the implications  
 of a more mixed group of residents than expected for people who do work; and (ii) the level of  
 support that is being provided to working people and how far it is sufficient.

7 Jobcentre Plus District Managers have access to the devolved Flexible Support Fund, which can be used to help Jobcentre Plus 
to meet its local priorities. Partnership opportunities are advertised at: www.dwp.gov.uk/opportunities. Information for the sector is 
available in: Homeless Link (2012) Effective action to end homelessness: Jobcentre Plus and support for homeless people: know  
the direction of travel.
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8.2 Ensure clients are provided with information about what their accommodation options will be when they 
start work and that they are able to make realistic move-on plans which meet their needs. For example, some 
people may want to move on as soon as possible while others may need a transitional period in  
homelessness accommodation while working.

Organisations providing apprenticeships and work placement schemes

9. Ensure apprenticeships and other specialist into-work schemes are well managed and  
accompanied by adequate support

9.1 Ensure the apprenticeship properly equips people for the job it claims to. Provide clear information 
about the experience which apprentices can expect to gain, the skills they will be taught, and what roles 
they could realistically expect to move into after they complete the placement or apprenticeship.

9.2 Provide in-work support for people who move into work after completing work placements or 
apprenticeships where possible, for example regular personal telephone calls, face-to-face meetings, and  
support from job coaches.

All employers

10. Follow good employment practice and provide effective workplace support

10.1 Ensure employees are supported to perform to their full capacity and deal with any challenges at work:
•  Always conduct a comprehensive induction with new employees, ensuring that the individual  
 is clear  about what is expected of them in their new role, how their role fits in to the organisation,  
 and what they should be aiming to achieve in the first week, month and beyond. Introductions to new  
 colleagues and information about important HR policies and procedures should also be provided.  
 Sources of support should be outlined.
•  Ensure all managers carry out regular supervision meetings with their staff, make themselves as  
 available as possible to their teams and receive adequate training to identify and support employees  
 in distress.
•  Ensure policies and procedures are in place, are clearly outlined to employees, and are adhered  
 to, so that employees can be supported to avoid or deal with any problems. This should include  
 policies covering drug and alcohol use, attendance, conduct and performance, and bullying and  
 harassment.
•  Be flexible where necessary, for example allowing time off work if this is required to resolve urgent  
 housing or benefit issues.
•  Implement a buddy scheme so new employees have someone other than their line manager for  
 support and can gradually build a peer network.

10.2 Support employees to manage the transition off benefits and avoid in-work poverty.
•  Pay the Living Wage where possible and provide flexible salary payment options, such as salary  
 advances when people move into work, if needed.

10.3 Provide access to sustainable employment for homeless people:
•  Consider introducing specialist schemes to support homeless people into work in your organisation8.
•  Where possible, offer roles on permanent or temporary-to-permanent contracts rather than short- 
 term or zero hour contracts which create particular challenges for homeless people around their  
 benefits, accommodation and well-being.

8 Examples include Pret a Manger’s Simon Hargraves Apprenticeship Scheme for homeless people and ex-young offenders, and 
the work placements offered by employers working with Business in the Community’s Ready for Work programme, both of which  
often lead to longer term employment.
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10.4 Ensure staff have the opportunity to learn and progress within the role and the organisation, for 
example, by supporting people to set professional goals and work towards them, by building routes for 
progression into the role, and by offering opportunities for professional training and development.

Homelessness agencies and employers employing homeless and  
recently homeless people through specialist schemes

11. Ensure people with recent experience of homelessness employed within the homelessness  
sector are well-supported

11.1 Ensure all new employees who are currently or recently homeless receive sufficient support and that  
managers remain aware of their potential vulnerability.

11.2 Ensure people are not encouraged to work in the sector without consideration of whether they are  
still managing issues which might make work in general or with vulnerable people inappropriate, or might  
put their own well-being at risk.

11.3 Ensure managers:
•  Discuss with the individual before they start work how far they wish to disclose their own experiences  
 of homelessness and related issues (such as drug or alcohol use) to colleagues and/or homeless  
 clients, and support them with this decision.
• Clearly inform people about sources of support provided by the organisation and encourage them  
 to use these, if needed.
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3. INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

This report presents findings from longitudinal qualitative research into homeless people’s experiences of  
starting work.

The research explores the experiences of moving into work of people who are currently or recently  
homeless (who have lived in hostels or supported housing or slept rough). It aims to identify what helps  
homeless people move into and sustain work, what difficulties they can face, and what would make it easier  
for more homeless people to keep work in the long-term.

Research shows the vast majority of homeless people do not work although they wish to do so. A survey 
of 300 homeless people conducted by Off the Street and Into Work showed 77% of the respondents 
wanted to work at the time of the research and 97% said that they would like to work in the future9. But 
a survey of 203 homeless people conducted by Opinion Leader Research for Crisis showed that 85% 
were not working10. Providers of services to homeless people are in agreement that, for most or all of 
their clients, moving into work and other meaningful activity is a realistic and important aspiration.

Moving into work can increase self-esteem, enable financial independence, and signify, for many homeless  
people, a transition out of the difficult period of their homelessness. However, data suggests that a high  
proportion of homeless people who start jobs do not stay in work, with figures from one specialist service  
provider showing 58% of their clients who move into work sustain work for at least six months, and only  
35% sustain work for one year or more11.

There is an increasing emphasis in UK national policy on supporting people to move into and stay in work.  
The Work Programme aims to provide support for people to move into work and emphasises sustainable  
outcomes. Upcoming welfare reforms, in particular the introduction of Universal Credit from October 2013,  
aims to make it easier for people to move off benefits and into work.

Much research has been conducted which identifies the barriers homeless people experience in moving  
into work12. But there is no substantial research about the experiences of homeless people once they  
move into work, or the barriers or facilitators to keeping work. This research seeks to fill that gap.

3.2 The structure of this report

The report divides the research findings into the following chapters:
• Chapter 1 forms the executive summary.
• Chapter 2 presents recommendations.
• Chapter 4 describes the characteristics of participants and their jobs.

9 Singh, P (2005) No Home, No Job, Off the Streets and Into Work.
10 Opinion Leader Research (2006) Homeless people and learning and skills: participation, barriers and progression, Crisis.
11 Figures from Business in the Community Ready for Work brochure (undated). Business in the Community’s Ready for Work 
Programme works with people who are currently or formerly homeless or are at risk of homelessness. They have supported 292  
people into work in the last year.
12 See for example, Business Action on Homelessness and New Economics Foundation (2008), Work it out: barriers to employment 
for homeless people; Sodha, S. and Grant, E. (2010) Work Matters, St Mungo’s and Demos; Fothergill, M. (2008) The Right Deal 
for Homeless People: Working Towards Suitable, Sustainable and Progressive Employment, Off the Streets and Into Work.
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•  Chapters 5 and 6 describe the personal and professional journeys described by participants as  
 they became ready for work, moved into work and then kept or lost work.
•  Chapter 7 explores the factors related to life outside work which influenced whether participants  
 kept or lost work.
•  Chapter 8 explores the work-related factors which influenced whether participants kept or lost work.
•  Chapter 9 outlines the support received by participants and presents an ideal model of support for  
 homeless people moving into work.

This report follows the project interim report which was published in December 2012.

In addition to the full research findings report and summary report, three practical targeted reports have been  
produced for employers, homeless people wishing to move into work, and homelessness sector agencies  
and others supporting homeless people
.
3.3 Methods

Between January and September 2012, researchers from Broadway conducted in-depth interviews with 50  
people at the point at which they moved into new jobs. All of these people were currently or recently  
homeless – most had slept rough or lived in a homelessness hostel or supported housing within the  
past six months.

We stayed in touch with 34 of these people for between six and 13 months after they started work,  
conducting final interviews from January to April 2013. We conducted an average of three interviews over the  
research period with each participant, to find out what happened to them both in and outside work. This  
report presents an analysis of first interviews with all 50 participants and follow-up interviews with 39 of  
these participants.

Participants’ names have been changed in this report, and some details have been changed to provide  
anonymity.

Qualitative methodology
The research presented in this report is qualitative, and findings should therefore not be taken to be 
representative of all homeless people. The strength of a qualitative methodology is that it enables us to 
understand in depth the complex experiences of 50 homeless people starting work, explore commonalities 
and differences in experiences, identify strengths and weaknesses in support systems, and enhance our 
understanding of issues which homeless people more generally might face as they move into work.

Longitudinal interviews
Initial interviews were conducted with 50 currently and recently homeless people as soon as possible after  
they received their job offer. Fourteen of these initial interviews took place before people started work,  
18 took place within people’s first month, 14 between one and two months, and four between two and four  
months of starting new jobs. 

We conducted follow up interviews with 39 of these participants (the remainder could not be contacted or 
no longer wished to take part). Each person was interviewed on average three times. We stayed in touch  
with people for between six and nine months on average after they started work, and we stayed in touch with  
a small number of people for up to thirteen months after starting work.
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Figure (a) Number of interviews conducted with each participant

Number of interviews conducted with participant Number of participants

One 11
Two 10
Three 17
Four 10
Five 1
Six 1
Total 50

Figure (b) length of time researchers stayed in touch with participants after starting work

Length of time stayed in touch with after starting work Number of people
Less than one month 4

One month to less than three months 3

Three months to less than six months 9

Six months to less than nine months 17

Nine months to 13 months 17

Total 50

Recruitment of participants
Participants were recruited from a range of organisations: Anchor House, Beyond Food, Broadway, Business 
in the Community, Crisis, Jobcentre Plus London Homelessness Partnership, Shekinah, SHP, St Mungo's 
and Thames Reach. People who had recently received a job offer were told about the research by  
staff and those who were interested in taking part were contacted by researchers.

A key challenge faced by researchers was recruiting people to take part in the research. Most agencies 
involved in recruitment of participants (including homelessness agencies with employment teams) found it 
hard to identify more than a small number of homeless people who they had helped into work. This suggests 
that, although agencies are clearly helping people who face barriers to employment into work, these people 
are often not core client groups such as hostel residents and those who have recently moved on. Data from 
project steering group members shows that only between 2% and 14% of people living in their  
homelessness hostels and supporting housing worked in 2012.

Interviews
Interviews were semi-structured. At the end of interviews, participants were also asked a short questionnaire  
capturing key quantitative data.

Informed consent to take part in the research was obtained from participants at every interview. Interviewees  
were promised anonymity unless they said something that made researchers believe that they or someone  
else was in immediate danger. They received a £10 supermarket or high street voucher for each interview  
they took part in.

Where participants asked researchers for advice, they were signposted to support services. The impact 
of this, and of involvement in the research more generally, on the individual is explored in Chapter 9.

Interviews were recorded and transcribed. Where interviewees did not wish the interviews to be recorded,  
or where recording was not possible (for example when interviews took place in cafes), notes were taken  
and later written up.
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Analysis
Data was analysed by coding interview transcripts and notes, identifying key themes, and exploring  
similarities and differences between different groups of people (for example, those who sustained work and  
those who fell out of work). The qualitative data analysis software NVivo was used for some coding and  
analysis. In final interviews, participants were asked to reflect back on their journeys, and initial analytical  
ideas (for example about the key factors which had helped them to stay in work, or put them at risk of losing  
work) were discussed with them.

Expert views
The views of homeless people, sector professionals, employers and other experts were sought by regularly  
presenting and discussing interim findings throughout the project, at conferences, events and steering group  
meetings. These informed the interpretation of the research findings.

Recommendations for further research
Six to 13 months after starting work, participants were still only part way through their journeys, with  
many still uncertain about their futures both in and outside work. Further research, following up participants  
for a longer period of time, would be of value. This is the first in-depth longitudinal research into homeless  
people’s experiences after starting work, and what emerges is an extremely complex picture. Many of the  
areas explored in this research would benefit from further research to test findings and explore how far  
they are relevant to a broader group of homeless people (or other socially excluded people who might face  
barriers to staying in work).
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4 THE PARTICIPANT GROUP AND THEIR  
JOBS
This chapter presents data about the participants and their jobs. All information is self reported.

Key points

In total, 50 people took part in the research. 37 were currently homeless (living in a hostel or supported 
housing) and 13 were recently homeless (between one and 18 months before their first interview).

Of the participants, 22 had been homeless for three years or more, 20 had been out of work for three  
years or more, and three had never worked.

Participants roughly reflected the broader homeless population in terms of age, gender, ethnicity and  
support needs. 40 lived and worked in London and 10 outside London.

Almost half (22) of the participants moved directly into mainstream employment, and half (26) moved into  
work within specialist schemes set up for these groups, agencies working with these groups, or  
employers working with specialist schemes.

The most common areas of work were catering and hospitality, construction, caretaking or gardening,  
driving and office/clerical work.

13 people were employed on permanent contracts, 21 on temporary contracts, eight in casual work and  
six in apprenticeships. 30 people worked full-time and 19 part-time.

Nine participants earned the national minimum hourly wage (£6.19 per hour, or £2.65 per hour for  
apprentices). The five highest earners were earning between £19,500 and £25,000 a year (the  
estimated equivalent of £10.14 to £12.99 per hour).

4.1 The participant group
The criteria for taking part in the research was that participants: 
• Were homeless (living in a hostel or supported housing, or sleeping rough) at the point of moving into 
 work, or had been within the previous six months. 
• Or (where they had been homeless more than six months previously) had experienced multiple  
 exclusion homelessness13: as well as being homeless, they had had an issue with mental or physical  
 health, drugs or alcohol, had experienced domestic abuse or had been involved in street activity  
 (survival shop-lifting, street drinking, begging or sex work)14. 

Homelessness 
50 people took part in this research. At the time of their first research interview, 37 participants were  
homeless (living in a hostel or supported housing), and 13 were recently homeless (between one and 18  
months before their first interview; see figure (c)). 

Participants had been homeless (living in hostels, supported housing, or sleeping rough, sometimes with  
periods in prison) for between two months and 24 years; 22 of the participants had been homeless for three  
years or more (see figure (d)). 

13 We used a modified definition of the term used in Fitzpatrick, S, Bramley, G, Johnsen, S (2012) Multiple Exclusion 
Homelessness in the UK: An Overview of Key Findings. 
14 Referring agencies were asked to confirm that people met the criteria at the point of referral, and this was confirmed with  
participants in initial interviews.
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Other characteristics 
The participants included 12 women and 38 men, of a broad range of ages from 18 to 58. 

32 participants were British. Of the remainder, eight were from other European countries, four from African  
countries, two from North America (Jamaica), and one from Asia. 

20 were white British, 15 were Black/Black British, African, Caribbean or other, seven were from other white  
groups, two from Asian groups, and four from other or mixed ethnic groups. 

40 of the participants lived and worked in London, and 10 outside London (four in Manchester, four in  
Plymouth and two in other parts of England). 

Almost all participants had multiple current or former experiences or support needs, which might affect how 
easily they move into work. Figure (e) shows that a number of people were coping with current issues: eight 
participants had a physical health issue, 11 a mental health issue, two an alcohol issue, and one person 
was experiencing domestic violence.  Most participants had overcome support needs. An additional 21 
people had experienced a mental health issue in the past, 17 an alcohol issue, 20 an issue with drugs and 
11 domestic violence. Overall, 18 people had at least one current support need and 30 had no current 
support need. Only four people were known to have no current or past support needs in the areas listed. 

Figure (c): Accommodation type at time of first interview

Accommodation type Number of people

Currently homeless:
Hostel 17
Supported Housing 16
Semi-independent accomodation* 3
Approved premises 1
Sub-total (currently homeless) 37
Recently homeless
Council tenancy 5
Housing association tenancy 2
Private rented accomodation 3
Living with family 3
Sub-total (recently homeless) 13
Total 50

* The term ‘semi-independent’ is used in this report to describe accommodation managed by homelessness 
agencies but with less support than traditional supported housing models (for example without the  
expectation of regular key working sessions). 
**Approved Premises (formerly known as Probation & Bail Hostels) are premises approved under Section 13  
of the Offender Management Act 2007.

Period of homelessness Number of people

Under one year 10
One year to under three years 15
Three years to under eight years 11
Eight years or more 11
Not known 3
Total 50

Figure (d): Period of homelessness (at point of first interview) 
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Figure (e): Self-reported support needs (at time of first interview) 

Currently In the past Never Not Known Total

Physical 
health issue 
or disability

8 7 34 1 50

Mental health 
issue

11 21 17 1 50

Alcohol issue 2 17 31 0 50
Drug issue 0 20 30 0 50

Experience 
of domestic 
violence

1 11 28 10 50

Figure (f): Number of former and current support needs* experienced by each participant (self-reported) 

Figure (f) shows that many participants (32) had multiple current or former experiences or support needs. 

Number of former and current support needs* Number of participants**

None 6
One 12
Two 13
Three 13
Four 6
Five 0

Total 50

* Physical health issue or disability; mental health issue; alcohol issue; drug issue; experience of domestic violence. 
** Some data is missing so actual figures may be higher. 

Figure (g) shows the prevalence of a range of life experiences. For example, 25 participants had a criminal  
conviction and 10 had been in prison. In total, 30 had slept rough. Eight participants had spent time in care  
as a child. 

Comparing this information with data from CHAIN15  shows that the former and current support needs of the  
research sample were comparable to the current support needs of the rough sleeping population in London.  
44% of our sample had a current or former mental health issue, 38% a current or former alcohol issue, and  
40% a current or former drug issue. This compares with 43% of the rough sleeping population who have a  
current mental health issue, 47% an alcohol issue, and 29% a drug issue16. 

15 CHAIN (Combined Homeless and Information Network) is a Greater London Authority (GLA) funded database, managed by 
Broadway, used by homelessness agencies across London to record information about rough sleepers and the street population. 
16 Broadway (2012), Street to Home bulletin: 2011-12.
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 Figure (g): Self-reported life experiences  

25 participants had been out of work for less than three years, 20 had been out of work for three years or  
more, and three had never worked (see figure (h)). 

Ten people were known to be on the Work Programme (see figure (i)); 25 people said they were in receipt of 
Jobseeker’s Allowance at the point at which they moved into work and nine said they were in receipt of 
Employment Support Allowance or Incapacity Benefit (see figure (j)). Almost all participants were  
receiving Housing Benefit at the point at which they moved into work. 

Quantitative information about in-work benefits is not known for all participants (see figure (k)). 17 
people said they were receiving Housing Benefit after starting work, and 13 said that they were not. 
Very few people said they were receiving Jobseeker’s Allowance or Working Tax Credit in work (three 
people in each case). Ten people said that they did not receive any benefits after starting work. 

Life experiences Experienced 
(number of people)

Not experienced 
(number of people)

Not known (number 
of people)

Total (number 
of people)

Criminal conviction 25 25 0 50
Been in prison 10 25 15 50
Has debt 32 18 0 50
Rough sleeping 33 7 10 50
Street activity 
(begging, sex work, 
survival shoplifting 
or street drinking)

15 24 11 50

In care as a child 9 28 13 50
Armed forces 3 37 10 50

Period of employment Number of people

Under one year 8
One year to under three years 17
Three years to under eight years 12
Eight years or more 8
Never worked 3
Not known 2
Total 50

Figure (h): Period since last in paid work 

Figure (i): Work Programme (self-reported) 

On the  Work Programme Number of people

No 33
Yes 10
Does not know 6
Not known (data missing) 1

50

Work and benefits 
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Figure (j): Benefits received prior to moving into work (excluding Housing Benefit) (self-reported) 

Benefit received before moving into work Number of people

Jobseeker’s Allowance 25
Employment Support Allowance 6
Incapacity Benefit 3
Other 1
None 5
Not known 10
Total 50

Figure (k): In-work benefits (self-reported) 

In-work benefits Yes No Not known Total*

Housing Benefit 17 13 17 47
Jobseeker’s 
Allowance

3 28 16 47

Working Tax Credit 3 25 19 47

*Excludes three people who did not start work despite securing a job. 

4.2 The participants’ jobs 

Almost half (22) of the participants moved directly into mainstream employment (see figure (l). Additionally, 
one person moved into self-employment and another worked for a family member. The remaining half 
(26) moved into work that was in some way tailored for homeless or disadvantaged people or with  
employers likely to have a greater understanding of this group. This includes specialist schemes set  
up for these groups, agencies working with these groups, or employers working with Business in the 
 Community’s Ready for Work programme or with other specialist schemes.

The most common area of work was catering and hospitality, with almost one quarter (12) of participants 
moving into this area. Eight people started work in construction, five in caretaking or gardening, four in 
driving, and four in office/clerical work. The remaining 17 people worked in a diverse range of areas  
from accountancy and media to engineering and football coaching (see figure (m)). 
Figure (l): Routes into employment 

Mainstream/specialist employment Route in Number of people

Mainstream employment

No specialist access 22
Employment offered within 
host organisation for Ready 
for Work placement

8

The employer is aware of or has 
a relationship with a specialist 
training scheme or apprenticeship 
which the employee has 
previously completed.

3

Work for family member 1
No specialist access, 
but employer works with 
homeless or related groups

6

Specialist scheme Employment scheme for people 
with a history of homelessness 
or other disadvantage

9

Self-employment Specialist set-up support 
from voluntary agency

1

Total 50
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Figure (m): Occupation 

Occupation Number of people

Catering and hospitality 12
Construction 7
Caretaking/gardening 6
Driving 4
Office/clerical 4
Retail 3

Support work 3
Cleaning 2
Training/coaching 2
Other 7
Total 50

People were not always clear about what type of contract they were employed on. In total, 13 participants  
said that they were on permanent contracts, 21 on temporary contracts, six on apprenticeships, and eight in  
casual or agency work. One person planned to move into self-employment (though he did not succeed in  
starting work), and one was on a trial (see figure (n)). 

The majority of participants (30) moved straight into full-time work. The remainder were working part-time  
hours starting at five a week (see figure (o)). Only seven people were in permanent full-time work. The  
relatively small number of participants means it is not possible to identify any relationship between  
occupation and contract type or working hours. 

In total, 36 people had previous experience of the line of work they were moving into, including voluntary  
experience (see figure (p)). 

Figure (n): Contract type 

Contract type Number of people

Temporary 21
Permanent 13
Casual/agency 8
Apprenticeship (temporary) 6
Trial 1
Self-employed 1
Total 50

Figure (o): Working hours 

Working hours Number of people
Full-time (30 or more hours per week) 30

Part-time (up to 30 hours per week)*: 19

        Five to 16 hours a week 8

        More than 16 hours a week 6

        Variable hours 2

        Not known 3

Self-employed 1

Total 150

* Participants’ part-time working hours ranged from five to 24 hours a week. 
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Figure (p): Previous experience in this line of work 

Previous experience in line of work Number of people

No 14
Yes (including voluntary work) 36
Total 50

Salary 
Participants’ salaries ranged from the national minimum hourly wage to £25,000 a year. Nine people were  
receiving the national minimum wage; of these, six earned the minimum wage for people aged 21 or over of  
£6.19 per hour, and three earned the national minimum apprentice wage for people in their first year of the  
apprenticeship (£2.65 per hour). 

The five highest earners were earning between £19,500 and £25,000 a year (the estimated equivalent of  
£10.14 to £12.99  per hour, assuming a 37 hour working week). 
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 5. THE JOURNEY: MOVING INTO WORK 

Chapters 5 and 6 of the report describe common threads of the journeys that our participants experienced  
as they became ready for, moved into, and then either sustained or fell out of work. 

Key points

Being ready for work was crucial to sustaining employment. Voluntary work, courses and work 
placements could build up self-confidence and help people learn about workplace behaviours. 

The two participants with severe current substance misuse issues struggled to stay in work. People with  
mental health problems such as depression and anxiety found that work often improved their mental  
health, where they already felt able to manage these issues and had access to support. 

Almost all participants expressed a strong motivation to work. They wanted to make a useful contribution 
to society, do something meaningful with their time, move off benefits and support themselves. 

Moving into work can be a time of great change and a catalyst for broader transformation in people’s  
lives. This included moving home and changes with finances and support networks, which could pose  
many tasks and challenges during the transition into work. 

5.1 Becoming ready for work 

Participants were asked what it meant to be ‘ready for work’, how they became ready for work, and their  
advice for other homeless people about to move into work. Their responses, and other key themes in the  
research, have been distilled in figure (aa): Model 4: Becoming ready for work, which is included as  
Appendix B. 

Participants who were better prepared for working
• Were able to manage any mental health and substance misuse issues. 
• Had a clear motivation to work, which could help them stay in work despite challenging  
 circumstances. 
• Had some experience of working, which had helped them build up their confidence and get used to  
 structure and routine. 
• Had access to information about the implications of working, including financial implications,  
 benefits entitlements and options for moving on into independent accommodation once working. 
• Had access to pre-work and in-work support. 

Time to deal with personal issues 
Homelessness is associated with a number of issues that affect people deeply. Twelve of the 50  
participants had experienced domestic abuse; 32 had had mental health issues either currently or in the  
past; and 27 had had an issue with substances. 

Participants said it took time for them to deal with and learn to manage these issues: 
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 ‘In that length of time [before I started working] I’d done quite a lot of volunteering, I’d done a lot of  
 work on myself individually, working with my sponsor and doing a lot of writing work, doing the step 
 work and everything, learning about myself, learning about principles of how to live life or how to deal 
 with problems apart from using substances to cope with stress and problems.’

 ‘In terms of support getting back to work, the most important thing I’ve had is time, and my recovery,  
 because that prepares me for everything. It prepares me so that I can deal with things as they come  
 along. [This] is the only reason that I can get up every day and go to work [...] I was four years sober  
 the other week and this [moving into work] hasn’t come too slowly. I wasn’t capable of this six months  
 ago’. 

The two participants with severe current substance misuse issues struggled to stay in work, although both  
spoke increasingly about the need to address these issues as the research period progressed, suggesting  
that the experience of moving into work helped them recognise the problematic nature of their substance use  
and provided a motivation to address this, as Andy’s story (below) shows. 

People with mental health problems such as depression and anxiety found that work often improved their  
mental health, where they already felt able to manage these issues and had access to support both with their  
mental health and in other areas of their lives. 

The effect of moving into work on people’s substance misuse and mental health is explored further in  
Section 7.5. 

Building confidence and self-esteem through work experience 
Preparation to move into work was important. Voluntary work, courses and work placements helped 
participants build up self-confidence and learn about workplace behaviours - two areas with which some of 
interviewees struggled with. Starting part-time and then moving into full-time work fulfilled a similar function. 

 ‘When I turned up to [the Ready for Work course] I was very anxious, frightened even. Self- 
 conscious, am I doing the right thing? […] Until I did that work placement, I genuinely didn’t   
 know if I was capable of getting up and going out every day. So that was a really good experience’. 

Andy’s story: Going back to work before you’re ready 

Andy’s first employer knew that he was drinking problematically, and he was asked to leave his first job 
after only a few days. Although he was upset about losing the job, he spent many months doing training 
and volunteering, which he really enjoyed. This helped him reduce his drinking, but only temporarily. 

He then started another job in catering. He has to drink before work because he gets the shakes if  
he does not. He has cut himself twice in the kitchen while under the influence of alcohol, and he is  
not sure how long he’ll keep the job for. 

However, finding some voluntary work that he enjoys doing on his day off, and his desire to develop  
a career in this area, has motivated him to think about stopping drinking: 

 ‘I want and need to stop drinking for sure. It [voluntary work] is something that I like [but] I can’t  
 concentrate, there’s things I’m not too good at. I need to sort out a few things before I go  
 back and do this […] My plan, first of all, is to reduce and stop drinking and try to get better  
 then go to [voluntary work] and then go back to [college] and start the course again and  
 go from there.’

Although Andy wants to stop drinking, he has not discussed this with his key worker, his drugs worker 
or anyone else. 
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5.2 The meaning of work 

Almost everyone interviewed expressed a strong motivation to work. This motivation was related to the  
strong meanings that people associated with work, which this section will explore. 

Progress and possibility 
Many people used metaphors of progress when talking about their movement into work: moving into work  
was seen as a stage on a journey away from homelessness and other difficult issues. By providing the  
promise of financial independence, it opened up possibilities, from being able to afford things, to being  
able to move on and live independently. 

Moving into work can mean a change in someone’s financial situation (from having money for everyday  
luxuries to being able to save for a deposit for a tenancy in a private rented flat) and in their sense of  
identity (from being someone struggling to resolve issues and receiving support from others, to being  
someone making a positive contribution to society). 

Financial rewards 
Many people expressed their pleasure in the higher income that work brought them. They described  
being able to afford things like going to the gym, buying new trainers, taking up hobbies and eating healthily,  
and some were starting to think about holidays. For many, in this way, work opened up opportunities for  
building a better quality of life. 

 ‘I’m sure a year from now I’ll have a bit put away and I’ll be able to, um, go on holiday. Well if someone  
 says: “we’re going here, do you fancy it?” – alright, hang on a minute…yeah I can afford that.’ 

For many, the benefit of earning money was financial self-sufficiency and an associated increased sense of  
self-worth. 

However, for the vast majority of people, money was not a primary motivation. 

 ‘I go to work because I love the job. The money is secondary, believe it or not. I survived nine months  
 on the street without a penny, so you know, the money of a job is just a bonus to me. I am doing  
 something worthwhile.’ 

Many were on very low wages (nine people were earning the minimum wage or an apprentice wage),  
and some said that they were worse off than on benefits (see Section 7.3 on page 43).

One of the biggest changes that earning money could lead to was the possibility of moving on from  
supported accommodation into an independent tenancy. For some, this came too soon (see Section 7.4)  
but for many, work enabled them to begin saving for a deposit for a private rented flat. The increased sense  
of self-confidence that often came with working could make moving on and living independently seem  
more achievable. 

Contributing to society 
For many people, moving into work facilitated a fundamental change in identity. People were earning their  
own money and contributing to society through their work. They felt that work conferred a social status  
and that they were beginning to lead a ‘normal’ life. 

 ‘I’m giving something useful and I feel like a person of substance. Even if it is only £20 a week,  
 I’ve done something, I’ve contributed to the company, to the tax system. I’m not a sponger, I hate  
 living off the benefit system. So yeah, work is just me. Terry equals work, it’s the same now.’ 
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Building and rebuilding relationships 
Several people said that moving into work had enabled them to rebuild relationships with family and spoke  
of family members’ pride in them. 

For a small number of people, work was an essential part of rebuilding relationships with family, and the  
desire to do so was a strong motivator for them to work. Once they had stable, full-time work, they planned  
to move into an independent tenancy and then reunite with partners and children. 

A number of people also described building new friendships with colleagues at work. 

A meaningful use of time 
Boredom is an issue faced by many homeless people and many participants described the pleasure of  
having something to get up for in the mornings. 

The desire to decrease substance misuse (and improve mental health) was also a motive for several  
people; this is explored in more detail in Section 7.5, on page 50. 

Increased self-worth 
Making a contribution to society, having a meaningful way to spend time, being financially independent  
(or reducing reliance on benefits), and being able to afford small luxuries all facilitated the increased  
sense of self-worth which several participants described. 

 ‘I don’t feel like a bum no more; I felt like every Tom, Dick and Harry in the hostel sitting there waiting 
 days for £50, £60 … [Working] made me feel better about myself, I changed my view … [I feel]  
 overjoyed.’ 

5.3 Expectations and aspirations 

Although, as described above, many people attributed great meanings to moving into work and expected  
it to change their lives, for many people this was not unrealistic. Over the course of the research, 15 people  
moved from homelessness accommodation into their own tenancies; several reported an improvement  
in their mental health; several started new relationships with friends and partners and rebuilt old ones with  
family; and many reported improved confidence and self-esteem. 

The vast majority of people had realistic expectations of what work they could get. Several of those who 
were ambitious were proved right in their expectations; for example, five people moved from their first jobs 
into better jobs over the research period. Most of those who sustained work were fulfilled and happy at work. 

 ‘Everything is changed; I got this job, it changed my life. I feel something positive in my life […] I tried  
 my best and I did very well.’ 

However, a number of people were disappointed when their hopes were not fulfilled; for example, family 
reunions did not work out as planned or, most often, moving on into independent accommodation took  
longer than hoped. Likewise, some proved to have unrealistic expectations about work. Sid, for example,  
left prison having completed a number of courses but having never worked. He expected that he would be  
able to easily find a job in several areas of work, quickly become self-employed, and buy a house within  
a few years. At the point of his last interview, his temporary work had dried up, his tenancy in approved  
premises had ended, and he was out of work and sofa surfing. 

Another group of people who reported disappointed expectations were several apprentices, who found  
that their apprenticeships did not deliver what they had promised in terms of employability or routes into  
employment. Their experiences, along with Sid’s, highlight the importance that people offering training,  
apprenticeships and other specialist support to this group of people do not unwittingly give them  
unrealistic expectations.
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5.4 Work and life change
 
Moving into work can spark off huge life changes for homeless people. As well as adapting to the new  
routine and demands of a job, participants faced other changes outside work including significant changes  
in finances; moving home and starting to live independently (21 participants moved home during the  
research period); changes in support networks (including family and other support providers); and, for many  
(on temporary, part-time contracts or in casual or agency work), coping with uncertainty about the future  
of the job. 

Several people said that work was one of the most stable and positive things in their lives at a time of  
pressure and instability. Indeed, rather than work being a cause of difficulties for people, difficulties were  
often external to work. 

 ‘There’s nothing, there’s nothing [else]: the only thing I’ve got is me job. I love my job and I’ll try and  
 hold on to that for as long as I possibly can.’ 

The first few months in work: tasks and challenges 
Understanding participants’ experiences of moving into work can help us identify where homeless people  
might struggle and where they might need support in order to keep work. 

The diagrams overleaf summarise some key themes from the research based on participants’ experiences 
of starting work. The first focuses on experiences outside work and, although some participants faced 
few of these issues and had a relatively smooth journey into work, these issues were not uncommon 
among participants. The diagram shows that, for many, the job itself is only one of many changes and high-
pressure situations which can be faced. The second focuses on the experiences of participants at work. 
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Figure (q) Outside work: tasks and challenges faced in the first few months of work

On gaining work The first month in work The next few months in work

Benefits 
Signing off JSA /ESA, 
informing Housing 
Benefits office, exploring 
entitlement to Working 
Tax Credit, back to 
work bonus and roll-
on Housing Benefit. 
Negotiating a complex 
system and securing 
accurate information 
and correct entitlements 
can be challenging. 

Financial management 
Buying clothes for work 
and ensuring finances 
for travel. Seeking 
loans/support with 
these, where possible. 
Budgeting and financial 
management are required. 

Managing an urgent 
financial crisis 
People paid monthly (who 
must survive for up to six 
weeks with no income), 
or those who have not 
successfully secured the 
benefits to which they are 
entitled, are faced with 
an urgent financial crisis. 
Most commonly dealt with 
by loans from support 
agencies, family or friends. 
They must negotiate with 
their housing provider if this 
results in rent arrears. 

Planning to move on 
People living in hostels and 
supported housing often start 
to plan moving to independent 
tenancies quickly after starting 
full-time work because they 
can struggle to afford rents 
alongside other work-related 
outgoings such as travel, 
lunches and clothes. They 
must prepare themselves to 
move on and find appropriate 
and affordable housing. 

Resolving benefits issues 
People who did not initially secure the benefits 
to which they were entitled may still be in 
discussions with benefits agencies to resolve 
this. For these people, rent arrears are building 
and they are experiencing stress and anxiety. 

Financial management 
The first monthly pay packet/the resolution 
of benefits issues can be the first clear 
idea of actual income for many people. 
Only now are financial management and 
budgeting more possible. Those who wish 
to move on are trying to save for deposits. 

Paying off loans and arrears 
Many people are now paying off 
arrears built up/loans borrowed when 
they initially moved into work. 

Dealing with tensions within the hostel 
Tensions may be emerging within 
people’s hostel or supported housing. 
These can include anti-social behaviour, 
harassment and financial bullying. 

Rebuilding relationships with family 
Some people now begin to try (with 
mixed success) to rebuild relationships 
with family. People may also be building 
new friendships in and outside work. 

Moving on and away from support networks 
People who struggle to afford the hostel rent, 
and others who wish to live independently, 
are moving home. They are adapting 
to living independently and learning to 
cope without old support networks. 

Seeking new jobs or increasing working hours 
People may now be seeking to move from 
part-time to full-time work. Others (where 
the job is temporary or does not meet 
their needs) are looking for new work. 
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On gaining work The first month in work The next few months in work

Passing CRB check 
and references 
This can be a source of 
anxiety and a stumbling 
block for some. 

Deciding whether 
to accept the job 
Doing a ‘better off’ 
calculation and ensuring 
the job is financially viable. 

Building confidence 
After a period of 
homelessness and 
unemployment, confidence 
can be very low, and 
a new job can feel 
exciting but daunting. 

Creating a new routine 
Getting enough sleep and 
arriving at work on time. 

Learning the role
Learning new skills and 
technical terms. Making 
mistakes and learning from 
them. Many people put 
in extra unpaid hours in 
order to prove themselves 
and do a good job. 

Learning workplace behaviour 
Learning about workplace 
cultures, professional 
behaviour and how to 
interact with colleagues. 
Managing problems and 
following procedures. 

Building relationships 
with colleagues 
Including deciding 
how much personal 
information to disclose. 

Expanding skills and confidence 
With the right role and support, confidence 
is building. People are learning more tasks, 
including the ones they don’t like or find hard. 

Probationary meetings and assessments 
People’s performance is being reviewed and 
this might affect their future in the role. 

Building friendships with colleagues 
Several people are building new friendships. 

Dealing with difficulties 
For some people, difficulties become 
apparent. These can include difficulties 
with performance. Alternatively, some may 
feel that the role offers a lack of training, 
support or possibility for progress. 
Negotiations may have to take place 
with managers or others. 

Thinking about the future 
For others, skills are being recognised and 
the possibility of promotions, permanent 
contracts or future work are being discussed. 

 Figure (r) In work: tasks and challenges in the first few months of work
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6 THE JOURNEY: FALLING OUT OF OR  
  KEEPING WORK 

Key points

Of the 34 people who were interviewed between six and 12 months after they started work, two thirds 
(22) were still working at the end of the research period and one third (12) had fallen out of work. 

In total, 22 people lost work at some point over the research project (although eight of these 
subsequently moved into new jobs). Of these, three did not start their jobs, nine lost work for reasons  
over which they had no control (the end of temporary work or redundancy), five were sacked or asked  
not to come back to work, and three chose not to continue working. 

Most people who had lost jobs described making great efforts to seek work, but faced various barriers to  
moving back into work including a lack of jobs, a lack of skills and work experience, and criminal  
convictions. 

Moving into work was a positive experience for almost all participants. It increased people’s self-
confidence, work experience and skills. However, losing work could have a negative impact on wellbeing  
(including depression, increased substance use, and lowered self-esteem), decrease people’s sense of  
meaning and progress and lead to financial difficulties. 

Five of the 50 participants moved straight from their initial jobs into new jobs over the research period. 
They were distinguished by clear, realistic career goals, which they were all strongly motivated to achieve. 

6.1 Job outcomes for participants 

Of the 50 people who took part in the research, the researchers stayed in touch with 34 for between six and  
12 months after they started work. Of these, around two thirds (22 people) were still working at the end of  
the research period and around a third (12 people) had fallen out of work. Of the 22 people still in work,  
14 were still in the job they had started, three had moved directly into new jobs, and five had lost work but  
subsequently started a new job. 

Figure (s) shows that, six months after starting their jobs, 20 people were still in work, and 14 people were  
not in work. Subsequently, three of those who were in work at six months went on to lose their jobs; while  
five of those not in work went on to start new jobs. 

Of the 17 people from whom information was gathered at nine months after starting work, 11 people were  
in work, and six people were not. 

Figure (s) Employment status of participants at three, six and nine months after starting work 

At three months At six months At nine months

In work 33 20 11
Not in work 11 14 6
Not known 6 16 33
Total 50 50 50
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Although the relatively small number of people in the sample makes identifying patterns in experiences 
difficult, figure (t) shows that participants gradually lost work over their first six months in employment (so 
that only six in 10 people were employed at six months), but then began, in small numbers, to move back 
into work. This was often after several months of job seeking, taking courses and gaining work experience. 

Figure (t) Employment outcomes at three, six and nine months after starting work, as percentage of all known  
outcomes 

At three months At six months At nine months
In work 75% 59% 65%

Not in work 25% 41% 35%

Chapters 7 to 9 explore in more detail why some people kept work and other people lost work. 

6.2 Losing work 

Of the 50 participants, 22 were known to have lost work at some point over the research period (including 
three who never started their jobs), although seven of these subsequently moved into new jobs. Eleven 
people (half of all those who lost work) either did not start work or lost their jobs within three months of  
starting work. 

Figure (u) shows the periods for which these people sustained their jobs, and the reasons for falling out of  
work. It shows that: 
• Three people did not start their jobs. 
• Nine people lost work for reasons over which they had no control (the end of temporary work or  
 redundancy). 
• Five people were sacked or asked not to come back to work.
• Three people chose not to continue working, although all of these sustained work for between  
 three and six months. 

Note: Several participants moved in and out of work several times over the research period. This table relates to their first job  
loss only. 

Reason for losing work (number of people)

Period for 
which work 
sustained

Did not 
start

End of 
temporary 
work

Sacked / 
asked to 
leave

Chose not 
to continue 
working

Made 
redundant

Not known Total

n/a 3 3

One week 
or less

1 2 3

More than 
one week to 
one month

1 1 2

More than 
one month 
to three 
months

3 1 1 1 6

More than 
three 
months to 
six months

1 1 3 2 7

Not known 1 1

Total 3 6 5 3 3 2 22
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Of the people who lost work over the research period, eight people went on to start new jobs. These  
included three of the people who had been sacked, four of the people who had lost jobs after temporary  
work ending or being made redundant, and one person who had not started his job. Several of these people  
continued to move in and out of temporary work throughout the research period. 

Although the research sample is too small to statistically analyse correlations between individual or job  
characteristics and job outcomes, we have reviewed the data to identify possible patterns which might  
indicate relationships between factors. We compared the characteristics of the 22 people who lost work  
over the research period with the 17 people who sustained work for six months or more (see Appendix A).  
Key findings were that people who lost work were more likely to: 

• Be currently (rather than recently) homeless. 
• Have had very long periods of unemployment (10 years or more). 
• Have had longer periods of homelessness (one year or more).

There were several reasons why participants fell out of work. These include: 

Not starting work 
Three participants who took part in pre-work interviews for the research did not start their jobs. Of these, one 
person had his job offer withdrawn after unsatisfactory references; one chose not to accept the job after  
a ‘better off’ calculation showed he would be worse off in work than on benefits; and one was unable to start  
his own business as planned after negotiations for his market stall pitch fell through. 

Temporary contracts 
Six people lost the jobs they initially started because their temporary contracts or casual work ended, and  
three people because of redundancy. Several people moved into and out of work more than once and,  
in all of these cases, the end of temporary or casual work or redundancy was the cause of these  
subsequent jobs work ending. 

Choosing not to continue working 
Three people chose not continue working. It is notable they each made this decision after significant periods  
in work (between three and six months).

Two of these people made the decision to stop working after long periods of distress and anxiety. Neither  
was receiving support outside work. The first was experiencing bullying at work which caused a  
deterioration in his mental health issues, and did not have the confidence to report this to his manager.  
The second had been unable to secure the benefits to which he was entitled, leading to rent arrears,  
extreme anxiety, and ultimately (shortly after the job ended) eviction from his supported housing. His  
experiences are described in Alan’s story in Chapter 7. 

The third person to choose not to continue working was in the late stages of pregnancy which, combined  
with health issues, led to her decision that the long journey to work was unfeasible. 

Being fired 
Five people were fired or asked not to return to work. 

Two people (both engaged in casual work) were asked not to come back to work within their first week. Both 
had had difficulties with equipment, and one was also told that he had acted unprofessionally with a  
customer because he called him ‘mate’. Both felt that they had been treated unfairly, and were very  
disappointed. The casual nature of their work meant that they had no employment rights. 
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One person was fired from an apprenticeship after taking six weeks’ sick leave for a minor illness (see  
Emma’s story below). Another was fired from mainstream employment after he walked out of work during  
working hours. He believed that the apprenticeship he conducted prior to this had not given him the  
necessary skills to do the job, and he was under a great deal of pressure from his manager because of  
his poor performance. 

A final person said that he was fired for lateness and unprofessional behaviour (related to anger management  
issues). 

Emma’s story: The wrong job 

Emma (in her 20s) was in an apprenticeship which was subsequently redesigned after a number  
of difficulties with its management became apparent. She was deeply unhappy in the role, which  
was not enabling her to learn the skills she had wanted to learn. She said that there was often little  
to do at work and during these quiet periods she was encouraged to make personal use of social  
media to fill in the time. 

She was fired after six months in the role, after being sick with a minor illness for six weeks. She  
continued to pursue the same career by networking and building relationships, setting up and  
attending regular work shadowing placements (with the help of a mentor). 

While working towards her ‘passion’, she also sought paid work so that she could be financially 
independent while gaining the skills and experience to move into her chosen area of work. She put in  
a number of applications for roles in retail, call centres, customer services and catering. 

A few months later, Emma secured a new role through a specialist scheme for employing homeless  
people, with the support of a work and learning team based within a homelessness agency. She is  
still not working in her dream job, but hopes to move towards this in the future. 

6.3 The consequences of losing work 

The consequences of losing work were wide-ranging for participants. Of the 22 people who lost work or did  
not start their jobs, eight moved, after a period of unemployment, into new jobs. Of the remaining 14 people,  
the project researchers stayed in touch with 10, who had been unemployed for an average of five months  
at the point of their last interviews. 

For most of those who had lost jobs, moving into work remained a positive experience. Many people reported: 
• Increased work experience, giving them skills, confidence about their ability to work, and an  
 increased understanding of what work involved. 
• Increased motivation to work. 
• Learning and reflection on what went wrong (especially if they were asked to leave) and a more  
 informed plan about what kind of work they would like to move into and what would be expected  
 from them at work. 

 ‘I’m more confident, I can go and face any job now.’ 

Those who had struggled while working also said that stopping working led to decreased anxiety. 
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At the same time, for almost everyone, losing work was a deep disappointment. Although almost everyone 
continued job seeking, they did so with decreasing self-confidence and less hope, as Malcolm’s story shows. 

The consequences of losing work could include: 
• A negative impact on well-being, including depression, increased substance use and lowered  
 self-esteem. 
• A decreased sense of meaning and progress, as the possibilities that work opened up (for example  
 for a meaningful social role, financial independence and independent accommodation), shut down. 
• Financial difficulties after having adjusted to a higher income (for example struggling to pay bills  
 after moving into independent accommodation while in work) or managing debts accrued  
 while working (for example, because benefits were not accessed). 

 ‘I’m in debt now. I’ve never been in debt in my life, never had a credit card, and now I’m in trouble  
 with bailiffs, court, I owe rent arrears’. 

 ‘I feel like shit about [losing] the job. I’m not working now, my self-respect, self-esteem, I’ve got   
 nothing to shout about now whereas before I did, I could make plans, I can’t make plans now […] I  
 ain’t been doing anything really, haven’t been out at all […] I had a wobble [and used drugs], it was  
 like fuck it, it don’t really matter now, what difference does it make? […] I ain’t got any future, it’s just  
 day by day’. 

 ‘The problem is when you put yourself out all the time and you keep getting rejected and told there  
 is no work. You start thinking there is nothing out there and you become despondent. Your job  
 searches drop off a bit. You think after writing the 60th letter and getting a rejection or not even  
 getting a reply, you think why am I bothering?’ 
 

Malcolm’s story: The consequences of falling out of work 

After falling out of work as a driver, Malcolm (in his 40s) again faces many of the barriers that  
commonly prevent homeless people from moving into work. In particular, he feels his criminal record  
is a barrier to work, although it is seven years since he left prison. But, in addition, the experience of  
losing work has made him feel demoralised, disempowered, angry and pessimistic about his chances  
of finding future work. 

 ‘The truck packed up on me, they tried to blame it on me. Most agency guys will always be  
 the ones first in the firing line. They’ll bring in another guy. 

 I’ve got about 20 agencies I’ve gone out there to register with. I’ve put my suit on, done  
 hundreds of CVs. I’m just going round in circles. 
 
 [The agency] know that I had to sign off and it would be hectic for me, they don’t care if I  
 get into rent arrears, they don’t care if I lose my place, they put in another [worker] straight  
 away. They’re not bothered about the bills and what I have to pay and the devastation that I’m  
 facing. I’m just going more or less back when I should be going forwards […] It starts to have a  
 mental effect, as if to say you might as well just give up, you might as well blow up. 

 You come to your own resolution to do something positive, but you find you can’t do nothing  
 positive. I just want to get on with my life.’ 
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Job seeking, training and volunteering 
Most people who had lost jobs described making great efforts to seek work, but faced various barriers to  
moving back into work. The barriers homeless people face in moving into work have been explored in more  
detail in a number of other research studies17. Key barriers participants described included: a lack of jobs  
and competitive labour market because of the current economic climate; a lack of skills and work experience;  
and criminal convictions, which put people off applying for certain roles. 

Several of the people who had lost work took on new training or voluntary work. This was most helpful for  
people who were still exploring job options, or wanted to gain experience in new areas. For others, who  
felt that they had the necessary experience and skills but were unable to secure work, it could be harder  
to stay motivated. 

 ‘I do a lot of applications every week […] I’m volunteering at [a charity]. I’ve been doing it for a while  
 to keep me going. It keeps me busy, it’s something on my CV. I’m enjoying it, I like helping [...] It’s  
 annoying when I see people working and think: ‘I can do this job – how did they get it?! Why can’t I?’  
 I feel sad.’

The decision to stop actively seeking work 
Two people who had lost work decided to stop actively seeking work. One had had a bad experience of 
failing to secure in-work benefits, accruing rent arrears and being evicted (see Alan’s story in Chapter7); he 
very much wanted to work, but only once he was in more secure accommodation. For the other, the difficult  
experience of starting and then losing work appeared to undermine his motivation to work, and, having just  
moved into a private rented sector tenancy, he questioned whether he would be able to get a job that paid  
enough for him to live. Both of these people were receiving no formal support. 

6.4 Moving back into work 

Eight of the 50 participants lost work but then moved back into work during the research period. Six of these  
people had specialist routes into their new jobs or already knew their employer: 
• Three people had specialist routes into work through homelessness agencies or specialist schemes.  
 One of these was employed by a homelessness agency, which had been supporting him; the former  
 employer of another (who provided services to homeless people) arranged an interview for him with  
 another employer; and another entered a specialist employment scheme for homeless people. 
• Two people found work through family or friends. 
• One person was offered a new job by his employer a week after his temporary contract ended. 

The remaining two people moved directly into temporary agency work. 

Of these eight people, only five remained in work at the point of their last interview (and one of these was  
regularly moving in and out of temporary employment); the remaining three people lost work again when  
temporary or seasonal work ended. 

17 The most comprehensive are Business Action on Homelessness and New Economics Foundation (2008), Work it out: barriers to 
employment for homeless people, and St Mungos and Demos (2010) Work matters. 
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6.5 New jobs and promotions 

Moving into new work 
Five of the 50 participants moved straight from their initial jobs into new jobs over the research period. 

Three of these people were in jobs which they actively did not enjoy; however, they stayed in them  
until they were able to find new, more appropriate work. One person found his job adequate but it was not  
what he ultimately wished to do. The fifth received an internal promotion to supervisor of the team in which  
he had started work. 

This group of people can be understood to have followed the three-stage model referenced by Business  
in the Community : ‘Any job, Better job, Career’, which sees people entering employment with ‘any job’  
before moving onto a ‘better job’ and finally developing a ‘career’. 

These five people were distinguished by clear, realistic career goals, which they were all strongly motivated  
to achieve. Two had significant previous work experience in the areas in which they were working (in both  
cases, cheffing). The remaining three people were moving into new areas of work after substantial periods  
of homelessness and unemployment: they had been homeless for between seven and 24 years (on and off)  
and had been unemployed for between four months (having previously worked as a Big Issue vendor) and  
nine years. Their initial jobs (cleaning, house clearance and laundry work) helped them to overcome these  
barriers and move closer to their chosen areas of work (two people secured jobs in support work, and  
the third was promoted to supervisor). 

Felix’s story: Moving into a better job 

Felix started working in a minimum wage job after many years of unemployment. In his first  
interview, he described his motivation: 

 ‘It’s not glamorous. I can be cleaning toilets that are full of whatever. It can be nasty work. 

 But I’m just grateful I have a job. I can take my children out. I can pay my bills. My family;  
 seeing the members of my family again. I’ve got a sense of self-worth, I’m part of a team. 

 This isn’t what I want to be doing all my life – it’s just a stepping stone – I’ve got  
 plans [...] But that’s gonna take a little bit of time so I’m heading in the direction. 

 So I’m coming in on time, doing my job, not causing any aggro, getting on with the team.  
 I’m showing that I’m able to add those little qualities. And hopefully that will serve me in good  
 stead for an opportunity in the future. If not, I’ll look elsewhere. But then I’ll have references.’ 

After six months he had moved into a job he wanted to be doing, as a support worker for vulnerable  
people: 

 ‘If I wouldn’t have got that kind of work [first job], then there wouldn’t be anywhere for me to 
 move forward to… It gave me the confidence to apply for other jobs; it showed me that I  
 could hold a job down again.’

18 New Economics Foundation and Business Action on Homelessness (2008) Work it Out: barriers to employment for 
homeless people.
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Chapters 7 and 8 explore the factors which influenced participants’ chances of sustaining work. This chapter 
focuses on factors relating to life outside work. Many people who struggled to sustain work, or lost work, 
did so because of factors unrelated to the job itself. The following chapter focuses on work-related factors. 

7 KEEPING WORK: FACTORS 
RELATING TO LIFE OUTSIDE WORK  

Key points

Homeless people have the best chance of staying in work if they have sufficient money; a suitable  
place to live; positive friendships and relationships; confidence and self-worth; mental and physical  
wellness; support; information, choice and control, a sense of meaning and progress, and if the  
characteristics of the job itself make it sustainable. 

Several participants were worse off in work than on benefits. Some were not receiving the benefits  
to which they were entitled; others were but these did not enable them to cover the costs of working.  
The transition into work could be costly, with travel costs and delays in receiving benefits sometimes  
resulting in debts and rent arrears. Most people did not know how much they would receive in benefits  
after they started work, making it difficult for them to manage money; this was a particular and  
ongoing issue for people working variable hours. 

Some people living in homelessness accommodation experienced harassment, financial exploitation  
and anti-social behaviour. Some could feel pressurised to move on quickly from expensive hostel  
accommodation to cheaper independent accommodation; others felt trapped in expensive hostel  
accommodation due to a lack of affordable move-on options.

Positive experiences of moving into work had a beneficial effect on people’s confidence, mental health 
and well-being. In contrast, negative experiences of moving into work adversely affected people’s 
mental health and confidence. Several people said that working helped them reduce their substance 
use or maintain abstinence, although those with severe substance issues struggled to stay in work. 
Several people built new or rebuilt old relationships with family and friends after moving into work. 

Participants commonly described having a lack of information about issues of central importance  
to their lives, including benefits entitlements, details about their job and salary, and options for moving  
on into independent accommodation. These could exacerbate a sense of a lack of choice and  
control over their lives, which could negatively affect mental health and undermine people’s motivation  
and ability to stay in work.

Starting work was seen as part of a journey away from homelessness and towards the fulfilment of  
individual aspirations and potential. To stay in employment, it was important that people were able to  
maintain this sense of meaning and progress in their lives. 
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7.1 A model for sustained employment for homeless people: factors relating to life outside work 

The following model shows the nine inter-relating factors which, this research suggests, influence homeless  
people’s chances of staying in work. 

The research suggests that homeless people have the best chance of staying in work if they have sufficient  
money; a suitable place to live; positive friendships and relationships; confidence and self-worth; mental and  
physical wellness; support; information, choice and control; a sense of meaning and progress; and if the  
characteristics of the job and the employment market make work sustainable. 

This chapter of the report will explore each of the factors in the model in turn, outlining how they influence,  
and are influenced by, people’s experiences of moving into work. Chapter 8 will explore in more detail the  
work-related factors that help to create sustained employment, and Chapter 9 will discuss issues relating to  
support which help people to stay in work. 

Figure (v): Model 1: A model of sustained employment for homeless people: factors relating to life outside work 

Sustained employment can be visualised as being at the centre of a self-supporting network of inter-
related factors. Each of the five factors relating to sustained employment can help people sustain work, 
and can also be strengthened by the experience of being in work. For example, a reasonable degree of 
mental and physical wellness is necessary for people to sustain work; and wellness can be increased 
by staying in appropriate, meaningful work. Likewise, having sufficient money, a suitable place to live, 
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friendships and relationships, and confidence and self-worth can all increase wellness; and wellness can  
help people to maintain each of these things (while a lack of wellness can put them at risk). 

Support (from both personal support networks and professionals), alongside access to information and other  
sources of choice and control (see Section 7,8), form a foundation which strengthen each of the other 
factors. As people made a sustained movement into work, a sense of meaning and progress arose from 
positive changes in each of these areas, and this could help motivate people to overcome challenges. 

Participants experiences suggested that if there is a problem in one of these areas, it can affect each of the 
others (to a greater or lesser extent), weaken the self-supporting structure, and lead to a risk for the individual 
of falling out of work, losing suitable accommodation, losing or damaging friendships and relationships, 
experiencing lowered self-confidence, less money/poorer money management, and weakened mental or  
physical health. All of these things have been experienced by some of the research participants. 

Several people who experienced problems in one or two of these areas were able to maintain work (at  
least over the research period) but were struggling to do so. As the number of problem areas increased, the  
risk of falling out of work also tended to increase. 

The case study below demonstrates how, for one person, these factors inter-relate in practice and how they  
led to him falling out of work. 

Alan’s story: Unsustained work 

Alan’s story is an example of how Model 1 works in practice. For Alan, a lack of support and 
information led to a lack of sufficient money that, in turn, led to rent arrears and eviction, worsening 
mental health, and the loss of work, together with the loss of a sense of a meaningful future. 

Alan was very positive about his move into work. He enjoyed his job as a handyman and, after his six  
months’ temporary contract ended, he was offered a permanent contract. 

Alan was receiving no support in his semi-independent accommodation. He believes he has an  
undiagnosed learning disability which made negotiating the benefits system complicated for him.  
He put in a claim for Working Tax Credit, but five months later he had not received it. He was 
increasingly anxious about this but his friends had told him that the system was slow. 

When he followed it up, he found that his claim for Working Tax Credit had not been received  
and that the benefit could only be backdated by one month. By this point, he owed almost £2,000 in  
rent arrears. He was so anxious about eviction that he began to seek out places to sleep rough in the  
future. He lapsed temporarily into alcohol use. He turned down the offer of permanent work and  
stopped working, afraid that if he continued to work he would continue to build debt and be at  
increased risk of a return to homelessness. 

He was evicted, but two days before he expected to have to go back to the streets was found a  
place in a hostel. He now has no sense of a future, and strongly believes that he cannot work until he 
moves into his own tenancy (although there is no imminent prospect of this). If he does work, he fears  
it will lead to a return to rough sleeping. 
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Figure (w): Alan’s experience of losing work 

7.2 Sustained employment (work-related factors) 

The work-related factors that make up sustained employment (at the centre of Model 1) are described in  
detail in Chapter 8. This discusses factors relating to the individual, job, organisation and external  
environment which affect the individual’s chances of sustaining work. 

7.3 Sufficient money: money and benefits 

Although money was not, for many people, the primary motive for moving into work, it was important for many  
people, as described in Section 5.2. 

For some people, moving into work meant more money. This could improve people’s well-being (as they used  
it to buy, for example, gym membership or clothes), help them to move into independent accommodation,  
and contribute to a sense of meaning and purpose as they felt pride in paying taxes and being financially  
independent. 

However, for others, moving into work led to financial struggles and anxiety, as debts were accumulated and  
benefits were either not accessed or not sufficient to cover the costs of moving into work. When people’s  
financial situations were worse after moving into work, money became problematic and could put people’s  
chances of staying in work at risk. 
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Managing the transitional period 
Moving off benefits and into work requires strong money management and budgeting skills. Issues  
identified by this research include: 

• At the point at which they moved into work, the vast majority of participants did not know how  
 much money they would have coming in after starting work. This was particularly the case for  
 people who were working variable hours and who had debts (which ‘better off’ calculations did  
 not take into account). Many people were not sure about their precise salary before starting work. 
• Many participants did not know which benefits they would be entitled to after starting work. 
• People who are paid monthly need to manage the transition from weekly to monthly payments.  
 For people who have just missed a pay run, this can mean a six week period with no money coming in. 
• People need to buy clothes for work and pay for travel during the first month of work before they are  
 paid. 

Additional sources of money, which some participants received to help with these issues when they moved  
into work included: 

• Financial support (usually a travel card or vouchers for clothes or food) from their hostel provider  
 or the work and learning service based within their homelessness service provider. 
• Travel card or clothes vouchers from Work Programme provider. 
• £100 Job Grant (more commonly known as a ‘back to work bonus’) from Jobcentre Plus. 
• Extended Payment of Housing Benefit (four weeks’ Housing Benefit run-on). 
• Return to Work Credit (a tax-free weekly sum paid on top of earnings for 52 weeks, for  
 those returning to work after illness or disability). 

However, there was a limited eligibility criteria for most of these sources of support. There was some  
inconsistency about what people received, and some received none of these things. Some received  
them only several weeks after starting their job. Many people said that they needed to borrow money from  
friends or family to cover living costs in the month after starting work, during the gap between benefits  
being stopped and their first salary being paid. 

 ‘It was difficult [waiting for my first monthly salary]. I had to talk to my auntie and grandma, they  
 helped out a lot through the first month.’

 ‘There was six weeks before I got my salary. I was back on the rent and everything, and they wrote  
 to me and said “if you don’t pay your rent then we’ll have to give you notice.’ 

People also commonly developed rent arrears. If living in a hostel, this was usually with the understanding of 
the hostel provider. However, for those living in private rented, council or housing association accommodation, 
where more negotiation might be needed with landlords, this could potentially be more problematic. 

Several people said that issues around benefits during this period (problems, delays or inconsistent advice)  
were a huge source of anxiety for them. 

Of the 50 participants, 32 had debts at the time of their first interview. These ranged from £25 to £24,000,  
and commonly ran into thousands of pounds. They were most commonly for rent arrears, council tax, crisis  
loans, credit or store card bills, or loans from friends. 
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Lisa’s story: Rent arrears and the threat of eviction  

Lisa (in her early 20s) recently moved into a council flat. She has a history of abuse and depression. 

She built up rent arrears when her JSA, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Credit were stopped  
because she had started a pre-apprenticeship course. 

She survived by borrowing money from family and also from a man who manages a shop where she  
used to do voluntary work. 

Now she has started the apprenticeship, which pays £100 per week, her Housing Benefit and 
council tax credit have been restarted, but not her JSA. Her rent arrears continue to grow. 

She has been served an eviction notice for rent arrears. Although this is very unlikely to lead to  
eviction, Lisa feels that this might jeopardise the future of her tenancy. She is trying not to feel  
too anxious about this. 

Managing on a low income 
As described in Section 5.2, many people were willing to work for very little money: 

 ‘It’s not just about the money. If it was about the money I don’t think I’d be doing it to be quite  
 honest with you. It’s nice having a little bit extra in my pocket but it’s not much. In the three months  
 I’ve been doing it I haven’t bought myself anything. But it’s about the hours in the day. It’s about  
 where I’m after going [in the future].’

However, many people on low pay or variable hours faced an ongoing struggle to manage financially and  
described in-work poverty. For several people, moving into work meant that they were worse off or only  
marginally better off than when they had been on benefits. 

Some people struggled with the transition from benefits to a monthly salary:

 ‘I’ve never had monthly pay before so it’s a real struggle for me making my money last a whole month.’ 

Despite having low incomes, many people described successfully managing small budgets by spending  
very little money: 

 ‘Even if I don’t spend nothing, I only have left like £8. I don’t go out, I don’t do nothing you know? […]  
 It’s like I almost just live for the job.

 ‘I’ve got £150 coming in a week: £100 in wages [on an apprenticeship wage] and £50 Working Tax  
 Credit. I’ve written down all my outgoings and I have 50p spare every week for non-essentials. My 
 phone broke and I couldn’t replace it. I’m paying £50 towards rent, £30-40 on food, about £10 or  
 more on travel. There’s also bills, toiletries, phone and debts. I had to call round everyone negotiating  
 how much I could pay every month.

 ‘I can’t afford things; I don’t buy things. Even food I buy the cheapest of the cheapest. I don’t go to  
 Tesco,I go to Lidl and Aldi, where basic stuff is 10p or 18p. I have a shopping list and calculate  
 how much I’m spending.

 ‘I sat down … started checking, checking, checking what I spend money on, added it all up, I see  
 how much all that come to, tried to take away certain unnecessary things from the list to say ‘well I  
 don’t really need this, I don’t really need that …’ . So that I can just get it down to a basic rate that is  
 affordable. It was a little bit tight though, it was.’
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Several people said that their wages were not sufficient to live on: 

 ‘[I can’t afford to work] on the minimum wage. They might as well call it the ‘can’t cope wage’, cos  
 you still need benefits so you’re still a scrounger to the rest of society […] I was drowning, I wasn’t  
 earning enough, it was £6.19 an hour for six months and it weren’t covering it […] I need to be on  
 like £8 an hour.’ 

A number of people said that they wished to be financially independent and not claiming benefits: 

 ‘I want to do it on my own [without Housing Benefit…] because that’s what you do when you’re  
 working.’ 

Access to benefits 
Many people faced significant problems relating to benefits. These included: 
• The long time period (sometimes several months) which it took to access benefits and find out  
 about benefits entitlements. 
• Errors in the benefits system, which left people without the benefits to which they were entitled,  
 resulting in the need to appeal. 
• Complexities in the benefits system leading to people failing to receive the benefits to which they  
 were entitled. 
• A lack of timely information about benefits entitlements making it difficult to manage money, 
 particularly for those working variable hours.  

Claiming benefits could be time-consuming and sometimes require time off work:

 ‘I had to go three weeks later [after starting work] with wage slips to calculate how much housing  
 benefit they were going to pay me. I had to take a day off work because you can’t do it in a  
 lunchtime. You could be sat in the council office for 30 minutes just waiting to be seen. They want  
 people to work and be off benefits - that I support - but they don’t make it that easy.’

Many people described needing to wait several weeks before they knew what benefits they were entitled to: 

 ‘The benefits side, you never know what they are going to pay you. If they are going to pay you,  
 you don’t know until six weeks later if your Housing Benefit will be paid during that period because  
 the process is so slow. Takes so long to catch up, that Housing Benefit might not pay you for August,  
 You get that letter in October, that’s the same with the job centre, it’s so slow [...] They call it rapid  
 reclaim but there’s nothing rapid about it at all […] It makes it impossible to manage money.’ 

People working variable hours had particular problems accessing the benefits to which they were entitled, 
and a number of them said that they had made the decision not to claim benefits, either because  
they did not think that they would be entitled, or because the process was too complicated. For example,  
Jack believed that he was not entitled to Housing Benefit because the month he put in a claim he had  
worked overtime and earned too much to be entitled. He now feels obliged to work many hours overtime,  
and is afraid that, if he does not, he will be unable to pay the rent: 

 ‘Without the overtime I couldn’t survive. I applied for Housing Benefit and was knocked back straight  
 away. It was based on my wage slips, even though I was working overtime that month.’

Harry also turned down his benefits after an unhelpful interaction with the benefits agency: 

 ‘I’m talking to this fellow on the phone and he says to me “I’m calculating on the calculator this, that  
 and the other and it works out that you’re doing an average of 56 hours a week”. I said “What are you  
 talking about?” I really did not understand what he was talking about. I’m saying “Hang on a minute,  
 30 hours one week, 27 hours the next week, 14 the week after” […] What they’d offered me [in  
 Housing Benefit] was £9 a week. [I said] “Do you know what, keep it”. Because he said “you’re  
 going to have to bring your slips in every month” and I said “you know what, because I’ve done  
 more hours this month and you’re going to calculate that to more hours than what it actually is,  
 keep it.’
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Worse off in work 
Several participants said that they were worse off in work than on benefits. Many, although not all, 
participants had had better off in work calculations done for them by an advisor at either Jobcentre Plus, their  
Work Programme provider, or a homelessness agency employment team. However, in some cases, these did  
not prove to be accurate, or to take into account actual outgoings. 

One person (on a low apprenticeship wage) said that she was concerned that she would have to give up  
work because she could not ‘afford’ it, after being told that she was not entitled to Housing Benefit by the  
Housing Benefits office. With support from the key worker associated with her supported housing, she  
appealed this decision and won, but not before she had built up rent arrears. Another participant said that  
he had needed to ‘save money’ in order to afford to start work on a monthly salary. 

 ‘I’m still working at the moment because I love my job, but there’s going to come a time when I can’t  
 afford it. I am [worse off than on benefits] now because of my fares and everything.’

Simon’s story: Being worse off in work 

 ‘I’m pleased to get a job. If I sit at home I’ll become lazy. It’s better not to ask anyone [the state]  
 for money. 

 ‘My JSA has stopped. I was getting £71 a week. I’m earning £90 a week. But I spend £34.20  
 on travel. I need a zone 1-3 ticket on the train. It’s a two-hour journey.

 ‘I’m borrowing money from friends. I have my service charge, electricity, gas, washing,  
 cleaning, food. It’s a problem. 

 ‘I go to the job centre every week. I need to get a new job quickly, otherwise I’ll sink.’

Money and mental health 
Several people said that their mental health had been adversely affected by their financial struggles: 

 ‘For the first month in work, I thought, ‘I have so much debt and I’ve only just started work’. It was a  
 constant worry.

 ‘I’m in rent arrears, I’m really stressed financially, worrying ‘can I afford the rent here?’ [...] I nearly  
 walked out [when appealing a benefits decision] because I couldn’t afford to work.’ 

A number of people contemplated leaving work, or did leave work, because they could not cope with the 
anxiety that their financial situation was causing, either because they were worse off in work, or because 
they had built up arrears and were afraid that this would result in eviction and a return to homelessness. 

Better off in work 
However, many participants were better off in work, and they began to pay off debts, have a slightly 
better standard of living, and save money. For example, one person saved £100 a month and was able 
to use the money as a deposit on a private rented sector flat, and another furnished her new flat. 
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7.4 A suitable place to live: at home and moving on 

At home 
Different people had very different needs relating to their accommodation. The research suggests that  
hostels and supported housing are not always appropriate environments for people who work, firstly  
because of the risk of anti-social behaviour and financial bullying from fellow residents, and secondly  
because of their high rents, which can be unaffordable on a low wage. 

For some people, moving into work increased their desire to move into independent accommodation. 
They believed that hostel accommodation was no longer appropriate for them. Several reported anti-social 
behaviour such as music being played late into the night, which affected their ability to work. A small but 
significant number of people reported experiencing bullying and harassment (particularly financial -  
being asked for money or other goods) from fellow residents. 

 ‘It’s [living in a hostel] killing me … Because everyone knows I’m working, everyone is asking me:  
 “Have you got a roll up, have you got credit, have you got this, have you got that..?”’ 

 ‘The house should be better managed and they should make sure people are living at the  
 appropriate stage: The people I’m living with can’t live independently. They’re stealing my food and I  
 can’t afford this […] It’s making it harder. I want to come home and feel relaxed, have a base to  
 make my future from. I just want a decent, stable home.’ 

Those living in council or housing association properties described far fewer problems relating to their  
accommodation than those in hostels, supported housing, or the private rented sector, because their  
tenancies were independent, secure and affordable. 

The three participants living in semi-independent accommodation specifically for working homeless people  
all experienced bullying and harassment from fellow residents, received no meaningful support either 
attached to their accommodation or from elsewhere, and struggled to stay in work (one was made redundant,  
one chose not to continue working and the third had her probationary period extended). 

However, for many people, their hostel or supported housing was a safe place where they received essential  
support with issues they were experiencing in and out of work. 

Louise’s story: Inappropriate accommodation 

Louise (in her 40s) was experiencing financial exploitation (being pressurised into giving up money), 
anti-social behaviour and violence from another resident in her semi-independent accommodation. 
Although he was evicted after assaulting her, she remains afraid of him as he has since broken 
into the flat and her anxiety has led to a worsening of her physical and mental health. 

Louise cannot move on until she had saved a deposit for a private rented flat. She has researched  
rent deposit schemes but none will accept her because she is working. 

She has had several days off work with health problems and to deal with the police following the assault. 
Although her performance at work is good, her probationary period has been extended because of this. 

 ‘I’m saving £300 a month. A flat is £700 roughly, so you’re looking at £1,400 [for the first  
 month’s rent plus a deposit], then you’ve got agency fees. Then you’ve got moving costs.  
 So I’m looking at about four months, five months of that hell.’
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Moving on 
Many people did not feel ready to move on immediately after starting work: 

 ‘I’m in this hostel and I’ve got a roof over my head, but as soon as you step out into that big world  
 and it goes wrong, you’re back on the street.’ 

However, for some, who were working full time on a low wage, high hostel rents meant that they could  
feel required to quickly move on into more affordable accommodation, as Mike’s story shows. This sometimes 
resulted from confusion or anxiety around Housing Benefit entitlements among both individuals and their 
support workers, who sometimes advised such quick moves. Fast moves were particularly encouraged  
for people living outside London, where affordable independent accommodation was more readily available.  
A number of people reported being encouraged to move on before they felt ready to do so and said that this  
put additional pressure on them at an already challenging time. 

Mike’s story: Feeling required to move on 

Mike (in his 40s) has never lived independently and had never previously worked. He grew up in care 
and has been sleeping rough and in and out of hostels and prison all of his adult life. He stopped 
using drugs two months ago. Now he has a full-time job, he has been advised by hostel staff to 
move quickly out of the hostel in order to avoid spending all his wages on the high hostel rent. 

 ‘It’s overwhelming. I just got a job and it’s just happened so fast, I’ll be moving into a flat  
 hopefully in the next few weeks. 

 I’ve got to be out of here in three weeks, because I won’t be able to afford the rent, it’s  
 £230 a week and I’m earning £286 a week. 

 I’m alright with buying shopping and cleaning, [support worker] is going to help me out with  
 sorting bills […] I’m scared, I think I’m just blocking it out really.’

Others did wish to move on. Those who felt ready to move on faced two challenges: firstly, to find 
appropriate accommodation, and secondly, (for those for whom the private rented sector was the most 
appropriate option) to save for a deposit. The need to save for a deposit, and the struggle to do so on a low 
wage, could be hugely problematic, as could the difficulty of finding a landlord who accepted people on  
Housing Benefit. Several people believed that this kept them in inappropriate accommodation for many more  
months than necessary and said that this seriously affected their well-being. 

 ‘They [supported housing provider] are desperate for me to move on because they realise I don’t  
 need it. The problem I have is 98% of [private rented] housing on the market don’t accept people on  
 benefits. If they do accept people on benefits, they want a month’s rent upfront as a deposit and  
 then a month’s rent. You need £1,000 to do this kind of thing. [I don’t have any savings] I’m on  
 benefits. Has anyone on benefits got savings?’ 

In total, 21 of the 50 participants were known to have moved home over the research period. Fifteen of these 
moved from homelessness accommodation into their own tenancies, most commonly in private rented sector  
or housing association accommodation, although two people living outside London moved into council  
accommodation and one person bought a shared ownership flat (with financial support from his family). In  
addition, a small number of people moved into a hostel or supported housing, and a number of people  
already living independently moved into new independent accommodation.
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For most people, moving was a positive experience; it was one of the final stages in their move away from 
homelessness and it gave them more control over the way they lived:

 ‘I’ve now got a house that I’ve started to rent and things are just moving on the right way.’ 

Most people were realistic about the type of accommodation they could move to, with many accepting that  
they would only be able to find a private rented sector flat in cheaper areas, often near work, although several  
expressed disappointment that more affordable and secure council or housing association accommodation  
was not available to them, and most wished for one-bedroom flats rather than studios. 

However, for several people (especially those who subsequently lost work) moving led to financial pressures  
and an isolation from necessary support. 

Several people talked about the increasing unaffordability of housing, especially for people on low wages,  
and some people felt unable to afford working in private rented sector accommodation: 

 ‘Rents are really high. To live in a place where my support network is, the people who actually I rely  
 on for my recovery, I couldn’t afford to live there on [less than my current salary… ] The answer is  
 to make wages higher and rents lower. 

 ‘Hopefully within 10 months I’ll go to Clearing House which is affordable rent, and then I’ll go bang  
 straight back to work, hopefully. I know I’ll find something because the rent will be more on a par  
 with council or housing association rent rather than private. Private is way above me unless I rented  
 a room in a shared house. I’m 47 so it’s difficult. 

 ‘The private sector is one thing that I’m dreading and it’s giving me nightmares. Because on a salary 
 for a one bedroom flat you’re looking at £700 plus light, plus water, plus council tax and everything  
 and I’m worried would I be able to be out there doing that and survive, you know?’

These views are linked to a perception that in-work benefits do not provide an adequate support net, leading  
to anxiety and also, in some cases, to people who are not seeking or accepting lower paid (often minimum  
wage) work. 

7.5 Mental and physical wellness 

Mental health 
Of the 50 participants, 21 had had mental health issues in the past and an additional 11 had them at the  
time they moved into work. 

People’s mental health was very susceptible to changing in response to life events. When people were asked  
in final interviews about how their support needs had changed over the research period, mental health was  
the most changeable: of those who responded, five people said that their mental health had got worse over  
the period, eight that it had got better, three that it had got both better and worse in different ways, and nine  
that it was unchanged. Several explained how this related to being in work.

Those people who had positive experiences of moving into work reported that it had a beneficial effect on  
their mental health and well-being although they often said that they had experienced stress and 
anxiety at certain points (such as moving home or claiming benefits). They said that working gave them 
something to do, stopped them sitting around thinking about things and improved their confidence. 

 ‘I’ve always been okay [my mental health] when I’m working because I’m concentrating on what I’m  
 doing. I don’t need to go to the pub. The whole thing about working all the time is I don’t need to 
 worry about my mental health… It’s that week afterwards [after a contract ends].’

A number of people with existing mental health problems talked about the importance of knowing that they 
could manage their mental health, and recognise ‘signs’ that it was getting worse, before they started work. 



51

Those who had negative experiences of moving into work said that it adversely affected their mental health. 

 ‘Before I started working I’d probably say, from one to 10, I was probably around an eight or a  
 seven [in terms of my depression and paranoia] and then I started working and now I’m like  
 minus something … It makes you ill.’ 

People’s mental health was often the first area in Model 1 to be affected by problems in other areas. It was  
protected by support, in particular emotional support. 

Substance use 
Several people said that behaviours such as drinking, recreational drug use and (in one case) smoking had  
been significantly reduced by working. Others, who had had substance misuse issues in the past, said that  
working was helping them to stay abstinent from drugs or alcohol. This was partly because they had less  
spare time to fill, partly because their new working lifestyle required them to wake up clear-headed and  
early in the morning, and partly because substance use no longer fitted with their conception of themselves  
as a working person. Those using substances in smaller amounts or less often were able to sustain this  
reduction in substance use over the research period. 

 ‘Having a job is keeping me off it [amphetamines]. Out of a job, there’s nowt better to do.’

Two people had a more serious drug or alcohol dependency when they moved into work. Both 
acknowledged in interviews that they had a problem but neither were seeking support with it. Both were  
motivated to work in part as an attempt to reduce their substance use (both by being occupied and in the  
hope that the positive change of moving into work would make it easier for them to stop using substances).  
Although both had reported a reduction in their substance misuse when they first moved into work, neither  
had been unable to sustain this, and their substance misuse was facilitated by their increased incomes. Both  
lost work (they were asked to leave) and then found new jobs, and one also lost his second job. The other  
remained in his second job but only precariously. 

However, for both, the experience of working was positive, and may have helped them start to think about  
addressing their substance misuse issues, which they were more willing to acknowledge were problematic  
in later interviews, having experienced them negatively affecting their work. Andy’s story in Section 5.1  
is an example of this. 

Losing work, or facing other challenges, led some people to use substances temporarily, including one man  
who used crack for the first time in his life, and one person who lapsed into alcohol and drug use. In addition, 
a number of people who had had substance misuse issues in the past said that they had been at risk of  
relapse during particularly stressful times, often because of financial pressures: 

 ‘Last week it was stressful. I had thoughts about drinking. Last week I felt a bit vulnerable because  
 of the new situation. I feel fine now. I know I can be referred to a psychologist if need be.’ 

Several people said that working left them little time to focus on their well-being (from going to AA meetings  
to exercising), and were concerned about this: 

 ‘My AA meetings, I haven’t done as many of those as I would like, or as I need, probably. And that  
 makes me feel quite isolated. So, that’s been a real challenge.’
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Physical health 
Eight people had physical health issues when they started their jobs. Most of these were managing them and  
they were not an issue in their experiences of moving into work. 

Several people experienced serious health episodes which impacted on their work, for example, one  
person’s sickle cell anaemia resulted in temporary blindness, but his employer changed his work duties so  
that he could continue to work during this period. Another had an operation that caused him great anxiety  
and necessitated several weeks off work. A third suffered a collapsed lung which had serious consequences  
for him in relation to his employment; his manager withdrew the offer of a permanent contract and  
significantly reduced his hours as a direct result, despite him (after a short recovery period) being fully fit to  
work. He was deeply distressed by this and, although he is still working a small number of hours, he says 
he feels that he is no longer in work. 

Physical symptoms could also arise as a result of stress and anxiety and three women needed time off  
work for this reason. One of these experienced raised blood pressure (for which she required medication), 
skin problems and alopecia after experiencing violence and harassment in her shared supported 
accommodation. Two others had time off work with flu-like symptoms which lasted for several weeks; one  
was experiencing anxiety about her finances (which she said left her unable to eat healthily because she  
could not afford to buy fruit and vegetables), and the other was disappointed in a poorly-managed  
apprenticeship which left her with little to do all day and feeling depressed. 

Some people who worked on construction sites raised concerns about health and safety issues, reporting  
that they were not using dust masks; one said that his health was suffering as a result. 

However, several people said that their health had improved, for example because they could afford to go  
to the gym, because they were doing physically demanding work, or just because of the activity associated  
with going to work. 

7.6 Confidence and self-esteem 

People’s confidence and self-esteem were very much affected by events in their lives. A strong motivator  
to move into (and stay in) work was the sense of ‘being normal’ that work provided; of being someone who  
could take pride in themselves and the way they lived. 

 ‘I still feel proud to work and I knowing I’m gonna get on the bus at seven’o’clock in the morning, I  
 know that 99% of people on that bus are going to work as well. And it puts you in a different 
 category […]If people see you in a uniform or something they just tend to look at you a bit differently. 
 Whereas if you just walked along in a scraggy pair of jeans it looks like you just dragged yourself  
 out of bed’.

Weakening confidence 
For several people, their confidence decreased when they started work. This tended to be where they did  
not have the skills to do the job and were not being supported to develop these, and happened to a (small) 
number of people who had secured the job through specialist schemes for homeless people. Either they had 
undertaken training or apprenticeships which had not given them the necessary (and sometimes promised)  
skills; or they had secured a job after undertaking work placements and impressing their employer with their  
enthusiasm, intelligence and competence – but perhaps lacked the experience, specialist knowledge or  
confidence to do the job with the (sometimes minimal) level of support they were receiving. 
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In this circumstance, people could begin to feel that they were not capable of doing the job: 

 ‘There is that feeling of being less than… being not quite up to scratch or… it’s not so much a fear  
 of being found out […] I feel like I got the job by fluke.’ 

 ‘I’d never worked and then I suddenly started working and these people by my side have been in  
 the game for years. And I don’t know what I’m doing. So I’m left to my own devices. The people  
 who got me the job, I think it was just to tick a box. Just so long as that box was ticked. […] No matter  
 what, just give them a job, offer them a job. So it looks good on your books […]  So I feel a bit…. cos  
 I don’t feel like I earned the job.’

There is learning here both for specialist schemes and organisations that employ people through these  
schemes (around ensuring people receive adequate work-related support), and for training and  
apprenticeship providers around ensuring people are given realistic expectations about what work the  
skills they gain will enable them to do. 

Confidence and performance at work related to each other in a virtuous or vicious cycle. Where people’s 
confidence was strong, their performance at work improved and their confidence increased; where it was  
weak, they did not perform to the best of their abilities and their confidence decreased. 

Strengthening confidence 
However, many people described their confidence and self-esteem (both in and outside work) increasing as  
they became more competent at work. 

 ‘It’s definitely had an effect on my self-esteem and confidence … Suddenly I’m really popular with  
 women! …  People have responded to me differently since I’ve been working … I feel better and  
 I think people pick up on that.’ 

 ‘Everything was new, I was nervous [...] Now I am 100% perfect!’ 

Aisha (quoted above) can say that her performance at work is perfect with confidence because she was  
awarded 100% when her performance was appraised through mystery shopping. 

Changed ideas about what is possible for oneself 
The change in identity that a number of people experienced over the research period was also notable. 
People began to disassociate from their past as ‘homeless’ people, and established new identities. 

 ‘When I first started working, I’d go down the road on my bike and looking round, thinking I’m part  
 of these people now going to work, part of society. 

 ‘I’m beginning to consider things possible that I didn’t consider possible. I’m beginning to think  
 about careers.’

7.7 Friendships and relationships 

The hope that working would enable them to rebuild relationships with family was a motivator for several  
people to move into work. These expectations were not always fulfilled: Roger, for example, hoped working  
would enable him to move from his hostel into a one-bedroom flat and that then his wife and daughter  
would join him there. Although he moved into a flat, his relationship ended; but he says he is coping well with  
this and his daughter will still be visiting him. 
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Others however were able to rebuild relationships and this motivated them to stay in work: 

 ‘Some days I want to give up [and leave the job, but] I don’t want to let myself down... Life is a lot  
 better [now]. My family are helping me out now, everyone is proud of me [...] My brother’s helping  
 me out, I haven’t seen him in a couple of years  […] a lot has changed.’ 

Several people started new romantic relationships over the research period, and a number of people 
described developing new friendships, in particular with colleagues, which helped them to stay in work. 

Friends and family provided important emotional support as well as (sometimes, particularly during people’s 
transition into work) financial support. New friendships also embedded a sense of having a new identity and a 
new life. Relationships with friends and family could also help people practically to move into work; a number 
of people moved into new jobs when friends or family helped them to get jobs within their own workplace. 

7.8 Information, choice and control 

A lack of information 
People’s journeys into work were often characterised by a lack of information. Several people were not 
able to tell the interviewer their job title or salary, both before and (sometimes) after starting work. Some 
people knew the job’s salary band but did not know at which point on that band they had been appointed. 

	 ‘I	don’t	know	[how	much	my	salary	is],	I	haven’t	had	one	yet	..	I’m	on	£6.30	an	hour	and	160	hours	a		
	 month,	can	you	do	the	maths	on	that?’

Other examples of a lack of information were apprentices not knowing which date they were due to start  
the apprenticeship, or even the period of the apprenticeship, or date at which and amount by which their  
salary would increase: 

 ‘I don’t know what it’ll pay [the apprenticeship after the end of the first year]. The national minimum  
 wage isn’t going to be enough to cover my rent, I don’t think Housing Benefit will cover the rent, so  
 I’ll be in a pickle. It will cause more problems … If I wanted to find out I would probably have to go to  
 the Housing Benefit office. I haven’t cos I don’t want to look down the line and dread it. I should be  
 running to it [my future]. My main concerns are how I’ll pay my bills, the rent, eat, and get to work.’

One person explicitly talked about his own ‘institutionalisation’ (of becoming so used to having things  
done ‘for’ or ‘to’ you in hostels, prison, the armed forces, or care, that you forget that you can take  
responsibility for your own life). It is possible that the lack of information that many people had, or appeared  
to expect to have, this was a symptom of this. 

The benefits system 
The benefits system exacerbated most people’s lack of choice and control over something of central  
importance in their lives: their money. For people on low wages, becoming used to budgeting with a new  
income and new outgoings, the benefits system was characterised by the near impossibility of establishing  
timely, clear and accurate information. 

Many people did not know what the financial implications of starting work would be for them until they had  
been working for long enough to receive information about what and how much in benefits they were entitled  
to. For those working variable hours, this uncertainty was ongoing. After sending in their payslips, they would  
discover several weeks after conducting the work how much in benefits they would receive for that period.  
The difficulties facing people working variable hours or moving in and out of agency work are discussed in  
more detail in Section 8.5, on page 69. 
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 ‘My rent’s £585. I might get Housing Benefit, I don’t know. I need two wage slips before they assess  
 me.’

This lack of information could lead to a lack of a sense of control, as Sandra’s interview (quoted below)  
makes clear, with her repeated use of the phrase ‘I don’t know’ and her clear sense of anxiety over what  
is happening to her: 

 ‘I don’t know [what the implications of going full time in the future will be] I’ll see how it goes. I  
 haven’t had a wage or anything yet and when I came in here and told my support worker that I got  
 the job she said “oh congratulations, come on, lets go and sign you off “. I said “no, no, wait, wait,  
 wait” God knows, you know, I’m really a bit kind of up in the air about that, I don’t know.’

Moving on 
Many people also experienced a lack of control about moving on to independent accommodation. As  
discussed in Section 7.4, several people who felt ready to move on were prevented from doing so by being 
unable to find suitable accommodation or afford a deposit. Several people expressed a lack of information  
about move-on options: 

 ‘I’ve heard there’s a project that somewhere helps you with your deposit but I’ve never heard anything  
 about it, it’s just hearsay.’

One man was wrongly told by his support worker that he was not eligible for Clearing House accommodation  
(accommodation for former rough sleepers). 

The fear of a return to rough sleeping 
Understanding the fear of a return to rough sleeping experienced by several participants is crucial to  
understanding their experiences of moving back into work. 

Instability had been a feature of many participants’ lives for many years. Some had never worked and never 
lived independently. Some had been in and out of institutions (such as care, prison and hostels) for most  
of their lives. 

Several participants described how the fear of returning to the streets had not left them, even after many  
months in work, and even once they were living in their own tenancies. 

 ‘I think every day that I’m going to be homeless. Every day I wake up, actually when I’m  
 walking around now I’m looking for places that I can use if I’m caught short’. 

 ‘I’d never give my job up but if I had to leave my property and be on the streets then I’d lose my  
 job and be homeless […] A lot of people lose that financial security and become homeless, so it’s  
 a vicious cycle [...] I worry about it [becoming homeless again] every day.’ 

This fear played an important part in people’s decision making and helps to explain the strength of anxiety  
that people could experience when they encountered obstacles. In particular, it explains the stress of dealing  
with financial insecurity when benefits cannot be immediately accessed and debt is accumulated. People  
who had been able to assert little choice or control over their lives until now lacked confidence that they  
could maintain the life changes that were so important to them. 

Signing off benefits upon gaining work was a source of anxiety for people (like Sandra, quoted above, who 
said “no, no, wait, wait, wait” when her support worker suggested she signed off) related to this fear: 

 ‘Part of the difficulty of the situation I was in was I was on income support and, once you leave that  
 there’s no way back, and I’m a recovering alcoholic.’
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Benefits felt like a ‘safety net’ to participants, and the reasons several people gave for choosing to work part- 
time before full-time were to test out both their ability to work and (perhaps more importantly) their ability to  
survive financially in work, without leaving benefits behind. Ultimately, the fear was that, if they could not  
cope in work, they would be unable to move back onto benefits, and would have no option but to return  
to the streets. 

When things went wrong, benefits (and remaining in the homelessness ‘system’) could seem like a safer  
option than working, and this could directly result in people falling out of work: 

 ‘I feel like shit about [losing] the job. But I haven’t got to worry about being thrown out. I’m back in  
 the system.’

The researchers were not aware of any of the participants returning to rough sleeping. However, at least 
one man’s fear of a return to street homelessness was realistic: after failing to secure the in-work benefits to 
which he was entitled, he built up rent arrears and was served an eviction notice from his semi-independent 
accommodation. His accommodation provider found alternative higher-support accommodation for him, but 
only two days before he was due to be evicted on to the streets. In addition, two people who dropped out 
of the research had been served eviction notices at the point at which final attempts to contact them were 
made. Because they no longer wished to take part in the research it is not possible to know what happened 
to them next, or how their eviction notices were related to their experiences of moving into work. But for the 
38 people with whom final research interviews were conducted, this feared eventuality had not transpired.

Leaving work as a way of regaining personal control 
When events in their lives seemed to spiral out of control, for several participants, leaving the job that  
(although often enjoyable and rewarding in itself) had caused these issues was seen as a way of asserting  
control over their lives. For example, Jack loved his job and was good at it, but his failure to follow the correct  
sickness procedure after a serious illness led to problems at work. His sense of disempowerment and his  
attempt to wrest back control over the situation, are clear: 

 ‘If they want to sack me they can sack me, I’m not bothered, you know what I mean?  I said to [my  
 manager] “give me job to someone else”, I emailed her […] They will not sit there and say “well we do  
 this, we want this, we want this”… well fuck off, leave me alone, I’m walking out.’

7.9 Support 

Almost all of the participants were receiving some kind of support as they moved into work, although three  
people said that they were receiving no support. The support people received, and the support which helps  
homeless people to move into work, are discussed in detail in Chapter 9. 

7.10 A sense of meaning and progress 

As described in Section 5.2, the metaphor of progress was common when participants talked about moving  
into work. Starting work was seen as part of a journey away from homelessness and towards the fulfilment  
of individual aspirations and potential. 

 ‘I feel like I’ve got some sort of momentum and I wanna keep that going really … For the first time in  
 my life I’ve got ideas of where I want to go and what I want to do and this is very much a stepping  
 stone.’

This journey began before people moved into work, as they, for example, dealt with drug or alcohol issues,  
learnt to manage mental health issues, rebuilt confidence, undertook training and education, gained  
experience and qualifications and developed other personal skills. 
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The consequences of encountering serious obstacles on this journey after moving into work were felt very  
deeply, and a number of people described such experiences using metaphors of regression. 

 ‘A lot of us [homeless people] are at the lowest point in our lives, and some of us try and achieve  
 things to get back up, but once you’re down here, people feel as though you shouldn’t be allowed  
 to come back up. They try and keep you suppressed […] One minute everything’s hunky dory and  
 the next minute like, there is no future.’

 ‘I’m just going more or less back when I should be going forwards.’ 

The most common obstacles on this journey of personal progress people described facing after starting  
work were: 
• Issues with benefits which left people worse off financially (in the immediate or longer term) than  
 before they had started work (see Section 7.3). 
• Barriers to moving on to independent accommodation, most commonly the need for a deposit on a 
 private rented flat which could take many months to save on a low wage. During these months, the  
 individual had to remain in housing that had often become unsuitable for them and sometimes  
 damaging to their well-being (see Section 7.4). 
• Losing work (see Section 6.2).

The sense of progress, empowerment and opportunity which starting work had conferred was significantly  
undermined by such experiences, leaving a small number of people distressed, demoralised and at risk of  
self-destructive behaviour: 

 ‘When people start kicking you when you’re down, or trying to get up again, then there’s only so  
 much your body can take, and your mind and your soul, and yeah, you could, go on a self-destruct  
 mission.’ 

7.11 Geographical issues 

Ten of the research participants were based outside London and the remaining 40 within London. 

It was notable that all of the ten participants based outside London were in work at the end of the research 
period, although not all of this employment had been secure19 . One reason for this might be that people 
outside London were recruited to the research through agencies running specialist pre-work employment 
schemes which tended to provide good in-work support to this group. Another possible reason is the 
cheaper living costs and more affordable housing outside London. People in London also tended to 
have greater travel costs and longer journeys to work than those outside London. Participants based 
outside London expressed far less financial anxiety than those in London. The small comparative sizes of 
other cities also made it easier for people to remain near support networks, even if they moved home. 

19 One person had had his hours significantly reduced, two were regularly moving in and out of temporary work, and one had  
just moved back into work after a long period of unemployment after being made redundant.
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8. KEEPING WORK: WORK-RELATED  
FACTORS 

Key points

The individual factors that helped people to stay in work included a strong motivation to work, resilience,  
confidence and an understanding of appropriate workplace behaviours.

The job-related factors which helped people to stay in work included having work with meaning (in itself 
or in the other opportunities it was seen to provide), the right skills for the job, a supportive, available 
manager, good relationships with colleagues, and opportunities for learning, development and progress. 

Organisational factors which helped people to stay in work included receiving a fair and living wage,  
being offered a permanent contract, an appropriate number of working hours and flexible working,  
recruitment practices that helped people overcome barriers to securing work, adequate performance  
management and human resources policies, as well as buddy schemes. 

Factors relating to the external environment which helped people to stay in work included the availability  
of work and job security. Agency workers faced particular challenges relating to the insecurity of their  
work, including difficulties accessing benefits and support. 

The issue of how far to disclose their past experiences at work required careful consideration  
from participants.

Seven people were employed by homelessness agencies and they could require particular support, for  
example around disclosure of their homelessness and dealing with issues in others which reflected  
their own experiences. 

This chapter explores the work-related factors that helped our participants to keep work or put them at risk  
of losing it. It discusses factors related to the individual; the job; the organisation; the external environment; 
and particular issues relating to employment within the homelessness sector. 

8.1 A model for sustained employment for homeless people: Work-related factors 

The diagram overleaf shows the work-related factors that helped our research participants maintain work or  
that, where lacking, contributed to them falling out of work. The participants who stayed in work were more  
likely to have more of these factors in place, compared with those who fell out of work. The top half of the  
diagram shows factors related to the structure of work while the lower half shows factors related to work- 
related support.
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Figure (x): Model 2: A model for sustained employment for homeless people: Work-related factors
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The external environment influences both organisational practice (for example around terms and conditions) 
and the individual’s ability to sustain work and perform well (for example, motivation and resilience may be at 
risk when there is a shortage of new jobs to apply for after losing work). 

The organisational environment and culture strongly influences important features of the job, such as the 
support received by a manager or the scope for learning and developing skills.

8.2 The individual 

Motivation 
Individual motivations to work are considered in Sections 5.2 and 5.3. Almost all of the participants in this 
research were very strongly motivated to work and this motivation could mean that people stayed in work  
even when they were struggling. 

Most people were very committed to their work, for example many described routinely working extra unpaid  
hours and several took on duties beyond the scope of their role. Several people travelled very long distances  
to work (one man spent more time travelling than working, travelling for two hours each way to work for  
two hours every day). 

Motivation could be undermined when the meanings of work (outlined in Section 5.2) were undermined: 
if people found, for example, that work did not lead to greater financial independence, did not enable 
them to make a useful contribution to society, or was not enabling them to make progress in their lives. 

Resilience 
Moving into work could be a challenging time. People could face knocks to both their aspirations and  
self-confidence and several people described the importance of learning from mistakes and having a positive  
attitude.  Emotional support could help people be more resilient. 

 ‘If you don’t know something, ask someone… Positive [attitude] is the main important thing. Some  
 people go “I can’t do this, I can’t be bothered doing this”. I [go] “I don’t like this but I have to do  
 this at the moment. I need to learn.’

Some confidence 
Although many people’s confidence was low as they moved into work, some confidence was required to  
help people to cope with challenges at work and behave with appropriate autonomy. 

People with no or little experience of working tended to be less confident as they moved into work than those  
who had worked in the past. Their lack of confidence was often linked to lower skills and less understanding  
of workplace behaviours. Those who entered the workplace through specialist schemes in particular risked  
feeling they got the job ‘by fluke’. 

Those who had worked in the past were better able to cope with challenges at work including poor support  
from managers; they were able to make decisions and resolve issues themselves. 

 ‘I’m finding it a bit challenging because I’ve never been on [construction] sites. They come out with  
 mad words, like building talk, I’ve never heard of them and I’m like “what’s that?” and I feel dumb.’

Low confidence could have a number of consequences that made it harder to maintain work, for example  
making it difficult for people to ask questions, make decisions or enjoy their work. 
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People with very low confidence required closer supervision and support.  Comprehensive training and  
feedback were also more important for them to help them develop both skills and confidence. 

Many people said that their confidence and skills grew gradually after starting work. 

Understanding workplace behaviours 
For many people, adapting to work came relatively easily; they ‘fitted in’ with their colleagues and knew or  
quickly worked out how to behave. 

However, several people who did not have previous experience of working found adapting to the working  
culture or environment more challenging.  Examples of issues faced include: 

• How to interact with colleagues.
• How much personal information to disclose. Most people did not tell their colleagues about their  
 background of homelessness; some who did said that they later regretted it. A small number of 
 people who were experiencing difficulties outside work told their managers about, for example, 
 harassment from ‘housemates’ in order to explain tiredness or seek support. 
• How to deal with anger at colleagues. 
• How to notify your manager about sickness. 
• Learning that lateness is not acceptable and how to avoid it. A number of people said that they slept  
 in or had transport problems on their first day and subsequently were always early for work. 

Several people made mistakes in these areas and described learning from these mistakes. 

 ‘I’m still quite baffled by a lot of things in the world of work: relationships, email, I don’t quite know  
 how to conduct myself, but I suppose I’m getting away with it. It’s a strange environment, it’s open  
 plan, but we’re all sort of facing in different directions. We’re not talking for most of the day and that’s  
 strange to me.’

This could result in failing to follow procedures, or behave appropriately with managers, colleagues or  
customers. It could exacerbate low confidence.

Being well enough 
The two participants with current serious substance misuse issues both found that these issues made it 
very difficult for them to sustain work; both were sacked from their initial jobs and, despite moving back 
into work, one was made redundant and the other was struggling to keep his job.  Related issues included 
health and safety risks, poor performance, losing the trust of managers, and anger management issues. 

Some people with mental health issues found that these were exacerbated by challenges they faced as they  
moved into work (related to issues either in and outside work) and this could lead to periods of time off work.  
However, people with mental health issues who felt able to manage these and had access to support, often  
found that working helped these issues to improve. 

Disclosure 
Participants faced the decision about whether to disclose their own experience of homelessness. For some, 
this enabled them to secure the support they needed from managers, especially if they were experiencing  
personal issues which were affecting their work. However, others decided not to disclose personal 
information, or to do so in a limited way (for example to refer to problems within their ‘shared house’) as they 
wished to keep personal issues away from their professional world. 

Some people did disclose information and subsequently regretted it: 
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 ‘One of the guys said to me “Have you ever worked?” and I said “no” and he started laughing so I  
 said, “Why is that funny?” They are completely different people from people I’m used [to] and I’ve  
 had to adjust to that.  It’s hard.’ 

Others felt confident enough to say that their background did not matter: 

 ‘Every time you start a new job, you’re walking in thinking, “What do they think of me?” I’m quite  
 brazen. I won’t hide the fact I went to jail, or my crime. I think, “This is where I come from, this is  
 who I am”. And 99 per cent of the time people look at me and go ‘”That doesn’t matter”. It might  
 be my line of work, it’s quite blokey. I’m just me; people take me as I am.’

The issue of disclosure for people working in the homelessness sector is discussed in Section 8.7, on page  
71. 

Sarah’s story: A successful move into work  

Sarah (in her 20s) has never worked. She has experienced domestic abuse and depression and had  
very low confidence when she started her job in retail. 

The role was a traineeship which meant that she was gradually trained on different elements of the  
role over several months. This helped build up her confidence. 

She was very nervous when she started the job. She made some small mistakes, finding it hard to  
learn to use the till, and once she interrupted her manager whilst he was speaking to a customer.   
However, she said that she learnt from her mistakes, kept trying and always tried to take a positive  
attitude towards things. 

She is well liked and well supported both in work by her manager and colleagues, and outside work  
by friends and the support worker at her hostel. 

At the end of the traineeship she had a formal assessment. She scored highly and was offered a 
 permanent job. 

After a few months in work, she moved to her own flat. However, she is missing her friends and still  
has bad memories about the abuse she experienced. 

Sarah has: 
• Had time and training to learn the role.
• Been supported to learn from her mistakes and has a ‘positive attitude’ towards learning. 
• Had support and feedback from her manager and colleagues. 
• Had support outside work both from her support worker at her hostel and her friends. 

8.3 The job 

Work with meaning 
Many people found the work that they were doing deeply rewarding: 

 ‘I love my job.’ 

 ‘I can’t wait … I can look at it and go: “I’ve built that building”!’ 

 ‘This is my first time working. It’s great for me, I’m really pleased.’ 
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People were more likely to stay in work if the work had meaning to them.  This meaning was located in  
different places for different people. For some, it was inherent in the job: people enjoyed the work that they  
did and believed that it was important.  For others, the meaning of the job was related to the meaning of work 
to them in their own lives.  For example, it enabled them to be financially independent, to feel that they were  
making a valuable contribution to society, to rebuild relationships with family, or to move into independent  
accommodation. 

If work lost these meanings then motivation to stay in the job was undermined. This was particularly seen  
with a number of apprenticeships as people found that the apprenticeship did not provide the experience  
or career pathways which they had believed it would. Other people said that they were given inaccurate  
(or insufficient) information about their job before they started, including salary, duties and opportunities  
such as training.

The meaning of work could be enhanced by: 

• Enjoying the job.  This was a key motivator to stay in work for many people. This included having  
 fun with colleagues, finding the work satisfying, and feeling that they were doing well at the job. 
• Doing something useful or valuable.  Even if the role was not the person’s ideal job, the belief that  
 it was useful could motivate people to stay in work. Working could increase people’s perception 
 of their own value as people, making a meaningful contribution to society. 
• Being good at the job. People were most motivated by a job well-suited to their qualities, interests  
 and skills. Several people discovered abilities and aptitudes which they found very rewarding to use. 

A number of people were in a job that was not ideal for them, sometimes because it did not enable them to  
make the most of their skills and abilities, and sometimes because of other issues such as poor 
management or a lack of opportunities. However, rather than returning to unemployment, people in this  
situation usually looked for (and often secured) new work. People did not simply leave jobs which  
they disliked and return to unemployment. 

The right skills for the job 
It was important that people either had the right skills before they started work or were supported to develop  
these skills once they were in the job.  Many participants developed their skills (and confidence) through  
voluntary work, courses and work placements before they entered paid work.  Support to develop skills in the  
workplace included support and supervision from managers, coaching, on the job training (both formal and  
structured, and informal), and support to attend training courses. 

A number of people reported significant achievements in their first few months at work. Tony, for example, is  
working in accounts.  He has cleared a backlog of invoices; has begun to proactively follow up unpaid  
invoices, has introduced more stringent rules on the payment of expenses, and has set up a new online  
system.  Eddie, meanwhile, worked out that he could do his hospital cleaning job more efficiently if, rather  
than working area-by-area as he was shown to do in training, he worked floor-by-floor. He has impressed  
his manager and has been offered extra shifts. 

A lack of skills necessary for the job could result in poor performance and undermine confidence.  This was 
often associated with a lack of training.  This was most often the case with people who had secured a job 
with a mainstream employer through specialist schemes, who had specialist support to move into work, but 
did not have the skills or knowledge that their mainstream employer expected, lacked support to fill these 
gaps in skills once they had secured it, and lacked the confidence to ask for support (see Neil’s story  
overleaf). 

A lack of skills for the job could also lead to job losses for those entering casual work, which they attributed  
to a lack of training together with a ‘no second chances’ policy. 
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Neil’s story: A lack of skills and in-work support 

Neil’s move into employment happened very quickly. He completed pre-work training and a work 
placement through a specialist scheme. He impressed his work placement provider and was 
offered a longer term job with them, as a labourer on a building site. He had never worked before. 

 ‘I’m finding it a bit challenging sometimes, because I’m not used to it. I’ve never been on the  
 sites, the people I’m working with have been doing it for years and they know what they’re  
 doing. They will come out with mad words I’ve never heard of and I’m like “what’s that?” and  
 I feel dumb. Like building talk, and I’ll be saying “what’s that, oh that board you mean”, I  
 just feel daft.

 I find it hard to approach [my boss]. Sometimes I’ll say “hello” and he’ll just ignore me […] I’ll  
 be like a scared rat because he’s my boss and he’s dead straight headed … He’s  
 threatened to sack me a few times. The first time I thought, “Oh no he’s going to sack me”  
 but the second time... he’s said it to loads of people and the third time just ignore it. People  
` who have worked for him before said, “Just let him do it”. He just shouts at everyone and  
 the next moment he’s having a laugh with you. 

 [He] shouts a lot. He’s like “What you doing stood there? Stand there! You’re not doing  
 this right, you’re not doing that right”. And I’m like “Ok, you don’t have to shout at me. Just  
 explain it to me”. I felt awkward. I don’t feel I know what I’m doing sometimes and I’m scared  
 to ask.’

Although he often thought about leaving the job, Neil stayed in work. By his final interview nine  
months later, Neil was confident that he had the knowledge and skills he needed to do the job  
well. He said that he would not have expected to have been given special training, but agreed that a  
buddy or job coach who knew the industry could have helped him understand the job and the  
working culture better. 

 ‘There’s no feedback, nothing positive. Apparently that’s how the building trade is. It would  
 have helped my confidence levels [if I knew that when I started]. 

 ‘Before, I was like, “What’s that?” but now I can do anything. People have talked about me  
 saying I’m a quick learner and I’m a good grafter [...] I just get on with it, I know what to do  
 now, I know everything I need to know on a building site.’

A supportive, available manager 
Many people described very good relationships with managers. A number of people described managers as  
‘friends’; they enjoyed working with them, felt respected by them, learnt from them, and sometimes received  
emotional support from them. 

A good manager was central to many people’s positive experiences of work and could help people overcome  
challenges. People described good managers as: 
• Available – people described being able to ask questions and ask for support whenever needed. 
• Caring – a flexible and understanding manager helped a number of people maintain employment  
 despite experiencing difficulties outside work. 
• Giving both positive and constructive feedback – both of which were essential to show that people  
 were valued, build confidence and help people learn. 
• Discussing issues and responds flexibly – a good manager discussed any issues with the employee  
 and negotiated a solution, sometimes adapting their own practice (as in Matt’s story overleaf). 
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A good manager was also able to support the individual to deal with problems they were experiencing 
either in or outside work. People emphasised the value of managers who were flexible and understanding 
of their situation. For example, some allowed a degree of flexible working so that people could deal with 
issues outside work (such as visiting the Housing Benefits office or viewing flats). It was also helpful when 
managers asked what was wrong; for example, one person’s chief executive telephoned him when he was 
feeling de-motivated at work and reassured him of the value of his work.  Someone else went for a coffee  
with his manager to discuss harassment he was experiencing in his home. 

In contrast, some people had poor managers, who were seen to be: 
• Unapproachable – people felt that they could not ask them questions or ask for support. 
• Rude or disrespectful – people described managers not looking at them when they spoke, not  
 saying ‘hello’, calling them offensive names and not seeming to like them. 
• Incompetent – some people’s managers were seen to be bad at their job and therefore unable to  
 support the individual. 
• Uncaring – people often wanted a personal relationship with their manager. For example one person  
 was very upset when his manager did not telephone him to ask how an operation went. 

These things could lower enjoyment of the job and performance and undermine confidence. 

Matt’s story: Flexible support from a manager

Matt had to go to hospital for a serious health problem. He was off work for several weeks. When he 
realised he was ill and unable to work, he tried many times to telephone his manager, but she did not 
answer the phone and he did not want to leave a message or email about something so personal. 

His manager called him to a meeting to discuss him failing to notify her of his sickness. He was very  
upset that she had followed such formal procedures instead of asking how he was. He felt that he was  
at risk of losing his job and even offered his resignation. 

At the meeting, they both explained their different approaches to communication and resolved the  
issue. She now has an open door policy for when he wishes to discuss an issue and he  
communicates by email or telephone more frequently. 

He continues to receive excellent feedback from clients in his job and they have discussed the  
possibility of a promotion. 

Good relationships with colleagues 
Friendships with colleagues were central to many people’s positive experiences of being in work. They could  
enhance an individual’s overall well-being and contribute to a changing sense of identity as a working  
person with a ‘normal’ life. 

Friendships with colleagues could motivate people to stay in work even if they did not otherwise enjoy the job. 

 ‘When I’m not in the job I feel that I don’t want to go back in, but I’m fine once I’m there cos you  
 just get on with it and have your little banter… Everyone’s smiling and happy and you get through  
 the day.’ 

This included ‘having fun’ at work and building friendships with colleagues outside work. They could also  
lead to new or sustained work. Colleagues were sometimes asked to comment on an individual’s  
performance by a manager and could be in a position to recommend that people were taken on as  
permanent members of staff or for an extended period. 
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 ‘I shook her hand and said “Have you got any jobs?”, and then she said to the other caretakers, “Is he  
 a good worker?”, and all three of them said “Yeah” more or less at the same time. And then that’s  
 when she said “there is spaces.’ 

Colleagues could provide support and advice at work; people often went to colleagues rather than  
managers for everyday support. For several people, they also offered valuable emotional and sometimes  
practical support if people were having problems outside work.  

Feeling like they did not ‘fit in’ or know how to behave with colleagues caused great anxiety for some  
people at work. 

 ‘My confidence is different with them because in my eyes they’re a different breed from me. They’ve  
 all worked all their life, they’ve never been in trouble with the police and all that. They think differently.  
 That’s why I can’t approach them sometimes..’. 

Disclosing too much personal information to colleagues was seen by some people to be a mistake and  
had exacerbated their sense of not fitting in. 

Opportunities for learning, development and progress
Many people were highly motivated by learning new skills at work. Several people took on additional tasks 
and performed beyond their roles. Having no opportunity to learn new skills and feeling that progress 
either within or beyond the role is not possible, could undermine motivation and put jobs at risk. 

For several people, the possibility of progress (within the job, the organisation or their career) was important.  
Where progress did not seem possible, people could become demotivated and unhappy at work. Where it  
did seem possible, people felt a sense of achievement when new goals were met (for example, successfully  
learning a new aspect of the job) and retained a sense that the job even if not their chosen area of work  
would lead to something better for them. Sean’s story (overleaf) is an example of this. 

Several roles had built-in progression routes.  For example, in one cafe, staff progressed from shelf-filling  
to operating the tills, to barista, to chef. One participant received an internal promotion. 

However, some people said that they had made a mistake by taking on too much too soon after starting work  
(for example, studying whilst working or taking on additional responsibilities at work), which was causing 
them strain. 

A sense of progress was facilitated by: 

• Performance management methods including tests, appraisals and feedback on performance, which 
 all enabled people to feel that they were progressing. 

• Professional development and training were offered by several employers and increased  
 motivation and confidence. 

• The opportunity to set and work towards goals. Job coaches supported some people with both  
 professional and personal goal-setting, which contributed to a sense of continuous progress. 

• Financial rewards. For example pay increases when people passed probationary periods or  
 progressed to new more skilled aspects of the role were motivating. 



67

Sean’s story: the possibility of progress

Sean (in his 30s) has battled with alcohol issues and depression for all of his adult life. 

He is working in a well paid office job and is enjoying it, although he says he is still learning about  
how to behave in the workplace. 

He says that he has needed time to become ready to go back to work: 

 ‘I’m a recovering alcoholic. I’ve been in recovery nearly four years now. People don’t see that it’s  
 still an issue even though you’re not drinking. And so I had to be very careful about going back  
 into work; it was a real leap of faith. I genuinely didn’t know if I was capable of it. When I first  
 started [voluntary work] I was very anxious, frightened even.

 ‘In terms of support getting back to work, the most important thing I’ve had is time, and my  
 recovery. That prepares me for everything, so that I can deal with things as they come along.’

He does not want to do this job in the long term. He is studying outside work and is starting to think  
about his future career: 

 ‘I think I’ve got more to offer. This is something that’s kind of hard to balance up – do I look for  
 something that’s actually going to be a career, that’s going to improve the quality of my life, or  
 do I just take the first job that comes along? […] I’m beginning to think about careers.’

8.4 The organisation 

A fair and living wage
As described in Section 7.3, several people on very low wages described financial struggles and in-work 
poverty. A number of people who were receiving the minimum wage said that it was not a living wage. 

Financial problems and anxieties were one of the main causes of difficulties for participants. They could 
exacerbate mental health issues and sometimes led to time off work (through illness or the need to resolve 
financial problems). People who received higher salaries were much more likely to avoid these problems. 

A number of people also became aware that they were receiving significantly less pay than either colleagues  
or peers in the same role and this was demotivating. 

Appropriate number of working hours 
The opportunity to move from part-time to full-time work was a great advantage for several people, who had  
chosen to start working part-time whilst they adapted to working life, but then wished to move to full-time  
work as their confidence grew. Full-time work gave people more financial security and enabled them to  
move away from dependency on benefits.

For several people working part-time on low wages, the opportunity to work overtime was essential in  
order to cope financially. 

Flexible working 
Flexible or part-time working was mentioned by two mothers of young children as essential to enabling  
them to work. 
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Permanent contracts  
Temporary/zero hour contracts and seasonal/agency work were the most common reason for participants 
falling out of work. They made it difficult for people both to budget (because of financial insecurity), and to 
stay in employment. The difficulties of moving on and off benefits as working hours changed could be a  
disincentive to work. 

By offering work on permanent, or temporary to permanent contracts, employers could help their employees  
stay in work. 

Asif’s story: Working on temporary contracts 

Asif was employed for several weeks for a large organisation on a temporary contract. They liked his 
work and, one week after the contract ended, invited him back to another temporary role, as a 
cleaner in a hospital. 

He performed well; he developed a new, more efficient way to do the job and was well-liked by 
 patients and staff. He enjoyed the job and was offered extra hours. 

However, at the end of his 11-week contract the organisation was unable to find more work for him, 
much to his disappointment. There had been discussion about him applying for a ring-fenced role, but 
the vacancy was not ready before his contract ended and he is not sure what happened about this. 

Asif remains out of work.

Recruitment practices 
Only 13 of the research participants said that they moved into employment on a permanent contract; the 
remainder needed to find new employment after their contract ended. For these people, organisational  
recruitment practices which minimised the barriers they faced in moving into new work could be important 
in helping them to sustain employment. 

Many people described applying for many jobs, but without success, as described in Section 6.2. Barriers to  
re-entering the workplace (for example after temporary jobs ended) could include gaps on CVs, a lack of  
experience and criminal records. 

Organisations could help people move back into work through recruitment policies and practices which  
minimised these barriers. For example, involvement with specialist schemes was effective in supporting 
 several participants to enter the workplace initially and stay in work. 

Buddy schemes 
Workplace ‘buddies’ could help people increase their confidence, learn about workplace behaviours and  
learn to ‘fit in’. 

Adequate performance management and human resources (HR) policies 
Participants’ experiences suggest that several organisations either did not have clear policies and 
procedures for supporting staff and managing difficulties, or did not follow these. This made it difficult for 
them to deal with issues arising in the workplace. The research suggests that the policies and  
procedures most important to this group are: 
• Performance management: ensuring that staff are well supported to do their jobs, develop skills and  
 progress. 

  20See for example Pret a Manger’s Simon Hargraves Apprenticeship Scheme for homeless people and former young offenders, 
and the organisations working with Business in the Community’s Ready for Work programme by providing work placements, both  
of which often lead to longer-term employment.
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• Health and safety: ensuring that health is protected at work. 
• Conduct: managing problems relating to behaviour (such as anger management or lateness). 
• Substance misuse: ensuing that people with substance problems are supported to deal with these  
 as soon as they become apparent. 

Procedures for managing issues with conduct helped this participant to learn about appropriate workplace 
behaviour: 

 ‘I was unprofessional. I need to not let it bother me [when people wind me up]. I shout. Now, I’m  
 holding my tongue. I’ve got to. My boss said one more slip up and I’m gone. After I was suspended 
 it forced me to  control it. I learn things the hard way.’ 

In contrast, examples of an apparent absence of (enforced) policies and procedures include: 
• One man with an alcohol dependency keeping his job despite this putting health and safety at risk. 
• Two people saying that they did not wear dust masks at work, although both were aware that this was  
 damaging to their health. 
• Several people receiving inadequate support from managers. For example, one man working in a new  
 role supporting vulnerable people was supposed to have a supervision meeting with his manager  
 once a month, but had only had one meeting in his first five months in the role and had not yet had  
 his formal three month review meeting. 

A number of people reported illegal practice from their employer. This included pay below the national 
minimum wage, age discrimination in recruitment and people not being paid for the work that they had done. 

Two people referred (unprompted) to their employer’s Employee Assistance Programme when describing 
potential sources of support. Although neither had used it because they had other sources of support, 
both said that it was useful knowing that they could use it if other support networks failed them: 

 ‘Staff have access to an Employee Assistance Programme. It offers counselling and things like that  
 […] I haven’t used it, but it definitely makes a difference knowing it’s there.’

. 
8.5 The external environment  

Work is available  
Of the 22 participants who lost work during the research period, seven moved back into work, one stopped 
actively seeking work, and the remaining 14 continued to actively seek work. Many of those who subsequently 
remained out of work for some time attributed this to a lack of available work and a competitive job market. 

 ‘I’m signed on with six different agencies … At the moment there is nothing available, there’s no 
 work… A lot of it is to do with the weather, but it’s also the economy, companies are making cut  
 backs ... If they can afford not to buy labourers, they will.’ 

Several people were made redundant over the research period: one because his work was seasonal and two  
because their employers were in financial difficulties. 



70

Agency workers 
At least 12 of the participants were engaged in casual or agency work at some point over the research  
period. 

People in casual or agency work were much more likely to fall out of work, or to move (either regularly or  
intermittently) into and out of work. They faced unique issues and challenges (illustrated by Les’s story 
below and Malcolm’s story in Section 6.3), including: 

Instability: 
• Variable hours (both from week to week in work, and when moving in and out of work). This led to the 
  time consuming requirement of regularly moving on and off benefits, the need for regular  
 ongoing contact with the benefits agency, financial instability and uncertainty, especially  
 given that benefits were calculated and paid some time after the work had been conducted. 
• The need to regularly and actively seek work, manage disappointment when unable to secure work  
 and stay motivated. 
• The challenge of repeatedly starting new work with new colleagues, which required confidence and 
  resilience. 
• A lack of a sense of control over one’s working life and finances (which can be crucial, as discussed  
 in Section 7.8). 

Lack of support: 
• Ineligibility for Government programmes of support, such as the Work Programme, which might help 
  people to move into more stable work. 

Lack of employment rights: 
• A lack of employment rights for casual workers (together with high demand for casual work meaning 
  that workers can be easily replaced) meant that they could be vulnerable to a ‘no second chances’ 
  culture, with employment ending without notice and potentially unfairly. 

Job security 
The increasing flexibilisation of the labour market21 means that many participants worked on temporary and 
zero hour contracts or engaged in casual or agency work. This meant less job security and meant that many  
participants lost work when casual or temporary work ended. 

UK statistics22  suggest that around 6% of all employees are employed as temporary workers, suggesting 
that homeless people might be more likely than the general population to be employed in insecure 
work. Only 13 of the research participants said that they moved into employment on a permanent 
contract. For the remainder, keeping work meant finding new employment after their contract ended. 

  21Data from the Office for National Statistics shows a steady increase in the proportion of working people in the UK in temporary 
work, from 5.7% in Dec-Feb 2008 to 6.3% in Dec-Feb 2013. The proportion of those who said that they worked in temporary work 
because they could not find a permanent job increased from 25.1% to 40.2% over the same period. Likewise, the proportion of 
part-time workers who said that they worked part time because they could not find a full time job increased from 9.8% to 17.9% 
over the same period. Office for National Statistics (April 2013) ‘EMP01: Full-time, part-time and temporary workers’, in Labour  
market statistics data tables (Excel spreadsheets), April 2013. 
  22Ibid. 
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Les’s story: Moving in and out of agency work 

Les has had nine short agency contracts as a labourer over the last six months. Now he would like 
support from Jobcentre Plus or the Work Programme to renew his forklift licence and get other tickets  
(construction industry licences) which will help him move into more secure work. 

 ‘I was working for three, four, five days and then there wouldn’t be anything for a couple  
 of days or a week, then another couple of days. 

 It would be good to have something stable for the next six to nine months. You can make more  
 forward planning […] I wouldn’t have to worry about having a budget of £30 and that is all I  
 can spend. 

 The hassle, upheaval, bureaucratic red tape in trying to get work is phenomenal [...] The  
 benefits side, you never know what they are going to pay you. You don’t know until six  
 weeks later if your housing benefit will be paid during that period because the process is so  
 slow [...] It makes it impossible to manage money. 

 I’m finding it hard to move into my own tenancy because there are small rent arrears from  
 signing on and off. It  has such a knock on effect. To improve my chances of getting work, I need  
 some form of help and it will have to be courses that can be fitted around my periods of not  
 working, so I can upgrade my skills [...] I’ve had to turn jobs down where I don’t have the ticket. 

 Please recognise the people who work part-time and for agencies! Make it easier for us.’ 

Adequate in-work benefits  
Issues relating to the benefits system are discussed in Section 7.3. Several people found that they were  
worse off in work than on benefits. 

8.6 External support  

Support from outside work with work-related issues could be helpful, as discussed in Chapter 9. The primary 
sources of such support were job coaches or mentors, hostel key workers and employment advisors linked  
to homelessness organisations. 

8.7 Employment within the homelessness sector  

Seven people worked for homelessness organisations over the research period and it is notable that each 
of them worked for an organisation which had initially supported them. Of these working for homelessness 
agencies, one person worked in a frontline support role, one training clients, three people worked for social  
enterprises, one was a handyman, and one worked in a kitchen. 

All of these people except one (who was fired from his job in a social enterprise) stayed in work. 

All of those who had contact with clients in their jobs saw their experience of homelessness as an advantage  
in doing the job. 

 ‘I’m going to use my past to help people who are in that same situation I was in […] That’s what  
 I’ve got to offer: the past’.  

This group of people faced particular issues around how far they disclosed their own background to clients 
and colleagues. Some people were very open about their background to both colleagues and clients and  
some believed that this helped them do their jobs. 
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However, others chose not to disclose their own experiences or to disclose them only to certain people: 

 ‘My boss knows, and some of my friends, but it’s not something that I broadcast to other people.  
 They don’t need to know.’ 

 ‘I haven’t told hardly anyone my background. Except two colleagues in the alcohol and drug service,  
 cos it’s relevant. I haven’t told my clients in case they try and use it against me. Once you tell one  
 client, all 60-odd will know’. 

One person who had made the decision not to disclose his background faced a particular challenge when 
a member of staff wishing to celebrate his achievements publicly congratulated him at a client conference to 
which he had accompanied some of his clients. His experience highlights the importance of staff and  
managers being sensitive to people’s decisions about disclosure. 

Keeping their personal lives from colleagues could be hard, and several people (both working in the 
homelessness sector and in other jobs) said that it was helpful to have someone from outside work who  
knew their background to talk to. 

People could face issues with the relationship their managers had with their support workers when working 
in the organisation in which they were currently a client. For example, in one situation an interviewee felt 
undermined when his manager contacted his hostel key worker rather than contacting him directly  
when he did not come into work. 

A particular consideration for people working in the sector is the personal issues which it might bring up. 
People had often given this thoughtful consideration, and said that it was important to consider these  
before starting work and remain aware of them:
 
‘Some people were worried … 

 “Are you going to be alright working with people [with drug issues]?” But it’s like I said, that could be 
  anywhere, not just here, I could be working on a building site and it could still be the same. If I see 
  someone talking about drugs then I’ll approach them and say no [don’t talk about them], cos there  
 could be somebody else here struggling.’ 

The quality of support which people working in the homelessness sector received varied widely. Some 
people had strong support, sometimes from staff who had known them previously as clients and who were 
now colleagues or managers. Others were less well supported (for example not having regular supervisions 
and being asked to do support plans with no training), and this could put a particular strain on them. 
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Participants received work-related support (sometimes including support with issues outside work) from a  
number of sources, including: 
• Jobcentre Plus
• Work Programme providers 
• Employment teams based within homelessness agencies 
• Specialist schemes supporting homeless people to move into work 
• Job coaches and mentors 
• Buddies 
• Managers and colleagues 

They also received support around broader issues including work from: 
• Support workers/key workers/floating support workers linked to their accommodation 
• Friends and family 
• Peers (both formally, through peer support schemes, and informally) 

This chapter discusses the effectiveness of the support provided by each of these sources, looks at the 
overall support networks available to participants, and proposes an ideal model of support for homeless  
people moving into work. 

 9. SUPPORT TO STAY IN WORK

Key points 

There was a notable variety in the breadth and quality of support that participants received. For many  
people, the most valuable sources of support were job coaches, peer support groups, managers and  
colleagues, friends and family, employment teams based within homelessness agencies, and their key  
workers. 

Practical, emotional, financial, personal and professional support was essential to interviewees during  
their transition into work. People said that they benefited from personalised support, including someone 
who actively asked how they were and offered support. Participants with strong support networks were 
more likely to maintain work; a small number of people had no or very little support and they were more 
likely to lose and stop actively seeking work. 

Specialist routes into work for homeless people and other excluded groups (involving training and work 
placements) helped people to overcome barriers to work in order to secure jobs, stay in work, and  
progress. People who entered employment through these specialist routes were much more likely to  
stay in work. 

Specialist apprenticeships could be valuable routes into work, increasing people’s confidence, skills 
and experience. However, those people on the minimum apprenticeship wage struggled financially and  
some were disappointed that they were not gaining the depth of experience that they had been led to 
 believe they would before they started the apprenticeship.

On the whole, people described receiving limited support from Jobcentre Plus advisors, although one 
person said that the Jobcentre Plus London Homelessness Partnership had been helpful for her. 
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Ten people were on the Work Programme and almost all described poor or ineffective support from 
their Work Programme advisor; the vast majority were receiving no in-work support from the Work  
Programme. Several people had been unable to claim promised financial support because they were  
required to take receipts into offices which were only open during normal working hours when they  
were at work. 

Many people living in homelessness accommodation were receiving helpful support from their key 
worker. However, a number of people living in supported or semi-independent accommodation were  
receiving very little or no meaningful support after moving into work. Several people received helpful  
pre-work and in-work support from employment teams based within homelessness agencies or 
 elsewhere.

9.1 Specialist routes into work and apprenticeships 

Specialist routes into work 
Fifteen of the participants were referred to the research after moving into employment following the 
completion of pre-work programmes which involved training and work experience placements and linked 
people in with job coaches. For most of these, their work placements led directly to longer term employment  
within the organisation hosting the work placement. 

Such programme helped people to overcome barriers to working, in order to secure jobs, stay in work and 
progress. It is notable that people who came into employment through these specialist routes were much 
more likely to stay in work than people moving into employment through other routes, as figure (y) shows. 

Figure (y) Routes into work for participants who lost and sustained work  (Business in the Community Ready  
for Work programme compared with other routes)

Lost work over 
research period

Sustained work 
for six months

Not known to have lost 
work, but longer term 
outcomes not known

Total

Came through 
specialist 
Programme

3 10 2 15

Came through 
other means

19 7 9 35

Total 22 17 11 50

These programmes helped several people with many years of homelessness and unemployment into  
sustained work. 

There are various possible reasons for this success. People who had completed these programmes 
tended to move into work on longer term contracts, which made them more likely to sustain work than other 
participants. The programmes gave people work experience and, for many, increased their confidence. 
The programmes also provided some in-work support from staff and for some, from job coaches. 

Apprenticeships for homeless people 
Six participants were on apprenticeships which aimed to give homeless people the skills and experience 
to move into work and one was moving into work having completed such an apprenticeship. 

Three people were on the national minimum apprentice wage for people in their first year of an 
apprenticeship of £2.65 per hour, and they were struggling with in-work poverty, to the extent that 
one person was considering leaving the apprenticeship because she could not survive financially. 

Some people found the apprenticeships valuable routes into work, increasing their confidence, skills 
and experience. However, others were disappointed that they were not gaining the depth of experience 
which they had been led to believe they would before they started the job. One person effectively left 
her job for this reason, and another was at risk of leaving hers; both experienced decreased motivation, 
worsening mental health, and lost the sense of meaning and progress which were so important to them.
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 ‘[The manager] was um…”We need someone a bit more experienced”. You know we’ve just come off  
 a six month apprenticeship… You’re supposed to be able to go straight in and to have the experience  
 to go straight into work you know [...] They expected us to have more knowledge about what was  
 going on and really getting back into work is a bit harder than I anticipated.’

Challenges for people moving into work after completing specialist programmes or apprenticeships 

People moving into work after completing either specialist programmes or apprenticeships could face 
various challenges. These included: 
• Low self-confidence could be exacerbated by having followed special routes into work. People  
 could feel that they were recruited to ‘tick a box’, especially if they struggled with the work. 
• People were sometimes recruited without the necessary skills to do the job. This could again  
 damage self-confidence (especially if managers were not aware of their background), require  
 additional training and put the job at risk. 
• Apprenticeships did not always provide people with full information about what they would learn and  
 what experience they would gain. They sometimes did not provide people with adequate skills for  
 mainstream work, meaning that it was difficult for people to secure work after completing the  
 apprenticeship. Where people did secure work after apprenticeships, this lack of skills could put the  
 work at risk.

9.2 Support from the Government and Government programmes 

Jobcentre Plus
On the whole, people described receiving limited support from Jobcentre Plus advisors. Advisors would 
 identify and print out jobs for people to apply for, perform better off calculations and provide benefits advice. 
 Some people said that they had had inaccurate benefits advice from Jobcentre Plus. 

Several people described a punitive, judgemental approach from Jobcentre Plus:

 ‘I don’t like the Jobcentre. The people aren’t nice. The boy [at the Jobcentre] said “I’m warning you…” 
  I said, “Why warn me? I want to work”.’

Several people described being sanctioned while they were looking for work, sometimes for taking courses  
directly related to the jobs they wished to pursue, and sometimes for failing to do the required number of  
things to look for work in a week: 

 ‘They gave me three jobs to apply for. Two I applied {for}, one I left the form on the bus. The next time  
 I went to the Jobcentre I said ”Sorry, I lost the form […]” They stopped me [my benefits] for three  
 months. That time was difficult […] I appealed two times and then they restarted.’ 

Several people said that Jobcentre Plus did little to help them move back into work and said that any support  
was not personalised: 

 ‘The hardest thing was, when I used to go to the Jobcentre to sign on, they would give you jobs to  
 apply for, but they wasn’t the sort of thing I was looking for. It was like: I tell you I’d like to do  
 warehouse work and you’re giving a form for a traffic warden [or] to do admin […] I picked [the form  
 about the warehouse job] up [off the table at the Jobcentre] by mistake and I realised when I got  
 home. And then when I seen it I filled it out and handed it in […] And then they rang me up and asked  
 me to go for an interview [and offered me the job…]’

Several people described inconsistency of advice and support from Jobcentre Plus, such as different 
Jobcentres giving  different advice about entitlements. For example, Mick was told in one Jobcentre that he 
was not entitled to a discount travelcard, and in another that he was. He eventually discovered that he was  
not entitled:

 ‘One of their [Jobcentre] customer managers said “No, you’re not getting one because you’re on  
 the Work Programme so you’re not entitled to it” … But I’ve been to the [different area] office and  
 the customer service manager goes, “It’s not a problem, as soon as you move here, I’ll make an  
 appointment for you to see an advisor and they’ll get the form for you.”’ 
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He also says that in one branch he saw an advisor every two weeks whereas in another he has seen an  
advisor only once in over six months. 

Adrienne says that her friends on the same part time college course as her are receiving Jobseeker’s  
Allowance, whereas her benefit was sanctioned: 

 ‘The lady said “Stop college or I’ll stop your benefits”. I said “I need a qualification and that will help  
 me get a job” … My mates at college are getting JSA but they go to different Jobcentres. ’

After several months with no Jobseeker’s Allowance, which she found very stressful, she has since won an  
appeal to have her Jobseeker’s Allowance reinstated and backdated. 

However, several people said that they’d had helpful support from Jobcentre Plus. One person said that  
the support and advocacy she was receiving from a worker from the Jobcentre Plus London Homelessness  
Partnership was very helpful: 

 ‘There’s a job club every Tuesday. She’s helpful. She helps you find a job and helps if there’s any  
 problem with the Jobcentre. I’m really grateful. She advises. I talk to her every time; she has time  
 to listen and advise.’ 

For people who had issues with benefits, a support worker could be crucial in helping them navigate the 
complex system. For example, Adrienne had the support of both a worker at her hostel and an outreach 
worker from the Jobcentre Plus London Homelessness Partnership, in order to appeal her sanction. 

Work Programme providers 
Ten participants knew that they were on the Work Programme, although three of these had been newly  
referred to the Work Programme after falling out of work. In some cases it was unclear as to whether an  
interviewee was on the Work Programme or not. People had mixed experiences of the Work Programme.  
The most helpful support provided by the Work Programme for most people was financial support (for  
example to buy clothes for work or for travel expenses). People also said that they had been helped to write  
CVs and had useful training before moving into work. 

Most people said that their Work Programme provider knew that they were homeless because they asked  
the question at initial interviews. One person, who had been recently released after 25 years in prison, 
said that his advisor did not know his background: his advisor had not asked, and he did not wish to tell him  
given the stigma that he felt was attached to his background. 

Pre-work support 
Only one person said that he had been supported by his Work Programme provider to find his job. 

 ‘I started the job, from [Work Programme provider] which is a Government run thing, they helped me  
 find [the job], set me up, which was great, fantastic. I was over the moon and I do love the job.’ 

However, he subsequently lost the job. Although he had alerted them that he was struggling, they did not  
offer him any support to stay in work. 

Most people described ineffective pre-work support from their Work Programme provider. For example,  
Samir says that it seems like his advisor has not got any time for him, so he has not told him about his  
aspiration to work with computers: 

 ‘They do try in their own way but they’re not that good actually. They don’t seem to help that much.  
 It’s like a very busy office, they train people, basic computer skills, how to write CVs, stuff like that  
 from what I’ve seen. As far as finding hard jobs goes I don’t think they’re that good. [Interviewer:  
 What have they done to help you?] I don’t know. I’m trying to think. I’m not quite sure really.’ 

 ‘I go to [Work Programme provider] once a month and all I do is have a little chat then I go […]  
 They’ve not given me any advice about what jobs.’ 
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In-work support 
Several people said that they received money for a month’s travel card and work clothes from their Work  
Programme provider when they started their job and that this was helpful. However, several did not receive  
this financial support or other advice that they needed. For those working normal office hours, the  
inaccessibility of Work Programme support was a problem given that offices were only open during these  
hours: 

 ‘I couldn’t keep going back down there cos I had to work. I couldn’t keep taking time off to go down  
 there…Oh, what, do you mean for them to help me with working tax credit? No, they just sent me on  
 my way, didn’t tell me nothing […] It was just like, yeah, another one, kerrching, out the door.’ 

 ‘They said bring in receipts for travel. I’d come rushing in from work, then the computer was down [so  
 they couldn’t reimburse me]. I said, “The problem is you’re shut by the time I get to you”. I’ve still got  
 all the receipts, £170. There’s no way they’ll pay that now.’ 

Several people said that they had not had any contact from their Work Programme advisor after moving  
into work, to the extent that several believed they were no longer on the Work Programme: 

 ‘Once I got the job, I didn’t realise that [Work Programme provider] was anything more to do with me  
 anyway. It wouldn’t have occurred to me to ring them or anything.’ 

A number of people who were struggling in work said that they had received telephone calls from their  
provider aimed at monitoring whether or not they were still in work. Even when they said that they were  
struggling in work, there was no support offered over the phone, or in follow up: 

 ‘A guy from head office rung me three months into the job and asked how I was doing and I said it  
 was shit and I’m in loads of debt, loads of trouble, cos the job you sent me on doesn’t cover the rent.  
 There was some investigation [he wanted to set up] and then I never heard no more about it, until I  
 lost the job [three months later…] It was like he thought “Oh shit”, he just wanted to get off the phone  
 after that.’ 

 ‘I’ve had no contact at all from my advisor […] The Work Programme phoned up three months after I  
 started and asked how I was getting on […] was I enjoying it. The call lasted about 90 seconds.’ 

 ‘When they phoned from [head office] they said “How are you getting on with [former employer]?”.  
 They didn’t know I’d started a new job. They don’t pay attention to you, it’s just number crunching.’
 
Several people were aware that their Work Programme provider was being paid when they moved into and  
stayed in work, and expressed anger about this: 

 ‘When they phoned me, they just wanted to get information from me so they could get their payment.  
 They wanted to get £3,000. I said: “You didn’t help me”.’ 

9.3 Support from the voluntary sector 

Employment teams based within homelessness agencies or elsewhere
Many people who had had such support said that they received helpful pre-work and in-work support from  
employment teams within the voluntary sector. Pre-work support included help with CVs and applications,  
job searches, being matched with a mentor, preparation for interviews, and linking in with specialist  
employment schemes. In-work support included financial advice and support (sometimes in the form of  
vouchers and travel tickets at the point of moving into work), advocacy around benefits, and help to find  
further work (for example, permanent or full-time). 
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However, several people were referred to roles which they thought were not quite appropriate for them: a  
man who wanted to start his own landscaping business (which he had done successfully in the past) was  
encouraged to become a support worker. Someone whose behaviour suggested anger-management issues  
was also encouraged to become a support worker and someone else was referred to voluntary work and  
instead went out and found paid work for herself. There may be a danger that homeless people are being  
constrained to a limited pool of jobs because of barriers to moving into mainstream work (discussed in  
Section 8.5), the limited fields in which specialist schemes and apprenticeships offer employment, and  
possibly the limited knowledge of some support staff. 

Apprenticeships and other in-work schemes for homeless people 
A number of participants were currently employed in apprenticeships aimed specifically at homeless people,  
or had moved into employment following the completion of an apprenticeship. Others had found work  
through other into-work schemes including training and work placements, such as Business in the  
Community’s Ready for Work programme. 

These schemes tended to provide intensive pre-work training and support. This included for example  
courses aimed at preparing people to move into work, work placements, matching with job coaches and  
mentors, and support to find a job, often through relationships with employers. 

Staff also provided in-work support. This was often unstructured, but they tended to telephone people to 
check how they were getting on, to be available for people to telephone them, and to help people with any 
problems that arose after they moved into work. More important than frequency of contact was the belief that 
staff were available if people needed support. This was seen to be of great value by several participants. 

The effectiveness of these schemes is considered in Section 9.1. 

Support workers linked to accommodation 
Many people living in homelessness accommodation were receiving helpful support from their key worker. 

 ‘If there’s any sort of problem I’ll go and see [keyworker] or anybody [working in hostel]. Definitely  
 being somewhere like this there’s a lot of support. They’re brilliant.’ 

Keyworkers had an important role to play in: 
• Providing advice about in-work benefits, supporting people to access these, and advocating for  
 them if they encountered problems. 
• Providing advice and information about options for move-on and supporting people to move on  
 when they were ready. 
• Providing support with budgeting and money management. 
• Addressing any financial exploitation or harassment within the accommodation. 
• Supporting people to manage any mental health and substance issues. 
• Listening and providing emotional support during a time of change. 
• Supporting people to reflect on progress and develop and work towards personal and professional  
 goals. 

A small number of people said that they had received poor or wrong advice about benefits from hostel 
staff and others said that they had received poor advice and a lack of support around move-on. 

 ‘I’d like more support around housing. Not just in terms of finding somewhere that’s financially viable  
 and suits my needs, but in terms of what to even look for, what contracts to go for, what kind of  
 tenancies; all that sort of stuff. How to sort out electricity, your rights with landlords, what help is  
 available. It’s a bit daunting.’ 
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Several people described problems with a lack of flexibility of support from homelessness accommodation  
providers, such as being offered keyworking sessions during hours when they were at work. One person,  
who was working during the daytime and studying in the evening, was told that his tenancy was at risk  
because he was not attending house meetings: 

 ‘I got told [by my key worker] that I’ve been causing problems in the house by my non-attendance at  
 house meetings […I was told] I have to attend or my tenancy’s at risk’. 

A number of people living in supported or semi-independent accommodation were receiving very little or no  
meaningful support after moving into work. Several described a feeling of abandonment by the homelessness  
services which had formerly helped them. They expressed a sense that, because they had moved into work,  
there was an assumption made that they were coping. Staff attention was turned to fellow residents who had  
more obvious support needs and support was withdrawn, as Terry’s story shows. 

Some of these people were extremely distressed in research interviews and they were much more likely than  
other participants to ask the interviewer for advice, which they were not able to receive elsewhere (around  
issues including work, benefits, harassment, health and problematic substance use). Left effectively without  
support, one person had a knife pulled on her by a fellow resident after months of harassment; another  
began to use crack for the first time in his life; and another lost his job. 

This group included people who were still living in hostels but not having regular meetings with key workers  
and people who had moved onto semi-independent accommodation (including two specialist  
accommodation schemes intended for people who were working). 

Several people who were living in independent accommodation also described receiving little or no  
meaningful support; one person had a floating support worker but did not find them helpful and several  
others did not have any floating support. 

Terry’s story: The withdrawal of support

Terry felt that his increasing struggle to cope after moving into work went unnoticed by staff in his  
hostel. 

 ‘You come to a point where everything’s hunky dory and you’ve [staff] helped me and then it’s  
 like: “Oh well, what can we do for him now? Oh, forget about Terry, he’s sound at the moment  
 and we’ll move onto him [other resident], focus all our attention onto him.” Which up to a point  
 is right, yeah, but you know, don’t just completely say, “Well, now it’s down to Terry, getting a  
 deposit together, do this, do that, do this, do that.”’ 

Terry went on to have a serious mental health episode which almost resulted in him losing his job. 

Other people, however, were able to continue to receive support from their hostel key workers even after  
moving on. Although the hostels were not funded to provide this, for those individuals it was invaluable to  
coping during the transition into independent living and work. 

 ‘They [staff at former hostel] call me every week. They say contact us if you have any problem; they’re  
 very helpful. I have contacted them. I call [name] and [name].’
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Job coaches and mentors 
Several people had a job coach or mentor (most commonly provided either through the Business in  
the Community Ready for Work programme or employment teams based within homelessness agencies)  
and continued to meet with them regularly after moving into work. 

Job coaches and mentors were unique in that they were usually from the professional world which the 
individual was entering or aspired to enter, but were not linked to the job or the employer. They often provided 
practical, emotional, professional and personal support, and could fulfil several functions of great value. 
They could help when people encountered problems at work that they felt reluctant to talk to their manager 
about; help people to review their achievements; support people to develop plans for the future; and help 
people feel more confident as part of the professional world, just by interacting with them. The relationship 
was personal, often with regular face-to-face meetings, and its scope was determined by the two individuals. 
Some people felt that it was appropriate to talk to job coaches and mentors about their personal lives while  
others wished to keep the relationship purely professional. 

 ‘My job coach was my main support. He gave me a lift. Someone who’s on your side. Meeting him  
 [once every few months] made me feel: I am a proper person, I can talk to someone in a suit.’

Sid’s job coach helped him come up with short and long-term goals, both personal and professional, and 
they regularly meet to review them and tick them off. He also supported Sid in a number of other ways: 

 ‘He’s [my job coach] really good, it was someone out of the way, someone different I could go and  
 speak to. And it was a really good match […] He said, “From what you’ve achieved in this amount  
 of time, I just can’t believe it” […] He’ll still be there for however long I want him really. He can give me  
 advice, cos I haven’t worked in a long time, and the procedures to go through or if I weren’t too sure  
 about something and it was something to do with a member of staff.’ 

Charles’ story: Support from a specialist scheme 

When Charles (in his 40s) left prison he decided he wanted to change his life. He had been homeless  
or vulnerably housed for ten years. 

His new partner is working and he moved in with her when he was released. He said that this has  
helped because he does not have to worry about money or claiming benefits. 

He completed the Business in the Community Ready for Work programme, including a two week work 
placement doing administration within a large organisation. This helped his confidence grow, and not 
long after finishing the placement he successfully applied for a job as a laundry assistant within the 
organisation. He took the job to get back into the labour market and hoped it would help him move into  
a new job which made better use of his skills. 

Charles was promoted to linen supervisor after only a few months. He enjoys using his organisational 
skills and managing a team. When he first started in the job he found it quite stressful. There was so 
much to do he could not switch off and found himself working longer and longer hours. He talked to 
his manager who said that he should not be regularly working extra unpaid hours and gave him advice 
about delegation. He followed her advice and work is now less stressful. He likes his manager and  
gets on well with his team. 

Charles has aspirations to move into senior management. He has a job coach (through Ready for Work) 
who is a senior manager in another organisation, who is supporting and advising him about how he  
could achieve this. 
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Charles has: 
• Had a route into work (through Ready for Work) which helped him gain experience, build his  
 confidence, prove his worth to an employer, and overcome the potential barrier to employment  
 of a criminal record. 
• A stable home life which means that he does not have to worry about money or paying rent  
 and a partner who works which provides motivation for him to ‘change his life’. 
• A good relationship with his manager who has coached and supported him through an initial  
 difficult period in the role and with his team at work. 
• The skills to do the job and a promotion which has recognised these skills. 
• Ambition and the support (through a job coach) to explore how he could develop his career.

9.4 Support at the workplace 

Workplace support is covered in Chapter 8. 

9.5 Support from family, friends and peers

A number of people received very valuable support from peer support groups, including Alcoholics 
Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous. These groups were the most comprehensive source of support 
(aside from key workers) that many people had available, with people receiving, for example, practical 
support about budgeting, emotional support to help with behaviour management and protect against relapse, 
and support to reflect on personal and professional progress. For many people, moving to independent 
accommodation meant moving to a new more affordable area, and for those who were members of peer 
support groups this could be a cause of stress or anxiety as they had to move away from strong support  
networks. 

Friends and family could be sources of financial support (lending people money during difficult times) and  
emotional support: 

 ‘I’ve got family, something to fall back on, supporting me and if I had any problem they’ll always try to  
 help me wherever they can.’

For people without close friends and family, it was important that they received emotional support from  
elsewhere, often from keyworkers, or colleagues.  

9.6 Overall support networks 

There was a notable variety in the breadth and quality of support that participants received. This research 
suggests that because it is relatively rare for homeless people to work, there are not strong systems in place 
to support those who do. This means that the support individuals receive can often be down to chance, for 
example whether or not they are accommodated by or linked in with a supportive organisation which  
understands the issues they might face. 

Several people received support from a number of different sources. The people with the most positive 
outcomes had a range of support providers who helped them with areas of need; Louis’s story below is an  
example of this. 

A small number of people, most commonly those living in independent or semi-independent accommodation, 
said that they did not receive any formal support, and most of them had lost or were struggling to sustain  
work. 

For many people, the most valuable sources of support were job coaches, peer support groups, managers 
and colleagues, friends and family, employment teams based within homelessness agencies and their key 
workers. The source of the support itself was less important than the quality and scope of the support  
people received. 
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Louis’s story: A strong support network 

Louis was using crack and heroin for 20 years, and spent the last 10 years going in and out prison. He 
was employed in a difficult job on a zero-hour minimum wage contract. After several months he applied  
for a better job in the area he wished to work in and was offered the job. 

Louis was receiving support from a range of sources: 

Practical 
Jobcentre Plus informed Louis about his in-work benefits entitlements. 

Financial 
Louis’s bus fares for his first month in work were paid for by his Work Programme provider. However, 
he was not receiving all the benefits he was entitled to because he became angry with complexity and 
errors in the process of claiming given his variable working hours and decided ‘I can’t be bothered’. 

Emotional 
Louis was a member of Alcoholics Anonymous, which provided emotional support and helped him to  
manage himself and his emotions at work: 

 ‘I phone my sponsor up and say, “I am off and I am not doing this [job]” and he kind of talks to  
 me and we look at it differently and then I just get on with it.’ 

When he was going through a difficult time at work, his chief executive telephoned him to ask how he  
was and reassure him that his work was of value, which helped him stay motivated. 

Personal 
Louis was able to reflect on his personal progress and his goals through support from AA, and from  
workers in an employment team based within a homelessness agency. 

Professional 
The employment team Louis was receiving support from helped with his new job application. They also  
helped with difficult issues at work: 

 ‘Sometimes I will phone up [name] when I have had problems in work, and I have sat and  
 spoken to them, particularly after an incident seeing someone was being bullied, misconduct  
 going on. They are here to support and give you advice. They have helped me a lot.’ 

His manger was always available and regularly checked how he was. He has been given on the job 
training at work, although he felt at first that he had been thrown in at the deep end and feels a sense  
of progress: 

 ‘I am learning, learning every day.’

He says he has learnt the importance of asking for help and admitting: ‘I don’t know what I’m doing’. 



83

The impact of involvement in the research 
In final interviews, participants were asked about the impact of involvement in the research. The most 
common response was about the value of having someone to talk to and a chance to reflect, highlighting the 
importance (and, sometimes, absence) of what we have termed ‘emotional support’ (in Model 3, on page 
85). The people who most valued this were those who had fewer sources of support, or felt that they had no  
support at all and were struggling with difficult issues. 

Researchers signposted a number of people to support, although few people said that they followed 
up on this. Researchers also made two more significant interventions, both of which show the dangers 
of people being left without adequate support after moving into work. Firstly, one participant had been 
wrongly informed by his support worker that he ‘no longer had a CHAIN number’23 because he was living 
in supported housing and was therefore no longer eligible for Clearing House24 accommodation. The 
researcher put him in touch with the Clearing House team who clarified that he was eligible for Clearing 
House accommodation, which he ultimately hopes to move to, and informed him about how to apply. 

And secondly, the researcher intervened when one man threatened serious violence against a fellow resident 
in his interview by discussing it, with his permission, with a support worker. He explained later that he had felt 
that project staff had not paid attention when he had tried to tell them about his deteriorating mental health: 

 ‘I said to [support worker] “Yeah, I’m in meltdown, self-destruct mode […] None of you [staff] actually  
 seen it manifest and you should’ve done weeks ago, but none of you seen it, so now, because a  
 young lady [the researcher] has come up to you and said that I’m concerned, you come up here  
 showing concern, yet none of you have tried to tap into what’s been tapped into.’ 

In his final interview he said that he was not sure whether he would still be in work if not for this intervention. 

9.7 A model of support for homeless people moving into work 

The model below outlines the roles that different support providers can provide in supporting homeless 
people to keep the jobs they start. This is based on current roles and responsibilities within the existing 
system of support; broader recommendations for an ideal support system are in the recommendations  
chapter of the report. 

Making practical use of this model 
We suggest that individuals, perhaps with their support worker or other support provider, could use this 
model as a tool before they move into work, to review the support they have in place, identify any gaps in  
support, and consider sources of support which might fill these gaps. 

The model should be applied by support providers in line with the following principles around accessibility,  
regularity, timing and form of support. 

23  A CHAIN number is given to people recorded on the Combined Homeless and Information Network, a database recording 
information about rough sleepers and the street population in London. People do not lose their CHAIN numbers when they move  
into accommodation, although they can choose to be removed from the database. 
 24 The Clearing House provides and co-ordinates the lettings service for all the permanent accommodation provided by housing  
associations under the Government’s Rough Sleepers Initiative.
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Accessibility of support  
All support providers should review how accessible their support is for working homeless people. To improve  
accessibility of support to working homeless people: 
• Hostel key workers should provide regular flexible key working sessions outside working hours at a  
 frequency determined in discussion with the individual. They should reassess requirements for  
 attending house meetings where work makes this difficult. 
• Work Programme providers and benefits offices should ensure that people who work normal office  
hours can access support, by reviewing and extending office opening hours. 

Regularity, timing and form of support 
The research suggests that support should be personalised; different people in different circumstances and  
with different needs require different types and frequencies of support. 

However, people commonly stressed the value of: 
• Support being proactively offered without needing to ask (for example, through regular meetings  
 or telephone calls asking how people are). 
• Knowing that support is available and can be taken up if needed (for example, Employee  
 Assistance Programmes; offers of resumed support from former mental health professionals or  
 drug and alcohol workers; or peer support groups such as AA and NA). 
• Personalised support – for example, routine telephone calls from support providers were seen to be  
 helpful but not a substitute for personal, face-to-face meetings for people who were struggling.  
 People would not always feel able to discuss more difficult or personal problems in them. 

The most common points at which people needed support were:
• Before starting work, people needed information about what support was available and how  
 it could be accessed, and support to prepare for moving into work (for example, by claiming  
 appropriate in-work benefits). 
• The first month in work, people particularly needed financial support while waiting for wages and  
 benefits to come through, and emotional support whilst adapting to working life. 
• The first six to 12 months in work, most people continued to need support, particularly at times of  
 change (for example, moving house, losing a job) and at times of crisis (for example problems at work,  
 worsening physical and mental health). People also benefited from ongoing support to set and work  
 towards personal and professional goals. 
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Figure (z): Model 3: A model of support for homeless people moving into work 

PRACTICAL SUPPORT 

Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

The person moving 
into work:
1. Receives the 
benefits to which 
they are entitled. 

* Jobcentre Plus and 
Work Programme 
advisor (if applicable). 

Support worker 
Employment advisor 

Pre-work (information). 

Immediately after 
job offer. 

Ongoing as needed 
(especially for people 
working variable hours) 

Information about in-work 
benefits entitlements 
and how to claim them. 

Advocacy and 
support to navigate 
the benefits system. 

2. Is able to budget 
and manage their money.

* WP advisor (if 
applicable). 

Support worker 
Employment advisor 

Pre-work (information). 

First month in work. 

Ongoing as needed. 

Support to calculate 
income and outgoings 
(for example through 
accurate better off in 
work calculation, taking 
into account debts 
and travel costs). 

Support with money 
management and 
budgeting (including 
accessing financial 
support, see page 87). 

Debt advice. 
3. Is able to 
maintain their tenancy.

* Support worker  

WP advisor 

Pre-work (information). 

The first month in work. 

Ongoing

Ensuring that people 
are aware of the risks 
of financial exploitation 
and harassment in 
accommodation. 
Actively monitoring 
people for these 
issues and addressing 
them if they arise. 

Monitoring, regularly 
informing people 
about, and supporting 
people to avoid/
address rent arrears. 

(Providing flexible 
keyworking sessions 
outside working hours)
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Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

4. Is able to move 
on to appropriate, 
affordable independent 
accommodation when 
they are ready to.

* Support worker Pre-work and pre-move 
on (information). 

When the individual 
is ready to move on. 

Information about move-
on options and support 
to determine the most 
appropriate option. 

Support to find 
independent 
accommodation 
(including information 
about PRS access 
schemes). 

Support to prepare 
for independent living 
(including managing 
bills, securing 
furnishings, sourcing 
grants where possible, 
and establishing 
support networks). 

5. Is able to 
manage any mental 
health or substance 
misuse issues.

* Support worker

WP advisor, 
Jobcentre Plus. 

Pre-work. 

Ongoing regular reviews. 

Support available 
when needed. 

Regularly reviewing 
people’s mental health 
and substance misuse in 
key working sessions, to 
identify emerging issues. 

Signposting to 
professionals in 
substance misuse/
mental health services. 
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EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 

Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

The person moving 
into work: 
1. Has mental 
well-being 
2. Is protected 
against relapse 
(mental health or 
substance misuse)
3. Can cope 
with challenges both 
in and outside work 
4. Retains 
motivation and resilience

Professional support 
* Support worker 

* WP advisor

Employment advisor. 

Mental health / 
substance misuse 
workers. 

Informal support 
* Peer support 
(including AA and NA) 
Family and friends 
Job coach 

Workplace support 
* Manager 
Colleagues 
Buddy 
EAP 

Ongoing. 

Available when needed. 

Offered on a 
regular basis. 

Someone to ask how 
you are (personal 
and face to face). 

Someone to listen. 

Someone to go 
to in a crisis. 

NB. Work should not be 
someone’s only source 
of emotional support; 
people need support 
from someone with 
whom they can be open 
about any problems 
and (if they choose) 
their background.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT 

Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

The person moving 
into work:
1. Can afford 
the immediate costs 
of moving into work: 
clothes, travel and food. 

* Jobcentre Plus 
and WP provider 
(where applicable). 

Homelessness agencies 
(where possible). 

Pre-work, immediately 
after job is secured. 

Immediate access 
to any back-to-work 
benefits and provision 
of emergency payments 
when obtaining work 
(first month’s travel 
expenses paid in 
advance; vouchers for 
clothes and food).

2. Avoids debt 
when moving into 
work paid in arrears. 

* Jobcentre Plus 
and WP advisor 
(where applicable). 

Employer (salary 
advances) 

Timely access to in-
work benefits. 

Salary advances 
from employer. 

1. Is able to move 
on from homelessness 
accommodation when 
ready to do so. 

* Local authority Access to rent 
deposit schemes. 

Access to grants to 
pay for furnishings. 
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PERSONAL SUPPORT 

Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

The person moving 
into work:
1. Has a continued 
sense of progress 
and movement 
towards personal and 
professional goals 

* Support worker 

Counsellor 

Job coach/mentor 

Peers, family and friends 

Ongoing through regular 
face-to-face meetings. 

Support with setting 
and assessing 
progress against life 
and work goals. 

The opportunity to 
reflect on experiences 
and personal progress. 

PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT 

Purpose of support Sources of support 
(* = recommended 
lead provider) 

When support is needed Example forms of support 

The person moving 
into work:
1. Builds 
confidence as a 
professional in the 
world of work and 
progresses towards 
professional goals. 

* Manager 

* Mentor or job coach 
(ideally with knowledge 
of current or aspirational 
area of work, not 
associated with the 
individual’s past). 

Buddy 

WP advisor 

Employment advisor 

Ongoing through regular 
face to face meetings. 

Support with setting 
realistic career goals and 
working towards them. 

The opportunity to 
reflect on experiences 
and progress at work. 

2. Can progress 
within the role and 
organisation.

* Manager/employer Ongoing Support to undertake 
professional training. 

Support to develop and 
progress within the role. 

3. Performs to 
their full capacity. 

Employer/manager/HR Ongoing Induction, training, 
appropriate supervision, 
and performance 
management. 

4. Is supported to 
deal with challenges 
in the workplace.

Employer. 

Buddy

Ongoing Policies (for example 
regarding drug 
and alcohol use, 
attendance, conduct 
and performance, and 
bullying and harassment), 
which are clearly outlined 
and adhered to.

Notes: WP = Work Programme; EAP = Employee Assistance Programme; HR = Human Resources.  
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11. APPENDICES

11.1 Appendix A: Comparison of characteristics of participants who lost and  
sustained work 

Figure (x) Homelessness status for participants who lost and sustained work 

People who lost work 
over research period

People who sustained 
work for six months

Currently homeless 19 10
Recently homeless 3 7
Total 22 17

Figure (x) Period of previous unemployment for participants who lost and sustained work 

People who lost work 
over research period

People who sustained 
work for six months

Unemployed for 10 or more years 8 2
Unemployed for less than 10 years 14 13
Not known 0 2
Total 22 17

Figure (x) Period of homelessness for participants who lost and sustained work 

People who lost work 
over research period

People who sustained 
work for six months

Homeless for less than one year 2 7
Homeless for one to less 
than five years 

12 4

Homeless for five years or more 7 4
Not known 1 2
Total 22 17



11.2 Appendix B: Becoming ready for work (a model) 

Figure (aa): Model 4: Becoming ready for work 

You’re ready when… Advice

Step 1: Managing mental health 
and substance issues

Alcohol and drugs are not a 
serious current problem. 

You can manage any 
mental health issues. 

You can manage your emotions. 

You don’t have big unresolved 
issues, which might cause a lot 
of strain when you’re in work (for 
example with the police or courts). 

Take the time you need to recover 
from what you’ve been through. 

If you’re using alcohol or drugs 
problematically, you might still be 
able to work, and working might 
reduce them for now. But at some 
point you will almost certainly 
have to address these issues or 
they will interfere with your work. 

If you have depression or anxiety 
but think you can manage them 
and can get support if things get 
worse, working can help them 
improve. But be aware the issues 
some people face when they 
move into work can sometimes 
put a strain on their mental health. 

Step 2: Knowing why 
you want to work

You know why you want to work. 

You are realistic about the 
good things working will bring, 
and what will be hard. 

You have an idea about what 
you might want to do. 

Knowing why you want to work 
will help keep you motivated 
and focused, and help you 
through any difficult times. 

Volunteering, training and 
work placements can help 
you try out different jobs and 
find out what you enjoy. 

Step 3: Getting some 
experience, building your 
confidence,  and getting used 
to structure and routine

You can stick to a routine. 

You have an idea about what 
it’s like to go to work regularly. 

You’ve got the experience and 
qualifications you need. 

You’re building up your 
self-confidence. 

If you haven’t got experience 
in your chosen line of work, 
volunteering and work placements 
can help you build up your skills 
and learn what is expected 
at work. Even if you have got 
experience, they can help you 
build networks, fill the gaps 
in your CV and increase your 
confidence and self-esteem. 

Qualifications can also help 
you build your skills and 
prove you can do the job. 

Ask about the Get Ready and 
Ready for Work programmes 
run in some places by Business 
in the Community, and other 
specialist programmes in your 
area. Some current schemes 
in London include Bike Works 
by Crisis (bike maintenance), 
Beyond Food (catering) and 
Building Lives (construction).
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Step 4: Getting support You have someone (and ideally 
several people) to support you 
when you’re looking for work 
and once you’re in work.

Look at ‘A model of support 
for homeless people moving 
into work’ (Chapter 9) and, 
if you can, make sure you 
have support in every area – 
especially in any areas you 
think might be harder for you.

Step 5: Getting a job You have a good CV 
and know how to write a 
good job application. 

You know about interview skills. 

You are applying for suitable work. 

Find out about specialist schemes 
and apprenticeships in your 
area that can help homeless 
people move into work. 

Ask someone to read your job 
application and make suggestions 
about how to improve it. 

Try not to lose motivation if 
finding a job takes a long time. 

Step 6: Getting informed You know what your wages / 
salary are, how to make sure 
you get the in-work benefits 
you’re entitled to, and what 
financial support you are entitled 
to when you move into work. 

You know what your outgoings 
are and how to budget. 

You know what moving into work 
might mean for your housing 
options when you’re ready to 
move on – what independent 
housing will you be able to afford 
on the wage you can expect? 

You know about the job 
you’re moving into. 

When you’re offered a job, find 
out your exact wages / salary and 
what this means for you financially. 

Do a ‘better off in work’ 
calculation and make sure you 
factor in travel costs and any 
debt repayments as well. 

Find out about Government 
support like extended payment 
of housing benefit, back to work 
bonus, and whether Jobcentre 
Plus or the Work Programme will 
pay for clothes, food vouchers, 
or your first month’s travel costs. 

If you are being supported by a 
homelessness agency, find out 
if they can help you financially. 

Find out exactly what the role 
involves: Make sure it is what you 
expect, and work out what extra 
skills or experience you need 
support at work to develop.

Step 7: You’ve got the 
job – how to keep it! 

You have support. 

You ask for help when 
things are hard. 

You stay positive even when 
facing challenges and try 
to make things better. 

Work out what support you’ve 
got and where the gaps are. 
Find out how you can fill these. 

Don’t wait until things get really 
bad before you ask for help. 

Don’t take on too much – now 
you’ve got a job you might feel 
like you can do anything, but 
be careful you don’t take on 
more than you can cope with. 
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