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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM JOSEPH ROWNTREE FOUNDATION 
 

Figures published in November 2013 by DWP show that half a million people were 

subject to an adverse sanction decision between October 2012 and June 2013. Over 

a two-year period (2010-12), the number of job seekers who have been referred for 

sanctions (1.6 million) and the number who had their JSA stopped or reduced 

(800,000) both doubled. 

Disadvantaged people facing multiple barriers to work (including mental health 

problems, addictions and previous offending behaviour) are at higher risk of 

sanctions. Young people (aged 16-24) are also more likely to be sanctioned. People 

in this position face the threat of destitution as their benefits are reduced or 

suspended in a bid to mould behaviour and encourage people to take jobs.  

An international evidence review on benefit sanctions1 was published by JRF in 

December 2010, undertaken by Julia Griggs and Martin Evans at the University of 

Oxford. A PDF copy of the Findings (4-page summary) is attached. It found that 

while conditionality in the benefits system is widely used across the OECD and has 

some uses, it is a blunt and uncertain instrument for driving behaviour which may 

pay little attention to issues of labour market demand.  

In the USA the evidence suggests that people disappear below the radar altogether, 

which may reduce the claimant count but creates huge risk to household income and 

security and is related to increased crime, lower long-term earnings and poorer 

outcomes for children. Evidence from Europe suggests that the application of 

sanctions may have some short-term positive outcomes in terms of job entry rates, 

but only when economic circumstances are favourable. Commonly, sanctions drive 

people to take insecure jobs which they may be poorly matched for and then unable 

to keep.  

JRF believes the threat of destitution is a poorly evidenced and high-risk way of 

trying to influence the behaviour of some of the poorest people in the country.  

A new JRF programme Destitution in the UK will begin shortly, with the aim of 

mapping the scale, causes and consequences of destitution which goes beyond 

standard measures of poverty. In the meantime:  

 

                                                            
1 http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/review-of-benefit-sanctions   
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 Other forms of conditionality could be developed e.g. based on goal-

orientation, training, coaching and support to achieve a good job match. 

These could be tested through the DWP’s capacity to offer local flexibility in 

piloting different approaches.     

 Sanctions could also be applied in a more proportionate manner. The 

Claimant Commitment should be a two-way street, where Jobcentre Plus has 

a responsibility to improve claimant awareness of incentives as well as 

penalties in the benefits system.   

 A review of how decision-maker discretion is being applied by Jobcentre Plus 

staff would improve our understanding of how individual and family 

circumstances are being taken into account – e.g. people facing childcare 

difficulties, other care responsibilities or transport difficulties which may 

fluctuate and be unpredictable. 
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