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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Job quality is an important issue for third sector organisations (TSOs) delivering employability support to vulnerable groups with complex employment barriers. TSOs want their users to enter paid work but also work that is sustainable, fits with their life circumstances, offers a route out of poverty, and supports health and well-being. However, this is challenging in a low wage, low productivity economy such as the UK where many employers rely on poor quality jobs, and vulnerable users often have limited employment choices. This paper introduces a toolkit that is designed to help TSOs think about how they might address the challenge of job quality with their users, key workers, and employers. We are not suggesting that TSOs are not currently engaged with such concerns. Some TSOs will be further ahead on this journey but all will face constraints, and the toolkit is intended to provoke further reflection and discussion. The toolkit incorporates three dimensions: ‘framing suitable employment and the right employers’, ‘shaping user choices’, and ‘shaping employer practice’, and distinguishes between, what we term, ‘expansive’ and ‘restrictive’ approaches. 
The toolkit is designed to assist TSOs to have empowering conversations with users, helping them to think about what a decent sustainable job would look like. The toolkit also provides guidance for TSOs about how to encourage their users to think more about ‘good’, ‘decent’ or ‘fair’ employment, whilst helping them to avoid poor quality and unsustainable work. It also considers how TSOs can support users in understanding the shared structural constraints they experience in obtaining decent sustainable work in ways which are protective of their self-esteem. Finally, the toolkit provides a basis for discussions with employers around how they can modify their hiring practices and wider employment offer to address labour and skill needs and, where necessary, how TSOs can support users to challenge employers on issues such as hours sufficiency and work scheduling. Drawing upon interviews recently conducted with senior managers of 17 TSOs delivering employability support in the UK (Payne et al., 2024a), the toolkit contains examples of best practice that can facilitate such conversations so that TSOs are better able to foreground issues of job quality in their work as well as consider potential constraints.
[bookmark: _Hlk189218322]This paper (Part 1) is aimed at busy practitioners and introduces the toolkit, along with examples of how it can be used by TSOs. It is built on a wide range of academic research, including our own. A supplementary paper (Part 2) is also available which provides an extended discussion of the academic background to the toolkit, and is likely to be particularly interesting to policy specialists working in TSOs or anyone simply wishing to delve deeper. This also contains full citations to research which supports our thinking around the toolkit. 

Brief background to the toolkit
In this thought paper, we address a key question: how might TSOs address the challenge of job quality for their users, given structural constraints presented by the UK’s labour market and welfare model. Underpinning the UK’s ‘work-first’, low-cost model of activation has been the assumption that any job is better than no job. The model has been criticised for driving claimants into work, regardless of its quality or whether it fits with their life circumstances and job preferences. From a well-being and health perspective, any job is not better than no job. The UK’s weakly regulated labour market presents a very challenging terrain for TSOs seeking to help users into decent sustainable work as many employers rely on low wage, insecure and poor-quality jobs, and the work-first welfare system is arguably designed to ensure a supply of cheap and pliant labour.
	The UK Labour government has promised to reform job centres by shifting them towards a more supportive approach designed to ‘Get Britain Working’ after the pandemic. The Government is also stressing the importance of ‘good work’, while in Scotland ‘fair work’ has been on the policy agenda for a decade. With many employers faced with labour or skill shortages after Brexit and the pandemic, linked in part to the unattractive nature of jobs on offer, it seems timely to consider how TSOs can engage with the challenge of job quality in this context. 
Many TSOs have a social mission to help vulnerable individuals obtain sustainable routes out of poverty though relational approaches between key worker and user, centred around holistic and personalised support. This means addressing individual user needs and barriers to work before helping them to access employment, and focusing on jobs which the user wants to do. Some have engaged with government schemes as part of the work-first model, others have operated on the margins of workfare. While the former group confront constraints presented by a payments-by-results funding model, the latter often relied on the European Social Fund and the National Lottery Community Fund, which allowed more space for a relational approach, until this was disrupted by Brexit. In either case, questions remain in terms of how far TSOs have been able to engage with the challenge of job quality, given structural constraints presented by the UK’s labour market and welfare model.
Job quality is complex and multi-faceted, encompassing objective factors linked to nature of the work and employment contract, and a subjective dimension in terms of how the job is perceived by the worker. There is considerable agreement among researchers concerning core elements of ‘good work’, including fair pay and rewards; job security; the opportunity to develop and use one’s skills; meaningful career progression; safe and healthy working environments; work-life balance; and representation and voice (see Warhurst and colleagues’ six dimensions in Part 2 p.18). Conversely, ‘bad jobs’ are seen to lack these elements. Still, it can difficult to draw a definitive cut-off point for what is a ‘good’, ‘fair’ or ‘decent’ job. 
This is further complicated in that workers may find aspects of jobs with many ‘bad job’ features to be satisfying or meaningful. Programme users with limited employment options may also have low expectations of what they regard as decent work or at least a job they deem to be acceptable. Others may be wanting ‘dream jobs’ which are currently unrealistic. Organisations providing employability support may also have to be pragmatic in terms of what jobs are realistically obtainable, given the need to deliver job outcomes to meet funder requirements and/or because long spells of unemployment are known to corrode well-being as well as future employment prospects. Equally, some employers looking to engage with programmes may see them as a quick source of labour for poor quality jobs they are struggling to fill. 
The dominant ‘supply-side’ approach to employability in the UK since the 1980s, focused on making the unemployed ‘job ready’ and matching to employer requirements, may exert a powerful sway on employability provider mindsets and assumptive worlds in terms of how employability is framed and understood. Many employers design jobs that are low paid and require little training. There is a risk that TSOs may concentrate on narrow employability measures (such as CV writing and interview technique) to make users ‘work-ready’ in a general sense or to fit what particular employers want, enlisting altruistic employers to help with this, but seeing little point in substantive targeted training as the jobs that are realistically available to users do not demand much in the way of training or qualifications. Yet, international evidence suggests that ‘what works’ in supporting users into ‘good jobs’ is either ‘career pathways’ that link industry training with placement support in growing sectors with opportunities for internal progression, or ‘specialist adviser-led’ models which refer to wider specialist services and offer one-to-one support to help users enter and stay in work. All of this requires adequate funding, of course, and may not be suitable for every user depending on their motivation, needs and distance from the labour market. There is also the question of how TSOs and their key workers deal with users who are deemed to have ‘unrealistic’ expectations of work, and how far job quality figures in attempts to persuade users to consider alternative, ‘doable’ jobs. 
Questions also arise as to whether TSOs can provide a discursive space for users to collectively discuss shared structural constraints that prevent them obtaining decent sustainable work in ways which help them to avoid internalising feelings of shame at being out of work, ‘on benefits’ or failing dependents. These constraints would encompass issues such as the affordability of childcare, pressures from the benefits system, employer stereotypes of users and hiring practices, employers offering too few hours, inflexible work schedules and poor-quality jobs, along with policy choices of the powerful that help sustain this situation.
Before introducing the toolkit, it is important to reiterate that there are significant limits to how far TSOs can engage with job quality given the UK’s current labour market and welfare model. We certainly do not discount the need for wider policy measures to change this context, nor do we ignore the need for policy makers to provide incentives for TSOs to focus on job quality when funding employment support. However, this does not mean that TSOs are powerless or lack any agency to address job quality given existing constraints, and may be able to develop different strategic approaches in what remains a challenging context.

Introducing the toolkit
[bookmark: _Hlk178749418]With this in mind, we put forward a framework or toolkit to help TSOs providing employability support think through how they might engage with the challenge of job quality, given existing structural constraints. The framework incorporates three dimensions (Figure 1). The first addresses the way in which ‘suitable employment’ is framed or understood, and which employers to engage with. For example, TSOs may be more or less willing to make normative judgements about ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs, or set more or less exacting criteria for the employers they will and will not work with. The second dimension focuses on engagement with users in terms of raising users’ understanding of what to expect from a good employer, discouraging them from taking up poor-quality jobs, and discussing structural constraints with them to avoid internalising a negative self-image. This may also constitute a form of empowerment that makes users more discerning in terms of the jobs they are prepared to accept and more willing to challenge employers around certain aspects, such as shifts and hours, possibly with key worker support. The third dimension focuses on shaping employer practice by influencing employers’ recruitment practice (e.g. challenging stereotypes of users) as well as the wider quality of their employment offer, and linking this to both corporate social responsibility and actual recruitment needs. This may also involve supporting users to challenge employers around issues such as hours and scheduling. This dimension, insofar as seeks to shape ‘demand-side’ elements, is perhaps the most ambitious.
Figure 1: Three-dimensional framework for assessing TSOs’ engagement with job quality

This framework can be used to distinguish between, what we call, ‘restrictive’ and ‘expansive’ approaches (Table 1). A restrictive approach is characterised by little reference to job quality criteria in framing ‘suitable employment’ and which employers to engage with. There would be little attempt to screen-out ‘exploitative’ or unscrupulous employers.[footnoteRef:1] While user preferences may be supported, this may go alongside attempts to steer user preferences towards ‘doable jobs’ with little reference to job quality criteria. Little or no effort is made to educate users about constraints presented by employer practices, labour market structures and policy choices. While there may be attempts to influence employers’ hiring practices, this does not extend to employers’ wider employment offer (e.g. paying a real living wage, offering secure contracts, sufficient hours, and employee-friendly flexible scheduling).  [1:  Note the term ‘restrictive’ refers to the limited extent to which a TSO engages with job quality. It does not refer to being pickier in terms of which employers to engage with. Indeed, TSOs with a restrictive approach will be less selective in deciding which employers to engage with. Similarly, a TSO with an ‘expansive’ approach is one that engages with job quality to a greater extent and will be choosier about which employers to engage with.] 

An expansive approach would reference a wider and more demanding range of job quality criteria in framing suitable employment and deciding which employers to engage with. There is no attempt to steer users towards low quality employment and insofar as users are asked to consider more ‘realistic’ employment options this includes reference to good work/fair work elements. Attempts are made to educate users about constraints presented by employer practices and labour market structures and to influence employers’ approach to hiring as well as their wider employment offer.
Table 1: Expansive and Restrictive Approaches
	Dimension
	Restrictive approach

	Expansive approach

	Framing suitable employment and the right
employers
	Little focus on job quality criteria in framing suitable employment and which employers to engage with

	Greater focus on job quality in framing suitable employment and which employers to engage with


	



Shaping user perspectives


	Challenging unrealistic expectations, steering users towards ‘realistic’ jobs but with little reference to job quality

Little or no attempt to discuss structural constraints with users presented by employers’ practices and labour market structures

	Challenging unrealistic expectations, steering users towards realistic jobs but also away from poor-quality employment

Discussion with users about constraints presented by employers’ practices and labour market structures to help avoid self-blame 

	


Shaping employer practices


	Attempt to influence employer recruitment to open up jobs and work experience opportunities for users but little attempt to influence employers’ wider job quality
	Attempt to influence employer recruitment to open up jobs and work experience opportunities for users as well as influence employers’ 
wider job quality




It is important to emphasise that these two categories are a conceptual device to aid thought and that, rather than two distinct categories, provider approaches are likely to be positioned along a spectrum between these two types. For example, all TSOs are likely to set some criteria for suitable or decent employment and which employers they engage with, but how high they set that bar may vary. There are clearly challenges here as the higher the bar, the smaller the pool of employers who may willing to engage directly is likely to become. Many TSO use ‘Better-Off-in Work’ calculations to help users enter work that at least affords a higher income than remaining on state benefits; however, some TSOs may go further. These comments from TSO managers in our own research reflect these issues:
We're not going to place anyone in a job where we don't feel the employer is going to treat them fairly. We’ll always seek employers paying at least the [real] living wage... look at what training and learning is available… what flexibility there is, terms and conditions…  there's certain employers… we know their practice so we wouldn't put anybody forward for their roles [TSO1]
 



TSOs may also line up differently in terms of whether they think it is appropriate to make value judgements about ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs, or whether this should be left entirely to the user’s discretion (notwithstanding the restricted choices of users at the back of the ‘job queue’). There may be dilemmas for TSOs in educating users about structural constraints in ways which are empowering and protective of the ‘self’, without at the same time discouraging users by drawing attention to barriers that may seem insurmountable.

Even though you and me may actually think ‘Jesus, why would you do that?’… we always have to be careful of actually saying what’s ‘good work’. [TSO2]


We’ll talk to them about good jobs, bad jobs, split shifts, maybe not a good option, zero-hours contracts, why that may be difficult for you... what you can expect or should expect… a written contract…proper breaks, sick pay… things good employers will offer. [TSO3]



Drawing upon our recent research with TSO senior managers (Payne and Butler, 2023; Payne et al., 2024a), we provide two illustrative (anonymised) examples of TSOs that occupy different positions on the expansive-restrictive continuum. The restrictive approach example (Box 1) is a hypothetical case drawn from conversations with different TSOs. The expansive approach case (Box 2) is an actual example taken from a TSO in the study, which might be considered as ‘best-practice’ within existing constraints.
Box 1: Restrictive Approach Example
This TSO, which worked with a complex user group, was helping users to obtain jobs with a major warehousing employer which research studies suggest is highly problematic in terms of job quality. The manager also noted that transient jobs in social care and retail could be ‘a little bit more difficult to “sell” sometimes’ to users. They referred to the need for ‘difficult conversations’ with some users who expected to get ‘dream jobs’ which ‘they might never be able to do’, though most were said to lack confidence and aspiration. This sometimes meant having to manage user expectations to encourage them to consider insecure and temporary jobs as an opportunity to build their CV and gain valuable work experience that could be a stepping stone to their future goals. This was considered to be a ‘realistic’ and ‘pragmatic’ approach, given the complex barriers experienced by their user group and the types of jobs which were realistically open to them in the labour market. 
	The TSO had not considered using group sessions to raise awareness of shared structural constraints to decent employment presented by the nature of the labour market and welfare system. It was concerned that rather than helping users to avoid blaming themselves, such sessions could be demoralising and it was better to focus on re-building aspirations. Key workers, however, were said to be sensitive in terms of how they went about this, with a focus on supporting self-esteem and confidence. 
While they were ‘always looking to get someone into a good job’, it was down to individuals to decide what this meant, to look at individual needs and circumstances, and to be open with users about the consequences of taking certain jobs. The provider felt some users were taking jobs in the ‘informal cash-in-hand economy’, in some cases to supplement inadequate levels of benefits needed to live. It was therefore often a case of ‘we worry about job quality as much as the client [user] will let us’.




TSOs could exhibit a mix of expansive and restrictive elements, and be positioned at different points on the job quality spectrum. Furthermore, TSOs may have differential abilities to address job quality concerns, depending on their resources, funding and associated performance management regimes. Some may operate in local labour markets that offer fewer opportunities to access decent sustainable employment. Different user groups may present greater challenges, depending on the complexity of their needs and distance from the labour market. Some TSOs will clearly be further ahead in this journey than others, opening up opportunities for the exchange of knowledge and best-practice. It is also possible that individual key workers within particular TSOs may take different approaches, raising issues around consistency and whether this framework could be used for internal training and development purposes.
Box 2: Expansive approach example
This TSO, which worked with lone parents, was selective in terms of which employers it engaged with, and actively endeavoured to shape not only their hiring practices but also wider elements of their employment offer, including pay and flexible working. This included an agreement with the Facilities Management Department of the local council to guarantee their users interviews for vacant roles they were struggling to fill. They also cited their work with the care sector: ‘they cannot recruit and retain staff and we've got these phenomenal lone parents who, with some adjustments [by the employer], could potentially be part of the solution.’
The provider insisted it was looking for ‘bigger systematic changes from an employer rather than just tinkering’, particularly in adjusting working hours and schedules, changing ‘the employer to fit with lone parents’ rather than vice-versa. They had developed a six-month traineeship model with a local care home and a local authority, with trainees paid the real living wage that could lead to a permanent job. The provider insisted they were ‘picky’ about which employers they engaged with: ‘if they've got the same values as us, we will work with them, and if they don't, we won’t.’
This TSO was also proactive in educating users about structural constraints to obtaining decent work. This meant helping families recognise that ‘[UK governments] have designed a labour market and… a Social Security system such that… people living in the poorest areas with the biggest barriers to work don't move into work’. The provider had established a group forum to help users ‘realize their voice matters and the stigma that they're feeling [about being ‘on benefits’] is not individual to just them.’ The forum had ‘galvanised them because they go “everyone's experiencing this”, and they get really pissed off and want to do something about it.’ The TSO was also supporting those moving into work to have challenging conversations with employers around shifts and hours, with key workers accompanying users in meetings with employers where users ‘didn't feel able to voice their concerns.’


How to use the toolkit in your organisation
The toolkit is designed to facilitate empowering conversations at different levels within your organisation. Below are some example questions which could be selectively used to facilitate internal discussions involving managers, key workers and other stakeholders. Senior management might consider issues such as:
· Do we want to be an organisation which engages with issues around job quality? 
· If so, do we want to focus on: (1) framing suitable employment and the right employers; (2) shaping user perspectives; (3) shaping employer practices – or some combination thereof? What are we currently doing or not doing?
· If we want to engage with one or more of these issues, should we do so in a more expansive way or in a more restrictive way?
· Who would be empowered to take those conversations forward?
· What constraints do we currently face in moving towards a more expansive approach?
· Should we include users in these conversations and, if so, how might we do so as part of a ‘co-production’ approach?
· What is possible given the kind of users we are supporting?
In light of those decisions taken by senior management, sessions can be organised with key workers to understand how issues around job quality can be embedded in the TSO. This might include discussion of:
· To what extent do key workers already discuss issues of job quality with users? What do key workers view as good/fair work, and how is this shaped by their own life and employment biography?
· How do key workers think their users would respond to conversations around good/fair work? Would they feel empowered or discouraged? Is there consistency of approach across key workers? If not, why not? Would key workers require additional training and development in this respect?
· Do we as an organisation deliver good/fair work for our own staff? If not, what are the constraints and what can be improved?
· Do we currently utilise group sessions to collectively discuss with users shared structural constraints such as the types of jobs available to users in the labour market which impede their ability to access decent work? If not, is this something we should try and how might we do so?
· What examples exist of best practice from employers with whom we currently work?
· How far do we engage in conversations with employers to help them think about the benefits of improving job quality, including around more inclusive recruitment, improving staff retention, and increasing employee wellbeing?  How might we do more to open up such conversations? 
· Are we overly focused on narrow employability measures (e.g. CV writing, interview technique)? How far are we able to offer a career pathways model that links substantive training to targeted employment opportunities that offer good work or realistic progression to good work?
· What are we currently doing well and what can be improved upon?
· Do we link with other TSOs and advocacy organisations to actively campaign for wider policy measures to move from a work-first to fair-work-first approach? Should we do more and what are the constraints?



Framing


what is 'suitable employment'?


which employers to engage with?


Shaping user choices


discussing structural constraints and what is good employment with users to avoid self-blame


discouraging users from taking-up poor quality jobs


Shaping employer practice


influencing employers' hiring practices





influencing quality of jobs on offer
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