13th September 2004 

Financial Support for 16-19s Consultation,

Work Incentives and Poverty Analysis Team,

HM Treasury,

1 Horseguards Road,

London SW1A 2HQ

Dear Sir/Madam,

“Supporting young people to achieve: towards a new deal for skills”

Please find attached Youth Access’ response to the above consultation.

Our response focuses exclusively on the proposals in the consultation paper to investigate innovative and effective practices in delivering benefits advice to young people. We have not, therefore, attempted to set out our response according to the structure of the consultation questions. Instead, our response is structured thus:

· Part A. Executive Summary

· Summary of available evidence 

· Summary of Youth Access’ recommendations

· Part B. Introduction

· About Youth Access

· The Treasury’s proposals on delivery of benefits advice

· Part C. Youth Access’ full response

· Young people’s needs for benefits advice

· Young people’s advice-seeking behaviour

· Characteristics young people seek in a source of advice

· The need for access to independent benefits advice

· What is an ‘independent’ service?

· Quality

· Conflict of interest

· Depth and scope of advice

· Partnership working between statutory and voluntary advice services

· Youth Access Law Centres – a joined-up solution

We would be extremely grateful if you could pass a copy of our response on to the joint Jobcentre Plus / DfES team currently investigating models of benefits advice delivery.

Thank you for your consideration of our views.

Yours faithfully,

James Kenrick

Advice Services Development Manager
The importance of providing access 

for young people to 

independent benefits advice

Youth Access’ response to: 

“Supporting young people to achieve: towards a new deal for skills” (HM Treasury consultation document, April 2004) 

For enquiries contact:

James Kenrick

Advice Services Development Manager

Youth Access

1 & 2 Taylor’s Yard

67 Alderbrook Road

London SW12 8AD

Tel: 020 8772 9900

Email: james@youthaccess.org.uk
Website: www.youthaccess.org.uk 

Part A. Executive Summary

The available evidence demonstrates that: 

· Young people’s needs for advice on benefits are high in comparison with other age groups, yet they are considerably less likely to obtain advice than other age groups. 

· Barriers to access to advice include: young people’s lack of knowledge of their rights and about ‘the system’; psychological barriers which hinder trust in adult, mainstream and statutory services; and a lack of specialist independent benefits advice services targeting young people.

· Young people want to access holistic advice services that are confidential, independent and established to meet their specific range of needs. Statutory agencies, such as Jobcentre Plus and Connexions, cannot offer these characteristics.

· Neither Jobcentre Plus advisers nor Connexions Personal Advisers have a track record of delivering accurate, dispassionate advice to members of the public on their benefit entitlement, or in making timely referrals to more specialist services when an enquiry goes beyond the limits of their own competence.

· Statutory advice services, such as Connexions and Jobcentre Plus, create a danger of conflicts of interest, restricting the depth and scope of the advice they are able to provide appropriately.

· Access to independent benefits advice is vital if young people are to obtain the benefits to which they are entitled.

· Voluntary sector agencies run the risk of compromising their independence by collaborating too closely with government services like Connexions.

Youth Access does not object to closer working between Connexions, Jobcentre Plus and voluntary sector agencies, but recommends the following:

· That the government recognises that statutory services such as Jobcentre Plus and Connexions cannot provide the full range of benefits advice services required by young people due to conflicts of interest.

· That the government learns from Youth Access’ experience of researching and developing accessible advice services for young people.

· That the government recognises that young people are generally best served by advice services that can tackle a wide range of issues in one place, rather than by separating services by topic.

· That the government promotes and supports young people’s access to independent sources of benefits advice.

· That the government examines established youth advice projects in the voluntary sector, including Youth Access Law Centre projects, when evaluating the best models to adopt nationally.

· That the government ensures that an independence ‘test’ is applied to any models of benefits advice for young people examined by the joint Jobcentre Plus/DfES team.

· That where models are tested that involve partnership working between statutory and voluntary sector agencies, the respective roles of the different partners are defined as clearly as possible and written agreements are drawn up to enshrine the independence of voluntary sector partners and their freedom to act in the best interests of the client at all times.

· That the government develops robust training programmes for Connexions Personal Advisers and Jobcentre Plus advisers to improve their ability to identify a) the limits of their competence to advise on benefits issues and b) where and when to make referrals to more specialist providers.
Part B. Introduction

Youth Access welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation paper “Supporting young people to achieve: towards a new deal for skills” issued by the Treasury. We support many of the proposals contained in the consultation paper, including:

· Simplifying the financial support system for 16-19 year olds

· Introducing a National Minimum Wage for 16 and 17 year olds

· Delivering improved information to young people about financial suppport

· Reviewing the guidance on Jobseekers Allowance severe hardship and estrangement

Note: We do not intend to comment in depth on these proposals. Our response will focus exclusively on the proposal to improve the delivery of benefits advice to young people through co-location of Jobcentre Plus advisers and Connexions Personal Advisers

About Youth Access

Youth Access is the national membership association for a UK network of over 240 agencies providing information, advice, counselling and personal support services to young people. Youth Access is a full member of Advice Services Alliance and is recognised as the key representative body for youth advice services. 

Youth Access believes that all young people have the right to access high quality information, advice and counselling services wherever they may live in the UK and promotes good practice through training, publications, quality standards, information, advice and consultancy.

Our influential report ‘Rights To Access: meeting young people’s needs for advice’ (Youth Access, 2002) sets out the most detailed evidence available on young people’s needs for advice, their advice-seeking behaviour and barriers to access.

Over the past couple of years, we have been working in partnership with the Law Centres Federation and other partners in the advice and youth sectors to develop models of provision that will solve the problem of young people’s continuing marginalisation from access to high quality advice on their legal rights, options and responsibilities. 

The Treasury’s proposals on delivery of benefits advice

Chapter 3 of the consultation document is entitled ‘Supporting Young People’ and contains proposals to launch fieldwork to investigate innovative and effective practices in delivering benefits advice to young people, including looking at co-location of Jobcentre Plus advisers and Connexions Personal Advisers. It suggests that such a service could be delivered in a variety of locations, including Jobcentre Plus offices, extended schools, voluntary sector organisations and Connexions one stop shops. The consultation document states that, in order to inform next steps, Jobcentre Plus and the DfES propose jointly to undertake a series of study visits to help evaluate the success of different models. 

Part C. Youth Access’ full response

1. Young people’s needs for benefits advice
Young people’s needs for advice on welfare benefits are high in comparison to other age groups. Unpublished data from the First Legal Services Research Centre Survey of Justiciable Problems indicates that young people experience greater than average numbers of benefits problems requiring advice in comparison with other age groups. 

Young people in receipt of welfare benefits emerge as particularly prone to problem clusters including housing & homelessness, unfair treatment by the police and action being taken against them. It is well-established that people who experience multiple problems in this way are vulnerable to a ‘cascade effect’, in which one problem piles upon another, leading inexorably towards social exclusion, unless timely and effective early intervention advice can be provided.
 Thus, the provision of high quality benefits advice is vital in preventing major problems further down the line, such as homelessness, crime and ill-health, which are costly both to the individual and to society as a whole.

Unfortunately, young people’s needs for advice are not confined to benefits alone, but are complex and diverse, encompassing legal, practical, personal and emotional issues. Due to the difficulty of disentangling such issues from one another, coupled with existing poor referral practices and relationships, young people are generally best served when the full range of issues can be tackled in one place, rather than by separating services by topic. 

2. Young People’s advice-seeking behaviour

Young people are less likely than other age groups to take action to resolve their problems and are far less likely to obtain appropriate professional advice.
 Unpublished evidence from the Legal Services Research Centre indicates that 22% of 18-24 year olds who had experienced a legal problem took no action to resolve it; 28% handled their problems alone; and only 41% obtained advice, frequently from unqualified advisers.

Within the 18-24 age group, the data shows that younger young people were significantly less likely to take action and to obtain advice than older young people. For example, more 18 year olds took no action (34.4%) than managed to obtain advice (only 18.8%).

Some of the reasons for young people’s inability to obtain appropriate professional advice are identified in the consultation document, e.g. their lack of knowledge about their rights and about ‘the system'. However, our own research has identified a range of additional psychological barriers. For some young people, their lack of confidence or self-esteem may lead to a feeling that their problems do not warrant help. For others, a failure to seek or obtain advice may be related to a lack of trust in adult professionals to treat them with respect and their personal information confidentially or to a lack of trust in society and in ‘the system’. Of considerable concern is evidence suggesting that those with the greatest needs, such as care leavers and young offenders, may be among the least likely to obtain the advice they need.

These psychological barriers must be borne in mind by anyone attempting to develop service models aimed at improving young people’s access to benefits advice and militate against the success of models led by statutory service providers, such as Jobcentre Plus and Connexions. Significantly, those young people most likely to need benefits advice, i.e. those at greatest risk of social exclusion, are the most likely to feel let down by statutory services and the least likely to trust a government service.

There is also a mass of evidence that young people are reluctant to seek advice from ‘mainstream’ adult advice services, such as Citizens Advice Bureaux, Law Centres and solicitors.
 Unfortunately, there are very few advice services specifically targeting young people that provide specialist advice on benefits.

3. Characteristics young people seek in a source of advice

Youth Access’ work over the past 30 years has shown that the characteristics sought by young people in a source of advice include:

· A focus on providing services targeted at young people only

· A young person-centred holistic approach

· A wide range of helping interventions under one roof

· The ability to provide help across a number of topic areas

· Flexibility of opening hours and modes of access

· Informality

· Confidentiality

· User involvement

· Staff with appropriate knowledge trained in working with young people 

· Accessible premises away from authority and government buildings

· Strong referral links with specialist services

· Independence from government

Any successful model for delivering benefits advice to young people will need to include most, if not all, of these characteristics. 

4. The need for access to independent benefits advice

Young people are far more comfortable accessing independent advice services, such as those provided by voluntary sector youth advice agencies, than statutory agencies, such as Jobcentre Plus. The findings from a study by the National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux illustrate why:

“Young people are subject to so many forms of authority – school, parents, professionals, police – that they wanted to be able to get advice from someone who did not have any authority over them”

In July 2004 the House of Commons Constitutional Affairs Committee, in its review of civil legal aid provision, concluded that 

“Non-independent sources of advice can only be a complement to and never a replacement for services available from solicitors and independent advice agencies. Ideally, they should be independent of the organisation against which the citizen is claiming and they should not be the only avenue of advice.”

It is not impossible for a statutory agency to provide an independent service. Indeed, there are many local authority-managed youth advice services in Youth Access’ membership that manage to provide independent advice to individuals on matters, such as housing benefit, that are the direct responsibility of the parent organisation, by having procedures to deal with conflicts of interest. However, it will always be necessary for young people to have the additional option of accessing a wholly independent advice service. 

5. What is an ‘independent’ service?

The Advice Development Project has suggested
 that independent advice services differ from non-independent services in that they can

· be free from limitations on what options can be explored

· provide the user with a description of their options free of vested interest

· challenge decisions on behalf of the user and otherwise put the user’s case with no undue influence from a third party

· separate their values and ethos from the agenda of statutory agencies

· take a broader view of what the user’s needs might be

We would suggest that this ‘test’ should be applied to the models of benefits advice for young people examined by the joint Jobcentre Plus/DfES team.

6. Quality

Unfortunately, neither Jobcentre Plus advisers nor Connexions Personal Advisers have a great track record in delivering accurate, dispassionate advice to members of the public on their benefit entitlement. The Parliamentary Ombudsman recently noted that 

a significant number of complaints against Jobcentre staff involved either incorrect or misleading advice about entitlement to benefits.

The consultation document itself notes that: 

“several young people who contributed to the review had received poor and inconsistent advice from Jobcentre Plus. This experience was echoed by support staff, social workers and youth workers.”

We are similarly concerned at evidence of poor advice provided by Connexions Personal Advisers. Our own training delivered to Personal Advisers on rights-based advice work has highlighted the lack of knowledge many of them have on benefits legislation and the benefits system. Even more disconcerting, however, was our finding that they were often unable to identify the limits of their competence to deal with rights-based issues and to make referrals to more appropriate specialist independent services. 

This finding is backed up by research for the DfES
, which found that although 35% of young people categorised as having ‘intensive support needs’ had discussed money and benefits in consultations with their Connexions Personal Advisers, none had been referred on to an independent benefits adviser. Some of these young people had been referred to Jobcentre Plus, but there appears to have been a collective corporate failure to identify when specialist independent advice was required.

Quality assurance of legal advice services, including benefits advice services, comes under the auspices of the Legal Services Commission’s Community Legal Service Quality Mark. The Quality Mark Standard states that “it is fundamental that organisations are independent of any undue pressure.”
 Guidance states that independence can be demonstrated by membership of a recognised representative body, such as one of the advice networks. Further, it recognises that where the service is directly provided by a local authority or public body, the potential for conflicts of interest to arise is commonplace.

7. Conflict of interest 

Young people need and deserve to receive advice from a provider that will always act in their best interests. The Legal Services Research Centre, in its recent seminal report on people’s experiences of legal problems and how they resolve them, notes that 

“although it is possible that sometimes an opposing part in a dispute might provide a person with dispassionate and valuable advice, it seems unlikely that such advice would always be as dispassionate and valuable as that potentially available from an independent adviser.” 

Statutory advice services, such as Connexions and Jobcentre Plus, create a real danger of direct or indirect conflicts of interest. As Ardill and Griffith remarked:

“With benefits advice, for example, there is scope for confusion between information, advice and decision-making, particularly when a client is told that s/he is not entitled to the benefits requested.”

Citizens Advice, in setting out its position with regard to collaboration between Citizens Advice Bureaux and government benefits services, stated that

“Citizens Advice is clear that government agencies like Jobcentre Plus, The Pension Service and Connexions display conflicts of interest in acting for both client and the State when they offer ‘advice’. The importance of an independent advice sector to act in the best interests of the client only, and not the State, has underpinned the debates within the organisation.”

8. Depth and scope of advice

Conflicts of interest severely restrict the depth and scope of the advice that Jobcentre Plus and Connexions are able to provide. 

Where a young person disagrees with a decision made by the DWP on their entitlement to a benefit, they may wish to challenge it through the supercession, revision, review and appeal system. It would, as things are organised at present, be inappropriate for a Connexions Personal Adviser or a Jobcentre Plus adviser to advise a young person in this situation, as their statutory responsibilities would represent a clear conflict of interest. Nevertheless, these advisers should, if following best practice (as laid down in the Quality Mark, for example), be able to identify such conflicts of interest and refer the user to a suitable independent advice agency. 

Independent benefits advice providers, not being restricted by statutory functions or corporate objectives, are able to provide a broader service, from basic information to in-depth advice and casework right through to representation at appeal tribunals and take-up campaigns in the community. 

This issue is critical, as it is generally accepted in the advice sector that incomplete advice is very often incorrect. Restricting the courses of action that young people can take will sometimes prevent them from securing their correct benefit entitlement.

Ideally, young people should be able to receive the full range of benefits advice in one place, pointing once more to the need to boost specialist independent advice services for young people.
9. Partnership working between statutory and voluntary advice services 

We recognise that statutory providers, such as Jobcentre Plus and Connexions, have valid roles to play as providers of advice to young people. It is vital, however, that the respective roles of statutory and voluntary sector advice providers are defined as clearly as possible to facilitate effective joint working. The most effective models will enable each partner to play to its strengths and provide services that complement those provided by the other partners.

There are, of course, dangers for voluntary sector agencies in collaborating with government initiatives like Connexions. Their image of independence can become corrupted and users can find if harder to trust their advice. Indeed, this is borne out in Youth Access’ own research into youth information, advice and counselling services’ experience of working with Connexions Partnerships. A significant minority of agencies reported that their display of Connexions branding had reduced their independence and led users to think that they had been taken over or were part of a government initiative. Some had experienced a reduction in the numbers of young people using their service as a result. Further, by funnelling clients into new single ‘gateway’ services, there is a serious risk of funders justifying cuts to existing independent advice services.

We recommend that where voluntary sector agencies join with statutory services to deliver advice alongside each other, the independence of the voluntary sector partner and its freedom to act in the best interests of the client at all times should be enshrined in a written agreement. Such agreements or protocols might also set out joint working arrangements and the respective responsibilities of the different partner agencies.

We would also recommend that care is taken when new statutory advice services are established not to introduce unfair competition for existing voluntary sector advice providers.

10. Youth Access Law Centres – a joined-up solution to young people’s marginalisation from access to high quality advice on their rights

Youth Access has been working with the Law Centres Federation to develop a new model of advice provision for young people. The Youth Access Law Centre model aims to create sub-regional centres of excellence that can respond to the needs of young people for legal advice through combining the legal expertise of Law Centres with the accessibility of youth information, advice and counselling services. Areas of advice covered include: welfare benefits, housing, education and employment

There are two Youth Access Law Centre services already in operation: Streetwise Community Law Centre in Bromley and Streetlegal in Enfield. Both provide specialist legal advice to young people in a range of youth work settings where young people already go. By working alongside youth workers, Connexions Personal Advisers, youth counsellors and others, they are able to build strong referral relationships with other key professionals. Front-line advice and casework (including representation at social security appeal tribunals) is supplemented with second tier support to other professionals working with young people, in the form of casework consultancy, training and quality assurance support. Youth Access Law Centre staff also engage in community legal education work in the community to raise young people’s awareness of their rights, entitlements and responsibilities and of services that can help them.

Through such work as helping to overturn incorrect benefit decisions, both Streetwise and Streetlegal are proving immensely popular with young people and successful at achieving vital outcomes relating to reducing homelessness, crime, ill-health and social exclusion. 

We are becoming increasingly convinced that the Youth Access Law Centre model is the solution to the problem of young people failing to access quality advice and we would be very happy to provide further details of this work.
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