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The government announced new large-scale provision for long-term 
unemployed people in the July 2020 Plan for Jobs and announced £2.9 billion of 
funding for the Restart scheme in the November 2020 Spending Review.
DWP intended that Restart would “provide intensive and tailored support to 
more than one million unemployed people and help them find work” by providing 
up to 12 months of tailored support for each participant.
DWP initially targeted the scheme at people who were required to search for 
work as part of their Universal Credit claim, and who had been unemployed for 
between 12 and 18 months. DWP expected that Restart would support around 
1.43 million people. The last Restart participants are expected to start the 
scheme in June 2024 and finish in June 2025.  
Under Restart, DWP pays eight prime contractors across 12 contract areas 
(referred to as contract package areas) that cover England and Wales, to 
provide coaching and tailored support to participants. 
Prime contractors choose how to support people and are also able to 
subcontract some or all of the support. Including the subcontractors, there are a 
total of 77 providers.
Shortly after Restart was launched, DWP realised that its work coaches were 
referring far fewer people to the scheme than it had expected. In response, 
DWP widened the eligibility criteria for the scheme to increase the number of 
people who would be referred, and renegotiated the contracts.
Our report covers whether: 
• DWP set up Restart to meet the needs of long-term benefit claimants (Part 

One); 
• DWP did enough to understand the demand for the scheme (Part Two);
• DWP’s commercial approach for Restart was appropriate (Part Three); and 
• DWP still has a strong economic case for Restart (Part Four).
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Conclusion on value for money 

Restart provides a useful service to help the long-term 
unemployed gain employment, which based on the 
impact of previous schemes will have significant net 
benefits to the wider economy. DWP has also improved 
its contracting since its previous similar scheme, the 
Work Programme, and helped its work coaches to target 
Restart at those claimants it is most suitable for, within 
the eligibility requirements it has set. 

However, we believe Restart could have cost less. 
Given the economic forecast in 2020, DWP reasonably 
expected demand to be high. It had to support providers 
to build capacity to meet that demand after a period of 
limited spending on employment support, so DWP could 
not place as much emphasis on competition as it 
otherwise would. But DWP did not properly assess how 
many of its claimants would be suitable for the 
programme or plan for the possible scenario of 
significantly lower demand before it entered into 
contracts. This left it with fewer options to reduce the 
cost when demand was lower. As a result, Restart is 
more expensive per person than originally intended and 
more expensive per person than previous similar 
schemes.
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High level summary

Restart looks like it is working
• DWP established Restart in a fast but practical timeframe. It was ready as new COVID-19 claimants became 

eligible.
• DWP built on the Work Programme (2011-2017). The 2020 evaluation of the Work Programme showed that 

participants spent on average an additional 46 additional days in work.
• DWP managed the market well to achieve its aim of supporting providers to build their capacity and share 

best practice. This was necessary because DWP expenditure on employment support had fallen significantly in the 
run up to the pandemic, leaving the market with lower capacity.

• Restart Providers offer more intensive and structured support than offered in job centres. This focuses on 
identifying and working on claimant’s barriers to work (e.g. confidence, CV and interview technique, new skills, etc)

• So far providers have had more success in getting people into work than DWP had expected by this point. 
They are on course for ‘job outcomes’ for 36% of the participants who have already started, against a contractual 
expectation of 31%. It will not be clear how many would have found jobs anyway given the strength of the labour 
market until DWP completes its evaluation.

• DWP expects Restart to achieve £2.44 per pound spent or £2.3 billion of net social economic benefit in 
total.
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High level summary

But it could have been cheaper:
• Providers’ systems are not integrated with job centres leading to inefficiency and duplication. This could not 

be avoided from the standing start in June 2020, but can be improved for next time. 
• The focus on building capacity and cooperation meant DWP had to focus less on creating competition on 

price and performance. DWP in effect set the price and allowed subcontractors to work across supply chains.
• DWP introduced nine new customer service standards which providers have mostly failed to meet. This 

means it is not clear to what extent providers are ‘parking and creaming’
• Restart is now expected to help around half the people it had initially expected to (692,000 participants 

rather than 1.43 million). This was partly a stronger than expected economy, but the majority was because DWP 
had overestimated how many eligible people its work coaches would refer. 

• DWP did not plan how to manage Restart with so many fewer people than expected starting on the scheme. 
We think it should have done better scenario planning and developed better options for reducing costs. 

• Between January and July 2022 DWP renegotiated the contracts with providers but was unable to achieve a 
significant reduction in price. It planned well, but lacked commercial leverage. The contract value had fallen to 
£1.71bn due to lower volumes. They saved a further £27mn.

• The average expected cost per participant has now increased from £1,800 to £2,429, making Restart more 
expensive than similar programmes. This is 65% of the original expected value of the contracts, to help 48% of 
the original expected number of participants.
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The work programme
evaluation 2020
DWP’s 2020 evaluation of the Work Programme 
compared the work and benefits status of individuals 
who would have been eligible for the work programme 
just before and just after the programme came to an end 
(and before the Work and Health Programme started). 

It used statistical techniques to ensure the groups were 
comparable (Propensity Score Matching)

It found that on average participants spent 46 additional 
days in employment in the two years after they started 
on the scheme. 

Although it only helps a small proportion of participants, 
the impact of having sustained employment on their 
lives and the economy is large 

DWP used this to estimate that Restart would help 
around six in a hundred participants finding work they 
would not have otherwise done so. 
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Lack of integration

Since the work programme 
ended, Universal Credit means 
claimants in the Intensive Work 
Search group get employment 
support as part of their benefit 
claim.

We found inefficiency and 
duplication in:
• Producing the Restart Action 

Plan and the Claimant 
Commitment separately;

• The warm handover
• Participants updating the 

work coach on what they do 
on Restart

• the work coach and provider 
employment advisers are 
unable to easily build on and 
reinforce the messaging of 
the other

• the jobcentres refer Restart 
participants to support or to 
employer interviews in the 
same way as Restart 
providers
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How the forecast number of participants has changed

DWP overestimated both the number of claimants who would be eligible for 
Restart and the proportion of eligible people who would be found suitable 
for the scheme. DWP’s forecast of the number of people who will 
participate in Restart has fallen from 1.43 million to 692,000 (Figure 5), 
because:
• there are fewer eligible claimants than DWP expected. DWP 

purchased capacity for 1.43 million Restart places but estimates that 
the fall in eligible claimants alone would have meant just 1 million 
people could have started on Restart, without the expansion in 
eligibility;

• not all eligible claimants are suitable. DWP had assumed that most 
(82%) of potentially eligible claimants would be deemed suitable by its 
work coaches. In the first few months of Restart, DWP’s work coaches 
found 30% of those the system flagged as eligible for the scheme to be 
suitable. This has since risen, and 43% of people flagged from the time 
Restart launched until October 2022 have now been found to be 
suitable, following a management focus to train work coaches on the 
benefits of Restart and who is suitable; and

• not all those referred attend. Around a fifth of those claimants who 
have been referred to Restart have not yet started on the scheme. 

This means that around 35% of those flagged as eligible by the Universal 
Credit system have gone on to start with a Restart provider. As of October 
2022, some 410,000 people have been referred to Restart and some 
340,000 have started
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Whether DWP is referring suitable people to Restart

DWP introduced a process to help ensure that people who were both 
eligible and suitable get referred to the scheme.

DWP wanted to manage the rate of referrals given it expected demand to 
be higher than capacity, so rather than attempt to refer all eligible people to 
Restart at once, it provided its work coaches with regular small batches of 
people that the system had identified as eligible. The work coach would 
then decide whether to refer each of these people at their next face-to-face 
work search review.

We saw work coaches using their knowledge of the claimant’s 
circumstances to make decisions about whether they were suitable for 
Restart. This included information such as the claimant’s living 
circumstances or mental health. The type of information work coaches use 
to make these decisions is not generally recorded in DWP’s systems in a 
way that can be easily analysed, and DWP does not have access to this 
type of information centrally when it designs employment support schemes 

Work coaches referred 41% of those they considered for referral to Restart 
and choose not to refer 53% (the others were referred but then cancelled).

Work coaches referred fewer claimants than DWP expected because they 
found the claimant’s circumstances had changed (43% of those not 
referred) or because they used their knowledge of the claimant to 
determine that Restart was not suitable (57% of those not referred).
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The focus on building capacity and cooperation meant DWP 
had to focus less on creating competition on price and 
performance

In response to previous criticism that contractors had bid at 
unrealistic prices, DWP set a minimum price and all the 
successful bidders offered this.

DWP introduced a guaranteed fixed delivery fee of 30% of the 
(original) expected contract value, mostly paid early in the 
contract, so that providers could build that capacity.

Some providers work across contract package areas, which has 
helped facilitate the sharing of best practice, but reduces 
competition between package areas. For example, DWP only 
collects contract management information at a contract package 
area level and not by provider.

DWP did not require providers to set up consistent management 
information on the customer service standards. The sampling 
methodology DWP uses means there is at least a five-month 
delay before it can assess whether all the standards have been 
met.
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Provider performance against standards

DWP introduced nine customer service standards into the 
Restart contracts, which it intended to help reduce the likelihood 
of providers focusing on people who are easier to get into work 
and to ensure that participants received tailored support. 

Providers have mostly failed to meet the customer service 
standards. Although performance has improved in recent 
months, with providers moving closer to the expected standard 
for every measure, the providers for only one of the 12 contract 
package areas met all the standards in the last month for which 
data is available (September 2022).

Where providers are failing to meet the customer service 
standards, DWP agrees provider action plans with the prime 
provider to try and improve performance. DWP is also able to 
withhold up to 40% of the average monthly delivery fee.

By the end of October 2022, DWP had deducted 0.8% (£2.3 
million) from the delivery fees it had paid to providers due to 
poor performance against the standards, with a further 1.9% 
(£5.6 million) of fees deferred until the providers can 
demonstrate an improvement.

The providers complained about participants’ level of 
engagement, the way the standards are measured and the 
administrative burden of meeting the standards. 
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The renegotiations

DWP renegotiated the contracts to:
• ensure Restart service provision was maintained at the 

required level of quality;
• reduce the risk of disputes with providers which could 

potentially escalate to legal challenge; and 
• reduce the risk of individual providers seeking separate 

individual and unplanned renegotiations

DWP prepared well for the renegotiations, using open book 
provisions to request cost registers from all the providers. It 
engaged consultants KOSI to review these cost registers

The contracts had been awarded with an expected value of 
£2.58 bn. This had fallen to £1.71bn due to the lower volumes.
KOSI suggested a theoretical optimal outcome of £1.55bn if all 
possible savings were shared.

But DWP lacked commercial leverage because it could not set 
up alternative provision and wanted to incentive the contractors 
to continue. This limited the amount of savings DWP was able to 
achieve for the taxpayer. It agreed to pay two of the prime 
contractors more to stop their contracts from being onerous and 
the others less to reflect savings they could make. In total it 
made savings of £27m compared to KOSI’s suggested £150m 
(£180mn from the baseline KOSI reviewed). 
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The consequence

Restart costs less because volumes are down but more per 
person than expected and more than previous schemes. It is still 
expected to have a positive return to the taxpayer but much less 
than expected
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Thank you
For more information about the work of the NAO

Visit our website
www.nao.org.uk

or follow us on twitter
@NAOorguk

http://www.nao.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/naoorguk
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