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Glossary

BASE: British Association of Supported Employment
DWP: Department for Work and Pensions

EPC: Employment Pathways Co-ordinator

LA: Local Authority

RSE: Regional Supported Employment

SE: Supported Employment

SEQF: Supported Employment Quality Framework



1. Evaluation Context

This interim report provides a synthesis of key findings from the first year of our three year
evaluation of the Regional Supported Employment (RSE) model across the six local authorities of
North Wales: Wrexham, Flintshire, Conwy, Denbighshire, Gwynedd, and Anglesey. The RSE
model seeks to offer new employment support opportunities for working age residents with
significant learning disabilities who are known to local authority services.

The Supported Employment (SE) service in Conwy started informally in April 2023 but this
evaluated phase of the RSE model began formally in April 2024 with a three-month mobilisation

period and referrals starting in July 2024. The RSE modelinvolves a combination of system change

and new service delivery and contains three main elements:

System change to better connect key parts of the local authority learning disability support
system - especially social work teams — to employment aspirations, conversations, and
opportunities for learning disabled clients;

Creation of new Supported Employment services operating to the Supported Employment
Quality Framework (SEQF) fidelity model. SEQF is an evidence-based, values-based,
voluntary Supported Employment approach that is tailored to support jobseekers with
learning disabilities and/or autism and their employers to move into and sustain well matched
employment. North Wales’s RSE model aligns with national activity given that SEQF is,
alongside Individual Placement and Support (IPS), the approach within Department for Work
and Pension’s Connect to Work programme and its precursor Local Supported Employment
Intervention (LSEI). The SEQF service is contracted out to employment providers across three
geographical contract areas: CoOptions in Conwy and Denbighshire; Agoriad Cyfin Gwynedd
and Anglesey; and HFT in Wrexham and Flintshire;

Creation of a new Employment Pathway Coordinator (EPC) role to act as a key point of
understanding and expertise between the SEQF (and potentially wider) employment support
opportunities and key parts of the local support system for working age adults with learning
disabilities (e.g. social work teams). Three EPCs work across the RSE model with each EPC
working across two local authority areas as defined by the SEQF contract areas defined
above.



2.

Evaluation strategy

This end of Year One interim evaluation synthesis forms part of a larger three year evaluation of
the RSE model and runs from April 2024 to end March 2027. Across the three years our mixed
methods evaluation will:

3.

Conduct 58 semi-structured interviews with social workers, SEQF staff, jobseekers, EPCs
and employers across three longitudinal qualitative research waves;

Conduct 5 focus groups with social work managers, social work team leads and
family/carers of learning disabled SEQF clients;

Deliver a set of bi-monthly data visualisation dashboards setting out programme
performance to key stakeholders: programme monitoring team; the RSE quarterly
programme boards; and each of the three contract areas;

In the final year of the evaluation, deliver a: quantitative participation analysis of client
characteristics and outcomes; a robust impact evaluation of SEQF employment impacts
against a statistically matched counterfactual group; and a cost-benefit analysis of the
SEQF service taking into account, as far as possible, changes to taxes and benefits, client
wellbeing, and social work packages.

Focus of this Year One evaluation synthesis report

This end Year One interim synthesis report draws out key findings from the following evaluation

elements completed to date:

1.
2.

Development of Theory of Change to underpin system understanding and change;
Reflections on key findings around programme performance in the first year as captured
by the quantitative data reported by the EPCs and SEQF providers and reported in our bi-
monthly data visualisation performance dashboards;

Reflections on key findings from the first wave of interviews (n=16) with key stakeholders
(social workers, SEQF provider staff, EPCs, jobseekers) across all areas and from two
focus groups with social work managers and social work Senior Managers. This first
qualitative research wave took place Oct 2024 — May 2025;

Priorities and recommendations for continual improvement through Years Two and Three
of the RSE model programme.



4. Development of the RSE model Theory of Change

One strand of the Year One evaluation activity has been to develop a Theory of Change to set out
a shared understanding of the RSE model’s elements, causal pathways, intermediate and final
outcomes, moderating contextual factors, and key system change points.

A Theory of Change — sometimes referred to as a Logic Model - is helpful to offer a shared
understanding of the intervention across key project stakeholders and to identify key change
roles and points in the intervention. It is also helpful in mapping out the expected moderating
contextual factors and the set of intermediate and final outcomes that project partners and the
evaluation team wish to assess change over.

Figure 1 sets out an initial version of the Theory of Change for the RSE model. As indicated in the
Key in the bottom left, it shows the following key elements:

o |n the top left, orange triangles highlight key policy drivers and policy rationale for the RSE
model’s system change and SEQF Supported Employment intervention activities;

o Blue elements show key aspects of the intervention activity. Blue elements with yellow
surrounding lines highlight intervention activity that represent key points where deliberate
and effective action/change from key stakeholders, primarily social work staff (top left area
of Figure 1) and SEQF providers (row two of Figure 1);

e Light green elements show the intermediate outcomes targeted and desired;

e Dark green elements show the final outcomes targeted and desired.

This draft Theory of Change was the focus of a co-production activity with key RSE stakeholders
at the end of Year One interim evaluation event in Conwy Business Centre in May 2025. Through
Summer 2025 the co-production feedback from the event will inform refinements to it so as to
resultin afinalised version of the Theory of Change for discussion atthe September 2025 Steering
Group meeting. The intention is that the finalised Theory of Change will then help to focus RSE
stakeholders around the key elements of system change and intervention activity to support
continual improvement and serve as a focal point for later evaluation activities.



Figure 1: Initial Theory of Change for the RSE model
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5. Emerging Quantitative Research Findings

This section of the report focuses on the quantitative data of RSE programme performance as
reported by the EPCs and SEQF service providers. As noted above, as part of our evaluation
support we deliver a set of bi-monthly data visualisation dashboards to support key stakeholders
to understand, engage with, and act upon evolving performance data. Five sets of dashboards
are delivered by the evaluation team:

e A comprehensive programme monitoring dashboard for the RSE’s project commissioners in
the North Wales Together Regional Team;

e Ahighlights dashboard for the quarterly steering board;

e Three detailed and more locally granular performance dashboards focused on each of the
three contract areas / providers.

These dashboards drill into the full range of data collected across the programme and
disaggregate results to local authority level throughout. An example sheet from the programme
monitoring dashboard is presented below:

Figure 2: Example data dashboard sheet

North Wales Together Regional Supported Employment - programme dashboard (data as at 30 April 2025)
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Note 1: This is the initial referral outcome. Some dlients in pre-work activity may then go on to SEQF referal.

Referrals

The RSE model has received good engagement from social work colleagues and wider key teams
to date and the EPCs have received a steady stream of referrals. As at end April 2025, EPCs across
the six areas have received a total of 218 referrals of which nearly 70% have come from social
work teams —the key referral target for engagement and practice change around opening up work
conversations and engagements with their learning disabled clients. Referrals are spread from
across the six local authority areas. Of these, EPCs refer around half of the flow into the three
SEQF services and around 14% receive pre-work support from the EPC (e.g. CV help, setting up
bank account) of whom a few then progress onto SEQF. Of the 111 referrals recorded by the SEQF



providers to date, these are flowing at a rate of around 6 per month in total across all of the SEQF
providers — or roughly one per month in each local authority into the SEQF provider. This
represents a steady flow of referrals. SEQF services in the East and West regions report be at or
near to full capacity, whilst in the Central region the SEQF provider has remaining capacity
currently for additional starts.

In terms of recommendations, one finding is the dominance of relatively long-term pre-work
support of greater than 3 months and the currently limited evidence of progression outcomes
from pre-work support, including onto SEQF Supported Employment. Discussion with partners
at the evaluation workshop in May 2025 suggested that there may be understandable reasons for
this. It would be sensible to understand that more fully. A second area to look at in terms of
referrer (e.g. social worker) understanding of the programme and of their clients is the roughly
20% of referrals received to the EPC where the individual turns out to not be interested in paid
employment. It is noteworthy that in the RSE model social work staff (and other referrers) are
encourage to refer individuals when they wish to simply find out more about paid work or the
employment support available. It would be worth simply reminding referrers of the nature of the
target population group and eligibility criteria. A third area for potential improvement is around
pace at the front-end of the support. Although 80% of individuals referred receive a first contact
from the EPC within 7 days only 60% of referrals receive a first meeting with the EPC within 21
days. Greater pace in EPC engagement may help to grasp the momentum and motivation of
learning disabled clients, and their families, towards work engagement and participation.
Similarly, the SEQF fidelity scale has an item relating to the commencement of the Vocational
Profile within 3 weeks and in Year One 46% of SEQF clients met this threshold. This receives a
score of 8/10 on that SEQF fidelity item which, whilst good, should be an improvement target for
Year Two.

SEQF participant characteristics

Of the 111 clients referred to SEQF Supported Employment the vast majority are White (in line
with the local population), there is a relatively even sex balance (55% male), and there is a good
spread across age groups. Learning disabled SEQF clients are digitally connected with only 4%
having no access to either a smartphone (80% have access), or tablet/computer/laptop (roughly
one third have access to each of these). Clients feel supported more broadly, with 92% having
somebody they can ask for help and 83% stating that their family are either very or fairly
supportive of them moving into paid employment. The vast majority of individuals are either living
with family (54%) or in supported living (30%). Forty percent of SEQF participants report they have
Independent Living skills, 28% state that they have no qualifications and around 15% say that
they have GCSE qualifications or higher. Travel is a common support need. Around one third of
SEQF participants are not confident to travel independently even when the route is known and
just over half of SEQF participants have travel training as an identified support need.

In terms of support needs at baseline (i.e. start of their SEQF support), nearly 40% of SEQF
participants report that they are managing stress or anxiety, around a third struggle with
numeracy, and around a quarter struggle with unfamiliar people, literacy, and following
instructions respectively.

SEQF participants report a huge range of health conditions and impairments in addition to the
significant learning disability that is the core of their eligibility to the RSE support model, although
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with relatively low percentages in each. Around 15% of SEQF participants struggle with
musculoskeletal conditions and anxiety/depression respectively, and slightly lower percentages
report epilepsy and autism respectively. Just under 10% of SEQF participants report that disability
and/or ill health affects their day-to-day activities a lot whilst 45% state that disability and/or ill
health affects their day-to-day activities a little. Roughly 40% of SEQF participants state that
disability and/or ill health does not affect their day-to-day activities.

In terms of benefit receipt, nearly three-quarters of SEQF participants are in receipt of Personal
Independence Payment (PIP) and around a half are in receipt of work-related Universal Credit
(28%) or Employment Support Allowance (25%).

It is striking how far this new RSE model of EPC and SEQF employability support is engaging
learning disabled clients known to the local authority in employment aspirations and activities
for the first time in their life. 70% of individuals who have received EPC pre-work support or SEQF
support have never been in paid employment and just over 60% have never even looked for a job
previously. This population group have extremely low levels of employment nationally — around
5% in paid work according to the latest ASCOF data. The engagement of social workers and
learning disabled individuals in work conversations and a tailored SEQF Supported Employment
service — often for the first time in client’s lives — is to be celebrated.

Paid work and non-paid outcomes

A key outcome of the RSE model is clearly outcomes around paid employment and, in terms of
stepping stones towards and into paid work, also non-paid outcomes such as volunteering and
work trials. It is worth noting that inside the SEQF the commitment is to well matched paid
employment for disabled participants at market wage rates and in the open competitive labour
market. In the Supported Employment model, non-paid outcomes such as volunteering and work
trials are important as stepping stones towards and into paid employment, but are not seen as
final outcomes or the ultimate goal or success measure in themselves.

Across the SEQF provision thus far, 20 paid work outcomes across 14 individuals have been
recorded to date. This equates to 13% of participants, although given that the average time to paid
work (for those who have entered work) is around 100 days this job start percentage will be
brought down artificially by the inclusion in its denominator of recent referrals who have had little
time to realistically achieve job entry. Adjusting for this would be expected to lift the job start rate
to around 16%. Looking across the three providers shows that CoOptions, who have been
operational for an additional year compared to Agoriad and HFT, dominate the job starts: 9 for
CoOptions compared to 5 for Agoriad and HFT combined. Non-paid outcomes are more common
across SEQF participants: 46 non-paid outcomes have been recorded across 39 SEQF
participants spread across volunteering, work placements and work trials. These non-paid
outcomes have taken an average of 131 days to achieve.

Reflecting on these outcomes, whilst they offer growing foundations for success it is important
that SEQF providers continue to push hard to elevate both the volume and pace of outcomes as
far as possible. In terms of job starts, for the SEQF providers the programme has a job start target
of 20% foryear one and 30% for years two and three. The early paid employment outcomes during
Year One show that the providers are below, but within reach, of that early 20% job start target.
All three providers need to focus on boosting job entry amongst SEQF clients through Years Two
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and Three if they are to reach the basic and stretch targets discussed. Although always remaining
centred on the person, providers should ensure that they remain aligned with the SEQF model
and values in seeing non-paid activities as stepping stones towards paid work and not as full
successes in and of themselves. In terms of pace, the pace of paid work outcomes is currently
good (around 3 months). However, the pace of non-paid outcomes (an average of around 5
months) has scope - arguably need - for improvement if these clients are realistically to then
progress into paid work by the end of their SEQF support journey. Taken together, it is important
that SEQF providers maintain a focus on, and aspiration for, constant progression towards and
into well matched paid work for all SEQF clients.

Client wellbeing, service satisfaction, and work attitudes

Where it is recorded, clients are overwhelmingly positive about the support from the EPC with
86% of learning disabled individuals referred saying that they are either very satisfied (79%) or
satisfied (7%) with the EPC. EPCs are well valued, making a difference to clients, and a strength
of the Year One delivery. However, nearly a quarter of learning disabled individuals do not have
an EPC satisfaction measure recorded and completeness of this (and other) satisfaction and
wellbeing measures is an area for improvement.

In terms of SEQF client wellbeing, the validated and widely used 7-item Short Warwick Edinburgh
Mental Wellbeing scale (SWEMWBS) is used at baseline (i.e. start of a client’s SEQF support
journey) as well as 6 and 12 months later to seek to measure change in wellbeing during and/or
after SEQF support. SWEMWABS provides self-reported scores from individuals ranging from 1-5
across 7 wellbeing items: able to make up my own mind about things; dealing with problems well;
feeling emotionally close to others; feeling hopeful about the future; feeling relaxed; feeling
useful; and thinking clearly. Higher scores mean more positive wellbeing with a total possible
maximum score of 35 and minimum possible score of 7.

Virtually all clients have completed SWEMWBS data at baseline. Although there is variation by
each of the seven SWEMWABS items, around 70%-80% of respondents report that they are feeling
positive about each item all of the time or often. Around 20% of responses relate to feeling
positive about the wellbeing item some of the time, and thankfully few responses relate to feeling
positive none of the time on these items. In terms of wellbeing change during SEQF participation,
the data suggest average modest wellbeing improvements during SEQF support. At baseline the
average SWEMWABS score is 29.4 (out a possible 35), at 6 months follow-up it is 29.8, and at 12
months it is 31.4. Looking at an individual level, virtually all respondents report either the same
or improved wellbeing scores over time. SEQF client’s work attitudes (confidence, motivation,
readiness) appear more stable in these early Year One data, with the majority of clients showing
no change over time in scores.

However, data completeness is a challenge around these change measures and thus follow-on
percentages are based on small numbers and hence prone to volatility. Although virtually all
SWEMWABS measures are recorded at baseline, and acknowledging the challenges of follow-on
data collection as SEQF clients progress in and/or exit the SEQF service, completeness of the
SWEMWSABS and client satisfaction data at later 6 and 12 month points should be a focus for
improvement. Of those clients due a 6-month follow-up measure, for example, 42% of client
satisfaction scores, 28% of SWEMWABS client wellbeing data measures, and 36% of work
attitudes data are completed (i.e. non-missing) currently.
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6. Emerging Qualitative Research Findings

Qualitative Overview

The findings presented here are drawn from online semi-structured interviews with all 3 EPCs, 5
SEQF job coaches, 5 social work front line staff, and 3 SEQF clients. These 16 wave one interviews
are complemented by one focus group with social work team leads and one focus group with
social work Senior Managers and included participants from all 6 local authorities (3 regions).
These wave one data were collected between October 24 - May 25 beginning with the pilot region,
Central, followed by West and then East. The aim of the data collection is to inform the dualfocus
of this 3-year evaluation examining both system change and service performance. Findings are
presented in turn below firstly addressing system change and then service performance.

System Change insights

The aim of the North Wales RSE model is to establish access to employment support as a new
care pathway. Specifically, the aimis to offer learning disabled social work clients the opportunity
to receive voluntary, evidence-based, values-based Supported Employment support. The goals
of a Supported Employment service are to achieve paid employment outcomes that are based
on client choice and preferences, that meet their goals and aspirations, and that contribute to
enhancing their wellbeing and quality of life.

Analysis of the interview and focus group data from stakeholders underlines the commitment of
RSE partners to this change. This includes raising aspirations and expectations within social work
services, in schools, and with family and carers that paid employment for individuals with
learning disabilities known to the local authority is positive and possible. The interview data
presented below examine the extent to which the aim of embedding the model and the SEQF
service into social work and other services to impact system change has been achieved.
Examination of the data reveal that referrals, the relationship between social work and EPCs,
parental support, and early intervention and education around the paid employment pathway are
key factors. Each is discussed in turn below.

Referrals

EPCs from all three regions note that most referrals to SEQF come from Adult Learning Disability
teams as intended as the key referral focus for the programme. The leadership engagement and
support from social work Senior Managers has been key to this. However, other sources of referral
include children’s learning disability teams, specialist schools or colleges, independent living
managers, and more recently in one region, nursing teams. Social workers have generally
embraced the RSE model and the opportunity to have work conversations with their learning
disabled clients and make referrals to the EPC and the tailored SEQF services behind them.
Social workers have sought to support the embedding of the RSE model by having work
conversations and making client referrals, sometimes thinking about which clients seem more
likely to flourish with employability support as they do so. Referral numbers have increased over
time, but it was noted that in the Central region in particular there remain space within the SEQF
provider for further participant starts. Maintaining referral flows should be a continued focus for
social workers, EPC and SEQF providers. As partners do so, they should seek to embed
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universality in work conversations with all learning disabled clients so as to further support the
RSE’s emphasis on zero exclusion and the normalisation of the employability pathway. Social
workers are generally supportive of this. As this social worker notes:

“Although those easy wins, the younger people usually, helps move things forward and
hopefully builds momentum for other people, it doesn't mean that we shouldn't focus on
other people in day services.” (Social Worker)

Informants noted that the goal of gaining referrals to SEQF from people of all ages, across all local
authorities, and who are currently engaged in a variety of services — from day services to
volunteering roles — is ongoing. This aligns closely with the zero exclusion approach of SEQF,
which RSE stakeholders clearly understand.

Social work and EPC relationship

Co-locating EPCs within social work learning disability services has resulted in good working
relationships between the EPCs and social work staff across the six LAs. Interviewees describe
that EPCs are embedded within teams, regularly attend social work team meetings, share case
studies, provide regular updates on client progress, and information and guidance regarding
referring clients to the SEQF project. Several social work staff noted that they are not
employability experts and suggest that having the EPC as the single point of contact for the
service and the value their role adds to uptake and successful outcomes of the SEQF pathway
are both vital. As these informants note:

“I think it's the face-to-face conversations and being in the office that keeps the
enthusiasm and the momentum going.” (EPC)

“Ithink having the [EPC] coordinator sitting with us in the team has helped a lot. And if she
wasn'tthere I'm not convinced there'd have been as much of a buy in because she is there,
going to day services, schools, colleges. So, | think that's been key, if I'm honest, because
on top of the day job, people [social work staff] just don't have the time, the reality is that
we don't. And having that role [EPC] for me has been really crucial.” (Social Work Manager)

Overall EPCs reported positivity within social work services regarding the paid employment
pathway for clients of working age who would previously have taken up places in day centre
services or volunteering roles. As one EPC noted: ‘the shift is happening’. Underlining this shift,
and highlighting the demand for the service, another EPC reported:

“Social work were on board immediately and believed in the project So before | arrived, |
didn't have to do any convincing, they were excited, they saw there was a need.” (EPC)

There is much consensus in the data that social workers have embraced the employability
pathway and SEQF services and that they value the role of the EPC. EPCs are valued for both the
practical processes they engage in to prepare clients for their time with the SEQF service and also
for their crucial role in dispelling misconceptions regarding barriers to paid employment for
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individuals with learning disabilities with social work staff, parents and carers, and the clients
themselves. Moreover, social workers interviewed noted that the EPCs experience, knowledge of
the client group, network of contacts, and continuous engagement across schools, colleges, and
day services, ensures visibility and reinforces belief in the service.

However, while there is widespread engagement with the SEQF service across all LAs, some
variation remains across social workers in their commitment to referrals. Some social work
managers note that day service placements are still considered before paid employment in
certain cases, indicating an inconsistent shiftin practice. It was also noted that some social work
staff were sceptical of the Supported Employment offer, citing past employment projects that
failed to deliver lasting results as having a negative effect on their engagement with SEQF. As
these social work managers point out, there is still work required to make the paid employment
route, and understanding and uptake of SEQF within that, a standard and universal pathway
across social workers for this client group:

“I've got a big job to make supported employment the obvious default option for all of the
social workers to then share with their youngsters. I'm not sure that social workers have
the belief that everyone could participate in it.” (Social Work Manager)

“You know, they [clients] would be able to do projects that would start to do with
employment and then the project would disappear as quick as it came, and they didn't
really provide very much support. So, | think initially some workers, particularly people,
who have been around a while, were quite sceptical about the outcomes that it [SE] would
produce. But | think everybody's been really pleasantly surprised by the way that it's set
up, the fact that it is far more evidence based.” (Social Work Manager)

Overall, EPCs have successfully integrated into social work teams, strengthening partnerships
and progressing employment opportunities for clients. Despite progress, some managers
recognise the ongoing need to cultivate belief among some social workers that SEQF is an option
for all clients. Growing buy-in across all social work staff and generating stronger referral
pathways remains a priority to embed SEQF as the default approach. While some challenges
persist, the shared goal of expanding employment access has reached a good place in the
programme’s first year but continues to need to spread and embed further, aided by good quality,
trusted relationships between EPCs and social work services.

Parents and carers — support crucial for system change

Social work staff and managers, EPCs and job coaches all suggest that there are varied opinions
among parents and carers concerning the employment prospects of clients. Although many are
eager for their family member to be challenged and progress, they also express concerns over
their use of public transport when required to travel to a workplace and fear the unknown
challenges of paid employment. It is also noted that parents and carers play a pivotal role,
wielding considerable influence regarding employment decisions and that the aspirations
parents hold for their children can significantly shape their employment pathways. Some parents
are strong advocates, while others exhibit hesitancy. As one social work manager highlighted, a
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supportive parent can enable success whereas another parent may directly or subtly discourage
their child from pursuing work. Relatedly, a few social workers pointed out that some parents and
clients have experience of previous projects that were short term or based on other approaches
and had been discontinued. Not being close to the RSE programme of the Supported
Employment model, these parents and clients had expressed questions regarding the duration of
funding for the project or programme nature. Information and understanding of SEQF Supported
Employment for clients and parents is important to support them to make informed choices.

The interview data also suggest that parental barriers are more prevalent for older clients as their
learning disabled family member seemed less likely to have engaged in environments that foster
independence and work related experiences compared to younger clients. Overall, parents of
younger clients exhibit greater engagement and desire for them to acquire work experience, while
parents of older (roughly aged 30 and upwards) clients show greater apprehension and
reluctance towards change, particularly transitioning to paid employment. For example:

“A lot of people are really positive, so the parents of the young people, 14 to 18, are just
100% on board”. (Social Worker)

“I would say overall for the most part it’s definitely optimism, a bit reserved sometimes,
which | guess is natural. And it’s been interesting to see that if someone’s living at home
with a parent even if they are an adult, | think generally the parent still gets what they want
because they’ve got so much influence in the household. If the parent is positive and
wants their child to work, they will and if the parent’s reserved you know they’ve got 24
hours a day, seven days a week to sort of put them off if you like, make them hesitant. So,

itis so important to get the parent on board early and keep them involved in the process.
(Social Worker)

Given that parents and carers greatly influence employment outcomes their support is required
to achieve the desired system change. With regards parental support for the SEQF model, this
can be impacted by communication and support and these practices are evident in this service.
For example, as this social worker stresses:

“We're not just throwing them [the learning disabled client] in, the job coach will be there
and have those conversations with parents, and | think really trying to understand where
they're coming from and not judge as well, because it is scary [for parents].” (Social
Worker)

The interview data underline that there is often apprehension around a family member’s move to
paid employment due to the perceived risks and potential negative impact on benefits and
household finances. Social workers, EPCs and job coaches all note, therefore, that dispelling
myths and providing full and accurate information regarding changes to finances must be
addressed. This should occur either within the SEQF service or by signposting to other sources,
such as experts in DWP. The interview data suggest that this advice is being offered but that there
is variability in the quality of this support, therefore clear guidelines should be implemented.
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Overall, the SEQF service must ensure, when appropriate, parental or carer involvement and
continuous reassurance to ensure that parental fears are acknowledged, while also respecting
the client’s autonomy in choosing their path. Itis clear from the data that the role of the EPC and
the job coach in supporting both the client and their family throughout the transition to paid
employment, providing ongoing guidance and practical assistance, is crucial.

Early intervention

The qualitative data highlight that early exposure to work based learning and vocational training
is important in developing motivation and aspirations with learning disabled individuals that paid
employment is a viable pathway. Importantly, it also provides learning opportunities and
experiences regarding workplace skills and preparing individuals for the realities of paid
employment. It is also clear from the interviews that older clients often lack workplace
experience and struggle with confidence and, in some cases, have never been encouraged to
view employment as a viable opportunity. In contrast, younger clients, who have engaged in
college-based work settings such as kitchens, bakeries, restaurants, and libraries, demonstrate
greater confidence and preparedness for paid employment. As this social worker said:

“[Older people] weren't told that work was an opportunity for them ever until now, so that's
a big change for them. These people at like 56 years old have never ever worked in their
entire life, so there's a lot that goes into it to get them to a place where they can go to a job
and that they understand expectations as well as what it actually means to participate as
part of a working team in a working environment. It’s quite different to their reality.” (Social
Worker).

Interviewees also point out that while younger people with learning disabilities have had more
exposure to workplace environments there is still a need for ongoing work to embed this route to
paid work. To achieve this it was felt that raising understanding and aspiration within schools and
career services was important. Interviewees noted that achieving this requires collaboration
between education, social, and employment services so as to develop early interventions that
make employment a natural progression. While this need to raise awareness of paid employment
as a care pathway early is recognised, many stakeholders underline that they are not the most
influential figures in shaping aspirations and that teachers, parents, and caregivers hold greater
sway over young individuals' futures. Therefore, interviewees felt that raising awareness about
paid employment pathways must start early and involve trusted influencers within a young
person’s support network. As this social work manager highlights:

“We're not with these children all the time. We're not the people who have the greatest
influence. That's the reality is. We're not the trusted source. We're not the teachers, we're
not the person who's seen this child develop. We're not the ones that see the parents or,
you know, speak to the parents regularly at that age.” (Social Work Manager)

To address this, SEQF stakeholders including EPCs actively work to raise aspirations by

presenting employment as a realistic and supported pathway. Their outreach efforts include
school presentations and parent events where they can provide information, address concerns
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and misconceptions, and make valuable contacts. Embedding work within school initiatives and
facilitating early employment experiences can educate and empower individuals. Strengthening
these referral pathways will ensure continued growth and accessibility to employment for those
who need it most. As this EPC stresses:

“I really think that getting to the 14 plus and to the schools and colleges is essential to
making this work. Some of the barriers now are that people have been in day services for
20 years plus, been on benefits for 20 years plus, that's hard. But if you go straight from
school into work, it really empowers people early on and | really hope that referrals are
going to grow.” (EPC)

Embedding the RSE model requires a clearly defined strategy

Social work managers uniformly expressed the need for clearly defined regional and local
strategies to embed employment support a new care pathway. While acknowledging that culture
change is difficult, they cite persistent barriers such as: the default practice of introducing clients
to day services instead of employment; day service concerns that a decrease in day centre
attendance could impact funding; and client’s hesitation to transition from day services to paid
employment due to fear of losing access to familiar routines and friendships within day services
or losing this place completely if they enter paid work.

EPCs are increasing their presence in schools to educate individuals about employment
pathways. The aim in doing so is to break the cycle of informal work placements that are offered
which, social work managers suggest, act as an introduction to day services rather than a route
to paid employment. This education and early intervention strategy is crucial to embed the SEQF
model and should be ongoing.

Additionally, interviewees suggest that in some cases day service providers fear financial
repercussions if employment referrals rise and therefore actively discourage clients from leaving,
reinforcing dependency rather than progression. Moreover, social worker interviewees suggest
that many clients fear irreversibility —that once they enter paid work they will lose their day service
place and cannot return to day services easily. Social work managers suggest a more fluid
approach is required by, for example, integrating day centres into employment pathways by
offering skill-building contracts to ease this transition. Also helpful would be a move towards a
more flexible strategy that allows access to both employment and day services when needed
and/or that offer transitional protection around a day service place for a period of time (e.g. 12
month) if a client transitions into paid work, recognising the variability in individual work capacity
over time. As this quote underlines:

“I have an example of a gentleman and we've been able to get a post [paid employment]
for him, but the day services have been quite obstructive, and they've told him, well, if you
leave you can never come back. And he's been going to that day's service for 20 years
plus.” (Social Work Manager)
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Ultimately, embedding the employment pathways inside the RSE model requires stronger
strategic coordination, clear expectations, and consistent collaboration across services to
ensure employment becomes an accessible and supported choice rather than an exception.

SEQF service performance insights and challenges

A second area of focus from the qualitative findings relates to the performance, evolution,
strengths and challenges of the SEQF Supported Employment provision from the three providers.

Adherence to SEQF values, ways of working, and fidelity

The wave one interviews explore understanding of, and adherence to, SEQF fidelity. In terms of
values and ways of working there was evidence that Supported Employment delivery and EPC
practices are embedded in the SEQF model. The ethos of SEQF - centred on jobseeker choice,
autonomy, and well matched meaningful employment - is consistently upheld, with clients
encouraged to pursue fulfilling work.

The provision described by job coaches is person-centred and tailored to each client’s unique
needs and goals. It emphasises flexibility, choice and autonomy, allowing clients to progress at
their own pace with supportive, one-on-one guidance. Unlike traditional employability services,
this model involves deeper engagement such as home visits, collaboration with support
networks, and practical help like transport planning and coaching, and job suitability
assessments.

Job coaches highlight the importance of building trust and empowering clients, many of whom
are unaccustomed to having control or choice regarding pathways of support. However, while the
approach is impactful, it is also time intensive. Some job coaches express concern that the
paperwork required by the SEQF model can detract from the personal focus of their work. Smaller
caseloads help maintain quality but administrative demands were raised as a challenge to
delivering fully person-centred support. Nonetheless, job coaches who have previous experience
providing employability support note how this SEQF service differs from other services, for
example:

“The difference is definitely the person-centred element of it, it's working with that person
for a longer period of time, intensely one-to-one... we're going to their homes, we're
working with their circle of support. We're helping them to find transport to make sure they
can get to work; we are risk assessing it. We're making sure it's the right job. So, it takes
longer but it's definitely more focused on that person and tailored to them... it's not a
blanket policy for everyone, every case is different and we work differently for everyone
depending on their needs and their preferences. | think a lot of work goes into it and the
smaller caseload definitely helps with that so that we can put in the amount of effort and
work that each person needs and deserves.” (Job Coach)

A key strength of the SEQF provision is the collaborative relationship between job coaches and
EPCs who often work closely. Interviewees welcomed the warm handover process that eases
clients into the programme. Although EPCs are co-located in social work services they also
occasionally work alongside job coaches in their office. Many highlight that having this good
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relationship with job coaches is ‘crucial’, while job coaches themselves regard the EPC to be part
of theirteam and a valuable a link between them and social work services.

Overwhelmingly, job coaches pointed out the need for face-to-face discussion and interaction
with clients to achieve the best results. Interviewees noted that they meet clients weekly in
flexible, client-preferred settings and use accessible paperwork formats and tools. Job coaches
also assist clients with vocational profiling, CV writing, job search, interview preparation, and
employer visits. They emphasise person-centred approaches, such as creating one-page profiles
that highlight clients’ preferences and strengths, making job applications more personal.
Provision of these valuable services and unique approach should be continued and deepened
further in programme’s future.

Early emerging challenges

Animportant purpose of the wave one interviews early in the project timeline was to identify areas
that were emerging as key challenges in order that the evaluation might support stakeholders in
their continual improvement through project lifetime. Our wave one interviews highlighted five
priority emerging challenges:

e Development of, and adherence to, SEQF fidelity formally;
e |nconsistent benefits advice;

e Challenges in client support;

e Employer engagement and support;

e Delivering in-work support.

Development of, and adherence to, the formal SEQF fidelity scale

The presence of Supported Employment values and ways of working offers strong foundations for
the programme. However, less clear in these wave one interviews was the adherence of the three
SEQF providers to the formal SEQF fidelity scale or of their development and training activities
towards that formal SEQF fidelity adherence. Job coaches have received BASE-led training and
engage in regular peer reviews to refine their approach and gather evidence of best practice.
However, it was not clear that knowledge and adherence to SEQF fidelity was embedded deeply
across provider staff and activities. We note that the wave one interviews did take place within
the early months of delivery and hence SEQF fidelity would not be expected to be fully embedded.
However, it is important that providers fully embed understanding of, practices of, adherence to,
and evidencing of SEQF fidelity formally as they progress through future years of the programme.
The upcoming external SEQF fidelity assessment and resulting tailored action plans will support
this process and enable providers to develop a tailored set of on-going training and development
activities to further strengthen and deepen the quality and adherence of their SEQF delivery. The
evidence is clear that stronger SEQF fidelity associates with better job outcomes performance
for services and their clients.

Challenges of inconsistent benefits advice

As part of their delivery job coaches provide vital support around benefits and finances. However,
the interview data reveal that the level of support varies. For example, some job coaches suggest
that they send a link to a benefits calculator to clients and parent/carers for them to pursue, while
others report having meetings with representatives of DWP and the client to provide clarity and
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reassurance around this potential barrier to seeking employment. Itis clear that the fear of losing
benefits remains a significant barrier for many clients and that there is wariness in some clients
to move into employment due to the felt unresponsive of the benefits system if they move out of
paid employment. As this job coach sums up:

“People are really scared of losing their benefits, they don't have a lot of trust in DWP to
support them. They say that they've been off benefits before to work and getting back on it
was you know torture. That's a massive massive barrier.” (Job Coach)

To overcome these barriers associated with the financial impact of paid employment, job
coaches should provide consistent, clear and accurate advice and support, and when and if
required, signpost to other support services.

Challenges facing EPCs and job coaches in their client support

EPCs and job coaches face several challenges in helping clients transition to paid employment.
A key ongoing issue is that some clients express interest in work to appease parents or social
workers but lack genuine motivation. Therefore, social workers and EPCs must continue their
important work confirming clients’ intentions before referring them to EPCs and SEQF providers.

Secondly, one of the biggest challenges in the job search process, reported by several job
coaches, is managing the expectations of clients. In some cases, client expectations are felt to
be unrealistic, in part formed by employment opportunities in college and volunteering roles that
are not representative of paid employment. For example, the demand to only work one day or one
afternoon per week or in niche fields with limited opportunities (e.g., small animal care). While
following SEQF principles — being a personalised service and supporting choice and autonomy -
it is important that job coaches manage client’s expectations towards realistic local labour
market opportunities. The qualitative interviews highlight that achieving a balance between
expectations and the realities of the world of paid employment can be difficult for job coaches.

Another vital aspect of support provided by job coaches is travel training which respondents
suggested helps clients build confidence, independence, and mobility — all key barriers to
employment. This support is often described as fostering “incremental independence” and can
be reintroduced if travel circumstances and work locations change.

Finally, the shift from structured day services to employment can be overwhelming, requiring a
gradual change in mindset and skill development. The SEQF service plays a crucial role in this
transition by offering upskilling, training, and volunteering opportunities to build confidence and
readiness for work. Social workers acknowledged the importance of this phased approach,
recognising that clients often need time-limited, skill-building experiences before entering the
workforce. Overall, the employment journey for clients requires coordinated support, realistic
goal setting, and a flexible, individualised approach. EPCs and job coaches must balance client
aspirations with practical job market realities, ensuring that each step — from skill-building to job
placement —is tailored to the client’s readiness and interests. The SEQF fidelity model is proving
a helpful guide for delivery and for ensuring that clients experience the right kind of person-
centred, evidence-based employment support tailored to learning disabilities that SEQF offers.
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Challenges around employer engagement

Within a Supported Employment model employer engagement is typically experienced as a key
success factor but also commonly the biggest challenge. Similarly, within the RSE model
employer engagement is considered one of the most challenging aspects of the SEQF model by
providers. Stepping back out to reflect on the distinctive role of employers in a Supported
Employment model, employers can be understood to be equal ‘clients’ for the SEQF service
alongside jobseekers. The interview data suggest several barriers that hinder effective employer
involvement presently:

e Stigma and discrimination against individuals with learning disabilities;

e Unrealistic productivity expectations from employers, including an expectation of full
performance immediately;

e Job carving difficulties, especially in rural areas with limited job diversity;

e Mismatch between SEQF client skills and employer needs;

o Administrative burdens, including extensive paperwork and compliance requirements;
e Health and safety concerns and insurance implications.

To address these issues, job coaches actively raise awareness about the strengths of individuals
with learning disabilities by attending job fairs and networking events, emphasise the importance
of securing senior-level commitment within businesses to foster inclusive hiring practices, and
suggest visiting employers with clients to help reduce perceived risks and showcase client
potential. Job coaches also highlight the value of “good news stories” — successful employment
cases that can be shared to inspire and reassure other employers. These stories are seen as
powerful tools for promoting the service and changing perceptions.

While some employers are open to reasonable adjustments, such as modifying hours or tasks,
this willingness varies widely across employers. It is also noted that although a few employers
demonstrate strong commitment to inclusive recruitment of workers with learning (or other)
disabilities, many employers remain hesitant or inflexible. The variability in employer attitudes
revealed by the research data underscores the importance of ongoing effort required to build
inclusive workplaces.

A promising strategy noted by interviewees involves embedding the SEQF pathway within local
authority workplaces, and thus positioning them as leaders in inclusive employment.
Interviewees suggested that if local councils offered placements or entry-level roles that it could
significantly expand opportunities and serve as a model for other employers. It would also allow
for skill assessments and relationship-building, creating a more structured and supportive
employment pipeline. This strategy would have positive impact on the RSE model and the
council’s credibility in role-modelling the type of employer behaviours that they wish to see in the
region. As this job coach suggests:

“If the local authority stepped up and said ‘okay, we see what you're doing, we can offer
you work placements or job roles in all of our entry-level departments’, that would
massively change the entirety of this project... It would be great to see the local authority
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actively participate in bridging that gap, so we could then even use them as an example to
other employers.” (Job Coach)

Challenges in delivering in-work support

In-work support is a distinctive and highly valued feature of the SEQF service. It plays a crucial
role in easing clients’ transition into paid employment and helping them navigate workplace
challenges. This support includes on-the-job assistance, role adjustments, and emotional
support — all tailored to individual needs. From the interviews it is clear that job coaches
accompany clients during early shifts and gradually fade their presence and support
appropriately as the client becomes more independent. Support is flexible and can be
reactivated if issues arise after initial assistance ends. The interview data include examples of
this support such as a an SEQF client struggling with anxiety in a customer-facing role receiving
support from their job coach to transition into a more suitable position alongside the introduction
of tools to help the client manage workplace interactions more effectively. In another case, in-
work support enabled a client to gradually increase their working hours as their confidence grew.

However, the time-consuming nature of in work support, particularly in initial stages of
employment, could be challenging for job coaches to provide alongside managing existing
caseloads. On-going discussion and support around how best to deliver quality in-work support
in tandem with managing out-of-work caseloads would be helpful. As this job coach reports:

“Obviously, you give that full support and sometimes you know you need to stay for longer,
you can't fade until they're ready, until they're comfortable and you’re able to start
reducing that support. So, it can be difficult to manage 13 people when you're doing two
to three days with somebody in a workplace and then you're trying to see other people.”
(Job Coach)

Job coaches also identify the lack of personal care provision during work hours, which currently
excludes some clients from employment opportunities, as problematic. Nevertheless,
interviewees suggest that despite such challenges clients with higher support needs can
succeed in moving into stable employment given the right employer and role and should be able
to access SEQF.
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7. Priorities and recommendations

This end of year one interim evaluation report highlights the many significant positive strides
that stakeholders across North Wales have made in working together to start to transform
employability pathways and opportunities for social work clients with learning disabilities. There
is much to celebrate across the RSE partners in the changes that have started to be made
through the first year of the programme.

Throughout this interim report we have sought to draw out those areas that the emerging
evidence suggests should be areas of focus for continual improvement as the programme seeks
to grow and strengthen from these emerging foundations through future years. We summarise
these below:

e SEQF providers should continue to push hard to elevate the volume of paid employment
starts —they are currently below, but within reach of, the 20% year one job start target, but are
some way short of the 30% job start target for years two and three;

o Whilst remaining person-centred, SEQF providers should seek to increase the pace of
transitions to non-paid outcomes. Related, SEQF providers should ensure they remain
aligned with the SEQF model and values in seeing non-paid activities as stepping stones
towards paid work and not as full successes in and of themselves;

e EPCs and social workers in the Central region in particular should continue to actively grow
engagement with each other and with learning disabled clients so as to sustain, and
preferably grow, monthly referral volumes;

e The dominance of long-term pre-work support of greater than 3 months, and the currently
limited evidence of progression outcomes from pre-work support, warrants attention to
understand better;

e |mprovementaround pace atthe front-end of supportis suggested: greater pace from referral
to first meeting with EPC and, when within an SEQF providers, to Vocational Profile start
within 3 months would be beneficial;

o Follow-ondata collection at 6 and 12 months requires improvement, including completeness
of the SWEMWSBS, client satisfaction and work attitudes data;

e There is an ongoing need to cultivate belief among all social workers that the employment
pathways is appropriate and realistic for their learning disabled clients. Concretely, steps
should be taken to ensure that all social workers are having work conversations and offering
their learning disabled clients the employment pathway opportunities available to them;

e SEQF providers should develop a structured set of year-round SEQF training and
development activities to support their continued strengthening of SEQF delivery. We would
recommend that commissioners should receive, monitor and support these development
plans and that the establishment of a North Wales SEQF collaborative Community of Practice
across SEQF providers and, in other events, also social work staff, would be beneficial;

o Clear guidelines should be implemented and followed to address current variability in
financial and benefits advice provided to clients and parents/caregivers;

o Employer engagement is a priority area for development across the RSE service. Firstly, job
coaches should continue to develop their understanding of the regional labour market and
employers’ business needs, and actively pursue employer engagement across a full range of
sectors, making a clear business case to employers regarding engagement. Secondly, EPCs
and job coaches should continue and expand upon their good work promoting the RSE
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service through networking events, job fairs, developing promotional materials and work to
gain individual business engagement, and aim to identify employers who can act as
champions of the service. Lastly, there is a need to recognise that as a key customer of the
service support and training should be offered to employers on key topics (e.g. inclusive
recruitment, neurodiversity in the workplace, Access to Work and Disability Confident, having
effective workplace accommodations conversations) which should both help employers and
workers as well as encourage improved employer engagement with the SEQF providers;

To support this, local authorities need to themselves role model the employer attitudes and
behaviours that they wish to see in their areas and that they are asking of other employers.
Local authorities — led by HR colleagues working in collaboration with social work Senior
Managers — should ensure that they have proactive strategies and tangible practices that
demonstrate concretely their commitment to inclusive recruitment and disability
employment. This could involve working with the EPCs and SEQF providers to identify well
matched jobseekers from the RSE model for hard-to-fill local authority vacancies, proactive
job carving of roles, using social value procurement in all local authority commissioning to
support disability employment, and establishing work trial opportunities for social work
clients with learning disabilities;

EPCs should increase their current outreach efforts to parents and circles of support to seek
to ensure high awareness and aspiration around employment amongst these key partners;
Partners should reflect on the medium-term (e.g. 5 year) vision and strategy for the place of
employability opportunities and provision across different parts of the service system
supporting working age adults with learning disabilities. Partners should reflect on if, when
and how they plan to extend employment opportunities and aspirations to different learning
disabled individuals and different parts of the local system out from the core focus seen in
the current RSE model. In offering a larger scale and wider potential reach of SEQF Supported
Employment provision, Connect to Work provides areal opportunity for local partners to think
strategically about how employment opportunities and aspirations might be expanded to
different learning disabled groups and different parts of the local service system supporting
learning disabled individuals;

Embedding the RSE model longer-term will need strong strategic coordination, clear
expectations, and consistent collaboration across services, including social work, day
services, and schools and colleges to ensure employment becomes a standard, universal
pathway not an exception;

Within this, in the short-term partners should consider how they might derisk transitions from
day services to employment support for clients and their families as well as how they make
enable greater fluidity and flexibility between day service, employability and other support;
Job coaches should actively raise awareness about the capabilities of individuals with
learning disabilities to social work teams and employers by attending job fairs and networking
events, utilising ‘good news stories’, and highlighting positive outcomes to promote the
service and change perceptions;

Ongoing discussion and support around how best to deliver quality, time intensive, in work
support in tandem with managing wider caseload tasks should be undertaken within SEQF
provider organisations.
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