Recommendations
There is a national problem with access to information and advice around employment rights, for both workers and for many employers. Many vulnerable workers do not know what their entitlements are, and those who advise them do not always have access to accurate information. Similarly, small employers in particular are often left without the support they need to provide their staff with up-to-date information on employment rights. 

This lack of knowledge undermines the purpose of employment rights legislation; if awareness is low, workers are unable to identify what their entitlements are, and employers remain unaware of their responsibilities. Higher awareness could therefore contribute to a reduction in formal workplace disputes, preventing avoidable problems from arising and enabling earlier identification and resolution of potential difficulties. 

We therefore recommend that the Government conducts ongoing national campaigns to raise employment rights awareness among workers and employers, covering existing employment rights entitlements and access to enforcement. Content should be tailored to the needs of the most vulnerable workers and small employers, communicated in ways that make the information accessible, for example via digital television and on billboards and public transport. In our view, given its importance to the treatment of those living in poverty in Britain, campaigns should work towards levels of resourcing that are comparable with the benefit fraud advertising initiatives. The campaigns should be ambitious in the target levels of awareness that they seek to achieve. 

The Department of Health takes a social marketing approach to its advertising. Social marketing is defined as “an adaptable approach, increasingly being used to achieve and sustain behaviour relevant to a range of social issues and topics”107. The National Social Marketing Centre has identified that a successful approach has three key elements: it seeks to achieve a ‘social good’ (rather than commercial benefit), with specific behavioural goals identified and targeted; it involves systematic phased work to address short, medium and long-term issues; and it utilises a range of marketing techniques and approaches (a marketing mix). The Department of Health’s new social marketing strategy involves a commitment to health promotion work across government and with other organisations in the voluntary and independent sectors. The aim is that the campaign messages are promoted to the public at every possible opportunity, and that staff have the training and knowledge to enable them to communicate messages effectively. Activities are also encouraged through communities, schools and workplaces. A key part of the strategy is involving partners in disseminating key messages. There is also a clear plan for making use of the media in providing the public with health information.
The Pension Service has also used social marketing to improve awareness of pension credit. The marketing campaign was designed to target potential claimants using data-matching techniques, and aimed to position pension credit in people’s minds as an entitlement, rather than a benefit. Evaluation by the National Audit Office found that the marketing campaign was twice as cost-effective in increasing benefit take-up as previous campaigns. Activities involved the Pensions Service working in partnership with local authorities and local voluntary sector agencies representing older people. Links with local services were key to the campaign’s success. The communication campaign, delivered in close partnership with local providers making personal contact with pensioners, focused on advertising, direct mail and work with the local and national press to emphasise how many people were ‘missing out’. Research was also undertaken to better understand the pensioner population that is not claiming entitlements, enabling differentiation by common characteristics (for example, pensioners who have information gaps and misconceptions, those reluctant to apply, and pensioners who may never apply).
We therefore believe that a similar strategic approach should be taken to improving awareness of employment rights. The awareness campaigns would need to recognise the interrelated nature of many of the problems that vulnerable workers experience, perhaps developing a general ‘know your rights’ brand to accompany different adverts focusing on areas where employment law awareness is currently low. As part of the campaigns, we would advise significant investment in public information booklets, which could be disseminated upon request, in addition to accessible web resources highlighting both employment rights and routes to enforce them. 

The campaigns would also have to understand the importance of taking a local approach, and develop strategies for involving key stakeholders, such as trade unions, employers, trade associations and civil society groups, in disseminating their messages. They should seek to target all workers at risk of being in vulnerable employment, including low-paid migrant workers, homeworkers, agency workers and other non-permanent staff. Unions already disseminate information about employment rights through their membership and through union-sponsored events (for example, trade union conferences or concerts). 

These activities could be linked into the overall campaign messages. 

Unions could also ensure their officials and reps are able to access employment rights training, to build their knowledge of key elements of employment law and the role of employment rights enforcement bodies. 

Employers could undertake to display information and advertising in their workplaces, for example via posters and payslips. 

Large employers could also ensure that information is disseminated throughout their supply chains and via employment agencies, supporting their suppliers to better understand employment law. 

Organisations including schools, Jobcentre Plus offices and GPs practices would also have a key role to play, both in disseminating information and training staff in key employment rights’ messages. Where necessary, this could involve production of simplified guidance regarding current employment protections, for example with respect to the law on the treatment of schoolchildren at work. 

Across the public sector, employment rights’ training, highlighting key workplace rights and the roles of the relevant enforcement agencies, should therefore be made available to staff who could receive intelligence on workplace practice as part of their role (for example, primary health care staff, social workers, and Jobcentre Plus advisers). Overseas staff could also be involved in providing information to migrant workers, for example via British Embassies or High Commissions. Key to success would be strategic use of all possible avenues to ensure that information on employment rights is accessible to the workers and employers who need it most.

Our investigations have identified an increasing crisis in Britain’s employment rights advice and advocacy infrastructure. Parts of the UK are employment rights advice deserts, and in some areas there are no advisers who are able to support vulnerable workers to challenge exploitative treatment at work. 

The recent Thoresen review of financial advice called for a national information and guidance service for personal finance issues. The review identified that this service should be governed by the principles of impartiality, supportiveness, crisis prevention and universality, and should be sales-free.110 Specifically, it highlighted the importance of a multi-channel approach, comprising telephone, face-to-face and web-based services. It noted that: “A mix of channels will enable a universal service - one which appeals to different people and is easy to access. For example, an online-only service would not fully engage all the estimated 19 million people who could benefit the most from Money Guidance, 48 per cent of whom do not have access to the internet at home (although they may have other ways or places to access it).”111 
Similar principles also govern the Connexions service, providing advice and information to young people on a wide range of subjects, including employment rights advice, via web, telephone and face-to-face contact. The service aims to provide integrated advice and guidance for young people, recognising the importance of advice in enabling young people to make a smooth transition to adulthood and working life.112 Local authorities have responsibility for co-ordinating information, advice and guidance services in a locality. The quality standards against which provision is assessed include ensuring that young people are aware of how to access advice services and that information, advice and guidance services are regularly and systematically monitored. We believe that employment rights advice should be afforded a similar priority. To ensure that this is the case, we therefore recommend a range of measures, to ensure access to early advice for both workers and employers.

Firstly, we recommend that there should be a statutory duty upon local authorities to provide funding for an independent employment rights’ advice service in their local area. This should be accompanied by an increase in central government funding to support these services, ideally linked to wider advice provision. 
We also believe that trade unions and employers have a part to play in increasing local availability of independent employment rights’ advice, offering both financial and in-kind resources to ensure that those facing exploitation at work are able to access support. 

As part of their corporate social responsibility work, we believe that employers should consider providing funding to employment rights services, and local community groups who are supporting vulnerable workers. In their efforts to organise vulnerable workers, trade unions should also consider providing funding to voluntary and community organisations who are building links with workers at risk of exploitation. 
Co-ordination of services is essential. Short-term and fragmented voluntary sector funding streams have exacerbated funding problems, and while our investigations have found that it is often the smallest community and faith groups that are best able to reach vulnerable workers, they can have the least secure funding. Research also shows the need for common awareness and coordination among all advice providers, including both voluntary and statutory services, and during our fieldtrips we met local advice and support groups who had not previously been in contact with each other, and were not always aware of each others’ provision. 

We therefore believe that in addition to providing guaranteed funding, local authorities should support increased local coordination of employment rights provision, identifying service and funding gaps and promoting partnership working and information sharing between different providers and community groups. Trade unions and employers also need to ensure that support they offer links with other local initiatives.

Reform of legal aid has led to reductions in the number of advice providers and solicitors who are undertaking legal aid employment rights advice work. This has led to reductions in access to employment rights advice and support for the most vulnerable workers, and evidence shows that reform continues to contribute to the emergence of employment rights advice deserts across the UK. 

We therefore urge the Government to undertake an urgent review of the impact of funding changes on the availability of employment rights advice for vulnerable workers. 
Small employers have reported to us that they find it hard to access accurate information on employment rights, and are not always sure where to obtain information. We believe that action is needed to ensure that employers have access to the advice they need to ensure that employment law can be implemented correctly. Evaluation of recent DTI pilots found that help for small firms may most effectively be directed at supporting good employment practice so as to improve employers’ confidence in managing the employment relationship. These pilots involved shared access to HR advice and training, in return for a contribution made by participating employers in a local area. The full cost was partly subsidised by the Government. The pilots led to demonstrable improvements in client confidence levels in dealing with and awareness of employment issues, and noted that all providers negotiated some form of continuing support with many clients following the end of the pilot period.113 
Regionally there are also examples of good practice. In the East of England the Migrant Gateway service, part funded by the East of England Development Agency, provides funding for a telephone advice service for employers seeking advice on employing migrant workers.114 The service offers specialist advice on issues including compliance with rules and regulations relating to the employment of migrant workers, benefits that migrant workers are entitled to, and migrant workers’ employment rights. Initiatives that have been run by the service include employing outreach workers to visit employers and advise on practice, and competitively priced training packages. These are promoted to small employers on trading estates, who all make a small financial contribution for a joint training package that is provided to them on site.

The London Vulnerable Workers Pilot (a BERR commissioned project, delivered by the TUC) has established a tailored training programme for managers in small businesses in the building services sector (mainly cleaning and security). The training is a response to the lack of knowledge and skills in employment rights and relations among many managers in small businesses in the sector. The training will be designed in consultation with employers and delivered with Acas. Its aim is to give managers the skills they need to deal with workplace issues quickly and efficiently. Following the training, supervisors will be able to understand how to get the best from their workforce, have a better idea of how to be a good manager/supervisor, identify causes of grievances and be competent in ways of resolving such issues. This is expected to lead to wider benefits including improved relations between supervisors and workers, improved worker commitment and performance and reduced staff turnover. 

Small employers can benefit from training in groups, sharing costs and pooling resources combined with subsidised offers. 

We therefore recommend that regional and national government build on the success of these various pilots, and recognise the importance of increasing resources for small employers to undertake joint training on employment rights issues. We believe that Acas may be well placed to co-ordinate such an initiative. 
Evidence also shows that as part of their corporate social responsibility planning large employers can be willing to support smaller businesses through providing HR expertise and resource to them. For example, evaluation of the UK Workforce Hub and CIPD human resources volunteering pilot, a project where CIPD members could volunteer their HR expertise to voluntary or community organisations, found that both participating HR staff and organisations were very positive about the experience.115 Volunteers, who were at different stages in their careers, gained experience and welcomed the opportunity to undertake a volunteering opportunity targeted at their professional knowledge and practices. Voluntary organisations also praised the programme and the benefits it brought their organisations. 

We therefore believe that there may be more scope for a formal scheme to be developed, led by the business community, allowing larger businesses to share their HR expertise through providing training or mentoring to smaller businesses. 
Increasingly, small employers can be individuals in receipt of social care services, allocated individual budgets with which to purchase their own care services. However, increased consumer rights can come at the expense of employment rights, as new ‘employers’ struggle to understand their responsibilities to their new staff. 

We therefore believe that in such cases a duty should be placed on local authorities to ensure that those in receipt of direct payments have adequate support to understand their obligations under employment law. 
