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21 April 2023 

 

Dear Sadiq, 

 

Barriers to work for people who have had contact with the criminal justice system 

 

I am writing to you in my position as Chair of the London Assembly Economy Committee regarding 

the Committee’s investigation into barriers to work for people who have had contact with the 

criminal justice system. This follows a meeting held by the Committee on 22 February 2023, which 

was attended by the following guests: 

• Will Balakrishnan, Director of Commissioning and Partnerships, The Mayor’s Office for 

Policing and Crime (MOPAC) 

• Darren Burns, Director of Diversity and Inclusion, Timpson Group 

• Angela Cairns, CEO, Unlock 

• Natasha Finlayson, Chief Executive, Working Chance 

 

City Hall 

Kamal Chunchie Way 

London 

E16 1ZE 

Tel: 020 7983 4000 

www.london.gov.uk 

 

http://www.london.gov.uk/


2 

 

• Duncan O’Leary, Chief Executive Officer, New Futures Network.1 

 

Our investigation aimed to understand the barriers that people who have had contact with the 

criminal justice system face when accessing employment in the UK, and why these barriers exist. We 

also scrutinised the actions taken by you in relation to the employment support available to this 

group, and discussed additional action that you and the Government could take to reduce barriers 

and increase employment rates.2  

At our meeting, guests identified several barriers to employment for people who have had contact 

with the criminal justice system, including employer prejudice; substance misuse; mental health 

issues; physical health problems; disability; neurodiversity; poor basic skills; and fear of stigma that 

prevents people from applying for jobs in the first place. Research from Working Chance shows that 

30 per cent of employers say they would automatically exclude a candidate who declared an unspent 

conviction,3 while Angela Cairns told the Committee that in the past three years ‘there has been a 60 

per cent rise in the number of employers requesting basic DBS checks’. The Committee discussed the 

need to help employers gain a nuanced understanding of spent convictions and the risks associated 

with employing people with convictions, which would help create more employment opportunities 

for people who have had contact with the criminal justice system. Furthermore, the Committee heard 

that women are disproportionally impacted by short prison sentences. Natasha Finlayson argued that 

‘a short sentence is just long enough to do damage to the woman’s housing, family 

relationships…to have all the things that create stability in your life completely fractured. However, 

it is short enough that you do not benefit from any rehabilitative programmes within prison’.  

 

Skills and employment support for people who have had contact with the criminal justice 

system 

Guests at the Committee’s meeting highlighted how proactive skills and employment support helps 

people build a life upon release and also helps employers address labour market shortages. Will 

Balakrishnan told the Committee that ‘£2 million has been put aside from the Adult Education 

Budget’ specifically to support ‘ex-offenders into education, training and employment’. The 

Committee welcomes this funding but would like to see more information about the impact of this 

work. The Committee discussed your £3 million pilot programme, based at Newham Probation 

Office, that provides specialist drug and mental health support in order to reduce reoffending among 

18-25 year olds. 4 Will Balakrishan confirmed that it is a ‘joint enterprise’ between the Mayor, local 

authoriries and HMPPS. The Committee looks forward to receiving an update on the impact of these 

initiatives in providing skills and employment support for people who have had contact with the 

criminal justice system.  

Recommendation 1: The Mayor should share with the Committee an assessment of the impact of 

his AEB funding allocation in providing skills and employment support for ex-offenders. He should 

 

1 London Assembly Economy Committee – Wednesday 22 February 2023: Barriers to Work for People Who Have Had 

Contact with the Criminal Justice System  

2 This letter uses the term ‘ex-offenders’ to refer to people with convictions. It is used in this letter to compare findings 

with previous and ongoing studies and research on this topic. 

3 Working Chance, Progress and Prejudice: Shifts in UK Employer Attitudes to Hiring People with Convictions, Autumn 

2022 

4 Ministry of Justice, £3 million pilot to reduce reoffending by young adults, 5 March 2021 

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/documents/b28267/Minutes%20-%20Appendix%201%20-%20Transcript%20Wednesday%2022-Feb-2023%2014.00%20Economy%20Committee.pdf?T=9
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/documents/b28267/Minutes%20-%20Appendix%201%20-%20Transcript%20Wednesday%2022-Feb-2023%2014.00%20Economy%20Committee.pdf?T=9
https://workingchance.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Progress__Prejudice_Shifts_in_UK_employer_attitudes_to_hiring_people_with_convictions.pdf#:~:text=30%25%20of%20employers%20say%20they%20would%20automatically%20exclude,not%20in%20line%20with%20their%20own%20organisational%20policy.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/3-million-pilot-to-reduce-reoffending-by-young-adults
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also share details of the impact of other Mayoral skills and employment initiatives, including the No 

Wrong Door initiative, on the employment outcomes of people who have had contact with the 

criminal justice system. 

Recommendation 2: The Mayor should share with the Committee an assessment of the impact of 

his £3 million pilot project to reduce reoffending amongst young adults in 2021 in relation to getting 

people into work.  

 

Support for women who have had contact with the criminal justice system 

Guests highlighted the need for gender sensitive support mechanisms for women who have had 

contact with the criminal justice system, due to the specific challenges they face. Natasha Finlaysonn 

noted that ‘the whole criminal justice system was designed for men’ and ‘women form a 

disproportionately small section of the prison population, but… their issues are different’. Although 

Will Balakrishnan informed the committee that MOPAC does ‘not commission Education, Training 

and Employment (ETE) work on its own’, he noted that there is a dedicated ‘women’s 

co-commissioning service with probation’ which includes ‘specific ETE support’ and is ‘wrapped 

around other provision’. Despite these initiatives, women continue to face specific challenges in 

prison and upon their release. The Prison Reform Trust notes that the majority (73 per cent) of 

prison sentences given to women are for six months or less, reflecting the fact that a higher 

proportion of women commit less serious, non-violent offences than men. However, once released 

from prison, women remain nearly three times less likely than men to be in employment.5  

Recommendation 3: The Mayor should work with MOPAC to signpost skills provision that could 

particularly be directed towards women in order to help them overcome the gendered disadvantages 

they face in prisons and upon their release.  

 

Tackling employer bias and encouraging London employers to hire people who have had 

contact with the criminal justice system  

The Committee heard that bias and stigma against people who have had contact with the criminal 

justice system, especially from employers, is a persistent barrier to their employability. Darren Burns 

noted that ‘myths that are perpetuated in the media about ex-offenders … they are potentially 

dangerous, untrustworthy, dishonest, …we need to show positive examples of people who work 

within our business who are very credible, very professional’. Guests explained how businesses can 

learn from each other to support people who have had contact with the criminal justice system to 

find employment. Moreover, guests who hire people who have had contact with the criminal justice 

system emphasised the importance of prison visits by employers to understand the skills of this 

demographic that are relevant to their businesses. 

The Committee also heard about the importanace of transparency from employers in relation to their 

hiring policy for ex-offenders. Angela Cairns highlighted the need to ‘have good policies, be 

inclusive and have those conversations within staff teams, within management, within HR and so on 

as to what your position as an organisation is and be very clear about that’. 

 

5 Prison Reform Trust, Women released from prison nearly three times less likely to be in employment on release than 

men | Prison Reform Trust, 17 February 2020 

https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/women-released-from-prison-nearly-three-times-less-likely-to-be-in-employment-on-release-than-men/
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/women-released-from-prison-nearly-three-times-less-likely-to-be-in-employment-on-release-than-men/
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The Committee also discussed the progress of the Ban the Box campaign, which advocates removing 

the tick-box question about criminal convictions from job applications that require ex-offenders to 

reveal convictions at the start of the application process.6  Over 100 employers have signed up to 

this initiative, including Haringey Council and the Civil Service.7 The GLA is not currently signed up 

to this initiative. 

Recommendation 4: The Mayor should convene London employers in order to share experiences 

and best practice around hiring people who have had contact with the criminal justice system, such 

as planning prison visits for recruitment drives, similar to the successful model at Timpson. As part of 

this work, he should explore how more employers could be encouraged to hire people who have had 

contact with the criminal justice system and adopt best practice in doing so. 

Recommendation 5: The Mayor should review the policy across the GLA Group, including when 

work is contracted, on disclosing criminal convictions on job applications, and consider signing up to 

the Ban the Box initiative. Having evaluated the policy, he should report back to the Committee on 

the action taken in each part of the GLA Group and reasons for it. 

 

Further support from the Mayor 

Guests at the Committee’s meeting discussed how prison leavers need to regularly meet with their 

probation officers upon release and how these appointments often clash with their working hours. 

Darren Burns stated that ‘if a prison-leaver has to report to probation every Wednesday at midday, 

the employer will often say, “We need you to work Wednesday”, but it gets in the way’. We believe 

prison leavers would benefit from greater flexibility from both employers and probation officers.  

Another barrier to work faced by people who have had contact with the criminal justice system is 

digital exclusion. The Committee was informed about initiatives to provide digital skills and coding 

training inside prisons in safe ways through downloaded offline servers, that allow prisoners to learn 

digital skills without actually getting online. However, it is vital that prisons have the resources to 

offer this form of provision, as well as other forms of employment support. Will Balakrishnan 

informed the committee that ‘London is not getting access to the resources that it needs right now, 

and it is a big problem in prisons and it is a big problem in probation’. 

Recommendation 6: The Mayor should lobby the government for more funding and resources to 

enable adequate provision for employment and digital support for those serving sentences in prisons 

in London. 

Recommendation 7: The Mayor, on behalf of MOPAC, should liaise with HMPPS to encourage 

probation services to be more flexible so that prison leavers can meet with their probation officers 

outside of their working hours. The main goal should be to ensure probation appointments do not 

act as a barrier to work for prison leavers. 

 

The Committee would welcome a response to this letter by 9 June 2023. Please send your response 

by email to the Committee’s clerk, Jack Booth (jack.booth@london.gov.uk). 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

6 Unlock, Ban the Box, January 2023  

7 Business in the Community, Employers that have Banned the Box 

mailto:lauren.harvey@london.gov.uk
https://unlock.org.uk/project/ban-the-box/
https://www.bitc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/bitc-factsheet-employment-employers-that-have-banned-the-box-january2023.pdf
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Hina Bokhari AM  

 

Chair of the Economy Committee 

 


