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Introduction

The European Social Fund (ESF) was set up to improve 
employment opportunities in the European Union. It 
supports the EU’s strategy for growth and jobs by adding 
value to national and regional employment and skills 
strategies. 

ESF helps people who are unemployed or at a 
disadvantage in the labour market to find work and 
develop their skills. By focusing on people who need 
support the most, it is helping to reduce inequality and 
build a fairer society. ESF also trains people in work so 
that they have the skills that businesses need to 
compete in a global economy.

This booklet reports on the progress of the 2007–2013 England ESF programme so far. It 
tells the stories of people whose lives have been transformed by ESF. Some of those featured 
have been out of the job market for many years; others have recently experienced 
unemployment for the first time in their lives.

Wendy Violentano 
Head of ESF Division
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Case study: Reo Parker

“I came out on top”

Reo Parker couldn’t wait to leave 
school as soon as she had finished 
her GCSEs. 

“I just didn’t like school in the first 
place and I thought I wouldn’t like 
college,” she said. “I know people 
say it’s different but I wasn’t sure.”

But after spending the summer after 
leaving school fruitlessly searching 
for work, the 16-year-old from 
Rotherham needed a push in the 
right direction.

“I looked on the Internet for jobs and I 
would walk through Meadowhall 
shopping centre and the town looking 
for vacancies. I applied for loads in 
retail but no one got back to me.”

The Connexions adviser at her old 
school referred her to a project run 
by Phoenix Enterprises, for 16 to 
18-year-olds who are not in 
education, employment or training (NEETs).

All participants on the 13-week programme are given an individual action plan, which details 
the steps they need to take to move into employment, training or further study.

“She came on the project with no work experience and no CV,” said Reo’s key worker, Cath 
Thompson. “Now she’s done her manual handling training and first aid and she’s doing a 
distance learning course in equality and diversity and an NVQ level 2 in business admin.”

“The project staff really helped me. It wasn’t like being at school, it was much better,”  
said Reo. 

 
“Reo attended a motivation and confidence-building course on the project, which was 
really beneficial to her as she was very quietly-spoken and shy.”
Cath Thompson, key worker, Phoenix Enterprises. 

Reo knew she wanted to pursue a career in retail or administration and was offered a 
work placement on the reception desk at Phoenix, where she gained valuable experience 
greeting clients, answering the phone, faxing and filing. When a permanent job came up 
at the organisation, Reo applied and was delighted when she was successful at interview.

“They interviewed three of the NEETs and I came out on top,” she said. “I started in 
December and I’m really enjoying it.”
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Funding

The European Social Fund is investing over £2.3 billion in England in 2007–2013. This is matched 
to a similar amount of national funding.

Each region has an allocation of ESF money, with the highest intensities of funding for the areas 
with the largest numbers of unemployed, inactive and low-skilled people. 

“We use European Social Fund money, aligned with national domestic investment, to target 
strategically those groups most removed from the labour market.”
Mary Conneely, National Director of Regeneration, Learning and Skills Council.

The 2007–2013 programme has two objectives: 

•	� The Convergence Objective aims to develop areas where the economy is lagging behind 
the rest of the European Union. In England, only Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly benefits 
from ESF funding under this objective.

•	� The Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective covers all areas outside of the 
‘Convergence’ objective. Merseyside and South Yorkshire benefit from transitional funding 
as former Objective One regions in 2000–2006. 

The 2007–2013 programme covers Gibraltar as well as England. Gibraltar receives £2.6 million 
ESF to address its specific employment and skills challenges. The Government of Gibraltar is 
responsible for ESF within Gibraltar.

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have their own ESF programmes.

“ESF has made a significant contribution to enhancing our skills base in the North East. 
Our strong relationship with Europe has remained a vital cog in regional economic 
development.”
Jonathan Blackie, Regional Director, Government Office for the North East.

 Priority 1:
Extending employment 
opportunities £1,399m

 Priority 2:
Developing a skilled 
and adaptable 
workforce £797m

ESF allocations by priority (£ million)
 Priorities 4–6: Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly £153m

 Priority 3: Technical assistance £90m
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