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Making a success of Employer Engagement




Business Plan

Beyond December 2007

The purpose of this paper is to generate funding to sustain the work of Engage, a project to enhance employer engagement activities in the Brighton and Hove area and beyond.
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Executive Summary

Engage, formerly the Equal Brighton & Hove Employer Engagement Project, (OEEG) supports and coordinates employer engagement activities in the Brighton and Hove area (the City). 
The Project started in December 2005 and received funding through December 2007 to conduct a range of activities designed to strengthen the capacity of City organisations to work with businesses to create placement and/or source employment opportunities. 
The focus is on those individuals furthest from the labour market.  
The Project works with both employer engagement workers and with businesses to accomplish its aims.  
The creation of the Operational Employer Engagement Group (now Engage) is a key aspect of the Project’s work.  Target membership is workers from all organisations that directly engage with businesses to identify work placement and job opportunities.  
Engage membership has risen steadily from 23 organisations in March 2006 to a current level of 40.
Through Engage, the Project has successfully:

· Identified and disseminated best-practice

· Created standards and introduced a system of monitoring adherence
· Improved placement sourcing and maintenance
· Improved networking and partnership working
· Sourced/circulated over 195 placements
This has resulted in the provision of a more professional and coordinated service to businesses. Client service quality has also been improved, both in the provision of work placements and through members’ increased awareness of available services for their clients.
Activities directed towards area businesses include promotion of Engage member organisations’ work, raising awareness of employer engagement activities, education around work placements and support for businesses wishing to provide work placements.
The Project feeds directly into the City’s Workforce Development and Employer Engagement Strategy Group, providing a vital strategic link for Engage members to funding bodies.  It is managed by Claire Mitchell who has specialist skills and expertise in this field.

The Project seeks funding to continue its current services and to respond to the growing importance of employer engagement by providing additional, innovative services. The thrust of the justification for continuity is based on successes achieved to date, the existence of a base that can be built upon to achieve additional success, and the retrograde situation that will come about if the Project is not able to continue.
The cost of continuity is budgeted at £ 150,932.40. 

MISSION STATEMENT
To provide support and consultancy services to organisations supporting ‘hard-to-reach’ people into employment, in so doing facilitating more job placements for unemployed people. 
THE NEED
“There are large numbers of organisations involved with regeneration, education, worklessness, health, poverty, crime, housing etc, all of which have a bearing on concentrations of unemployment. There is little evidence of joined-up thinking and none of joined-up working. These are large bureaucracies all of which have their own individual targets and agencies, few of which are complimentary” (Social Enterprise Organisation, Yorkshire Humberside: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister – Jobs and Enterprise in Deprived Areas Social Inclusion Unit Report – point 32 – September 2004).

Employer engagement is important for economic growth, social inclusion and a strengthening of the labour force.

Helping individuals currently unable to enter the labour market to access paid employment is both a National and Local Government priority. The importance of employer engagement as a means to equip people with the essential skills to find and maintain work is growing and underpins government policy.

A Snapshot of Brighton & Hove (the City)
-
Unemployment is twice the Region’s average; 9,600 local people are looking for work.

-
The economy is dominated by SMEs (Small and Medium sized Enterprises), with around 8,500 VAT registered business with 86% employing only 1–10 employees. Note that businesses employing over 50 employees account for only 2.7% of all businesses but are responsible for employing over 50% of the workforce.
-
The Local Skills Council 14–19 year Agenda demands at least 3,000 annual school children placements with businesses, significantly increasing the competition for placements for organisations serving disadvantaged people. 

Employer engagement is a vital part of the process to enable local residents to become economically active and help local businesses fill skills gaps. In many instances people lack experience or qualifications to work in their chosen career. In most instances supported employment agencies are able to offer relevant training to equip clients with the right skills. Employer engagement therefore provides an important opportunity for businesses to access motivated and reliable staff and for individuals to find work that they actually want, which dramatically improves employee retention.
The Current Service
Prior to the funding of the Project, there was little joined-up thinking and working amongst the plethora of organisations in the City directly engaging with businesses in order to find work placement and job opportunities for those furthest from the labour market.  The Project has changed that by providing the support and coordination needed to enable these organisations to network, exchange information and share best-practice. 

In order to increase the overall number of placements and employment opportunities, Equal Brighton & Hove has funded an Employer Engagement Coordinator, Dec 2005 to December 2007, to bring together all of these organisations to: 

· network and become aware of each others existence and services so that organisations can cross-refer clients to the most appropriate support and avoid duplication of services across the City

· share best-practice and create standards

· ensure a more consolidated and professional approach to businesses
The Project formed Engage to co-ordinate the work of the various organisations involved in employer engagement activity across the City.  It meets once a month is supported by an e-forum for the sharing of information while training workshops are organised on salient subjects delivered by industry experts. There are two staff members facilitating this group at present, a Project Manager and a part time volunteer Project Officer. 
There is no other service of this type either locally or regionally. Engage currently has 38 different member organisations, all of which are involved directly with employer engagement (see appendix 1).
The Project underwent an external evaluation at the end of 2006 to determine if it was meeting its main objectives and the following is a selection of anonymous comments taken there from. These clearly show Engage has made a positive impact on employer engagement in the City:

 “It’s got people realising they’ve got to work collaboratively not competitively, and they’re more likely to get employers on board. It would have even more impact if the Council were more engaged in the process.”
“It’s been the catalyst for a lot of people who were thinking along the same lines but haven’t been able to get in the same room and talk. You need someone to drive that behaviour – there’s lots of people talking about partnership but at the same time we’ve all got our own agendas.”
“It’s raising awareness of employers. It’s doing a lot of work on behalf of the agencies. That wouldn’t be there without it – people would be struggling to do it themselves. It’s also made it easier talking about employer engagement – when you say you’re part of the OEEG group people immediately know what you’re talking about. It’s given employer engagement a centralised focus – not bits and pieces all over the place. If we need help, a message is sent out to all of the group, so it’s always alerting us to things going on.”

The following anonymous comments were also captured regarding objectives achievement:

Networking Forum: 
“It’s a very supportive group to share things in. The information sharing has been great and it’s improved my contacts with other organisations in the city. I’ve been able to disseminate information to my colleagues as well, so the benefits are filtering down.”
Sharing Best-Practice: 
“Sharing best-practice, especially risk-assessment training – it made our organisation think. It’s been good for referral processes – our name gets passed around the groups which is very useful.”
EE Forum: 
“The emails going back and forth through the EE Forum enables me to keep up to date. It’s not all relevant, but it’s still good to know what’s going on. I’m better informed now because of the Forum – it helps us to give better information and advice to clients.”
Training: 
“Marketing training was very good. Meeting with the Argus was very useful for learning about press releases and raised the profile of the OEEG, which is good for raising understanding of work placements.”
Project Benefits to date
Engage has achieved its main objective of getting supported employment agencies to work in partnership and in so-doing has established a good base for the future:

“Single Point of Contact”

· Single Point of Contact for employer engagement in the City, thus ensuring that both the public and private sectors can channel information to one contact and be assured that it will reach all relevant areas.
· Co-ordination around employer engagement can be facilitated through single-account management by an Engage member so that businesses are not multi-targeted, which is confusing and frustrating and has been officially recorded as off-putting. Engage members without the resources to do lots of EE activity are also able to take advantage of larger members’ facilities.
· Impartiality of service provision.
Business Relationships

· Raising awareness of the very real benefits of employing client groups by using the local press, attending business forums and writing articles for business newsletters. 
· Creating enduring relationships with local businesses which regularly feed into Engage created good standard practices.
· Brokering information to businesses around the changes in employment law.
· Brokering placements to businesses which have employment opportunities or desire to be more community active.
Regular Monthly Meetings

· Face-to-face meetings ensure networking is visual and therefore more effective; many members have commented on the benefits of actually meeting people they have talked to on the phone for perhaps years.
· Frequency of meetings set to ensure continuing momentum and results through time pressure.
Training

· Training seminars have been organised for business experts to talk to Engage members, e.g. Europe’s leading expert on partnerships recently ran a workshop free-of-charge.
Networking

· Experience and skills of staff in employer engagement, networking, local knowledge, business development, sales, office management and administration. The Project Manager has five years of experience sourcing placements across all sectors within the City, bringing strong connections to the Project, and a further six years of experience in face-to-face business development with blue chip companies. 

· Supporting and promoting members among themselves, e.g. using Care Co-op’s catering service for 90% of Engage meetings/training.
· Salient information is fed directly to members through the EE Forum, ensuring they are aware of recent changes in legislation etc. EE also allows members to request information and support from one another, ensuring more joined-up working and facilitating the advertising of placement and/or employment opportunities.
· The risk of service duplication is reduced; new agencies in the City quickly hear of Engage and make contact, helping to ensure they meet our collective standards at the same time making us aware of their services. Eg, Careers Development Group (CDG) moved to the City and was able to immediately network with members of Engage, collectively target local businesses and avoid isolation.
Collaborative / Partnership Working

· Collective membership power to tackle common issues facing employer engagement, e.g. Engage is looking into subsidised employer liability insurance packages for companies wishing to offer placements, to remove this as a barrier to getting involved.
· Collective effort on behalf of large local employers, e.g. Sainsbury’s opened a new site near Brighton Station and wanted to recruit 100 staff quickly. Through talking to an Engage member this need was highlighted and information disseminated across the entire membership, greatly improving the possibility of success for the business whilst capitalising on an opportunity to get more Engage clients back into work. This model has been developed and is being used again to support Jury’s Inn recruit suitable staff for their new hotel.
· Collaborative working with the private sector; Engage is working with The Argus to deliver its bi-annual Jobs Fair. Engage is holding a pre-event to get over 100 members of the general public prepared for the employers attending the Fair and offering roving support on the day.

Standards for Employer Engagement

· Establishing good practices and processes presents a more business-like approach to working with employers. It also provides a healthy system of checks and balances to ensure a high standard of work, e.g. a good practice health & safety checklist was devised by Engage members and local businesses based upon the Learning Skills Council’s national list. This new checklist is easy to use, is comprehensive and provides vital prompts for the user.
· A Good Practice Guide for practitioners in employer engagement was published to capture all the good work of Engage.

Links to the City’s overall workforce development strategy

· Engage represents shared issues amongst organisations. It feeds directly into the Workforce Development Strategy Group (see appendix 2 for a breakdown of members) ensuring local issues affecting employer engagement get directed to the right people to bring about change and give strategic-level support.
Marketing and Brand Awareness

· Engage has secured regular coverage in the local press, raising the profile of employer engagement, e.g. The Argus publishes a monthly placement table of the top ten businesses offering employment or placements to our clients.
· The Engage Project Manager regularly attends different business associations to promote the organisation’s work, e.g. a presentation was given to the Chamber of Commerce last September on the benefits of taking on placements.
· Engage has created its own official brand for use on marketing material and advertisements. 
Placements

In addition, Engage  has inadvertently brought small but growing tangible benefits to the community:
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The total number of placements during the period was 112. Although unplanned, the Trend Line demonstrates that, given continuity of effort, it seems reasonable to expect the level of placements to carry on improving.
Future Services and Sustainability

Stage 1 - June to December 2007
Engage intends to continue offering existing services using Equal Brighton & Hove funding. From the Project Evaluation (see appendix 3) it is clear that there is a local need for this work to continue in a similar format.

“Single Point of Contact”

The strongest component of the work to date is the networking opportunity; ninety four percent of responders stated this to be the most valuable aspect of Engage. Enabling the different organisations to come together regularly and to share information and services is vitally important in order that both service users and businesses get the best treatment. 

This approach is ideal for new agencies coming to the City; they are quickly directed to Engage which ensures all relevant parties are made aware of all services available. There is no doubt that this part of the project needs to be continued in its current style with regular members’ monthly meetings.
This also facilitates the maintenance of employer engagement standards with the Project setting as well as checking the standard of service offered.
Stage 1 sees the project being converted into a private consultancy service or community interest company, www.engagesolutions.org.uk.
Consultancy

It is clear from research that our employer engagement service does not exist elsewhere in the country and that there is the potential for the project to sell consultancy, in the first instance to both East and West Sussex Councils as pilots, and then across the UK and Europe.
West Sussex has taken up this offer and has procured 6 months of consultancy to investigate the potential to set up a similar service in that County. 
Using the Constructing Futures model the Project offers focused employer engagement on specific priority sectors such as sport and hospitality; the Engage Project Manager designed the employer engagement aspect of this in her previous role. The model involves up-front business engagement to establish sector needs and gain commitment from businesses before creating a training package to meet those needs. The model is frequently held up as an example of best-practice both locally and across the country.
Between July and December 2007 Engage will report on the viability of an employment/training programme for the hospitality industry, Hospitality Futures.
Stage 2 - Beyond 2007

Engage intends to:

· Continue facilitating the Engage  Networking Forum and e-forum for EE support but as a fee-paying membership service.
· Continue to offer consultancy services.
· Source continuation funding to increase its capacity through the employment of additional staff. 
Once funding has been achieved the Project will look to deliver the following services;

Placement Service

Engage will develop to offer a paid-for-placements service; although this has come about inadvertently it has been a very positive derivative. Based on the Project Manager’s previous 11 years experience this is a service the project could provide going forward with minimal risk. 
We are currently conducting a couple of ‘single-referral-to-business’ trials. This will result in a more professional approach, dramatically improving the chances of successful engagement whilst giving businesses access to a wider potential employee base. The trial is the first step towards single-account-management for large local businesses.
The Project Manger has been trained in the ENTO Unit D qualification, NVQ in Health & Safety in the Workplace and therefore will be able to offer a fee-earning health & safety checking service to Engage   member organisations from July 2007. 
The Project is also interested in offering a Placement Evaluation Service to local businesses signing up for work placements. The service would aim to sustain employer placements by:

· Checking with the employer to ascertain if they received a satisfactory response from their placement advertisement; if not, to find out why and provide support in filling the placement through Engage.
· Check that the service they received from the placement provider was acceptable; if not, to investigate any issues and seek to work with the placement-provider to improve their service.
· Discover any issues arising from the practicalities of the placement that could be solved through referral to a local support service, eg an issue surrounding disabled access would be referred to Disability Equals Business, or if the business is interested in other corporate social responsibility options, a referral would be made to The Business Community Partnership.
· Collect testimonials from positive placement experiences for use in marketing promotions.
Good Practice in Employer Engagement

Continuation funding will allow fine-tuning of the employer engagement project model, building on the Good Practice Guide. The Project will also be able to spend time researching and capturing other examples of employer engagement across the UK and Europe.
Available Resources
Engage is currently based at New England House, New England Street, Brighton, BN1 4GH until December 2007. 
There is only one paid for member of staff, a Project Manager and one part time voluntary project officer. There are two desktop computers and one printer. From July until December 2007 Engage will continue to be managed by the Project Manager with the part time volunteer project officer providing administrative support.
Currently all Engage information appears on the Equal Brighton and Hove website, www.equalbrightonandhove.org/engage which will cease to function post-December 2007.  

Required Resources
From January 2008 Claire Mitchell will be contracted to continue to co-ordinate and manage Engage, continuing to offer existing services as well as expanding its operation and services. These will include the Placement Evaluation Service, the Health & Safety Checking Service, Sector Specialist EE Research. 

As from July 2007 she will sell her expertise as a consultant across the County on a private basis.
In order for this expansion to take place and services offered and maintained at current quality levels, staff numbers will need to rise to four with the following roles: 
Project Director – Claire Mitchell
· Overall responsibility for Engage
· New Business Generation for Placements

· Funding Generation

· Policy and Procedure Management

· Promotions and Marketing

· Media Relationships

· Health & Safety Checking Service

Employer Engagement Worker 

· Responsible for Placement Generation

· Account Management

· Placement Evaluation Service

· Account Management

Administration Assistant 

· General Administration Duties – filing, telephone service, diary coordination etc

· Data Input - general information and basic finance
Finance Officer / Accountant

· Initial set up of Accounts System

· Sales, Purchase and Nominal Ledgers

· Payroll

· Monthly Financial Management

The budgeted cost to run the project as a social community interest company (CIC) is £160,411.40 per annum (see appendix 4) 
NB. Revenue generated in the first year will be reserved for sustainability in Year 2. The aim is to be fully self-sustainable within 3 years.
Marketing Strategy

Engage is currently marketed formally through initiatives such as The Argus monthly placement table, relevant business news letters and business events attended by the Project Manager, and informally by word-of-mouth. 
To date the Engage has received press coverage through:

· CIPD – Sussex Branch Newsletter

· Business Edge

· The Metro

· The Argus

· Business First Magazine

· Hub 100

· Equal Brighton & Hove Newsletter

· Institute of Directors Newsletter

· Sussex Innovation Centre Newsletter

Commitment has recently been received for further coverage in The Federation of Small Businesses Newsletter.
The Engage Recruitment Breakfast last November hosted by The Mayor of Brighton & Hove, was attended by one hundred and fifteen local businesses and organisations. The event itself and the three-month pre-event campaign did a lot to raise local awareness of Engage.
At the end of what was effectively phase one of the project, June 2007, all the key information gathered from the various EE workshops was collated and published in a Good Practice Guide for use by both current Engage members and future organisations working in EE.
All Engage information currently appears on the Equal Brighton and Hove website, www.equalbrightonandhove.org/engage which will cease to function post-December 2007.  After January 2007, the project aims to have its own website, transferring all current information thereto. 
Engage has created its own official brand for use on marketing material and advertisements. East Communications was used for both this work and PR, having followed the Best Value Procedure to identify the most competitive price; another example of Engage supporting another local social enterprise. Going forward, Engage will continue to follow the Best Value Procedure to ensure that a clear, transparent process is being used.
Conclusion

Closure at the end of the current funding period leaves a very obvious gap in the local economic infrastructure. Employer Engagement (EE) is both a National and Local Government priority, which is growing in importance as the most effective route to taking people from benefits into work.
Locally and countrywide there is no other organisation or group similar to Engage which could take an independent lead in this activity. According to the British Association of Supported Employment, BASE, there is only one other similar service in the Country, Surrey Supported Employment. This service is specific to Surrey and the Project is in the process of establishing links to ensure a sharing of best-practice.
Engage has achieved a great deal in the first stage of operation; apart from being instrumental in sourcing/circulating 195+ placement opportunities, it has succeeded in achieving its main objective of getting supported employment agencies to work in partnership. However, these partnerships are in the embryonic stage and still need to be independently guided to maturity. In the event Engage ceases to exist post December 2007, organisations can be expected to return to work in isolation, re-creating unconstructive competition. This will undo all the positive changes that the project has brought about.
The ending of Engage would also lead to businesses being targeted again by multi-agencies with no central co-ordination. Businesses have vocalised negative responses to this approach as it is both off-putting and confusing. In a city where there are 9,600 people wanting to get back into work and where only 8,500 businesses exist, this simply cannot be allowed to happen.
Without Engage there would be no centralised system of EE processes to set standards and ensure a high level of service. Standards are needed to improve the success of business engagement and to ensure protection for both the service user and the business. 
Engage is now well established and is regarded as a successful project; this is clearly reflected in the independent Project Evaluation. It provides a much needed ‘single-point-of-contact’ for EE in the City across all sectors. Having all the supported employment agencies working in collaboration through an independent body enables more successful results in EE and opportunities for removing common related barriers such as the Employer Liability Insurance issue.

Engage is providing a unique and invaluable service to the City, one that could be rolled out to other areas. This project needs to be supported in order to continue. If not, it will not only be a waste of expertise and resources but will put in great jeopardy the future success of EE in the City.
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