
Now more that ever before the pressure to successfully engage with employers is on! Every contract is heavily weighted towards job outcomes; providers simply don’t get paid if they don’t get the results. Recession or no recession, the Government still wants and needs results.

Yet paradoxically the resources needed to create effective employer engagement still aren’t being invested into it, culminating in the horrifically poor results demonstrated by the Pathways contract with only 11% of starters getting employment
Will Flexible New Deal Providers be any better at delivering employer engagement results?  This contract has placed even greater emphasis on the need for sustainable jobs.  The division of resources to tackle service provision rests in the hands of the individual providers and to date they have not chosen to direct enough towards employer engagement. This I believe to be the main reason for the poor results and I pray they see a radical approach is definitely needed to turn things around. 

The starting point is the need to recruit the right staff to carry out the employer engagement role. The skills required to deliver this work are very specialist and need to be recognised as being so and rewarded accordingly. The work is very sales orientated; just with an altruistic twist because getting this part of the programme right is vital in turning someone’s life around for the better.

If the contract emphasises job outcomes then financial resources need to be directed towards paying staff employed for this role a decent salary to attract the right calibre of skills. I would recommend this being around the rate local recruitment agencies pay their staff, obviously taking into account financial bonuses aren’t an option and therefore a healthy base rate is needed.
As the need is for sales type professionals there does need to be targets and rewards in order to motivate people, especially in a recession where knock backs can be frequent. For targeting I recommend fifteen to twenty effective phone calls being made a day, or three meetings, and workers should be out of the office 70% of the time paroling the streets for vacancies and meeting employers. I do advocate having them work in the office and not at home as they need the busy atmosphere to keep motivated and to be able to share employer intelligence with the team getting the customers work ready.

For rewarding I recommend organisations giving extra holiday days, internal awards or asking successful staff to train others. Interestingly when I mention this during the training session I deliver it occasionally meets with contention. Providers tell me they don’t have permission to grant extra holiday days and if they did it would cause all kinds of problems with staff doing other roles. This completely fazes me because this kind of reward structure is a pre-requisite for a successful sales team and businesses with sales teams in place don’t struggle with these kinds of issues. Successful employer engagement is a sales process.

Workers need to work flexibly to match the times employers are free to discuss the service and to attend employer events. The normal hours of nine to five will not suffice and people who can’t be this flexible aren’t suitable for the role unless the team can compensate.

Employer engagement is not a role that can be tacked onto an existing role; it requires a very definite range of abilities. All too frequently I hear from people that I am training that it’s ended up as their responsibility but this wasn’t what they were recruited for initially and they prefer the customer side.  To do this work well you have to have a passion for it, business acumen and a respect for the pressures employers face.

Resourcing your employer engagement workers is extremely important if they are to operate efficiently in the business world. They need resources such as mobile phones, business cards and email addresses. Mobile phones are especially crucial for lone working but also important as a way for employers to get hold of them with ease. I can’t harp on enough about business cards, they need to be professional to compete with the private sector and have information on both sides. I know from personal experience that they are not expensive, organisations complaining staff move onto quickly need to pay attention to the above and their recruitment methods to attract staff who will stick around for the duration. 
IT literacy is a must as they will need a database to keep track of their employer relationships, not having a database is a sin and one that’s not being kept up to date is a disciplinary matter.

Once the right staff are in place, it’s time to look at the marketing going to be used to promote the service and back up the process. This needs to very clearly state the business case and come from the ‘we can help you’ position rather than ‘we need you’ one. All marketing materials need to be concise and contain facts and figures around both economic and labour market intelligence. Nothing has more impact on business than the bottom line; therefore by stating how much your service saves employers and the economy you will definitely get the right attention.  Do not use national marketing campaigns; they turn off local businesses as they often have no bearing to them!

Attention then needs to be given to the local employer base.  Time needs to be spent researching sectors of the economy that are either managing to remain afloat or even thriving and making staff members sector specific account managers so they can develop a healthy working knowledge of the mechanics of that particular Industry. The information given needs to be very localised, national information is only useful for putting things into context.
The public sector is a good place to start, given that in most areas it is the largest employer! Yes it’s true they are also trying to down size to become more effective but there is a national acknowledgement that the public sector offers a more stable and supportive environment than Britain’s largely SME (small medium enterprise) dominated economy. There is also a duty of care that does not exist in the private sector.

The main problem however with the public sector is its laborious application process, which acts as a hindrance to local marginalised people and tends to keep them away. Somewhere along the line equal opportunities was taken up with little understanding of it’s real meaning and few jobs in the public sector have fit for purpose application processes; much work needs to be done here!
Other sectors include security, care, tourism and call centres, all of which are flourishing in our service sector economy and need due care and attention to improve the service they are currently providing to match their growing importance for our GDP.  They are also sectors with that wonderful nuance that makes them ripe for this kind of service: high turn over/churn rates and shocking customer service levels. This costs them money they could be spending on training, and profits in terms of tackling lousy customer care.

The important things to remember are that employer engagement is a professional service which will assist British employers to fill their skills gaps and encourage wealth in the local economy. There is a strong business case for it and providers need to gear up with the right staff to get that message across.
I wanted to write this article because I'm concerned about the current state of welfare to work, and feel with my 13 years of experience in employer engagement I have valuable points to contribute to the Agenda. If providers don’t change the way they deliver this element of the programmes I can’t see the necessary results
being achieved. The benefit system is not sustainable in its current format; Britain now has fourth generation benefit recipients, who are contributing to further degradation of social structures and values from a lack of self-worth and societal value. On top of this all research points to the fact that people NEED to be in work for a multitude of personal and social reasons other than to not be a drain on the State.


