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FOREWORD

I am delighted to have been asked by the IEP 
to open this research report into Collaboration 
within the Employability sector and I am 
particularly honoured to be spreading the 
word on collaboration for an Institute that 
provides such valuable support for those 
employability professionals the country 
so badly needs right now. 

As Chairman of the Institute for Collaborative Working, 
(ICW) I have seen many changes over the years but none so 
dramatic as those changes we have encountered in the last 
year and though these are unprecedented times, and in many 
circumstances deeply tragic, we have had to quickly adapt to 
new ways of working. 

Despite this huge upheaval to everyone’s lives, innovation has 
emerged, and we have seen some remarkable collaborations 
coming to the fore. Great examples of collaborative working 
can be seen everywhere in our local communities as people 
pull together, setting aside any differences, in a shared effort 
to support each other in times of need; ensuring our sick 
and vulnerable get regular food and medical supplies is one 
example. These, often unexpected, leaders set a great example 
to the rest of us, and I am sure you can all think of both local 
and national heroes. Sir Tom Moore springs immediately to 
mind.

Whilst everyone can play their part it often falls upon Leaders 
to step up and lead the way and at the ICW we have some 
great examples of leadership in collaborative working that 
we would be happy to share with you. But what exactly do we 
mean by collaborative Leadership? We see it as the activity of 
bringing together people, businesses and organisations, across 
boundaries to focus on progressing mutually beneficial projects. 
In these difficult times Leaders need to lead from the front and 
be open and willing to remove any obstacles that keep people 
in their respective teams or silos, ever aware of the common 
challenges that they could overcome together. In terms of 
business, competition can sometime be seen as a negative 
factor that gets in the way of true collaboration. However, good 
collaborative working comes from the top and this requires 
leaders to set aside their suspicion and concentrate on the 
benefits that can be found from true collaborative working. To 
coin a phrase from the renowned architect, Frank Gehry “The 
whole can be greater than the sum of its parts, that we all 
have something to put in the pie to make it better, and that the 

collaborative interaction works. Leaders need to invest in people 
and be their biggest enabler to create innovative collaborative 
solutions”. 

Leaders must also accept that whilst they set the standards 
and even forge innovative paths, they cannot control everything, 
and neither should they seek to try. Collaborative leaders seek 
to share some of the control whilst facilitating an environment 
in which others can take the initiative in a collaborative working 
environment. What good collaborative leaders commonly 
share is an ability to create the right environment, culture, 
standards and of course processes thus enabling their people 
to collaborate at every level of the organisation in pursuit of 
success.

At a time when we are all expected to work remotely for our 
own and others safety, this has presented an unexpected 
opportunity to look at new and different ways for everyone to 
collaborate to overcome new challenges. Whether through 
taking all learning experiences online or including the digital 
whizzes on your virtual sessions to ensure a professional 
experience for all. I, and no doubt many of you, have been 
working remotely for some time which has given me time to 
reflect and to seek out friends or colleagues not seen for a 
while. It has been an opportunity to build on past business 
relationships but moreover to forge new ones through these 
difficult times. Even if only through Zoom calls or conferencing, 
it shows us where there might be new opportunities for future 
working, especially as geography or even country location is 
not a prohibiting factor anymore. The world quite literally is 
our oyster in terms of opportunities to collaborate and often 
the most innovative and successful collaborations are with 
individuals or companies outside of our immediate experience. 
On behalf of the ICW, may I take this opportunity to wish you 
every success in developing collaborative working within the 
Employability industry and to extend a hand of friendship and 
support in true collaboration. 

by Lord David Evans of Watford

Chairman of the Institute
for Collaborative Working 
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INTRODUCTION

At the heart of the IEP’s mission are the 
values of collaboration and support. We build 
relationships and share best practice because 
we believe that this is the best way that we can 
achieve our objective of supporting the people 
who support others to gain work, progress  
in work and retain work.

So, I am delighted that we are launching this important 
research report about collaboration for employability 
professionals. 

The very process of bringing this report to life was collaboration 
in action and I am enormously impressed by the willingness and 
enthusiasm of people in our sector to share their thinking on 
something that will have value for all.

Beyond that, the report authors have also looked outside our 
sector and drawn relevant insights from other sectors – again 
demonstrating the Institute’s core principles of learning and 
sharing best practice. 

IEP is proud of the way it develops and delivers its support 
collaboratively with partners and members. In the past year, we 
introduced our IEP Accredited Learning at Level 2, 3 and 4, we 
have run a series of very successful webinars and delivered our 
first Digital Technology Conference, our first fully online event. 
None of which could have happened without the creativity and 
involvement of organisations and individuals from across the 
sector.

The report sets out a number of recommendations and the IEP 
looks forward to exploring ways to support the sector in this 
important regard. And, of course, we will draw on the amazing 
skills of leaders and practitioners to drive this important agenda 
forward. 

But the learning in this report is not for the IEP alone. 
Every leader, every practitioner, every organisation can find 
something in here that can enhance the way they work and help 
change even more lives for the better.

by Pat Russell MIEP

Chair of the Institute of 
Employability Professionals

Teresa Scott, OBE, FIEP, MBA, FRSA, FCIPD
Founder of Kennedy Scott
 
Teresa led the award-winning provider supporting people to achieve their potential and progress 
in their careers and lives for 30 years and now specialises in Leadership, Performance & 
Programme delivery. 

She currently sits on a number of Boards including the IEP and was awarded a Network SHE 
Businesswoman of the Year and an ERSA Lifetime Achievement Award in 2016. In 2018 Teresa 
was recognised for her lifelong commitment to the industry and awarded an OBE for Employability 
and Entrepreneurship. 

Jo Ingold FIEP, BSc, MA, PhD, FRSA, AMCIPD, FHEA 
Associate Professor of Human Resource Management

Jo is Associate Professor of Human Resource Management Deakin Business School. Her 
research and knowledge mobilisation activities predominantly focus on the employability and skills 
sector and on workplace inclusion. 

She has been published in top-ranked international journals on topics relating to employability 
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Working for their generosity.
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OBJECTIVE

Back then there was a very real fear of the impact of Brexit 
upon the hospitality industry and the medical profession, 
given the expectation that European staff may no longer be 
expected to easily fill jobs.

In January 2020 that was about to change with a pending 
year of upheaval, industry slow-down and rapidly rising 
unemployment, all caused by a pandemic of such intensity that 
no-one could have predicted the devastation that lay ahead. 
This has turned the world upside down and the employability 
sector into a leading source of support for governments, given 
the monumental task ahead, not just in the UK but across the 
world. 

The mounting problem of escalating unemployment is a 
very real crisis facing our industry now and it requires good 
collaborative working to maximise job opportunities and provide 
comprehensive support for unemployed or newly redundant 
customers. A Prime contractor, however huge their turnover 
and keen they may be to take on these escalating numbers, 
cannot possibly achieve success alone and now more than 
ever our industry needs a collaborative approach to nurture 
innovation. 

Over the coming months it will require widely shared 
responsibility in order to tackle the unprecedented challenges. 
We also need to see programme design, which critically 
includes within it a representation from industry and specifically 
those industries which are still growing. There are many 
that are booming as a result of the dramatic changes to our 
working practices and lifestyle impacted by the pandemic. 

I am delighted to have been invited to contribute to this report, 
working in close collaboration with Associate Professor Jo 
Ingold, Deakin University, Australia and I very much welcome the 
results of this survey on collaboration across the employability 
industry, conducted by the Institute for Employability 
Professionals. 

I would like to wholeheartedly thank all the IEP members who 
responded with such in-depth and comprehensive responses 
which have informed this report. At a time when Governments 
and Industry need to work more closely together the 
observations and feedback from this survey and subsequent 
report are much needed, and I hope it will pave a path to a 
more collaborative and innovative employability sector in the 
coming years. 

This report presents findings from a survey of IEP members 
undertaken in late summer 2020. The purpose of this 
document is to provide a snapshot about employability 
professionals’ perceptions of collaboration and to stimulate 
discussion about whether and how collaboration can be 
fostered across the sector. 

This report aims to encourage a discussion around the 
challenges and benefits of embracing collaboration and better 
collaborative working within the field of employability. To this 
end further research and wider discussions took place with 
organisations, business and industries outside of the immediate 
employability sector. The result is an insight into good practice 
along with practical case studies to provide further direction 
and guidance. 

Teresa Scott OBE FIEP
 

‘Social problems are so complex, and so vast, that they cannot 
be addressed by any organisation alone’1. During the five years 
prior to Covid19, the UK experienced a stable economy with the 
highest employment rates for decades, with increasing demand 
across the board for people to continue to fill vacancies despite 
the unknown of Brexit. 

1 Bull, D., Lumley, T., Sabri, F. and Bowler, R. (2015) Tech for Common Good: The case for a collective approach to digital transformation in the social sector, 
 London: New Philanthropy Capital: https://www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/tech-for-common-good/
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METHODS IEP MEMBERS’ 
EXPERIENCES OF 
COLLABORATION 

The Survey Monkey survey was distributed to IEP members 
and promoted across the IEP’s social media channels and 
networks. Survey questions included a combination of closed 
and open-ended questions. 

Survey responses were from a variety of Prime, sub-contractor 
and specialist organisations, as well as from a range of 
other organisations, including local authorities and housing 
associations. The majority of organisations that responded 
were involved in the direct delivery of services, rather than 
managing agents. 

In addition to the surveys, interviews were undertaken with 
leaders in collaborative working across various sectors, in 
order to provide broader insights.

This was followed by collaboration with providers within their 
own supply chains, training providers, local authorities and 
other organisations . Finally, respondents also collaborated 
with providers outside of their own supply chains and their 
direct competitors.

In terms of collaborating with other organisations to service 
customers (jobseekers), the most popular collaborators were 
organisations providing local specialist support, followed by local 
authorities, providers within supply chains, non-competitors, 
training providers, Jobcentre Plus and then providers outside 
supply chains. 

In relation to collaboration with other organisations in terms 
of servicing employers, providers within supply chains were 
the most popular common collaborators, followed by providers 
outside supply chains and then organisations providing local 
specialist support.

The purpose of the survey 
was to obtain an indication of 
IEP members’ perceptions, 
views and experiences 
around collaboration and 
collaborative working.

As Figure 1 shows, in their 
delivery at a local level, 
respondents collaborated with 
local specialist organisations2, 
organisations with whom 
they did not directly compete 
to deliver services, and 
Jobcentre Plus. 

2  Schools and colleges, housing associations, Local Enterprise Partnerships, Combined Authorities, local authorities, third sector organisations, grassroots community 
groups, mental health support and NHS and social services

WHAT DOES COLLABORATION 
MEAN IN PRACTICE?

An important aspect of how collaboration was perceived 
amongst IEP members was to what extent they considered 
collaboration to be internal or external to the organisation. 
The idea behind the survey was to investigate practitioners’ 
view of collaboration with people beyond their organisation. 

However, it is important to note that employability practitioners’ 
internal collaboration was also considered important. This 
is a critical starting point for any initiatives to encourage 
collaboration amongst employability professionals.

Collaboration was considered to take place at different levels: 
at the organisational level and at the level of implementation 
in everyday practice. In terms of the former, collaboration 
may be enacted through organisational strategy and process, 
as well as through leadership behaviours. In respect of the 
latter, effective behaviours to support collaboration are key 
but these should be supported by leadership, culture, strategy 
and process. In essence, a holistic approach requires a whole 
organisation commitment to collaboration.

Members predominantly identified that collaboration was driven 
by a need to obtain the best service offer and subsequent 
outcome for the customer. Overwhelmingly, customers 
were considered to be the individual unemployed person, 
or candidate. Clearly, this is an important aspect of the 
work of employability professionals. However, employability 
professionals and organisations have three ‘customers’: 
commissioners, candidates and employers. As identified by one 
respondent, key to effective collaboration was ‘working with 
all other available provision to improve your service offer.’ This 
could constitute a potential working definition of collaboration 
amongst employability professionals. 

Regardless of who was considered to be the customer, key 
learning points emerged in relation to collaboration. Firstly, 
that the people involved were equal partners. The importance 
of partnership and co-creation were specifically mentioned. 
Secondly, there was the theme of ‘common purpose’, ‘shared 
goals’ and ‘win/win relationships’. The third theme related 
to behaviours. Examples mentioned were: listening and being 
listened to; open communication, honest dialogue; sharing 
information, knowledge, experience, what works evidence and 
best practice and learning; as well as meeting regularly.

THE BENEFITS OF COLLABORATING

Respondents set out the many benefits of collaborating. 
Critically, they recognised that it means ‘We all get a share of 
the pie’ and is about ‘sharing the spoils and providing the best 
possible outcomes for participants’. It was felt that competitors 
can become collaborators and that it is not necessary to be 
a competitor if everyone’s aim is to help the customers. This 
focuses service delivery on quality of outcomes, rather than 
process.

The benefits of collaboration noted by respondents included 
the ability to leverage synergies between organisations, as well 
as to capitalise on another organisation’s specific expertise in 
order to better support customers. Importantly, this helps to 
avoid duplication of support. In terms of employer engagement 
in particular, this could reduce the number of different 
organisations approaching employers3. Collaboration also 
allows organisations to access funding, training and support to 
which they may not have access. It can also help organisations 
to innovate by learning from others.

A further benefit of collaboration was to overcome the ‘boom 
and bust’ inherent in current contracting processes and the 
workforce impacts arising from this, including job insecurity, 
high turnover and limited progression pathways. Collaboration 
could lead to organisational benefits such as improved flexibility, 
more engaged employees, more productive meetings. It also 
has benefits for recruitment and retention. Collaboration 
was considered to take place at both regional, national and 
local levels. However, it was noted that it could be difficult to 
collaborate until post-contract stages of commissioning.

IEP members were asked an open question about what 
collaboration meant to them in practice. 

3  Ingold, J. (2020) Employers’ perspectives on benefit conditionality in the UK and Denmark, Social Policy & Administration 54(2): 236-249 
 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/spol.12552

Figure 1: Collaboration with customers and employers
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WHAT HELPS COLLABORATION
IN LOCAL DELIVERY?

At the organisational level, it requires buy-in at all levels and 
effective leadership and support from managers, in terms of 
workload, training and capacity for collaborative activities. 
It also requires agreement on key issues such as data 
protection, for example through GDPR-compliant information 
sharing protocols for both candidates and employers.

At the individual practitioner level, it requires good working 
knowledge of provision and a good network. In relation to 
laying the groundwork for effective collaborative practices, 
an understanding of competing or conflicting organisational 
goals is needed, for example overcoming the desire to ‘hang 
onto clients’ or to ‘claim employers’. Clear communication is 
needed, as well as agreement of shared objectives. Recognising 
each other’s specialisms is important, as is a commitment to 
sharing of both resources and good practice. ‘Putting egos 
aside’ was considered to be critical, in order to build trust and 
transparency. The term ‘honest broker’ was used to describe 
good collaborators, requiring treatment of collaborators as 
‘colleagues’, as if they were in the same organisation. It was 
noted that technology could be used to facilitate collaboration. 
An example of this can be seen in Merlin assessment feedback 
whereby multiple subcontractors cited ‘being included at every 
stage of the planning and delivery process’ as good practice 
from their Prime in encouraging better collaborative working. 

WHAT HINDERS COLLABORATION?

IEP members identified barriers to collaboration at different 
levels: at the level of leadership within organisations; between 
staff within and between organisations; and at the level of 
commissioning. Barriers to collaboration identified across the 
sample were neatly summarised as ‘politics and people’. 

At the organisational level, commercial considerations could 
be a barrier to collaboration. Additionally, staff turnover is a 
barrier, speaking to wider issues for the sustainability of the 
employability workforce, particularly in relation to staff retention. 
At the individual and organisational levels, fear of change and 
‘the unknown’ were identified as factors. 

This could be exacerbated by a lack of support within 
organisations for collaboration, emphasising the importance of 
leadership and culture. 

Lack of communication, or poor communications, were 
identified as barriers to collaboration. This can relate to 
communication both within organisations (intra-organisational) 
as well as between organisations (inter-organisational), 
reflective of the role of employability practitioners as 
collaborative ‘boundary spanners’4. At the inter-organisational 
level5, a critical issue was one-sidedness of relationships and a 
lack of reciprocity. This points to the importance of establishing 
shared principles and ground rules for collaboration. Otherwise, 
this can lead to what respondents referred to as ‘unproductive 
behaviours’, for example hoarding of vacancies rather than 
sharing them. Further barriers to collaboration identified 
included incompatible priorities and mutually exclusive goals on 
the part of organisations.

At the level of commissioning, IEP members stated there 
are ‘too many players’. The issue of double funding rules was 
mentioned, particularly in relation to the Education and Skills 
Funding Agency (ESFA). A further compounding factor identified 
is that no single government department has oversight, 
resulting in policies that are ‘siloed’. 

One respondent stated that they had, on two separate 
occasions, the experience of working in close collaboration with 
a Prime provider to co-design a potential delivery model, only 
to be subsequently told that the Prime had decided not to use 
subcontractors in their delivery model moving forward. This 
results in a huge lack of trust within the provider network and 
particularly amongst potential sub-contractors. 

Historically, the industry has anecdotal evidence that some 
potential supply chain partners had been used as (what they 
termed then) ‘bid candy’. This means they were cited in a bid, at 
tendering stage, as a partner and then subsequently dropped 
once the contract was awarded and therefore not included in 
the actual supply chain delivery. 

In terms of what could aid collaboration at the local level 
of delivery, the drivers identified by respondents were both 
organisational and individual. 

4  Ingold, J. (2018) ‘Employer engagement in active labour market programmes: the role of boundary spanners’, Public Administration 96: 707-720: 
 http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/134455/3/Employer%20engagement%20in%20the%20UK%2010%20August%202018.pdf
5  Ingold, J., Sarkar, M., Valizade, D., Garcia, R., Scholz, F. (2017) Employer Engagement in Active labour Market Programmes in the UK and Denmark: Final Report, CERIC 

Policy Report No. 8, Leeds: Centre for Employment Relations Innovation and Change 
 https://business.leeds.ac.uk/downloads/download/91/ceric_-_employer_engagement_in_active_labour_market_programmes_in_the_uk_and_denmark_final_report

More recently commissioners have, to a greater extent, 
addressed this problem with new contracting measures 
but this does not yet extend to pre-tender collaboration or 
collaborative working within the design stage, prior to a 
subcontract being awarded. 

Importantly, it was noted that there is currently a failure of 
commissioners to incentivise partnership and collaboration. 
Through the design of the contracting processes, tendering and 
performance frameworks, commissioners were seen to ‘pitch 
us against each other in a race to the bottom’. Post-contract, 
this means that ‘the more sub-contracts, the less money and 
investment and the more competition’. 

This creates perverse incentives so that organisations who 
collaborate rather than compete, are not rewarded in the 
bidding process or during the contract term. Across the 
sector there is a need to devise equitable methods for valuing 
contributions made by different organisations involved in the 
client journey. This could overcome barriers to collaboration 
such as organisations ‘hanging onto clients’ or not sharing in 
order to claim a result.

Bidders who collaborate in the tendering process are rewarded 
when they win, however, they are not rewarded moving forward 
if they continue to collaborate except through increased 
performance, which brings in greater contract value. This 
is a strong disincentive not to collaborate and also smaller 
organisations are not rewarded for collaborative activities. 

This begs the question as to how the commissioning process 
can work to encourage maximum competitive tendering 
and collaborative delivery. This process of ‘co-opetition’ was 
recommended by Ingold et al in 2017 as being critical for 
employment service delivery particularly in relation to better 
servicing employers6. Good examples can be found in industries 
who are much further along the collaborative working path, 
particularly within Ministry of Defence contractors and 
Infrastructure projects, which are showcased later in this 
report. 

An additional barrier to collaboration identified was a lack of 
shared research into what works and why.

 

6  Ingold, J., Sarkar, M., Valizade, D., Garcia, R., Scholz, F. (2017) Employer Engagement in Active labour Market Programmes in the UK and Denmark: Final Report, CERIC 
Policy Report No. 8, Leeds: Centre for Employment Relations Innovation and Change 

 https://business.leeds.ac.uk/downloads/download/91/ceric_-_employer_engagement_in_active_labour_market_programmes_in_the_uk_and_denmark_final_report
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EXAMPLES OF COLLABORATIVE
PRACTICE 

The survey data underscores that experienced employability 
professionals agree that each customer has a unique set 
of needs, which necessitates a simultaneous approach to 
meeting their needs and overcoming all of their barriers in 
order to get them into work quickly and sustain them there. 

There are excellent local examples of collaboration, whereby 
local caseworkers, in an effort to provide the very best support 
for their customers into work, have sought to establish their 
own informal networks. One case study, cited in the survey 
responses, was a project to support care leavers:

The Bright Light programme delivered in partnership by 
Catch22 and The Children’s Society in collaboration with 
Hounslow, Enfield and Wandsworth care leaving teams. This 
programme is funded by the Clothworkers Foundation and 
looks to find out why care leavers find it harder to sustain in 
employment and apprenticeships.

Another good example was: 

Transforming Lives Community is a prime example of working in 
collaboration. We follow the Merlin standards when on-boarding 
partners to the network and ensure regular communication. 
We consistently encourage partnership working within the 
network, even where it may not benefit ourselves. We have 
over 100 organisations at a national level and over 60 in 
Lanarkshire.

The survey data and insights from other sectors strongly 
suggests that collaborative working is not an option but a 
necessity, in order to provide truly comprehensive and holistic 
employability support. When a customer is subsequently work-
ready it is a logical and natural progression to add the employer 
to the collaborative mix. 

Moreover, this is an imperative for customers with a disability 
or health challenge, where close liaison between the employer 
and provider gives the customer a much better chance of 
success and creates a working relationship based on mutual 
trust and honesty.

According to the Institute for Collaborative Working, both 
factors are pre-requisites for effective collaborative working7. 
Trust and commitment to mutual benefit is cited as a key factor 
in the ISO standards. 

In the current delivery of employability programmes 
organisations invariably need to liaise with one or many 
other local services, such as primary care trusts, clinical 
commissioning groups, social services, the probation service, 
substance or alcohol abuse support services, programmes 
supporting prison leavers, agencies supporting the homeless, 
the list goes on and the exact support network around a 
customer should be entirely dependent upon the customer and 
the needs with which they present.

7  ICW (2017) Insight into ISO 44001 Meeting the challenges of the 21st Century - the next evolution in collaborative working, London: ICW: 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/resources/Documents/iso_44001/insight_into_iso44001_new_final.pdf
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This is collaborative working in its simplest form to ensure 
that vacancies are filled by the most appropriate candidates, 
whomsoever they may be referred by. More sophisticated 
models should cover collaborative programme design of a truly 
employer-led, tailored recruitment and selection programme 
and could include a range of agencies and some specialist 
support if the objective is to secure opportunities for those 
customers who are furthest from the labour market. 

Another interesting case study can be seen in the Vauxhall 
Motors employer/provider collaboration. The programme 
consisted of basing an employability support programme aimed 
at 18-24 year olds, within an employer’s factory premises 
with the obvious benefits of being on an employer’s site: 
Good liaison on potential job or apprenticeship opportunities; 
the HR department of Vauxhall motors provided HR staff to 
give briefings on what an employer looks for and they also 
conducted mock-interviews and provided further support. The 
premises set aside were up to date conference type facilities, 
with reception security and participants had the feeling they 
were going to work each day to learn about work. The contract 
lasted many years and provides a good example of the benefits 
of collaborating with an employer.

THE SKILLS AND BEHAVIOURS
REQUIRED FOR COLLABORATION 

6.

In the case of a managing agent 
model the vacancies would 

automatically be shared at the 
outset.

5.

All candidates would be 
assessed together and 

submitted as one group not 
identified as belonging to any 
other provider – (hiding the 

wiring).

3.
After an agreed period of 

exclusivity, (circa 2 weeks or 
dependent upon the urgency of 
the role) and in the absence of 

not being able to successfully fill 
the vacancy, the lead provider 

commits to escalating and sharing 
the vacancy across a wider pool - 

firstly to their own subcontractors 
then more widely to other 

competitors.

4.

The lead provider would 
seamlessly manage the entire 

process so that any other 
providers would be expected to 
refer their customers through 
the key provider, not direct to 

the employer.

2.

Client relationship management 
firmly stays with the key 
provider with whom the 

employer is engaged.

1.

The employer relationship 
stays with the lead provider 

who brokered the relationship, 
and all vacancies continue to 
filter through this on-going 

and established key provider 
relationship.

IEP members were asked to identify what they felt were 
the key skills and behaviours required for collaboration. 
They highlighted the following:

The key to collaboration is ‘don’t overpromise and under-deliver’.

NETWORKING
NEGOTIATION

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 
EFFECTIVE PLANNING

KNOWLEDGE OF PROVISION THAT EXISTS
TEAMWORK 

ABILITY TO BUILD TRUST

SKILLS REQUIRED FOR COLLABORATION

GOOD (AND 
DIPLOMATIC) 

COMMUNICATION 
SKILLS INCLUDING 

LISTENING AND 
UNDERSTANDING

NETWORKING NEGOTIATION

EFFECTIVE 
LEADERSHIP 

ABILITY TO BUILD 
TRUST

EFFECTIVE 
PLANNING

KNOWLEDGE OF 
PROVISION THAT 

EXISTS

TEAMWORK 

BEHAVIOURS REQUIRED FOR COLLABORATION

HONESTY

TRANSPARENCY

TENACITY 

INTEGRITY

OPENNESS EMPATHY

RESILIENCE
RESPECT 

CUSTOMER-
FOCUSED
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‘Maintaining an environment which builds trust and encourages a joint focus 
on mutual benefit. Directing through influence rather than power or position 
requires increased self-management to maintain control whilst creating 
trust, being adaptive and innovative, managing disruptive influences and 
maintaining honesty.’

David E Hawkins, ICW

Sharing vacancies, in an effort to submit the best candidates and better service employers is not a new concept and one that good 
providers have collaborated on in the past. Successful collaborative working in order to provide the best candidates for a job generally 
has the following characteristics:



EMPLOYABILITY – COLLABORATION
FOR A HOLISTIC SERVICE

COLLABORATION
FOR INNOVATION

Add children to the mix and there is child poverty to also 
address. The point of this is to highlight that organisations 
all share mutual customers, but they do not always share 
holistic solutions. 

The current system provides a disparate set of services 
which sees the customer often moved between services 
or departments, without any continuity of process or clear 
customer journey between all the agencies involved in 
supporting that one person. It’s no wonder that failure to attend 
rates are often high at all of these respective agencies because 
vulnerable, often disenfranchised customers cannot easily 
navigate the system presented to them. 

It is also presumptuous to assume that every customer has 
access to the internet, a pc or laptop or even the digital skills to 
access on-line services or support8. It is no surprise therefore, 
that a collaborative service delivery model which brings every 
aspect of support together, around the customer, (with a 
key caseworker working collaboratively to coordinate every 
dimension of that support), consistently achieves better long 
term and sustainable results than employability support offered 
in isolation9. 

However, progress is definitely being made with commissioners 
acknowledging this individualised and tailored approach in 
recent years, on both the commissioning of the Work & Health 
and Intensive Personalised Employment Support programmes. 
Nevertheless, more needs to be done, particularly around 
encouraging collaborative working with peripheral support 
services. 

A whole system approach to public services is not a new idea. 
As far back as 2011 this was one of the suggestions advocated 
in a report into collaborative working from the Institute for 
Government.

‘National services, like DWP, the UK Border Agency, even 
HMRC, could be authorised to act even more locally. They would 
need sufficient financial, legal and performance management 
freedoms and incentives to work with others. This may involve 
looking closely at the way benefits spend and criminal justice 
spend, in particular, are parcelled up and who is incentivised to 
invest it across organisations to save money for the whole, not 
the part’.10

The World Food Programme (WFP) organised a 
Humanitarian Hackathon in 2019 in collaboration with the 
Belgian government and Hack Belgium Labs. During the 
two-day event, tech startups and social enterprises built 
prototypes to address humanitarian challenges. The winning 
teams had the opportunity to be reviewed by the WFP’s 
Innovation Accelerator. Another interesting example of 
collaborative working from the third sector is The UNICEF 
innovation fund, launched in 2016, encourages innovation 
and collaboration with start-ups which aims to help UNICEF 
innovate with emerging technologies, by financing early-
stage, open-source technologies that can benefit children. 

An excellent case study of employer collaboration is provided by 
Morgan Sindall, recipient of the ICW Chairman’s award for their 
innovative Creating Careers in Cumbria (CCC) collaborative 
employability programme:

‘Established in 2014, CCC is funded by Morgan Sindall 
Infrastructure and supported by local and national 
organisations mainly through a voluntary collaborative working 
approach. To date, it has supported 126 candidates and we 
have just delivered the tenth cohort. I am pleased to say that 
over 70% of people who’ve completed the programme have 
gone on to find employment. The scheme is essentially an 
employability development programme involving team-building, 
training courses and a three-week work experience placement. 
The overall purpose of CCC is to provide long-term unemployed 
people from the Cumbrian area with a potential route back into 
employment. In addition, we benefit by introducing candidates 
to the variety of roles available within our business – helping 
to address the current skills gap in the region as well as 
our wider industry. We think the CCC scheme is a fantastic 
example of collaborative leadership, with partners selected for 
their presence and knowledge of the local area, as well as for 
their collective ambition to reduce unemployment and provide 
each candidate with the best possible opportunity to gain 
employment. Key to the partnerships is an open and honest 
relationship, with partners selected for their shared values and 
commitments to the local community. 

Also proving popular, and a good example of collaborative working, 
is All Together Cumbria, a social enterprise and recruitment 
brokerage supporting businesses in Cumbria to connect with 
local skilled people, which was founded by Morgan Sindall Group in 
2018 as a community interest company. 

A partnership of key recruitment specialists and labour providers, 
the All Together Cumbria team look to create a positive social 
change by providing opportunities for local people through 
effective and efficient management of current and future 
employment opportunities.’

Andy Crowder, Morgan Sindall Infrastructure, 
The Partner, ICW 

Whilst there has been some progress in terms of a more unified 
approach to employers as this quote from the IEP members 
survey highlights:

‘Amongst the Work and Health Primes coming together through 
the Provider Forum to discuss operational matters with the DWP 
and through the Prime Provider Partnership (3Ps) to discuss 
employer approaches regionally, nationally and in collaboration 
with the DWP. This has led to consistent work with national 
employers, more vacancies for each contract and a standard 
message to the employers. It has given the DWP confidence 
that Primes can work collaboratively for the best intention of 
supporting more claimants into sustainable employment.’ This is 
a promising start, but it is still divisive, and its success depends 
upon the prime provider sharing its vacancies with their wider 
supply chain partners and other local stakeholders. Working 
through a Prime provider model has been the historic way of 
working for employability commissioners for the last 15+ years 
but in many public sector outsourced contracts, collaboration 
is the key driver to successful contract delivery. In the defence 
industry for example, with organisations like Babcock and BAM 
Nuttall, or within large infrastructure projects as with Kier, 
Morgan Sindall or transport with Network rail. All these industries 
have embraced collaborative working to provide a better 
service and many have achieved the exacting standards of ISO 
44001 covering the critical Collaborative Business Relationship 
Management principles. 
 

Customers in the field of employability are often the customers 
of one or many other public services. During the five years 
of delivering a national contract for the DWP for customers 
farthest from the labour market SES customers were 
frequently customers of the justice system, the health service, 
the probation service, the benefits system amongst others. 

Looking at wider market sectors, one of the most innovative 
approaches to encourage collaborative working to solve a 
problem is illustrated by the following case studies from Nesta 
and Save the Children’s report Better Together: How startups 
and the third sector can collaborate.11 

8  Work and Pensions Select Committee Oral Evidence Session DWP’s Preparations for Changes in the World of Work: 
 https://committees.parliament.uk/event/2598/formal-meeting-oral-evidence-session/
9  Department for Work and Pensions Specialist Employability Statistics: 
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/specialist-employability-support-statistics-to-september-2020/specialist-employability-support-statistics-to-

september-2020
10 Miles, E. & Trott, W. (2011) Collaborative Working How publicly funded services can take a whole system approach, London: Institute for Government: 
 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/collaborative-working
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11 Reypens, C., Haley, C., Purchase, G. (2020) Better Together: How startups and the third sector can collaborate, London: Nesta 
 https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/better-together-how-startups-and-third-sector-can-collaborate/



COLLABORATIVE WORKING
AND COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP 

It is clear from the majority of IEP members’ survey responses 
that employability practitioners, and also to an extent, 
employment service organisations, are keen to collaborate to 
provide better services for their customers. 

However, it is also clear from wider research that the 
employability industry is still somewhat embryonic and ad hoc in 
its approach to collaborative working. Merely throwing a group 
of people or organisations together in an effort to improve 
overall contract performance is not enough to achieve that goal. 
True collaborative working needs to be considered at both the 
programme design and commissioning stage. Whilst the holistic 
approach to employability support for the customer is the most 
effective in achieving sustainable outcomes, the same is true of 
collaborative working. 

A holistic approach to collaborative working and collaboration is 
a comprehensive process and one that leaders of organisations 
must want to commit to. It is not something that governments 
can necessarily legislate for because it is something that an 
organisation needs to see the benefit of for themselves. 

‘Looking to the future, Leaders should embrace new ways of 
working with partners in the delivery of joint outcomes or goals 
to enable transformative collaborations to be forged now and in 
the future. This will allow organisations to build upon and move 
beyond bilateral partnerships and allow the fostering of greater 
inclusion, connectedness and strategic collaboration between 
and amongst the business, government and social sectors. 
Adoption of collaborative working, and its principles will ensure 
that critical drivers of innovation and growth for 2020 and 
beyond are in place.’

Louise McMahon, Business Integration Manager, Kier 

Those organisations with strong, established, firm foundations 
and highly effective collaborative working appear to have based 
this upon the critical behaviours needed to embed collaborative 
working within their departments, their overall business and 
their external partnerships. 

During the conversations with leaders in collaborative working 
undertaken as part of this study, it’s clear that it is critical to 
nurture the right behaviours in order to foster collaboration in 
every aspect of the business. Often this may require facilitating 
better internal communications within a company before they 
look externally to their partners or supply chain.

Many organisations outside of the industry talk a lot of the 
cultural shift needed to embrace collaboration and this remains 
the Holy Grail in the employability sector, not least perhaps 
because of the long legacy of stiff competition between major 
players. How can commissioners encourage collaboration in 
delivery, whilst maintaining a transparent and open competitive 
tendering process at bidding stage? Historically the outsourced 
employability market has been hugely competitive and this is 
carried through to the delivery stage, which remains highly 
competitive, further exacerbated by published performance 
league tables. 

Furthermore, departments and contract managers have 
used such results to pitch providers against one another in an 
effort to further increase performance, particularly on those 
contracts which are underperforming to target. This clearly 
emerged from the survey data and it is no surprise that in 
this context many providers remain hugely sceptical as to the 
benefits of collaborative working. 

All employability providers and practitioners, at all tiers of 
delivery, need to see the longer-term sustainable advantages 
from working collaboratively to grow the market, rather than in 
short-term wins. Research shows the carrot not the stick would 
be more effective here. 

‘Directing through influence rather than power or position requires increased 
self-management to maintain control whilst creating trust, being adaptive 
and innovative, managing disruptive influences and maintaining honesty. 
Collaborative leaders need to be self-motivated and drive innovation to focus on 
improvement in order to achieve organisational goals.’

David E Hawkins, ICW12

12 ICW (2020) The Partner, London: ICW 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf
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‘The balance between cost and value is getting recognition as 
strategic organisational relationships address the challenges of 
integration and de-integration in supply chains. The adoption of 
collaboration and consortia is increasing as a way of harnessing 
broader capabilities and addressing some of the challenges 
of more complex or competitive demands prompting the 
recognition for more systemic integration.’ 

David E Hawkins, ICW13

We must not underestimate the need for good collaborative 
leadership in this mix in driving new, more collaborative 
approaches: 

‘Cooperation does not happen by accident; it requires a level 
of behavioural expectation and it makes good sense to have 
this set by the leadership team who have responsibility for both 
setting and demonstrating what shared leadership is.’

Grant Steven, Babcock14 

It is incumbent on sector leaders during these challenging 
times to set the culture and expectations and encourage the 
right behaviours in which to nurture collaborative working and 
collaboration. The conversations with leaders in collaborative 
working revealed a general warning against the use of punitive 
measures to encourage collaborative working. Rather, more 
emphasis should be placed on good leadership to blaze 
a path to stronger more resilient organisations, working 
interdependently to create strength in the market. This quote 
from the ICW implies that there is more to be gained in looking 
beyond competition and punitive measures to create longer 
term sustainable value through collaborative working.

‘For tomorrow’s leadership the prevalence of global instability 
will be challenging strategically. Interdependence and 
organisational resilience will become key success factors, as 
will the need for leaders to rely less on the rule of law and more 
on the strength of strategic relationships to secure future 
development. Directing through influence rather than power or 
position requires increased self-management to
maintain control whilst creating trust, being adaptive and 
innovative; managing disruptive influences and maintaining 
honesty.’

David E Hawkins, ICW15 

Collaborative leadership is in itself a whole separate study, 
which is beyond the current remit of this report. A good starting 
point for those who would like to further explore this can be 
found in the ISO standards for collaborative working, led by the 
Institute for Collaborative Working (ICW). The 2020 edition16  
of their annual journal, The Partner, is dedicated to collaborative 
leadership and highlights some comprehensive and innovative 
case studies across a range of different industries. 
 

13 ICW (2020) The Partner, London: ICW 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf
14 ICW (2020) The Partner, London: ICW 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf
15 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf
16 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf

‘DISRUPTIVE
COLLABORATION’?

Collaborative Working17 also cites some unique 
collaborations including *Wikipedia and the Canadian 
partnership for children’s health and environment – who 
both used a networked model where the power is shared 
broadly and deeply across a community of interest, 
as opposed to being held by one or two key leaders or 
departments. 

The Institute for Collaborative Working has a special interest 
group for SMEs, showcasing an impressive case study of 12 
smaller organisations working within the defence industry, who 
share a joint responsibility for the delivery of Ministry of Defence 
(MoD) contracts18. Such a model is extremely innovative in 
comparison to employability commissioning, where one Prime/
Provider lead (usually a major player) has to accept the ultimate 
liability and risk for the delivery of a Prime contract. The smaller 
contractors working for the MoD were not a joint venture, nor 
were they a consortium but operated more like a co-operative 
where if one bleeds, they all step in to stem the flow for the 
overall health of the collaboration. 

Establishing a robust joint risk management programme as 
part of the operating process is a critical factor in being able to 
build sustainable and flexible operations. Evidence of a strong 
relationship is that the partners support each other’s risks 
where practical.19 

This collaborative service delivery model would provide an 
interesting alternative for employability commissioners, 
particularly given the huge demand for employability support 
services and industry expertise as we emerge from Covid19. 
It would provide a strength of collaboration, a wealth of 
experience, a considerable flexibility and a robust delivery option 
and one which should be explored further before tendering 
starts in earnest. 

This would also create an environment where the collaboration 
‘polices’ itself – sharing good practice and enhancing and 
improving quality and performance to benefit all contractors, 
commissioners and customers. Our profession could learn 
a lot from other government contractors in the Defence, 
Construction, Infrastructure and Rail space and competition 
does not necessarily prevent collaboration there. 

Moreover, collaboration and collaborative working can be seen 
to supersede competition, to create an entity that is beyond 
just the competition, gaining a strength and a personality 
in its own right to endure and sustain way beyond the end 
of the contract term. Collaborative working engenders a 
robust resilience which is truly beneficial to all concerned, 
including commissioners who enjoy continuous performance 
improvement and innovation. 

Certainly, the private sector has seen a vast increase in the 
number of collaborations between start-ups and larger firms 
– driven, in large part, by the realisation that innovation is 
key to firms’ continued survival; that the nature of innovation 
is changing; that firms do not have the necessary internal 
competences to take advantage of many new technologies; 
that the pace of change, especially in digital, risks leaving firms 
behind before they can develop such competencies; and that 
the ability to collaborate across size and culture may itself be a 
source of competitive advantage.20 
 

‘Organisations (small and large) are now moving towards disruptive 
collaboration to strengthen their internal capabilities, enable growth and give 
them an advantage in moving from competitor to collaborator. Leveraging new 
partnerships pushes advanced opportunity.’

Louise McMahon, Business Integration Manager, Kier

17 Miles, E. & Trott, W. (2011) Collaborative Working: How publicly funded services can take a whole system approach, London: Institute for Government: 
 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/collaborative-working
18 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/About-ICW/Special-Interest-Groups 
19  CW (2017) Insight into ISO 44001 Meeting the challenges of the 21st Century - the next evolution in collaborative working, London: ICW: 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/resources/Documents/iso_44001/insight_into_iso44001_new_final.pdf
20 Reypens, C., Haley, C., Purchase, G. (2020) Better Together: How startups and the third sector can collaborate, London: Nesta 
 https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/better-together-how-startups-and-third-sector-can-collaborate/
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CONCLUSIONS

Currently, commissioning frameworks disincentivise 
collaboration and also drive behaviours that act against 
it. A critical question arising from the survey data is how 
commissioning and subsequent contract value, structure 
and incentives maximise collaboration in delivery and 
collaborative working in order to meet the needs of 
jobseekers and employers.

Overwhelmingly, the topic of employer engagement and client 
relationship management arises at IEP discussion forums 
with the general consensus being that employers are key to 
effective service delivery and to gaining a sustainable outcome 
for the customer. However, employers’ perspectives are 
not necessarily included in modelling for new employability 
programmes or contracts. The very key to success is left 
out, with commissioners and to a lesser extent the provider 
community second guessing what they will need. This cannot 
continue, particularly in the imminent post-Covid19 context 
where there will be far fewer jobs available and far more 
customers competing for them. 

Employer-led initiatives provide excellent opportunities for 
collaboration. Collaboration with employers is critical to 
deliver the very best, seamless employability programme 
for participants and to give the customer the best chance 
of securing employment and to give the employer the most 
professionally prepared candidates. 

Effective employer engagement cannot take place in a world 
where a multitude of potential suppliers target employers 
in a variety of ways. Employers simply do not have the time, 
the will or the inclination to engage with multiple providers. 
If nothing is done to address this employers will make their 
own natural choice, which could easily see them working 
with a preferred few contractors, potentially geographically 
based, to the detriment of other providers if they are not all 
working collaboratively. This in turn could lead to disappointed 
employers, as one or two providers are unlikely to be able to 
provide sufficient, appropriately prepared customers to meet 
their vacancy pool.

Historically, a lack of collaboration and an innate protectionism 
around job opportunities has led to a disparate quality of 

service and a subsequent lack of trust from some employers 
in the ability of some employability providers to understand 
their needs or provide appropriate candidates. Subsequently, 
any new provider making an approach to a now disaffected 
employer (whose previous experience was negative)21 , is met 
with considerable suspicion and reticence to engage. This 
makes it all much harder for any provider, however good, to 
secure vacancies in the future. 

We should not be making it hard for employers to secure 
appropriate and well-prepared candidates. Employers with 
vacancies, especially those with multiple or repeat vacancies, 
are the key and should be treated like gold dust in this process. 
Given there will be fewer vacancies over the next year and an 
over-supply of candidates to fill them, the employer should be 
prized and given a seamless, professional service, with all the 
bureaucratic administration (wiring) hidden. The employer 
does not need anything other than well-prepared candidates so 
anything that can be done in terms of true collaborative working 
to provide the service consistently, to the same standard 
across the country should be more important than Prime 
providers or local subcontractors hanging on to vacancies that 
they simply cannot fill alone.

Given employers are the key to success they must be given 
a professional and supportive service, providing appropriate 
candidates from one coordinated source, to ensure repeat 
job opportunities are still fed through in future. Providers 
need to work collaboratively particularly if they do not have the 
right candidates, if they don’t have enough choice or selection 
in their own customer base. Then providers need to share 
vacancies with others who do - to provide the best candidate 
for the job. This ensures that the employer is kept happy and 
will return with further opportunities in the future, moreover it 
critically maintains credibility for the employability sector moving 
forward. 

However, as providers often use employer engagement and 
exclusive employer relationships to differentiate themselves 
in the competitive tendering process, this is a challenge for 
commissioners but one that must be addressed before another 
programme is launched without the wiring connected, let alone 
hidden.

Clear messages arise from the survey and the evidence 
gathering undertaken as part of the preparation of this report. 
Collaboration is about bringing together different players 
to provide a quality service however a common definition of 
collaboration needs to be established within the employability 
sector.

21 Ingold, J. and Stuart, M. (2014) Employer engagement in the Work Programme. CERIC Policy Report No. 5, Leeds: Centre for Employment Relations Innovation 
 and Change 
 https://business.leeds.ac.uk/downloads/download/183/employer_engagement_in_active_labour_market_programmes
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Successful collaborations have a common purpose, strong 
insistence on a whole systems approach, shared power, and 
used the service user’s perspective to stimulate change. 
Neglecting any of these four core themes makes the 
collaboration less successful.22 

Clearly defined roles and responsibilities, an understanding 
and appreciation of each others’ needs, coupled with a flexible 
approach to what works are key ingredients in any recipe for 
success in working collaboratively to achieve a shared goal.

Miles and Trott believe that UK efforts on collaboration in 
the last decade focused mostly on the theme of ‘insisting on 
collaboration’ (for example through legislation, pooled budgets, 
joint targets) but failed to attend in a systematic way to the 
other themes; and that where all four themes are given 
attention either accidentally or by design, the collaborations will 
be more successful.23 

This reflects the approach taken by some of the leaders in 
collaborative working consulted as part of this study, who 
talked at length about creating the right culture (openness, 
commitment to achieve a shared goal and behaviours (honesty, 
open communication, trustworthiness) for collaboration. 

It is important here to note the role of digital technology in 
employment services. This presents both challenges and 
opportunities for collaboration.

22 Miles, E. & Trott, W. (2011) Collaborative Working: How publicly funded services can take a whole system approach, London: Institute for Government: 
 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/collaborative-working
23 Miles, E. & Trott, W. (2011) Collaborative Working: How publicly funded services can take a whole system approach, London: Institute for Government: 
 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/collaborative-working

RECOMMENDATIONS – WHAT CAN THE
IEP DO TO FACILITATE COLLABORATION?

 SUGGESTIONS WERE:

• Develop a framework for collaboration and advice on existing 
frameworks

• Regional forums
• Training or short-term support for a local partnership 

network – to demonstrate collaborative practices
• Sharing of case studies and examples of present and past 

good practices
• Local collaborative employer networks
• Research about what constitutes good practice in 

collaboration, within the employability and skills sector, or 
elsewhere 

 In terms of training, IEP members identified the need 
to develop an understanding of the skills needed for 
collaborative practice. 

 SPECIFICALLY, THE FOLLOWING TRAINING MODULES 
WERE IDENTIFIED:

• Accredited modules on collaborative practice (up to Levels 
 6 and 7), with accreditation of prior learning and expertise
• Effective meetings with new colleagues/ice breaking
• Collaborative leadership skills
• Strategies for effective collaborative working
• Collaborative practice at the level of implementation 

(frontline)
• Resilience
• How to achieve results through collaborative working
• Information sharing e.g. data protection
• Understanding contractual requirements and how to build 

collaborative working into contracts

 A further dimension that was mentioned by respondents 
was the importance of increasing DWP commissioners’ 
understanding of how their current processes affect 
collaboration pre- and post-contract. 

 More broadly, IEP members emphasised that a critical 
dimension of collaboration is for the employability sector 
to press commissioners to prioritise collaboration but not 
to the detriment of truly effective, long term, sustainable 

collaborative working which, as previously highlighted, is 
far stronger and performs better than a short term win.
Clearly defined roles and responsibilities, an understanding 
and appreciation of each others’ needs, agreed behaviours, 
shared values, coupled with a flexible approach to what 
works, is the recipe for success in working collaboratively. 
David E Hawkins from the ICW warns against bandying about 
the term collaboration without any real understanding of its 
complexities or potential:

 ‘These days we hear the rhetoric of ‘collaboration’ all too 
frequently and perhaps we need to refine our thinking. 
Collaboration without context is just an aspiration. 
Collaborative working without setting expectations is wishful 
thinking. Collaborative behaviour without definition provides 
no measure of reality. Collaborative working without rules of 
engagement is chaos.’

 David E Hawkins, ICW24 

 Those seeking further structured guidance for collaborative 
working would do well to explore ISO 44000 The Principles 
for Collaborative Business Relationship Management 
https://www.iso.org/standard/72800.html : high level 
guidance to the implementation of ISO 44001 Collaborative 
Business Relationship Management systems https://www.
iso.org/standard/72798.html. The ICW Insights report into 
implementing the standard supports the benefit of having a 
holistic approach. ISO have published ISO 44000 to provide 
high level guidance to the implementation of ISO 44001 
identifying the key principles which thread through the 
management standard.

 
 The standard creates a robust framework for both the 

public and private sector to provide a neutral platform for 
establishing effective sustainable collaborative programmes 
for mutual benefit. Its core value is commonality of language 
and application between delivery partners leading to 
improved/better integration.25 

Respondents were asked what the IEP could do to help  
to encourage and support collaboration. The employability 
workforce is key to enacting collaboration in practice and 
this links to skills and capability, as well as challenges around 
recruitment, retention and progression pathways.

24 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/Resources/Documents/the_partner/the_partner_2020.pdf
25 ICW (2017) Insight into ISO 44001 Meeting the challenges of the 21st Century - the next evolution in collaborative working, London: ICW: 
 https://instituteforcollaborativeworking.com/resources/Documents/iso_44001/insight_into_iso44001_new_final.pdf

2524

https://www.iso.org/standard/72800.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/72798.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/72798.html


CUSTOMER

AREAS TO CONSIDER IN ESTABLISHING EFFECTIVE COLLABORATIVE BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS ACCORDING 
TO THE ICW GUIDE ON ISO 44000 COVER:

The whole raison d’etre of employability providers and 
supplementary support services is to develop a more integrated 
approach to holistic service delivery or employer engagement 
to benefit the customer. Shared objectives focus everyone in 

the same direction and integrated services help them on their 
journey towards delivering these goals. This process applies 
both internally within an organisation or externally between 
other complementary services.
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SUMMARY

It is important to note that ‘collaboration’ is not something 
that organisations can just do in a vacuum. Like any 
sophisticated marketing plan that sees brand value exhibited 
in every aspect of the business, so too is collaboration an 
all systems approach to solving a joint problem, task or 
challenge. 

Excellent examples can be seen in innovative programmes 
across other industries that all share a common purpose and 
shared goal with their collaborators. In the field of employability 
there are obvious and proven benefits from delivering a holistic 
localised collaborative approach to service delivery.

Governments should not, however, resort to punitive measures 
to encourage collaboration. In our data gathering, at no point 
did this reveal itself to be a positive marker for innovation or 
increased collaboration. Good collaboration comes from a 
desire to reinforce, add value and innovation to an organisation’s 
products or service delivery. A good example of this can be seen 
in the collaboration that has arisen in the last 9 months as the 
pharmaceutical industry and medical profession jointly seek 
to find an effective vaccine. Pfizer is a good example of a large 
industrial heavyweight collaborating with much smaller, nimble 
and innovative BioNTech Laboratories, or AstraZeneca working 
collaboratively with Oxford University. Their goal was clear and 
the time pressures so huge that collaborative working provided 
the obvious route to market.

Incentivising good collaborative working and providing the 
resources to effect that is a better approach than any punitive 
measures. Organisations in any field will work collaboratively if 
the prize is worth collaborating for, be it the first walk on Mars 
or the Covid19 vaccine. 

All the indications from other industries and the ISO standards 
imply that good collaborative working comes from a whole 
systems approach. If, therefore, commissioners in the field 
of employability want to achieve good collaborative working 
to benefit the customer they should devise a commissioning 
structure that supports and incentivises this and paves the way 
for innovation. 

Threats and punitive measures are an anathema to innovation 
and will not result in the shared responsibility that is so 
necessary to meet the growing challenge within the industry 
and to produce co-opetitive working amongst employability 
professionals.

This research and subsequent survey findings are designed 
to further stimulate discussion around the benefits of 
collaboration between organisations within the field of 
employability. Early collaborators will now be looking to develop 
their integrated systems in an effort to continuously improve 
service delivery for their customers. 

The obvious benefits of such an approach result in increased 
sustainable job opportunities for all customers. Moreover, 
research shows that the end result of powerful and effective 
collaboration is a greater combined strength than the individual 
companies previously enjoyed separately. 

A strength which often supersedes the original contract 
they were brought together to deliver, and which continues 
to innovate, grow and add longer-term sustainable value for 
governments and industry far into the future. 
 

Successful collaborations have a common purpose, strong 
insistence on a whole systems approach, shared power, and 
used the service user’s perspective to stimulate change. 
Neglecting any of these four core themes makes the 
collaboration less successful.26

26 Miles, E. & Trott, W. (2011) Collaborative Working: How publicly funded services can take a whole system approach, London: Institute for Government: 
 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/collaborative-working
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