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Employer engagement in active labour market programmes: the role of boundary spanners

Abstract

The involvement (or engagement) of employers is critical to the success and effectiveness of

active labour market programmes (ALMPs), yet little is known about how street-level

organizations (SLOs) delivering them interact with employers. This article draws on interviews

ǁŝƚŚ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ƐƚĂĨĨ ŝŶ “LOƐ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ UK͛Ɛ principal ALMP, the

͚WŽƌŬ PƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͛͘ Conceptualizing these staff as ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛ who operated both

within SLOs and at the physical boundaries between SLOs and employers, the study found

that their day-to-day work involved three key types of activities. The study found that their

day-to-day work involved three key types of activities. Firstly, initial business-to-business

͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ; secondly, a complex process of matching of clients to

ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ requirements through intra-organizational interactions; thirdly, the building and

maintenance of trusting inter-organisational relationships with employers. The strategies and

tensions revealed emphasise the under-explored, but critical, role of inter-personal dynamics,

both within and at the boundary of SLOs, in the aim of assisting people into employment.

Keywords: street-level organizations, active labour market programmes, employers, inter-

organizational relations, boundary spanner

Introduction
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Active labour market programmes (ALMPs) aim to move people without jobs into

employment. A wealth of literature in both social policy and public administration has

ĂŶĂůǇǌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĚĞƐŝŐŶ ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ALMPƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ Ă ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ͚ƐƚƌĞĞƚ-ůĞǀĞů͛ 

or frontline work (Lipsky, 2010; Brodkin, 2011). However, street-level research has, to date,

not focused on the active approaches of street-level organizations (SLOs) to employers, or the

role of ͚employer-directed͛ services (van Berkel, 2017: 15). It is only recently that a relatively

small number of scholars have begun to study the critical role ŽĨ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ in

the success of ALMPs (see Bredgaard, 2017; Bredgaard and Halkjær, 2016; McGurk, 2014;

Lambert and Henly, 2013; van Berkel and van der Aa, 2012; Ingold and Valizade, 2017; Ingold

and Stuart, 2015). The concept is itself ill-defined and has tended to be used interchangeably

ǁŝƚŚ ƚĞƌŵƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ 

government employment and skills initiatives (van Berkel et al, 2017: 505). van Berkel et al

(2017) ĚĞĨŝŶĞ ŝƚ ĂƐ ͞ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ŝŶ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĞƚĂů ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ 

of promoting the labour-market partŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͟ ;Ɖ͘ϱϬϱͿ͘ Ingold and Stuart

(2015) have argued that employer engagement has two ͚ĨĂĐĞƐ͛͗ employer involvement with

ALMPƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ͛ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ƚŽ ĞŶĂďůĞ ƚŚŝƐ, emphasising the

critical role of SLOs.

This article focuses ŽŶ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ĂƐ Ă ŶŽǀĞů area of frontline work that has not

yet been studied systematically. In the article, employer engagement staff in SLOs are

conceptualized ĂƐ ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛ ;WŝůůŝĂŵƐ͕ ϮϬϬϮͿ who operate both within their own

SLOs but also, critically, at the physical boundaries between their SLOs and employers. The

article draws on interviews with private and not-for-profit providers of the UK͛Ɛ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů 

ALMP͕ ƚŚĞ ͚WŽƌŬ PƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͛ (WP) (2011-2017). The WP provides a valuable case for
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exploration of this under-examined dimension of frontline work that can provide a basis for

further scholarship in this area. Following the introduction of the WP, the UK is one of the

countries that has gone the furthest (aside from Australia) in its marketization of employment

services (Caswell et al, 2017: 186; Greer et al, 2017). There are programme data (ONS, 2017)

concerning the number of WP clients who moved into employment via the programme.

However, there are no data regarding the actions, attitudes or behaviour of front-line staff

within WP SLOs (Sainsbury, 2017: 57), particularly in terms of the mechanisms whereby they

introduced clients to employers. This article illuminates the activities of these boundary

spanners.

The study found that the boundary-spanning work of employer engagement staff involved

three key types of strategies. Firstly, their initial approaches to employers largely involved

business-to-ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ďǇ Ă ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ŵĂƚĐŚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ 

ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ intra-organizational interactions with advisors and clients. Finally,

their work involved the building and maintenance of trusting inter-organizational

relationships with employers. The article argues that the strategies in which employer

engagement staff as ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛ ĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ͕ to a large extent, mimicked those of

private recruitment agencies. However, they were constrained by tensions between the

localized practice of employer engagement within highly centralised governance and

contracting arrangements, together with the twin, but conflicting, policy goals of swift labour

ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ŝŶƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ ;͚ǁŽƌŬ ĨŝƌƐƚ͛Ϳ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͛. The strategies and tensions

revealed emphasize the under-explored but critical role of inter-personal dynamics, both

within and at the boundary of SLOs, in the aim of assisting people into employment.
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The next section provides the theoretical background to the study, taking as its point of

departure the street-level bureaucracy literature, before focusing on the literature on inter-

organizational relations (IORs) and on the relevance of the concept of ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛ to

this area of frontline work. The methods for the study are then presented, followed by a

description of the governance context of the WP. The findings are structured into three

sections focused on the strategies undertaken by employer engagement staff. This is followed

by a discussion of the findings and a conclusion.

Theoretical background: Employer engagement as inter-organizational relations (IORs)

Martin (2004) has largely linked differences in employer involvement in ALMPs in Britain and

Denmark to the institutional level, as the regulatory context for the social relations which take

place between organisations. In their political-organizational analysis of employer

participation in social policies, Martin and Swank (2012) viewed institutions (in particular,

quasi-institutional employer representative associations) as pivotal in constructing and

ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ͘ However, as Blois (2002) has argued in

relation to business-to-business relations, the processes involved cannot be explained by

focusing upon institutional and governance structures alone. Analyzing dimensions relating

to employer engagement in ALMPs therefore necessitates conceptual tools that can

adequately capture the dynamics of the partnerships and relationships between the

organisations involved. Lindsay et al (2014: 193) have argued that, although public

management theory has been preoccupied with intra-organizational and systemic processes,

in reality contemporary public service delivery is inter-organizational and interactive (Lindsay

et al, 2014: 193; emphasis in original). In this context, organizational action needs to shift
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from intra-organizational imperatives to the building of inter-organizational capacity and

forms of organization and governance that are designed around collaboration, partnership

and networking (Williams, 2002: 105). Firstly, this reflects the increasing recognition that

ŵĂŶǇ ͚ǁŝĐŬĞĚ͛ ƐŽĐŝĂů Ɖolicy problems with multiple causes are too complex for one

organisation alone to address. Secondly, in the context of this study, it reflects the trend

ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͕ Žƌ ͚;ƋƵĂƐŝ-ͿŵĂƌŬĞƚŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĂŝŵƐ ŽĨ 

increasing efficiency, effectiveness and promoting innovation. As discussed in the next

section, with the introduction of the Work Programme (WP), delivery of ALMPs in the UK

became the preserve of a multiplicity of largely private sector providers. These providers are

street-ůĞǀĞů ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ;“LOƐͿ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ĚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͟ BƌŽĚŬŝŶ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϭϴͿ ĂŶĚ 

mediate between the institutional and individual levels of policy. The increasing multiplicity

of organisations involved in ALMPs exposes a significant gap in knowledge about the activities

and processes involved in employer engagement, in particular the role of inter-organizational

relations.

The literature on inter-organizational relations (IORs) is vast and encompasses a range of

disciplinary perspectives, ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝǌĞĚ ďǇ Ă ͞ ĐĂĐŽƉŚŽŶǇ ŽĨ ŚĞƚĞƌŽŐĞŶĞŽƵƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ͕ ƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐ 

and research ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ͟ ;OůŝǀĞƌ ĂŶĚ EďĞƌƐ͕ ϭϵϵϳ: 549). IORs occur when two or more

organisations transact resources (money, physical facilities and materials, customer or client

referrals, technical staff services) between each other (Van de Ven, 1976: 25). They involve

resource dependency, including information flows and mutual expectations between actors

(Ebers, 1997). In the context of employer engagement in ALMPs, SLOs are dependent upon

employers to give opportunities to clients on their caseloads. In turn, SLOs intend that, to

some extent, employers become dependent on their services and labour supply, preferably
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on an ongoing basis. Employing the concept of IORs recognises that policy implementation is

diffuse and can take the form of policy networks (Rhodes, 1997), or ͚ŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͛ 

(e.g. Damgaard and Torfing, 2010), as well as partnerships for policy delivery (Rummery,

2002). Greer et al (2017: 160) have argued that network governance sits uneasily with ALMP

marketization but partnerships - as intermediate forms of organization and hybrids between

͚ŵĂƌŬĞƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚǇ͛ (Williamson 1975; Powell and Exworthy 2002) ʹ have historically

played a role in ALMP delivery. The UK New Labour governments (1997-2010) mandated the

formation of ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ͚New Deal Partnerships͛ of public, private and

third sector actors led by the public employment service (Jobcentre Plus), and private sector-

led Employment Zones (see Lindsay et al, 2008). There have also been partnerships of a more

voluntary nature between labour market intermediaries and employers (see McQuaid et al,

2005). Marchington and Vincent (2004: 1032) have argued that, although institutional forces

(such as government regulations) provide a framework for IORs, by themselves they do not

determine the precise shape of them. Instead, IORs are produced and reproduced within

organizations and articulated through localized practices (Marchington and Vincent (2004,

1036; 1046) and institutional and inter-organizational forces cohere at the point of inter-

personal exchange (Marchington and Vincent, 2004: 1032). This leads us onto consideration

of the role of employer engagement staff as ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛͘

EŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƐƚĂĨĨ ĂƐ ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛

Williams (2002) has argued that, although a critical dimension of inter-organizational work is

the building and sustaining of effective relationships at the inter-personal level, the IOR

literature has tended to ignore the agency of individual actors in terms of their skills, ability
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and effectiveness (pp.106, 115). The street-level bureaucracy literature has usefully focused

ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ͚enacted͛ and ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ͛ĚŝƐĐƌĞƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂŐĞŶĐǇ͛ 

ŽĨ ͚ƐƚƌĞĞƚ-level bureaucrats͛ (Lipsky, 2010). For example, street-level studies of ALMPs have

focused on the interactions between frontline advisors and their unemployed clients

(Ulmestig and Marston, 2015; Østergaard Møller and Stone, 2013). In terms of quasi-

marketization, van Berkel (2014) has highlighted ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽƵďůĞ͛ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ŽĨ governmental

monitoring of performance on both provider and client behaviour. Fuertes and Lindsay (2016)

ŚĂǀĞ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ͚ďǇ-ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ͛ ŽĨ 

quasi-marketization) and the paradoxical standardization of frontline practice. However, to

date ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ as a dimension of frontline work in SLOs has not been examined

(van Berkel, 2017: 15) and the concept of ͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ͛ ŝƐ Ă helpful way of theorising

the work of these street-level actors.

Boundary spanners operate at the (physical) ͚ŝŶƚĞƌĨĂĐĞ͛, or periphery, between their own and

partner organizations and their day-to-day work requires the building of networks and

partnerships with individuals in organizations outside their own. Ernst and Chrobot-Mason

(2011: 21-33) suggest that boundary spanners work across different types of boundaries.

These include: vertical boundaries such as levels, ranks, seniority, authority and power;

horizontal boundaries in terms of functions, units, peers and expertise; stakeholder

boundaries such as alliances, networks, customers, groups, governments and communities;

and geographic boundaries involving distance, locations, cultures and regions. For boundary

spanners, participation in collaborative exchanges with individuals in other agencies and

organisations is pivotal in realizing both their personal and organizational objectives

(Williams, 2002: 106-7). As such, they do not merely operate at the organizational level but
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at the inter-personal level via networking activities between individuals (Williams, 2002: 110).

Through day-to-day relationship-building and operations activities, boundary spanners are

involved in developing partnerships (Noble and Jones, 2006: 897).

Williams (2013: 20-21) has argued that in their day-to-day interactions, boundary spanners

embody a number of roles. Firstly, a ͚reticulist͛ role relating to the management of

relationships and interdependencies through a range of competencies, including inter-

personal relations and the maintenance of networks. Secondly, an ͚entrepreneurial͛ role that

involves the development of new solutions to complex problems, opportunism and

innovation and coalition building and deal brokering. Thirdly, an ͚interpreter and

communicator͛ role, involving collaboration through an appreciation of different cultures,

motivations and practices. The skills and competencies of boundary spanners are not

necessarily professional or knowledge-based but rely on relational and inter-personal

attributes (Williams, 2002: 106) that assist them in building networks and relationships.

Critically, boundary spanners lack direct authority over other partners (Williams, 2002: 117)

and need to engage others through collaborative encounters involving understanding, valuing

and the management difference (Williams, 2013: 21; 115).

In their day-to-day work, boundary spanners encounter tensions in attempting to foster

trusting relations with others outside their organization, while at the same time needing to

protect their own organization (Marchington et al, 2004). In their day-today work, boundary

spanners are required to make careful judgements regarding the balance between benefits

ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ͛ for their own organizations and in this endeavour they arguably need to be

͚ŚĂƌĚ-ŶŽƐĞĚ͕͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĂůƚƌƵŝƐƚŝĐ ;WŝůůŝĂŵƐ͕ ϮϬϬϮ͗ ϭϭϳͿ͘ Two key examples in relation to
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ALMP delivery are relevant here. Firstly, the recognised issue within quasi-marketized ALMPs

of ͚ĐƌĞĂŵŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉĂƌŬŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ĐĂƐĞ͕ Ăttention is focused on the most

͚ǁŽƌŬ-ƌĞĂĚǇ͛ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ; in the latter, time, energy and resources are not directed towards clients

who are perceived to have substantial barriers to work (Carter and Whitworth, 2015: 279;

Finn, 2008). In quasi-marketized ALMPs, bŽƚŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ͚ŐĂŵĞ͛ ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ĂƌĞ 

driven by the aim of maximising financial rewards for moving clients into employment. These

are then ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ “LOƐ͛ ŽǁŶ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů 

client advisors and employer engagement staff. Although creaming and parking has been

ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ĂƐ Ă ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ŝƐƐƵĞ ĨŽƌ ALMP ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ͕ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ Žƌ 

ĂĐƚƵĂů ŶĞĞĚƐ ĨŽƌ ůĂďŽƵƌ ĂƌĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ŝƚ͕ Žƌ ŽǀĞƌůŽŽŬĞĚ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ 

demands for labour are central to ALMP delivery and to their success. Furthermore, they are

critical to the discretion exercised by staff when deciding whether to invest in interventions

to assist clients into work, or to promote them to employers. Examining the day-to-day

activities of boundary-spanning employer engagement staff sheds light on this critical issue.

A further overlooked, or over-simplified, issue that impacts on employer engagement is the

ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů ͚ŵĂƚĐŚŝŶŐ͛ ŽĨ ůĂďŽƵƌ ƐƵƉƉůǇ ƚŽ ůĂďŽƵƌ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ;Bredgaard, 2017; van Berkel and

van der Aa, 2012). Since the 1990s, ALMPs (including in the UK) have been based on a supply-

sided orthodoxy (Peck and Theodore, 2000) that overlooks the crucial dimension that, in

order for ALMPs to meet their objectives (i.e. increase job outcomes and employment), they

are dependent upon the actions of employers. Concomitantly, the processes that underpin,

and the power relations that impact upon, the matching of labour supply and demand have

also tended to be overlooked. In addition to the dominant supply-side approach and the

demand-ƐŝĚĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͕ BƌĞĚŐĂĂƌĚ ;ϮϬϭϳͿ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĂƚĐŚŝŶŐ͛ 
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approach, which aims to match labour supply to labour demand. It is in this space that SLOs

as labour market intermediaries (Ingold and Valizade, 2017) can act as conduits between

employers and individuals looking for work. Consequently, the processes whereby employer

engagement staff attempt to actively engage employers are critical.

Based on a study in the Netherlands, van der Aa and van Berkel (2014) have argued that SLOs

can appeal to employers as ͚ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ͛ Žƌ ĂƐ ͚ĐŽ-ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌƐ͛͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ĐĂƐĞ͕ SLOs operate as

͚ĨƵůů ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ͕͛ ĂŬŝŶ ƚŽ ŚŝŐŚ-street recruitment agencies, and ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ satisfaction

with ALMPs depends on the degree to which their demands are met (van der Aa and van

Berkel, 2014: 14, 23). In the latter, SLOs do not ŵĞƌĞůǇ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ 

demands but, instead, employers become partners in implementation and in the mutually

beneficial aim of supporting disadvantaged groups into employment. This is akin to co-

production, which allows various actors with differing needs from policies to collaborate in

their design and delivery; there are examples of this within ALMP delivery (see Lindsay et al,

2018; McQuaid et al, 2005; Salognon, 2007). van der Aa and van Berkel (2014: 16, 24) argue

that the active involvement of employers as co-producers of ALMPs, rather than merely as

clients, can increase their willingness to be more flexible about their demands but caution

that not all employers are interested in, or able to act as, co-producers, or to adapt their

demands. What is missing from these analyses is a focus on the actual strategies and activities

of employer engagement staff in their attempts to engage employers. This study aimed to

explore this in the context of the UK Work Programme and the next section introduces the

methods employed.

Methods
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The study comprised 34 in-depth and semi-structured qualitative interviews with employer

engagement staff from street-level organizations (SLOs) contracted to deliver the Work

Programme (WP) in England, Scotland and Wales. Considine et al (2015) have provided

comprehensive, longitudinal data on the activities of frontline staff in the UK, the Netherlands

and Australia. Although it would have been plausible to administer such a survey to gather

data on the activities of employer engagement staff, the exploratory nature of this research

informed the decision to select the interview method.

Interviews were undertaken with 19 employer engagement staff from Prime contractor SLOs

(the next section describes this context in further detail) and 15 from sub-contracted SLOs.

The sample was purposive and representative of the geographical coverage of the WP. It was

constructed on a snowballing basis through existing contacts and through further network-

building. The research was approved by the institutional research ethics committee and

adhered to British Sociological Association research guidelines. All participants were provided

with a detailed information sheet and consent form in advance. The majority of interviews

were conducted in person in a locatŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ (usually their workplace)

and a small number were undertaken by telephone. Interviews lasted on average around

forty-five minutes and most were recorded and transcribed in full. In a small number of cases

participants did not feel comfortable being recorded and in such cases comprehensive field

notes were taken. TŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ ǁĂƐ ͚ HŽǁ ĚŽ SLOs

eŶŐĂŐĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƐĞĐƵƌĞ ͚ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ͛ ũŽď ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͍͛ TŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ schedule covered the

following themes: ;ŝͿ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ĂŶĚ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͖ ;ŝŝͿ 

their day-to-day role and activities as employer engagement staff; (iii) how they specifically



12

sought to engage employers; (iv) the perceived barriers to employer engagement; and (v) the

perceived factors that facilitated employer engagement. The interviews were constructed as

two-way active conversations (Holstein and Gubrium, 2004: 141-2), using the topic guide as

Ă ƐƚĂƌƚŝŶŐ ƉŽŝŶƚ ĨŽƌ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽŶƚƌibutions. Due to the exploratory nature of the research,

the data were coded using Nvivo, based on themes emerging from the data, rather than

imposing themes in advance.

The following section illustrates the governance context in which SLOs operated. This is

followed by the findings from the study, focusing on three key types of activities of employer

engagement staff. Firstly, their initial approaches to employers as business-to-business

͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛; secondly, their intra-organizational interactions with client advisors and clients; finally,

their inter-organizational relationships with employers.

Governance context: the UK Work Programme

Taylor et al (2016: 258-60) have delineated three key phases in the contracting-out of

employment service delivery in the UK. Firstly, an emergent field in which service delivery was

͚ŽƉĞŶĞĚ ƵƉ͛ to a proliferation of contracted providers (1997-2006). Secondly, consolidation

of the field, which became increasingly dominated by ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚƐ ǁŝƚŚ ůĂƌŐĞ ͚PƌŝŵĞ͛ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ 

and a shift towards outcome-based funding (2007-2010). Thirdly, contraction of the field,

involving a further shift towards awarding of contracts to large Prime providers who could

accommodate the financial risks and sufficient up-front capital required by a Payment by

Results (PbR) model (2010 onwards). During the latter period, tŚĞ ͚WŽƌŬ PƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͛ ;WPͿ 

was introduced by the UK Coalition government (in 2011) ĂƐ Ă ͚ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ͛ ALMP, replacing all



13

New Deal programmes from the New Labour period (1997-2010). Aside from minimal initial

referral and attachment fees, SLOs delivering the WP were remunerated only when they

moved unemployed clients ŝŶƚŽ ͚ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĞĚ͛ ũŽďƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĂǇŵĞŶƚƐ ŐƌĂĚĞĚ according to the

length of time they remained iŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ;DWP͕ ϮϬϭϭͿ͘ PƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞĚ ƵŶĚĞƌ Ă ͚ďůĂĐŬ 

ďŽǆ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ůŝƚƚůĞ ƉƌĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ĨŽƌ WŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ PĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ (DWP)

that oversaw the policy and contracts. A key intention underpinning the WP was that services

would be personalised and tailored to promote employment outcomes, in the process

stimulating innovation (DWP, 2011; Fuertes and Lindsay, 2016). At the eligible point in their

unemployment period, long-term unemployed individuals, young unemployed and disabled

ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͚Ĩŝƚ ĨŽƌ ǁŽƌŬ͛ were referred by the public employment service (Jobcentre

Plus) to a contracted provider and remained with them for up to two years. England, Scotland

and Wales were divided into ϭϴ ͚CŽŶƚƌĂĐƚ PĂĐŬĂŐĞ AƌĞĂƐ͛ ;CPAƐͿ circumscribing geographical

areas for WP delivery͘ IŶ ĞĂĐŚ CPA ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ƚǁŽ ͚PƌŝŵĞ͛ ;Žƌ ͚ůĞĂĚ͛Ϳ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚŽƌƐ

(three in larger metropolitan areas), resulting in 39 Primes in total who competed against

each other to move their clients into employment. Within each CPA, Primes constructed their

own supply chains of SLOs to deliver the programme at two tiers of delivery. Within ͚TŝĞƌ ϭ͛ 

Primes could deliver ͚ĞŶĚ-to-ĞŶĚ͛ services through a mixture of direct delivery and sub-

contracting arrangements, Žƌ ĂĐƚ ĂƐ ͚ŵĂŶĂŐŝŶŐ ĂŐĞŶƚƐ͛ and entirely contract out delivery. Tier

2 largely involved ͚ĐĂůů-ŽĨĨ͛ contracts, with no guaranteed client volumes; non-profits tended

to be involved at this tier ĂƐ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂůŝƐƚ͛ “LOƐ͘

Greer et al (2017: 19) have argued that the British ALMP market structure empowered private

providers by giving them centralized control both over the market and in devising their own

services. The former can be observed from the fact that all except two of the 18 Primes were
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private for-profit and largely multi-national companies and the WP contract cemented

PƌŝŵĞƐ͛ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŝƚŚ central government. However, the state also played a role in

͚ŵĂƌŬĞƚ-ŵĂŬŝŶŐ͛ ďǇ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ĨŽƌ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƚĞŶĚĞƌ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚƐ. For example,

some WP Primes were new to the welfare to work sector, others were new to the

geographical areas in which they delivered the WP and, in effect, existing providers

(particularly non-profits) were edged out of WP delivery. The activities of SLOs were also

governed by the state in terms organizational performance measures. The following sections

further illustrate how this was enacted in the everyday practices of employer engagement

staff, beginning with their initial approaches to employers.

Approaching employers: business-to-ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛

All interviewees had employer-facing roles in their SLOs and were part of dedicated employer

engagement teams. Almost half of the sample (18) had previously worked in private

recruitment agencies; a further 15 had worked in other roles within welfare to work or related

services (in the public, private or third sectors) and six had previously worked in corporate

relations or sales. Considine et al (2015) have highlighted that, over time, client advisors in

Australia, the UK and the Netherlands have reduced their contact with employers. This could

be a result of the increasing prominence of staff and teams within SLOs to manage contacts

and relationships with employers, which interviewees in this study emphasized marked a

significant shift from previous ALMPs. These teams and corresponding job roles were usually

named ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ but were also referred to as ͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛ Žƌ ͚ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ 

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ͛͘ Larger SLOs with more WP contracts tended to have employer engagement

teams that operated at the national level, liaising with large employers to broker relationships
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and providing strategic direction to regional and local level employer engagement teams to

manage these relationships. At a local level, SLOs had differing organizational strategies and

structures for engaging employers. Due to time pressures resulting from large caseloads of at

least 150 clients per client advisor, most SLOs considered it impractical ĂŶĚ ƚŽŽ ͚ƌĞĂĐƚŝǀĞ͛ for

client advisors to contact employers. In smaller SLOs, business development teams were

tasked with employer engagement but frontline advisors were also expected to engage with

employers on a day-to-day basis. However, regardless of the organisational structures,

interviewees considered it crucial that advisors and employer engagement staff worked in

close contact with each other, employed ͚ƚǁŽ-ǁĂǇ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ regularly liaised

about clients on their casĞůŽĂĚƐ ĂŶĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ǀĂĐĂŶĐŝĞƐ.

Across the different SLOs, employer engagement staff attempted to engage employers across

different geographical boundaries (local, regional and national) (Ernst and Chrobot-Mason,

2011) but the spectrum of services offered was consistent across the sample. A distinction

could ďĞ ŵĂĚĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ĂƐ ͚ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ 

ƚŚĂƚ ĨŽƐƚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ĂƐ ͚ĐŽ-ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌƐ͛ ;ǀĂŶ BĞƌŬĞů ĂŶĚ ǀĂŶ ĚĞƌ AĂ͕ ϮϬϭϰͿ͘ TŚĞ 

former included recruitment-related services, such as sifting applications for vacancies and

ƐĐƌĞĞŶŝŶŐ ĐĂŶĚŝĚĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ ƐĂǀĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƐƚƐ͕ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ĂůůŽǁŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ 

“LOƐ͛ ƉƌĞŵŝƐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ͘ TŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽ-production of information sessions,

assessment days and pre-employment training with specific employers. Additionally, other

recruitment-related services were offered that differed in the extent to which employers

engaged as clients or as co-producers. These included brokering guaranteed interviews with

employers, arranging ͚ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ͕͛ ǁŽƌŬ ƚƌŝĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌŬ placements that, firstly,

allowed ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ŽďƚĂŝŶ ͚ƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐ ũŽď ƉƌĞǀŝĞǁƐ͛ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ũŽďs and, secondly,
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permitted employers to assess candidates over a longer duration than conventional

interviews allow. Once employers had recruited clients, SLOs also offered in-work support.

Employer engagement staff with a sales or business development background felt that their

initial approaches to employers constituted business to business (͚B2B͛) marketing and that

ƚŚĞŝƌ Ăŝŵ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ ͚ƐĞůů͛ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ͛ ;ĐůŝĞŶƚƐͿ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ;ƐĞĞ ĂůƐŽ CŽŶƐŝĚŝŶĞ͕ ϮϬϬϬͿ.

͞Iƚ ŝƐ ůŝŬĞ ƐĞůůŝŶŐ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ͕ I ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ ƐŚŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ƐĂǇ ŝƚ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŐƵǇs that we have on

board, our clients, are our products. We have to do an ROI - a Return on Investment -

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ I ĚŽ ŝƚ ǁŚĞŶ I ĚŽ ŵǇ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͟ (Prime)

This was also reflective of an ͚ĞŶƚƌĞƉƌĞŶĞƵƌŝĂů͛ ƌŽůĞ (Williams, 2002; 2013) in terms of the

brokering of deals. However, others ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĂƚ Ă ͚ŚĂƌĚ ƐĞůů͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ŶĞĐĞƐsarily

successful with employers and that more persuasive skills were required to convince them of

the quality of candidates, as well as the quality of the service that they offered:

͞ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ Ăůů ĂďŽƵƚ ƐĞůůŝŶŐ ŵǇƐĞůĨ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƐĞůůŝŶŐ ŵĞ ĂƐ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŵĞ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ 

manager in terms of managing that͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)

Those with a recruitment agency background considered that their roles in SLOs had

similarities with those of recruitment agency staff. A key difference was that employer

ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƐƚĂĨĨ ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ Ă ͚ĨƌĞĞ͛ Žƌ - the preferred term - ͚ĐŽƐƚ ŶĞƵƚƌĂů͛ ƌĞĐƌƵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ 

to employers that could result in potentially significant savings in recruitment costs:
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͞Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ ƚĂŬĞ ƚŚĞ ůŽĂĚ ŽĨĨ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ƐŽ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ ŵĞĞƚ ǁŝƚŚ 

that employer we find out what their needs are and we can really do the process from

start to end for them. They might advertise a job and they might get hundreds of

applicants, but we can go through them in our centre. What we offĞƌ ŝƐ ƚĂŝůŽƌĞĚ͟ ;ƐƵď-

contractor)

Given that few employers were familiar with the WP, or the services offered by SLOs (Ingold

and Sturt, 2015; Ingold and Stuart, 2014) employer engagement staff needed to set

ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƉĂƌƚ ďǇ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ Ă ĐŽŶǀŝŶĐŝŶŐ ͚ŽĨĨĞƌ͛ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŽĐĂůŝǌĞĚ 

practice (Marchington and Vincent, 2004). In this endeavour they competed with other SLOs

in the supply chains of their own and competing Primes, as well as with high street

recruitment and training organizations. To initiate first contact with employers, employer

engagement staff employed fairly ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ evident in private for-profit

organisations (including recruitment agencies), such as cold calling in order to set up face-to-

face meetings. Targeting the decision-maker responsible for recruitment in an organisation

was critical, pointing to the importance of the reticulist role (Williams, 2013; 2002).

Networking and inter-personal skills were important in order to overcome eŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ 

barriers and concerns and to gauge their propensity to engage in the WP (see Bredgaard,

2017):

͞ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ĚŽ ŝƚ ĂƐ Ă ƐĂůĞƐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĂƚ I Ăŵ͕ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ƚŚĞ 

ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞ ƚŚĞ ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ĐŽŵŝŶŐ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŽ ƐĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ 

ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ Ă ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚĂůŬ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵǇ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)
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For employer engagement staff across the different SLOs, their approaches to employers

tended to be the same in principle, however there were nuanced differences in respect of

business size:

͞ŵǇ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ǁŽƵůĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞǀĞů ƚŚĂƚ I Ăŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŽ ƚĂůŬ ƚŽ͘ IĨ I͛ŵ 

going in to meet with a business owner, they may only have 20 minutes so I need to

be short, sharp, to the point, how am I going to get them the right person, and what

money is available to them to create this new role. A larger organisation we may need

to sit down and look at how we feed into their current recruitment strategy or how

we meet their corporate social responsibility͟ ;PƌŝŵĞͿ

This section has illustrated the dominant strategies undertaken by employer engagement

staff, in order to initially engage employers in the WP. These reflected business-to-business

sales tactics and also reflected an entrepreneurial role, as well as the role of reticulist

(Williams, 2002; 2013). The next section examines the activities that occurred once contact

with an employer had been established.

Intra-organizational relations: working with frontline advisors and clients

Having made contact with employers, for employer engagement staff the next stage of the

process was to ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚ ƚŚĞŵ, in order to match

clients on their caseloads to available jobs. Staff needed to have the ability to listen and to

understand employeƌƐ͛ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶƚŽ ĂŶ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ 

offer for employers, reflecting Williams͛ (2013) ͚interpreter͛ and ͚communicator͛ roles.
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Employer engagement staff tended to adopt one of two approaches to sourcing vacancies

from employers: (iͿ ͚ĐůŝĞŶƚ-ůĞĚ͛ - finding jobs to match caseloads; and (iiͿ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ-ůĞĚ͛ -

sourcing available job vacancies and trying to fill them. Some viewed the former as

insufficiently employer-focused and unrealistic because it could mean preparing clients for

jobs that did not necessarily exist, or for vacancies that employers could easily fill through

existing recruitment methods (thus reducing the attractiveness ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ƐĞůů͛). However, the

latter approach could neglect the needs and capabilities of clients and result in difficulty in

ĨŝůůŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ vacancies. Employer engagement staff therefore attempted to balance the

differing needs of clients and employers (Williams 2002). In relation to employers, their

approach largely focused on ͚ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞĐƌƵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ͕ 

ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ďǇ ƐŝĨƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐůŝĞŶƚ ĐĂƐĞůŽĂĚ ƚŽ ŽĨĨĞƌ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ͚ ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ͛ ĐĂŶĚŝĚĂƚĞƐ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ more

likely to be recruited. In terms of clients, this involved the provision of interventions in order

to make them more employable, often tailored to a specific employer:

͞ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂƐŽŶ ǁŚǇ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶŝŶŐ͕ ĂŶĚ Ăƚ ĂŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ůĞǀĞů͕ ŝƐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ĂƐ ŵƵĐŚ 

ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ĚŽ ŐĞƚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ϮϬ 

people where only twŽ ĂƌĞ ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ŽŶĞ Žƌ ƚǁŽ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇ ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ͟ 

(Prime)

As the previous section highlighted, in terms of their initial approaches to employers,

employer engagement staff considered it crucial that they worked in close contact with client

advisors. This was describeĚ ĂƐ Ă ͚ƚƌŝĂŶŐƵůĂƌ͛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ between employer engagement

staff, employers and clients, similar ƚŽ FŽƌĚĞ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϭͿ ŵŽĚĞů of recruitment agencies,
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employers and clients. This also reflects the crossing of horizontal boundaries highlighted by

Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011):

͙͞ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀŝƐŽƌƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌƐ͙I ĐŽƵůĚŶΖƚ ĚŽ ŵǇ ƌŽůĞ ŝĨ ŝƚ ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ ĨŽƌ 

ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀŝƐŽƌƐ͘ I ŐŽ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀŝƐŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĂǇ ͚ ‘ŝŐŚƚ I͛ŵ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŝƐ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͘ GŝǀĞ 

me some nominations, ǁŚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ǇŽƵ ŐŽƚ͛͘ AŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ͛ůů ĚŝƐŚ ŵĞ Ă ůŽĂĚ ŽĨ CVƐ ĂŶĚ 

I͛ůů ŵĞĞƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)

Employer engagement staff viewed the WP as an improvement on previous programmes, in

relation to the longer duration of contracts with the DWP (5-7 years) and the incentivization

of ͚ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ͛ (ongoing) employment, rather than payment when clients commenced work

(and usually at a maximum six-month point). However, there was a significant tension

between the aspiration of providing appropriate services for both employers and clients on

ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐĂƐĞůŽĂĚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ǁŽƌŬ ĨŝƌƐƚ͛ underpinning of the WP. For employer engagement staff,

a critical dimension of the matching process was discretion regarding which clients they sent

to employers, reflective of their reticulist role in exercising strategic judgement (Williams,

2002; 2013). Consequently, the WP and its PbR model could dis-incentivize investment in

ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ĐŽƐƚƐ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ŽĨ ͚ďĂĚ͛ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů ƌĞǁĂƌĚƐ

for the SLO, less repeat business from employers and potential ͚ƚĂƌŶŝƐŚŝŶŐ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ “LO ďƌĂŶĚ͘

This tension is illustrated by the following quote:

͞I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ƚŚĞƌĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ŶŽǁ ǁŚŽ ŵĞĞƚƐ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ͛Ɛ ĂĨƚĞƌ͘ AŶĚ I ŬŶŽǁ 

this person [in front of the advisor] needs a job, but if I put that person in front of an

employer are we going to lose the employer and potentially ten more jobs this year?
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YŽƵ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ďŝƚ ŚĂƌĚ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ 

ďĂůĂŶĐĞ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŐŽŝŶŐ ŽŶ͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)

A critical constraint on the activities of employer engagement staff delivering such a work first

programme was the context of the jobs available, compounded by the increasing availability

oĨ ŝŶƐĞĐƵƌĞ͕ ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĂŶĚ ͚ǌĞƌŽ ŚŽƵƌƐ͛ ;ĐĂůů-off) work (see Lambert and Henly, 2013).

Employer engagement staff thus needed to balance the tensions of ƚŚĞŝƌ “LO͛Ɛ performance

targets and the needs of employers. This tended to result in a focus on the quickest labour

market re-ŝŶƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĐůŝĞŶƚ͕ ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶŶĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ ĂŶǇ ũŽď ŝƐ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŶŽ ũŽď͕͛ 

provided that the client was deemed suitable for the role and for the employer, and that the

“LO ĐŽƵůĚ ŬĞĞƉ ƚŚĞŵ ŝŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͘ IĨ ƚŚĞ ũŽď ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĞ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ͛ ƉƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ŽŶĞ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ 

incumbent upon employer engagement staff, in conjunction with their advisor colleagues, to

persuade the client to take up the job opportunity. This complex management of

requirements and relationship management is illustrated by the following analogy:

͞I ĐĂŶ ŐŽ ŽƵƚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ĨŝƐŚŝŶŐ ƌŽĚ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ŶĞƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŽĚĂǇ I͛ǀĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ũŽďƐ 

ŝŶ͕ I͛ǀĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŝƐŚ ŝŶ͘ YŽƵ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ƚƵŶĂ͕ I͛ǀĞ ŽŶůǇ ŐŽƚ ƉůĂŝĐĞ͕ ŚĂĚĚŽĐŬ ĂŶĚ ƐŶĂƉƉĞƌ 

ƚŽĚĂǇ͘ YŽƵ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ĐŚŽŽƐĞ ŽŶĞ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽĚĂǇ͕ ƐŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŽŶĞ 

ǁŽƵůĚ ǇŽƵ ůŝŬĞ͍  BƵƚ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŽŵŽƌƌŽǁ͕ Žƌ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ĚŽǁŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝŶĞ ǁŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ 

employed, you can still look for the one you wanƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵǇ ƉŚŽŶĞ͛Ɛ Ɛƚŝůů ŽŶ͟ (sub-

contractor)

This section has further elaborated the complex process whereby employer engagement staff

matched and prepared clientƐ ĨŽƌ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞŵĞŶƚƐ͘ This involved both reticulist, and
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interpreter and communicator roles (Williams 2001; 2013). The findings also underscored the

interdependence of the intra-organisational relationships with both client advisors and clients

within their SLOs and their inter-organizational relationships with employers at the

boundaries of their SLOs. The next section explores further how this latter process was

managed through on-going relationships with employers.

Managing relationships with employers

The first section relating to business-to-business sales highlighted the different structures for

employer engagement within SLOs. However, regardless of the size or structure of the SLO,

or the size of the employer, interviewees emphasised that relationships with employers were

brokered and managed at the local level, pointing to the inter-personal dimension of IORs

(Marchington and Vincent, 2004: 1032):

͞EŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ is about relationship-building͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)

͞Iƚ͛Ɛ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ Ă ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ŽŶĞ͟ ;Prime)

As the section on business-to-business sales highlighted, interviewees compared their

employer engagement roles with the activities of recruitment agencies. However, in terms of

their ongoing relationships with employers, a key difference between SLOs and recruitment

agencies was the involuntary and limited nature of the caseload (Lipsky, 2010: 28). The

following quote illustrates how this affected their service to employers:
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͞ƚŚĞ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŽĨĨĞƌ ŝƐ ǀĞƌǇ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ƉĞrson for that

job. Saying the right person, I would say finding the most suitable person that we have

available to us for that job. BĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͙We will find who we feel is

the most suitable within our caseload of job seekers͟ ;Prime)

A critical aspect of the PbR funding model of the WP was the withdrawal of upfront financial

rewards for providers, based on the assumption that, under a black box approach, they would

invest their own funds in preparing customers for sustainable work and gaŝŶ Ă ͚ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ 

ŝŶǀĞƐƚŵĞŶƚ͛ down the line. HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĂƌŐƵĂďůǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ǁŽƌŬ ĨŝƌƐƚ͛ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ WP ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ŝŶ 

employer engagement staff focusing on client employability in relation to specific job

vacancies, rather than on broader measures of employability. This relied upon signals from

ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ůŝŬĞůŝŚŽŽĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵ ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŽ “LOƐ͛ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ͘ TŚĞ risks

inherent through reliance on the engagement of specific employers had to be balanced with

the potential financial rewards for their SLOs, sometimes leading to a reluctance to invest in

clients prior to placement:

͞WĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŽŽ ŵƵch up-ĨƌŽŶƚ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ ŶŽƚ ϭϬϬй͕ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ 

ĂƐƐƵŵŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŐŽƚ ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ ŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ďƵƚ ǁĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ 

be going through both resource, time and effectively cost implications of running

stuff...A lot of the things we do, if there is a cost implication involved, in terms of

actually paying for a course or paying for some uniform or paying for a product for

ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ǁĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ůŽŽŬ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ũŽď ŽĨĨĞƌ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ǁĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͟ ;PƌŝŵĞͿ
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IŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐ͛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŝƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ĂŐĂŝŶ ĂĐĐŽƌĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ WŝůůŝĂŵƐ͛ 

(2013; 2002) reticulist role in relation to the building and management of (inter-personal)

relationships. Given the voluntary nature of employer engagement and, in the absence of

formal contracts or agreements, there was no guarantee that employers would recruit

candidates that SLOs had prepared for their vacancies. This again marked a key difference

from the recruitment sector, in that employer relationships were largely built on trust, rather

than on a contractual basis (Sako, 1992). Building relationships of mutual trust with employers

was essential for the repeat business on which SLOs relied to move their clients into work and

the communicator aspect of their role was important in fostering this (Williams, 2013):

͞ǇŽƵ can have a really good relationship with an employer then the trust is there and

ƚŚĞǇ ǁŝůů ŽĨƚĞŶ ƐĂǇ ǇĞƐ͕ ǁĞ͛ůů ǁŽƌŬ ǁŝƚŚ ǇŽƵ ĂŶĚ ǁĞ͛ůů ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ǇŽƵ ĨŝƌƐƚ͘ Iƚ ƚĞŶĚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ 

a much more informal relationship rather than a contractual relationship that you

wouůĚ ƐĞĞ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ŵŽŶĞǇ ŝƐ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ͟ ;ƐƵď-contractor)

In their management of relationships with employers, employer engagement staff felt that

they needed to embody a range of behaviours that were similar to those noted by Williams

(2002) as critical for boundary spanning agents. A friendly demeanour and the ability to

ĐŽŶǀĞǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚƵŵĂŶ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ͛ ĂďŽƵƚ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ǁĂƐ considered to be important and they needed to

ďĞ ͚ƉĞŽƉůĞ-ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛ ǁŚŽ ĐŽƵůĚ ďƵŝůĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ĂŶĚ Ă ƌĂƉƉŽƌƚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͘ GŽŽĚ 

customer service skills were important, including the ability to follow up with employers,

particularly when a placement had not gone as planned. Employer engagement staff also

needed to be persistent and to be able to cope with refusal.
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For employer engagement staff, their reticulist role involved not only working to build and

maintain relationships with employers but also across stakeholder boundaries (Ernst and

Chrobot-Mason, 2011: 26-28) with organizations within and outside their own Primes͛ supply

chains. These included housing associations; local authorities; third sector organisations;

training providers; employer associations, networks and forums; and the public employment

service (Jobcentre Plus). Some (predominantly larger) SLOs developed partnerships with skills

providers to offer training and qualifications, utilising other public funding streams separate

to the WP. This relationship-building was critical for SLOs who were new to ALMP delivery, or

who were delivering services in new geographical areas. In their attempts to engage

employers, some employer engagement staff competed directly ǁŝƚŚ ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ͛ ŽŶ-site

recruitment agencies, while others partnered with them to offer candidates for their existing

vacancies. This suggests a further entrepreneurial dimension to their role. Additionally, there

were examples of vacancy-sharing with competitor SLOs, when the risk of not filling an

ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ǀĂĐĂŶĐies was judged to be greater than the risks of sharing them with

competitors. However, interviewees also expressed frustration that sharing of vacancies with

other SLOs (either within or between supply chains) was often not reciprocated.

This section has illustrated the day-to-day activities in which employer engagement staff

engaged in order to build and maintain relationships with employers and with other

individuals outside their organizational boundaries, reflecting both entrepreneurial and

reticulist roles (Williams, 2002; 2013). Critically, the management of ongoing relationships

with employers involved the building of trusting relationships through inter-personal

relations (Marchington and Vincent, 2004: 1032).
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Discussion and Conclusion

This study has analysed the roles and activities of employer engagement staff within street-

level organizations (SLOs) delivering the UK͛Ɛ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů active labour market programme

(ALMP), the Work Programme (WP). In particular, it has analysed the experiences of employer

engagement staff trying to make a success of the programme at the localised level of practice

by initiating contact with employers through: (i) business-to-business sales tactics; (ii) intra-

organizational relations with clients and with client advisors; and (iii) inter-organizational

relationships, largely with employers, but also with other SLOs, both within and outside their

own supply chains for delivery.

The findings suggested that employer engagement staff embodied a number of critical

boundary spanning roles outlined by Williams (2002; 2013). Firstly, in relation to their initial

approaches to employers, employer engagement staff focused on identifying the decision

maker responsible for recruitment, reflective of the reticulist role. However, in general their

ŝŶŝƚŝĂů ͚ƐĂůĞƐ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ - from cold calling and overcoming initial

objections and barriers - were principally entrepreneurial in terms of the development of new

solutions to complex problems, coalition building and brokering of deals. Once contact with

an employer had been established, employer engagement staff then needed to ascertain

emplŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ůĂďŽƵƌ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ŵĂƚĐŚ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĞ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞm. In so doing, they

interacted with client advisors, clients and employers in a nuanced process that informed

their decisions around which clients to invest in and direct towards specific employers that

went beyond theoretical matching and creaming and parking. At the same time, employer
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engagement staff also needed to convince clients of the benefits of applying for a particular

job, or of working for a specific employer. Finally, the management of ongoing relationships

with employers and with others outside their organizational boundaries involved the building

of trusting relationships at the inter-personal level (Marchington and Vincent, 2004: 1032),

reflective of both entrepreneurial and reticulist roles.

The study revealed some specific tensions in the localized practice of employer engagement.

Firstly, although there were distinct similarities between the everyday work of employer

engagement staff in SLOs and that of recruitment agencies, in their approaches to and

ongoing relationships with employers, the former were constrained by the individuals on their

caseloads. Secondly, they were constrained by the job opportunities offered by employers.

Wright (2012: 323) has argued that supply-sided ALMPs require frontline advisors to coerce

͚ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƚŽ Ĩŝƚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ͕ ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ ŽĨ ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ͚ŝŶƚƌĂĐƚĂďůĞ͛ 

labour market inequalities. This is underlscored by the fact that in this study employer

engagement staff lacked any authority over employers (Williams, 2002: 117) and that

employers held a position of monopsony power. In this respect, they had no less power than

recruitment agency staff; the key difference was that their relations were based on trust

rather than on contractual relations (Sako, 1992). Thirdly, there was a clear tension between

ƚŚĞ ͚ǁŽƌŬ ĨŝƌƐƚ͛ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ WP ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƐƚĂĨĨ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ǁŝƚŚ 

employers and clients to ensure swift labour market insertion and the performance

measurement and financial rewards that were intended to incentivize sustainable

employment (Brodkin, 2013: 26). The work first dimension ultimately won out, although this

was delicately balanced with the need to maintain ongoing relationships with employers, to

promote repeat business and to avoid ͚ƚĂƌŶŝƐŚing͛ their reputations with them. A further
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tension related to a degree of confusion regarding who was their customer ʹ the employer,

the unemployed client, Žƌ ƚŚĞ DWP͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ͛ referred to clients.

In effect, who employer engagement staff considered to be their main customer reflected the

differing aspects of their roles at specific points in the employer engagement process. It was

also reflective of how their activities operated across different types of boundaries,

particularly horizontal boundaries within their organizations and geographical and

stakeholder boundaries at their periphery (Ernst and Chrobot-Mason, 2011). However, for

employer engagement staff, ultimately employers were their key customer. ͚Employer-

ŽƌŝĞŶƚĞĚ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ Ăŝŵ ƚŽ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ ǁŝůůŝŶŐŶĞƐƐ ƚŽ ŚŝƌĞ Žƌ ƚƌĂŝŶ ;ǀĂŶ ĚĞƌ AĂ 

and van Berkel, 2014: 13) were largely absent from the activities of employer engagement

staff in this study and modifications tended to occur largely in relation to managing the

expectations of unemployed clients regarding jobs.

This article has illuminated the interactions of employer engagement staff within this under-

explored area of frontline work (van Berkel, 2017: 15) and, in so doing, it adds to an emerging

literature regarding employer engagement in ALMPs. One aim of quasi-marketization is to

introduce into public service delivery logics that are purported to be inherent in the private

sector. The data suggest that the strategies undertaken by employer engagement staff

delivering the WP had similarities with the private recruitment agency sector but they were

not necessarily specific to the programme, or to the quasi-marketized context of ALMP

delivery. However, the strategies and tensions revealed by the study emphasize the under-

explored, but critical, role of inter-personal dynamics, both within and at the boundary of

SLOs, in the aim of assisting people into employment. As such, the study has implications for

our insights into IORs and the role of boundary spanners in a variety of organizations
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delivering ALMPs, including the public employment services, local welfare agencies and

private and non-profit organizations. van der Aa and van Berkel (2014: 25) have rightly argued

that successfully striking the balance between the interests of unemployed individuals and

employers is the greatest challenge for further development of ͚demand-oriented͛ ALMPs.

Future research should further explore how employer engagement staff manage the differing

needs of stakeholders on a longitudinal basis, particularly in terms of improving the

progression and retention of unemployed clients (Sissons and Green, 2017). It could also

usefully explore employer engagement in different institutional and political contexts to that

of the UK, including through mixed method and comparative analyses. Ultimately, it is critical

that future studies include employers as perhaps the most significant ͚ƵƉƐƚƌĞĂŵ͛ ĂĐƚŽƌƐ

(Wright, 2012: 312) in the recruitment of disadvantaged labour market groups.
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