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Foreword

The UK Commission for Employment and Skills is a social partnership, led by 

Commissioners from large and small employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector. Our 

ambition is to transform the UK’s approach to investing in the skills of people as an intrinsic 

part of securing jobs and growth. Our strategic objectives are to:

� Maximise the impact of employment and skills policies and employer behaviour to 

support jobs and growth and secure an internationally competitive skills base;

� Work with businesses to develop the best market solutions which leverage greater 

investment in skills;

� Provide outstanding labour market intelligence which helps businesses and people make 

the best choices for them.

The third objective, relating to intelligence, reflects an increasing outward focus to the UK 

Commission’s research activities, as it seeks to facilitate a better informed labour market, in 

which decisions about careers and skills are based on sound and accessible evidence.

Relatedly, impartial research evidence is used to underpin compelling messages that 

promote a call to action to increase employers’ investment in the skills of their people.

Intelligence is also integral to the two other strategic objectives. In seeking to lever greater 

investment in skills, the intelligence function serves to identify opportunities where our 

investments can bring the greatest leverage and economic return. The UK Commission’s 

third strategic objective, to maximise the impact of policy and employer behaviour to achieve 

an internationally competitive skills base, is supported by the development of an evidence 

base on best practice: “what works?” in a policy context.

Our research programme provides a robust evidence base for our insights and actions, 

drawing on good practice and the most innovative thinking. The research programme is 

underpinned by a number of core principles including the importance of: ensuring 

‘relevance’ to our most pressing strategic priorities; ‘salience’ and effectively translating and 

sharing the key insights we find; international benchmarking and drawing insights from 

good practice abroad; high quality analysis which is leading edge, robust and action 

orientated; being responsive to immediate needs as well as taking a longer term 

perspective. We also work with key partners to ensure a co-ordinated approach to research.
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This research, which was undertaken by the Institute for Employment Studies, seeks to 

develop a greater understanding of the design, implementation and impact on skills of 

employer networks in the UK to inform the delivery of investment projects. Previous research 

has shown that there is considerable potential to make use of employer networks as a policy 

lever to increase skill levels and innovation in UK workplaces. This study explores networks 

with a skills and / or innovation focus in the UK and draws insight from eight case studies of 

diverse network types: illustrating how they function and operate; the drivers, and nature, of

employer engagement; and the type of impact they have on employers. We believe that the 

study provides some valuable insights and implications for stakeholders who are engaged in 

investing in, leading and establishing networks to address skills gaps and innovative 

capacity.

Sharing the findings of our research and engaging with our audience is important to further 

develop the evidence on which we base our work. Evidence Reports are our chief means of 

reporting our detailed analytical work. All of our outputs can be accessed on the UK 

Commission’s website at www.ukces.org.uk

But these outputs are only the beginning of the process and we are engaged in other 

mechanisms to share our findings, debate the issues they raise and extend their reach and

impact. These mechanisms include our Changing Behaviour in Skills Investment seminar 

series and the use of a range of online media to communicate key research results.

We hope you find this report useful and informative. If you would like to provide any feedback 

or comments, or have any queries please e-mail info@ukces.org.uk

Lesley Giles

, quoting the report title 

or series number.

Deputy Director, UK Commission for Employment and Skills
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Executive Summary

Introduction

Employer networks represent an important potential lever for harnessing and increasing 

employer investment in skills through overcoming common barriers such as lack of 

awareness of skills needs, difficulty in accessing learning provision and problems related 

to costs of training staff. They have the potential to bring together organisations with and 

without previous histories of collaboration to solve common problems, and offer mutual 

support and informal knowledge exchange and insights, and can integrate solutions to 

skills-related and non-skills-related management issues. We know that there is 

considerable diversity in the size, scale and types of employer networks that exist in the 

UK. However, the mechanics of how networks are established, operate, how they engage 

employers and what potential they might have to support employer demand for skills 

have not been explored in the existing literature on the subject. 

This research aims to develop a greater understanding of the design, implementation and 

impact on skills of employer networks in the UK to inform the delivery of investment 

projects. It seeks to understand how networks are organised and why, the kinds of 

activities delivered for employers and the outcomes and impacts which they achieved on 

employer growth and investment in skills. The study draws on a literature review, online 

mapping exercise, small scale online and telephone survey and a series of eight case 

studies investigating the role of employer networks in contributing to skills development 

and innovation in the UK. The objectives of the research were to:

� gain a clearer understanding of the employer networks that exist around the UK, with 

a particular focus on those with a skills or growth dimension;

� identify what the characteristics are of different networks and whether there are any 

patterns or prevalence of certain types;

� obtain a deeper picture of what employer network members feel they gain from 

participation in such networks.
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Network type and visibility

The research identified a number of different network types including:

� Group Training Associations

� Industrial Training Boards

� Geographically-based networks and clusters

� Higher Education/industry collaborations and business incubators

� Trade associations / sectoral employer associations

� Supply chain networks, vertical or horizontal in nature

� Employer networks supported by publicly regulated bodies e.g. SSCs

� Informal networks without an established mode of organisation or central co-

ordination e.g. in some online or virtual networks.

The visibility of these networks was highly variable and dependant on the degree to which 

a network publicly advertised their existence. In particular, relatively few supply chain 

networks were found to document their activities online. Anecdotal evidence from experts 

consulted during this project also suggests that many more informal networks exist but 

are not captured through publicly available information.

Network purpose and objectives 

Most networks in the mapping and online survey phase of the project identified skills 

development as a primary or secondary objective of the overall work of the network, 

which included supporting commercial/ business development activities and informing the

content and planning of qualifications and skills accreditation. Networks creatively used 

single or combined skills-related products and services to address multiple drivers or 

objectives. Six of the eight case studies had a primary focus on skills, while the remaining 

two focussed on innovation and product improvement. Most of these networks were 

established to solve a common, shared problem in a practical and pragmatic way, usually 

focussed on providing skills development activities to which employers would otherwise 

not have access. 
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The high degree of diversity in network purpose, approach, leadership structure, context, 

employer engagement methods, employer participation levels/methods and activities 

means there is no single blueprint or common approach to adopt in making them 

successful. Common success factors can be identified but these may be put into practice 

in different ways. Success factors in establishing networks include drawing on pre-

existing relationships between potential network partners to make the most of existing 

rapport; access to valued resources to attract employers; presence of a common interest 

to generate motivation for action and reduce any reluctance to co-operate among 

competitors; presence of leading employers to attract other participants. Challenges in 

developing networks include building up an unknown brand; time commitments for SMEs 

to participate in network governance; developing training content quickly to meet 

employer needs. Some investment in marketing of networks in industries without 

significant history of employer collaboration is likely to be important. Offering multiple 

engagement methods for SMEs should help secure their input. Choice of a suitable 

learning provider partner with suitable capability and expertise, especially for larger 

networks, is critical. Alternatively, starting networks on a small scale to iron out any 

teething problems without damaging network credibility among target employers could be 

helpful.

Discussions with the case study networks revealed that the major drivers for employers to 

join a network are perceptions that the network will solve an existing need or problem and 

efforts by networks to promote their benefits to potential participant firms. The level of 

effort required to market to and engage members, especially by new networks and for 

SMEs, can be considerable and need adequate resources to support it. 

How are networks structured, governed and funded?

Most of the case study networks did not require formal membership status and positioned 

themselves as offering a service on the open market to any employer for which it was 

relevant. However, across the wider mapping of networks, there was a predominance of 

network types that operate formal membership schemes. Networks were highly diverse in 

size of employer membership/engagements and costs, with larger networks tending to 

have lower fees. Membership numbers were also determined by size of the potential 

population. The number of employers engaged varied greatly and this largely depended 

on the type of network.  However, it was notable that across the case studies the reach of 

the network was considerably larger than the optimal size of 25 proposed in some of the 

literature.
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Most membership-based networks identified through the mapping and online survey work 

operated from a central administrative hub with a distinct legal identity and status. Within 

the case studies, employer-led networks tended to operate from within major 

organisations without a defined administrative structure (Microsoft, Tallent), while a 

number of those focussed on qualifications delivery were hosted by the learning provider 

(Teesside, Training 2000). Most case study networks were governed through a board 

structure (e.g. AMRC, WCCF, AXRC, OPITO), except those led by major employers. This 

structure was preferred as a means of making networks cost-effective for employers by 

avoiding bureaucracy and layers of management and administration. One network 

adopted a not-for-profit focus for branding purposes, to reassure potential participants of 

its commercial focus through establishing a private company with not-for-profit status 

rather than a registered charity. 

Case study networks were sustained by four main sources of funding: public funding,

membership fees, payments for specific services and non-financial contributions from

employers. In most cases networks received a mix of these types of funding. Public 

funding was used to encourage membership of networks in industries without a history of 

collaboration and overcome market failures where costs of training or challenges in co-

ordination of provision exist. In order to achieve maximum effect in from initial funding to 

establish the network and grow the membership, it is advisable to have a clear focus and 

target spend and activity to ensure added value. 

Setting the right level of membership fees involves considering a trade-off between 

exclusivity of membership versus potential reach and require considerable judgement, 

about the perceived value of the network and its product or service. Higher fees may be 

associated with higher expectations of the network members and a keenness to see the 

benefits; however, higher fees might detract from the attractiveness of the network for 

some employers. Relying on payments for specific services ensures network focus meets 

employer needs but the case studies showed that this may create a commercial 

transactional model rather than establish a sense of identity or membership of a network. 

Non-financial contributions from employers include time in contributing to qualifications 

and standards development, and participation in network leadership, though the latter is 

more difficult for SMEs. Providing options for different types of participation and minimum 

requirements for key roles such as board membership was helpful for some networks in 

gaining employer involvement.
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The type of staff roles needed to run networks were typically divided into three types: 

leadership and administration, usually through a small management team; initial or 

ongoing employer engagement e.g. account managers and delivering network activities 

e.g. trainers. Choice between in-house and outsourced training provision seems to 

depend on regularity/frequency of activities, volumes of participants and degree of 

flexibility required in location and scheduling of delivery.

Generally speaking, the communication options used by the case studies for reaching 

network participants included: individual face-to-face contact between employers and 

network staff; meetings and forums attended by groups of employers; one-way electronic 

communications including email and newsletters.

Network activities and participation

Network activities were highly diverse, reflecting the varying needs of employers. Primary 

activities included the provision of apprenticeships for SMEs in the IT industry (Microsoft 

Partners Apprenticeship programme); a flexible leadership and management qualification 

across all sectors in one geographical region (Teesside); provision of a hybrid 

IT/management degree (ITMB/e-skills); a sectoral network offering multiple forms of 

customised training for the call centre industry (Welsh Contact Centre Forum); a research 

and development network for the advanced manufacturing sector (AXRC); a supply chain 

network for the automotive component sector (Tallent); a group training association 

offering multiple qualifications in a number of sectors (Training 2000); and a sectoral 

specialist provider of technical training for the oil and gas industry (OPITO). Subsidiary 

activities in some of the networks included some outreach work in careers information, 

advice and guidance to attract new recruits to the sector as well as additional business 

support services.

Levels of engagement between employers and the network hub varied enormously, and 

for a proportion contact was infrequent, reflecting the nature of training services being 

purchased rather than buying into membership of a club with a ‘networking’ dimension. 

Providing IT-based solutions to enable employer contact in networks with wide 

geographical coverage and giving consideration to how far employers expecting a 

specific service can be encouraged to engage in network activities to develop social 

capital is necessary. 
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Major factors influencing levels of participation in a network included: the perceived level 

of benefits, the size of firm (with SMEs particularly valuing access to resources they 

cannot gain through individual effort) and value for money, related to perceptions of cost. 

This was especially the case where employers saw themselves as buying a specific 

short-term skills solution, rather than buying into a longer-term exchange of knowledge or 

collaboration. The focus of network activity may evolve over time and networks need to 

be sufficiently adaptable to meet emerging employer priorities. Key success factors for 

the services commonly provided were ongoing contact and communication with 

employers, often involving individual and face-to-face contact and flexibility in training 

provision.

The level of interaction between employers in the case study networks was lower than we 

might have anticipated based on the emphasis in the literature on the value of social 

capital generated in networks. Membership of a network does not necessarily equate to 

substantial participation in activities which foster a sense of ‘belonging’ and any obligation 

to sustain and develop network activities, as opposed to simply being a consumer of 

network services. Typically employer participation in activities was found to be quite 

passive with only a minority of eligible employers taking part. Developing shared or 

common interests may be an important precursor to activity to identify and address skills 

issues which is more collaborative and built on knowledge exchange.

Impact of networks, employer perceptions and success factors

Whilst benefits can be cascaded, who benefits from a network is naturally related to who 

actively engages with it and to what extent. Engagement varied substantially between 

networks and participating organisations, there was generally a core group of active 

employers in a network and some with more peripheral or transitory contact. Within an 

organisation participation was generally concentrated among a small number of people.

Exceptions to this being where large numbers of staff and employer beneficiaries 

accessed training or services from networks with a transactional model of membership 

based on paying for service provision. 
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Case study employers reported that the most common benefits of network activities were: 

access to suitable training provision; reduced transaction costs of organising training and 

negotiating course content with training providers and economies of scale through design 

of industry-standard qualifications. Provision of customised, flexible training was identified 

by employers as a key benefit of network services. In addition, networks were able to 

overcome employer barriers to skills development such as short-term decision-making

and access to imperfect information by proving the benefits of training through relevant 

examples from similar organisations. 

Employers generally assessed networks in terms of the immediate, tangible outcomes 

they produced, rather than the value of participating in a network in itself. This suggests 

that access to imperfect information may have led to employers underestimating the full 

benefits of training. Networks generally did not take a systematic approach to monitoring 

or assessing value for money; continuing employer engagement was seen to be sufficient 

to evidence success. Impact measures used by the networks themselves typically 

included training quality, volumes of participants and qualifications they achieved. Where 

success, and progress towards it, was reviewed the common measures of success cited 

were the continuation of employer engagement and longevity. Any monitoring 

mechanisms required of networks may therefore need to be relatively simple and also 

make it possible to capture unanticipated benefits which emerge later in a network’s 

lifespan, while networks seeking to become self-sustaining need to provide evidence of 

their value to employers for recruitment and retention purposes. 

Some case study networks had helped firms to recognise skills shortages and expand 

employment in ways which would not otherwise have taken place, especially in small 

firms. Many of the case study networks providing training leading to a qualification 

appeared to be contributing to increases in skill levels and some appeared to be 

influencing training provision across the sector. There is a potentially important co-

ordinating role for intermediary organisations working at regional/local levels in identifying 

common gaps in skills development provision which pose barriers to growth for 

employers in the area.

Business benefits appeared most directly for case study networks with supply chain type 

characteristics, in which skills development formed a subsidiary focus. The focus of these 

networks was often more directly related to business operations and the development of 

products and service (quality).
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The barriers to achieving network benefits included limited network penetration among 

target employer communities for networks with an open participation policy; limited 

employer participation where employers engage in only one activity of a range offered; 

provision of single activities by networks where there may be latent demand among 

employers for a wider range of services. The research concludes that overcoming these 

barriers is likely to require investment in face-to-face marketing; greater promotion of 

network activities by more engaged employers and assessment of market demand for 

further services. In establishing networks led by learning providers, it may be useful to 

consider how the initial design of the network and model of engagement might allow 

scope for broadening the range of activities offered, even if at a later stage of the 

network’s development. In addition, considering how best to position and market the 

purpose of a network to employers is important, so they initially perceive it as more than 

simply offering training provision, even if they do not choose to engage in additional 

activities until a later stage.

The time periods over which benefits were accrued by case study networks varied 

considerably.  This implies that the evaluation of any public, pump priming funding needs 

to be of a relatively long duration.  In these times where the need for movement towards 

self-sustainability is a given, there is ever-more need for transparency of the benefits of 

engagement to maintain and nurture employer engagement in a network as there is to 

attract employer interest.

Research gaps

The full span of employer networks in the UK is extremely difficult to document as the 

existence of many informal networks may not be publicly recorded and it is likely that 

many networks operate ‘under the radar’ of public policy. Some attention could be given 

to understanding the activities of informal networks and possibilities for supporting, 

accelerating and extending mutual learning among participants. 

The literature on employer networks stresses the value of mutual learning between firms 

through network activity.  However, further work to understand how best to monitor and 

establish the benefits which accrue to firms from peer-to-peer learning is required, given 

that this study focussed on relationships between networks and employers rather than 

relationships between employers within networks. This could be undertaken through a 

form of individual network analysis applied to key decision-makers within an organisation 

and how social capital shapes this.
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This project developed a greater understanding of the diversity of skills-related networks 

in operation. In order to gain a clear understanding of the merits and risks of different 

approaches to network structures, governance and funding, and to understand ‘what 

works’ and why, it would be helpful to make a comparative assessment of networks which 

are broadly similar in their objectives and types of service which are being provided to 

employers.

The research design involved gaining access to participating employers via network 

organisers or administrators. This is likely to have resulted in some selection effects 

because organisations with limited or no participation in network activities are unlikely to 

have much contact with network administrators and are unlikely to self-select for research 

participation. Understanding the characteristics of relatively inactive employers within 

networks and identifying segments which could be targeted for greater participation may 

be helpful. This could be achieved through research with employers whom networks have 

tried to engage unsuccessfully or through research with the potential target population of 

a network.

There is much policy interest in the potential of employer networks to act as a lever to 

increase enterprise, jobs and growth. There is the opportunity to develop and enhance 

stakeholder understanding, particularly policy audiences, of the scale of engagement in, 

and activities of, employer networks. Further application of the findings from this study 

could help to inform policy interventions designed to support knowledge exchange, skills 

investment and business expansion by employers.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Recent policy context

The research aims to develop a greater understanding of the design, implementation and 

impact on skills of employer networks in the UK to inform the delivery of investment 

projects. The project was commissioned as part of a series of work to inform a better 

understanding of levers to stimulate employer investment in skills and included other 

projects on understanding levies, and occupational regulation. This programme of 

research will inform ongoing policy development for the future delivery of investment 

initiatives, as well as providing evidence for the HM Treasury and Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) Growth Review.

The UK Commission’s business plan for 2012/13 highlights the four priorities which have 

evolved into four outcomes that it seeks to influence. These are:

� More employers investing in the skills of their people 

� More career opportunities for young people 

� More collective action by employers through stronger sectors and local networks 

� More employers stepping up and taking ownership of skills.

The latter two focus on encouraging organisations to improve workforce skills and include 

the potential for employer-led interventions, such as employer networks. There is 

potential for employer networks to build their capability to do this through investment 

funds, such as:

� the Employer Investment Fund (EIF) which is UK wide and designed to drive 

employer-led action that leads to increased ambition and stimulates employer 

investment in skills

� the Growth and Innovation Fund (GIF) which covers England and supports new 

initiatives to increase the contribution skills make to enterprise, jobs and growth

� the Employer Ownership pilots, which offers all employers, or groups of employers,

in England direct access to public investment in order to design and deliver their own 

training solutions. 
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The UK Commission’s aspirations are ambitious within the current economic climate. The

UK Commission’s Employer Skills Survey (Davies et al, 2012) found that majority of 

employers (59 per cent) do invest in the skills and development of their workforce. 

However, whilst expenditure on training seems high (49 billion) how it is distributed was 

notably uneven across occupations, sectors and nations. Demand for skills amongst 

employers was found to be polarised: with nearly half (48 per cent) of the employers who 

already undertake training saying they would have liked to have provided more training 

but two-thirds of establishments that don’t train reporting the reason for this as no need 

for training.  

A potential policy lever to stimulate employer investment in skills is inter-employer 

networks. These were investigated in the Collective Measures project (summarised in 

Stansfield et al., 2009), incorporating a series of wide-ranging reports which embraced a 

number of potential interventions to encourage employer investment in skills and 

considered them from theoretical, empirical and policy perspectives. 

This research identified that training networks are relatively common internationally. The 

Collective Measures Policy Review (Cox et al., 2009) illustrated how such activity covers 

various stages of training from setting of standards, training delivery, monitoring of 

progress, to assessment and certification, and identified evidence suggesting that 

networks enable employers to undertake training they did not previously carry out, or 

would find it difficult to do so without network support, especially in small firms. The final 

evidence report concluded that employer networks have the potential to address skills 

shortages by overcoming some of the barriers faced by individual employers acting in 

isolation. These include networking to identify business problems which lead to 

identification of skills needs as part of the solution, making training more affordable 

through economies of scale in sourcing learning provision, educating managers about 

benefits of training, improving access to training providers and information on quality 

standards, and potentially reducing poaching through developing closer social bonds 

between employers and raising volumes of generic transferable skills (Stanfield et al., 

2009).
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Some considerations for establishing employer networks were also identified. The 

evidence showed that employer networks are demanding in the support required for their 

operation and require considerable commitment from employers. Reluctance to co-

operate among competitors is a risk requiring careful selection of network participants, 

and it can take time to build up sufficient trust between organisations to generate 

optimum benefits from networks. Generating interest in networks from an appropriately 

diverse group of employers may require significant marketing effort including face-to-face 

contact to persuade small employers to participate and time and effort from larger 

employers to exert influence through supply chains or among their local employer 

community. The role of a highly skilled and credible network facilitator to enable 

employers to work together is also pivotal (Stanfield et al., 2009).

Some characteristics of networks that deserve attention in establishing new networks 

included:

� employer involvement in network leadership, ideally through senior managers

� having a core group of 15-20 members, with potential for a wider group of 

beneficiaries (e.g. to reduce unit costs of training) particularly targeting SMEs

� public subsidy of up to 75% which may be needed for up to 3 years to pump prime 

new networks, recognising the length of time they require to become sustainable.

The Collective Measures project has informed the development of the Best Market 

Solutions concept as a set of initiatives to support employer investment in skills to secure 

future competitive advantage, funded through the Growth Investment Fund. Employers 

are free to choose the most suitable solution to meet their sector’s skills challenges which 

may inspire employers to collaborate collectively to solve barriers to investment. The 

types of barriers overcome through these initiatives might include transaction costs and 

difficulties in benefiting from suitable economies of scale in learning provision. Figure 1.1

illustrates the position of employer networks as one of the potential Best Market Solutions 

to help build capacity and capability among employers to support skills investment. 
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Figure 1.1 Potential Best Market Solutions

However, information on the operational features of employer networks was limited, in 

part because the literature reviewed was often confined to descriptions of particular 

projects initiated by networks. Developing a better understanding of inter-employer 

networks and how they impact on investment in skills is the focus of this research.

1.2 Relevance to policy/ UK Commission and key research questions

The project is located in the context of recent development in skills policy reflected in 

Skills for Sustainable Growth. This focuses on the transfer of much greater responsibility 

for skills development from publicly funded, supply-led learning provision to an aspiration 

that employers and individuals will assume a greater share of the costs of learning. This 

is also reflected in the employer ownership strategy and pilots developed by the UK 

Commission which seeks to encourage the design and delivery of training solutions by 

employers. Against the backdrop of fiscal austerity, government intervention has 

necessarily taken a sharper focus to support skills development which is linked to key 

priorities of economic growth and job creation. Thus support is concentrated on helping 

business start-ups, apprenticeships, the low carbon economy and through interventions 
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aimed at supporting business districts to grow e.g. via Local Enterprise Partnerships. It is 

important for effective policy delivery to be able to understand how employer networks 

operate and whether there are any particularly beneficial features which could contribute 

to the success of networks being established with public funds.

Indeed, industry partnerships were highlighted in a speech about the future of British 

Industry where the Business Minister set out the vision for an Industrial Strategy. This 

outlined key actions, including:

� New Government backed institution to help companies invest 

� Government and industry partnerships with strategies for specific sectors by 2013

� £165 million boost for the skills that businesses need 

� New Innovation and Knowledge centre to boost commercialisation of research

� Reforming government procurement to make sure that businesses have confidence to 

take long-term investment decisions.

Fundamental to this approach is the intention to build collaborative but challenging sector 

strategies. The idea is that this will include building, and building on, strategic 

partnerships with industries.

While employer networks can be important levers in providing Best Market Solutions, 

there remain important questions as to how they can best contribute to skills and growth. 

As such the objectives of this research are:

� to gain a clearer understanding of the employer networks that exist around the UK, 

with a particular focus on those with a skills or growth dimension;

� to identify what the characteristics are of different networks and whether there are any 

patterns or prevalence of certain types;

� to obtain a deeper picture of what employer network members feel they gain from 

participation in such networks.
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Specific research questions include the following:

Who creates employer networks? This question is important to our understanding of 

how future networks could be established, what kind of individuals or organisations are 

likely to be most interested in developing employer networks and the potential roles of 

employers, intermediary organisations and government.

What are the characteristics of employer networks? How are they funded and 
administered? These questions help understand some of the key drivers of employer 

networks and how they develop and shape network activities. These are particularly 

interesting issues in the light of the current policy view that past networks have been 

excessively directive and have crowded out employer-led activities. It is important to 

understand what potential there is for leveraging sustainable employer investment in 

networks, how they can be organised efficiently and effectively, what support might be 

required from government in the form of pump-priming and how it can be best directed to

overcome market failures. 

What are the functions and activities of employer networks? How do they engage 
with wider business support services? This information provides an insight into the 

reach of employer networks and their aims and objectives. It also helps illuminate how 

networks successfully engage employers in skills and training activities, what kind of 

activities appeal to employers and any potential for building business capabilities through 

enabling employers to access other support services or to draw employers into network 

activity from support services.

How are networks perceived by employers? Employer perceptions of the role and 

impact of networks, the added value they offer and how they are branded may have 

useful insights to shape interventions by the UK Commission and other government 

agencies in these networks.

What are the impacts of networks on employer investment in skills and on growth?
Any evidence on the impact of networks on skills, growth and innovation will help the UK 

Commission understand whether employer networks have the potential to encourage 

employers to invest in skills. It will also help identify good practice and critical success 

factors for Best Market Solutions. 
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1.3 Overview of the research methodology

This section outlines the main components to the research methodology and how they 

informed the development of the project overall, and the selection of the case studies. 

The table below outlines the different data sources and elements of the research activity 

which are outlined below.

Figure 1.2 Data sources used in the project

Rapid evidence 
review

Mapping exercise

Intermediary 
discussions

Online/
telephone survey

Final report

8 network 
case studies

Rapid evidence 
review

Mapping exercise

Rapid evidence 
review

Mapping exercise

Intermediary 
discussions

Online/
telephone survey

Final report

8 network 
case studies

Literature review: The aim of the literature review was to scope and review the existing 

literature about employer networks to inform a working definition of ‘employer network’ 

and establish a typology of networks; to provide a greater understanding of the key 

issues and evidence gaps; and to inform the selection criteria for the case study 

research. The literature does not provide great detail on how employer networks function 

but it provides some helpful indicators on points of principle which may constitute success 

factors for network activities. The literature is used within the report to highlight any points 

of comparison between evidence from the case studies and wider research findings.

Mapping of employer networks: The mapping of employer networks was undertaken 

through online web searches of publicly available data to provide an idea of the number 

and location of employer networks in each typology. It needs to be recognised that the 

mapping exercise is unlikely to produce information on informal networks or those 

operating without publicly available information. The mapping also, to some extent, 

helped inform the criteria for selecting case studies and the questions for the online 

survey. The mapping is drawn on in Chapter Three to discuss the scope and prevalence 

of different types of network.



Understanding Employer Networks

25

Discussions with intermediaries and relevant stakeholders: Given the very large 

number of networks identified in the mapping exercise, discussions with intermediaries 

and relevant stakeholders have aimed to mine their knowledge of networks in their 

respective areas in order to narrow down our focus in selecting potential case studies. 

These discussions with eight individuals also provided the research team with a sense of 

the prevalence of networks which may not have a web presence.

Online and telephone survey tool: A link to a short online survey was emailed to all 

network contacts identified in our mapping exercise. The aim of the survey was to collect 

key pieces of information on the functions, funding, aims, operations and activities of the

network to plug some of the evidence gaps identified in the literature review and mapping 

exercise and help inform the selection of case studies. However, as this only yielded a 

small number of responses, the research team also conducted 30 telephone interviews 

using the same survey to gain basic information on the operation of networks of different 

types. Where there are substantial differences between the focus and activities of 

networks responding to the survey and telephone interviews and the case studies, this is 

noted in the relevant sections of the report. 

Case study research: Interviews with the funders, administrators and employers 

associated with eight networks enabled an in-depth examination of how the employer 

networks developed and functioned, and how they were viewed by employers. The case 

study research also provided more detail on network operations, functions and activities. 

This involved approximately five to seven interviews per network, including network 

leads/representatives, funders, learning providers and employers taking part in network 

activity.

1.4 Definitions and types of employer networks

A working definition of an ‘employer network’ was agreed for the purpose of this study 

and is set out below:

A network through which employers and businesses can offer and receive support, 
information, advice and business opportunities. Employer networks can be sector-
focused, geographically-based, and either address sector-specific skills needs or have 
a wider business and management remit.
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The definition was developed by examining classifications of networks used within 

existing literature and early results from the mapping exercise and functioned as a tool to 

filter literature and potential case studies during the project. It was intended to reflect the 

full scope of networks that were of interest, therefore including networks operating on the 

basis of sector or geography, and including those with a remit focussed on skills or 

broader objectives, and a mixture of services and activities. The advantage of this 

definition is the breadth of scope of types of networks eligible for inclusion in the study 

which was of particular interest to the UK Commission in obtaining a spread of different 

network types, which may be needed to achieve diverse goals, objectives and meet the 

needs of different types of businesses. The disadvantage is that the greater the diversity 

of network types, the more difficult it is to isolate common success factors and barriers.

Through the mapping of employer networks and the literature review, a large number and 

variety of networks were identified. A brief overview of each type is now provided.

Group Training Associations (GTAs) – membership organisations focused on training 

predominantly in traditional manufacturing industries to enable employers to share 

access to and costs of expensive capital equipment and train staff in a safe but realistic 

environment outside production (Cooney and Gospel, 2008).

Industrial Training Boards (ITBs) – training organisations with statutory powers to 

charge a training levy on employers in their industry. Following widespread deregulation 

of training provision in the 1980s few ITBs continued, though there are some notable 

exceptions where employers have identified a continuing need for collective investment in 

skills to prevent market failure in industries characterised by high levels of fragmentation 

and large numbers of small employers e.g. Construction Industry Training Board (CITB), 

Engineering Construction Industry Training Board (ECITB).

Geographically-based – these consist of concentrations of firms in a particular industry 

or supply chain around a particular location and can help generate collective capability 

through sharing staff expertise through informal and formal labour markets as well as 

collaborative skills development activities. They can help provide economies of scale 

through shared competitive advantage and have been widely researched through the 

literature (e.g. Huggins, 2008). Examples include groups of technology companies in 

‘Silicon Fen’ around Cambridge, similar clusters around Oxford and Reading and digital 

media companies in Brighton, Bristol and Manchester.
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Higher education - industry collaborations and business incubators: HEI/industry 

collaborations take a range of forms from local business clubs and networks run by 

universities involving regular meetings, lectures and informal social networking events to 

collaborations between HEIs and firms to provide specific training which may or may not 

lead to an accredited qualification. Business incubators develop entrepreneurial 

companies and bring innovations to market through providing a network of contacts to 

help increases the chance of creating business connections and organisational capability 

including skills and knowledge (Hughes et al., 2007). They often provide office space and 

proximity to resources such as HEI equipment.

Trade associations / sectoral employers’ organisations – these represent all 

businesses within a particular sector, although industries vary in their degree of 

homogeneity and less cohesive industries are likely to have multiple trade associations 

(Robson and Bennett, 2009). The focus of trade association activities is usually on 

business development for members combined with representation of their interests to 

policy makers. Where training and skills development activities are offered, they are 

sometimes a subsidiary area of activity.

Supply chain networks – can be vertical or horizontal in nature. Vertical supply chain 

networks centre on firms contributing different elements of the same product or service 

e.g. automotive components to make a vehicle (Gospel and Foreman, 2006). They are 

often driven by the company at the top of the supply chain as the lead customer and 

focus on increasing innovation, quality, cost effectiveness or other performance 

dimension of the supply chain, with varying degrees of focus on skill development to 

achieve this. Horizontal supply chain networks involve firms who may be competitors 

within a supply chain but recognise the benefits of co-operation to solve common 

problems (e.g. Herrara-Bernal et al., 2002). They are less likely to involve a distinct 

separate organisation in running the network than other types e.g. GTAs.

Employer networks led by other agencies closely associated with the state, such as 

the central departments, the former Regional Development Agencies or the Sector Skills 

Councils. These may involve employers with sectoral or local interests participating in a 

variety of networking events, joint projects to develop new products/services or 

marketing/business development activities, site visits and identifying and sourcing 

support to meet learning needs and share mutual learning on an informal or formal basis.

Networks spontaneously formed by private sector employers, sometimes through a 

newly-formed limited company or community interest company which manages the 

network. Their activities, organisation and administration can be highly diverse.
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Networks formed by employers and trade unions. These may be formed around a 

workforce issue or challenge of mutual interest such as working conditions and equality of 

access to learning.

Online or virtual networks. These may be highly informal with or without face-to-face 

contact and are most commonly developed among sectors making relatively 

sophisticated use of IT in the digital and creative economies.

1.5 Choice of case studies

Taking into account the timescales of the research, discussions with the UK Commission, 

and the main network typologies which emerged from the literature review and mapping 

exercise, case studies were selected to try to ensure representation of:

� networks with a focus on skills and innovation

� supply chain networks

� more than one GTA type network to explore different types/forms of GTA and 

understand where initial engagement in the network is driven by reduction in costs or 

where it is driven by access to quality of learning, range of experiences, location or 

other factors

� a mix in the size of networks, measured by number of employers participating in any 

form

� a mix of sectors, which resulted in inclusion of priority sectors including advanced 

manufacturing/engineering, digital and creative industries and health and social care

� a mix of networks which have different levels of employer participation and activities

� a mix of network structures, leadership and operational models and approaches 

� a majority of networks which have a core focus on skills or training

� networks where participation is targeted at the firm, not to the individual

� a focus on networks which cater for UK firms, although participation could be open to 

internationally-owned organisations.
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Informal networks were considered for the study, as the wider research literature shows 

that they can exert considerable influence over employer decision-making. However, by 

definition, informal networks are undocumented, not easily amenable to mapping as they 

do not require a formal purpose or set of objectives and do not have a formal 

organisational structure or status. Therefore this makes the channels of communication 

and points of contact unclear and raises some policy challenges in working through them 

to raise employer investment in skills. Some informal networks were considered as 

potential case studies for the research but their activities and focus were not sufficiently 

well articulated to justify their inclusion.
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Table 1.1 illustrates the spread of case studies achieved and their key characteristics. A

majority are demand-led and have a focus on skills development. Around half the case 

studies focussed their activities on the IT and advanced manufacturing sectors, and most 

were based in England with some network activities covering Wales and Scotland. Half 

had a sectoral or supply chain focus while the rest provided generalist services. Three 

networks had formed a distinct organisational entity (OPITO, WCCF, Training 2000) while 

the rest were hosted or administered by an existing organisation. Most networks were 

initially driven by employers.

1.6 Advantages and disadvantages of research approach

The advantages of this research approach lies in the potential to capture both breadth of 

types of networks and range of activity they are engaged in through the mapping exercise 

and the careful selection of case studies. The definitions and outline of different network 

types above illustrates the diversity of network forms.

The disadvantages of the need to cover a broad set of different types of network is that 

generalisable conclusions about ‘what works’ either for particular types of employer 

network or for networks in general may be difficult to draw where only one or two case 

studies represent each type. Making comparisons between networks which seek to 

achieve different objectives, through very different structures and activities is challenging. 

Where making direct comparisons is inadvisable, this report seeks to raise questions 

about the implications that the findings about any one particular network may raise. In 

addition, access to employers was gained through network leads, so it is likely that 

employers represent the more engaged firms, and therefore the research provides limited 

information on likely barriers to further participation among low or non-participant 

employers.

1.7 Summary of each network case study

This report is presented thematically around the research questions set for the project. 

Prior to discussing each theme in detail, a short summary is provided of each network 

case study for readers who would like to gain a brief overview of the purpose, 

organisation, activities and outcomes of each network.
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1.7.1 Welsh Contact Centre Forum (WCCF)

The Welsh Contact Centre Forum is a membership organisation for contact centre 

employers and suppliers to the contact centre industry such as IT, recruitment and office 

supplies firms with at least one site in Wales. The broad aim of the network is to support 

and strengthen the contact centre industry in Wales, through encouraging co-operation 

and information sharing within the industry. It began as a forum set up by the then Welsh 

Assembly Government to identify policy levers that would help encourage inward 

investment in Wales. Since 2004 it has been an independent not-for-profit limited 

company. Membership is open to all contact centres in Wales along with a smaller, select 

group of suppliers to the industry.

Network funding and governance

The WCCF is led by a Managing Director and an employer board, responsible for 

determining the overall strategy for the network and the services offered to members. In 

addition to the managing director three staff are employed directly along with eight 

freelance consultants employed on an ad-hoc basis. The employer board aims to be 

broadly representative of the industry as a whole and new board members are selected 

by the existing board. Input from non-board members is also collected on a regular basis. 

Membership for “core” contact centres is free but suppliers pay a fee according to their 

size.

Aside from membership fees, the WCCF also receives public sector funding equivalent to 

30% of its annual turnover, and income from charging for certain events, sponsorship of 

events, provision of member services and occasionally from research commissioned by 

third parties. 
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Network activities

The WCCF’s core activities focus on facilitating opportunities for mutual knowledge 

exchange, learning and industry networking. This includes directors’ dinners, executive 

roundtables, task & finish groups, team leader training forums, quality groups and best 

practice visits. WCCF provides information directly through consultancy service and 

intelligence reports on issues such as funding opportunities and labour market conditions. 

The network also promotes the image of the industry, for example through its annual 

awards ceremony. Training offered through the network consists mostly of bespoke short 

courses aimed at SMEs which lack the capacity to provide their own training. The forum 

has also worked with external training providers to develop relevant courses, assisted the 

Welsh Government in targeting training funding and assisted JCP in providing pre-

employment training.

Network impact and outcomes

A key achievement of the WCCF has been to break down barriers to co-operation 

between organisations in the contact centre industry and to help the industry to grow 

within Wales by attracting new investment. Members reported that the WCCF had helped 

overcome some of the longstanding problems within the industry such as the recruitment 

and retention of skilled staff. Finally, the networking activities helped generate 

commercial opportunities for many members.

1.7.2 Advanced Manufacturing Research Centre/Advanced Forging 
Research Centre (AXRC)

AMRC and AFRC are research centres within the wider AxRC network of research 

centres. The objective of both networks is to improve research and development capacity 

in high value manufacturing and both are industry-higher education collaborations. The 

AMRC was set up as a unit of the University of Sheffield in 2001, with Technicut, a small 

cutting tools manufacturer who had previously collaborated with the University, playing an 

important role in the founding of the centre. The AFRC was set up in 2009 as part of a 

collaboration between Strathclyde University, Rolls Royce and Scottish Enterprise.
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Network funding and governance

AMRC and AFRC both receive income from a combination of membership fees (along 

other one off contributions from members) and public funding. In both cases contributions 

from members make up roughly a third of total income, though the exact split can vary 

from year to year. There are two levels of membership fees. Tier 1 membership costs 

£200,000 a year while Tier 2 membership costs £30,000.

The centres are both run through their respective Universities and each is governed 

through a main board and a technical board. The main board has a role in determining 

the overall strategy of the each centre while the technical board looks more specifically at 

the kind of research and development activities undertaken. Organisations holding Tier 1 

membership have an individual representative on each board while Tier 2 members are 

represented collectively by an individual board member. Main board members tend to be 

more senior managers while technical board members are generally technical staff. 

There have been some issues with the representation of the interests of Tier 2 members 

at AMRC due to their growing numbers; this has led to the set up of additional forums in 

which Tier 2 members can offer input into the running of the centre.

The AMRC employs 180 staff while the AFRC employs 35, the bulk of these are research 

staff. In the case of AMRC 150 employees are involved in research activity while 30 are 

support staff.

Network activities

The key focus of the centres is on research and development activity, carried out within 

the centres themselves. Most of the research activity is carried out by staff employed by 

the centres but members also have the opportunity to make use of the building and 

facilities themselves. Research findings are disseminated through a number of channels 

including reports and presentations. Both centres also make some contribution to 

academic training, for example the Engineering Doctoral Training Centre at Strathclyde is 

part funded by the AFRC.
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The AMRC has a larger role in broader skills development, running an apprenticeship 

scheme for staff in partnership with Sheffield College while the centre also plans to open 

an Advanced manufacturing Institute Training Centre in 2013. AMRC has also been 

involved in promoting careers in engineering to school and college students. Both centres 

encourage collaboration and information sharing between members. This can be through 

meetings organised at the centres but has also involved members organising events and 

best practice visits themselves.

Network impact and outcomes

Members reported a number of benefits to participating in the network by helping them to

respond to the needs of their customers and stay up to date with technological 

developments. Several technological developments which have come through the 

centres have helped members secure contracts or improve efficiency. Both centres also 

appear to have had an impact on regional development, the availability of the centre’s 

facilities and their contribution to skills development make the area an attractive place for 

manufacturing companies to locate. A final indicator of their success is that the AMRC

model has been adopted by a number of other similar research centres across the globe.

1.7.3 Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships (MPA)

The Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships scheme was set up in 2009 with the aim of 

supporting Microsoft partner companies to offer apprenticeships. The scheme forms part 

of the wider Microsoft Partner Network which offers supply chain development activities. 

Microsoft’s motivations for setting up the apprenticeship scheme were threefold. Firstly 

there were anticipated commercial benefits from having more skilled staff in the Partner 

Network and by strengthening ties between Microsoft and their partners through the 

scheme. Secondly the scheme contributed to Microsoft’s Corporate Social Responsibility 

goal of reducing unemployment in the UK. Finally it was hoped the apprenticeship 

scheme would tackle some of the skills gaps and recruitment issues in the IT industry, 

including a heavy reliance on university graduates and a lack of work relevant skills 

amongst new entrants to the industry. Microsoft felt that although there was significant 

employer demand for apprenticeships in the industry, there were a number of 

administrative barriers which prevented many employers, particularly small to medium 

sized firms, from taking on apprentices. The key purpose of the scheme is for Microsoft to 

handle the administrative aspects of apprenticeships on behalf of employers.
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Network funding and governance

Financial support from the scheme mainly comes from the National Apprenticeship 

Service which has contributed nearly £12 million since the start of the scheme and meets 

the costs of training provision. Other costs are borne by employers, Microsoft and training 

providers. Employers take on the costs associated with employing the apprentice, 

specifically their wages and the costs of managing apprentices. Microsoft handles most of 

the administrative costs of running the apprenticeship scheme including sourcing funding 

and making initial approaches to training providers. Both training providers and Microsoft 

invest considerable resources into initial employer engagement and recruiting potential 

apprentices. At Microsoft, around six staff are involved to some extent in running the 

apprenticeship scheme while one training provider has 23-4 staff working variously on 

initial employer engagement and recruitment of apprentices. Training providers and some 

employers were involved early on in the designing the apprenticeship scheme and 

ongoing feedback from employers continues to play an important role in shaping the 

apprenticeship scheme. There is no formal membership system for the Apprenticeships 

scheme, although participating employers are all members of the Microsoft Partner 

Network. Currently around 300 employers participate in the scheme out of 300,000 in the

Microsoft Partner Network.

Employer participation

Participation centres on the organisation of the apprenticeship placement and 

development of the apprentice. Feedback from employers is collected on a day-to-day 

basis through the engagement teams at both Microsoft and the training providers and 

occasionally through more ad-hoc events run by Microsoft. This more informal model was 

felt to be a virtue of the scheme, as one of the central purposes of the scheme is to 

reduce the amount of time employers have to commit to apprenticeship administration. 
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Network activities

Three types of apprenticeship are offered through the scheme for different IT roles. The 

apprenticeships last 9-12 months and training is delivered by private training providers. 

There is an e-learning option available, which caters for geographically isolated 

employers whose apprentices would struggle to attend classroom sessions. One of the 

key aspects of the provision has been delivering useful skills “upfront” so that employers 

see a return from the apprenticeship as early in the process as possible. In addition to the 

training provision itself both Microsoft and the providers offer a number of other services 

to employers, notably assisting in the recruitment of apprentices and helping with 

arrangements for apprentices attending off the job learning.

Network impacts and outcomes

The Microsoft Partner Apprenticeship scheme appears to have had a number of 

successes in increasing the supply of skilled entrants to the IT industry. The scheme has 

high completion and retention rates, 85% of apprentices complete and 80% go into newly 

created jobs with their employer. Employers were highly enthusiastic about the scheme 

they felt the main benefits were getting access to new, motivated recruits with highly job 

relevant skills at very little cost. More broadly the scheme appears to have helped raise 

the profile and increased the prestige of apprenticeships within the IT industry.

1.7.4 Teesside Business School Foundation Degree in Leadership and 
Management (Teesside)

This network is based on a collaboration between Teesside University Business School 

and the North East Chambers of Commerce (NECC) to create and run a leadership and

management foundation degree. The course aims to provide participants with line 

management level leadership and management skills that are practically focussed and 

relevant to their organisation. In addition to the main foundation degree several additional 

“pathways” have been developed with individual employers providing sector- or 

employer-specific content. 
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The partnership began after the NECC identified leadership and management as a major 

skills gap in the region and the approached Teesside to discuss developing a qualification

to meet employer needs. Initial funding from government and a “business friendly” 

approach of the University enabled the creation of a flexible, practically focussed 

programme in four months. Eighty employers have enrolled employees on the course 

since 2006. 

Network governance and funding

The foundation degree is funded by both employers and the university, which covered 

some initial set-up costs of staff time. Additional funding for the development of the 

programme came from Foundation Degree Forward and participant costs received some 

funding from Business Link. Employers pay a fee for each participating employee, while 

tuition fees will be paid for by participants once government funding ceases in 2012. The 

degree is open to all employers in the area who wish to develop staff leadership and 

management skills and there is no formal membership status required.

The NECC drove the initial development programme which is now led by the university 

with NECC’s main role being one of recruiting participants. A key feature of the 

programme has been employer involvement in designing both the basic degree and

additional tailored pathways. In some cases employers are directly involved in teaching, 

for example board members from one participating employer attend the last day of every 

module to provide relevant, work-based examples to illustrate programme content.

Network activities

Degree participants take twelve modules over two stages, with each module worth 20 

credits towards the final degree. There are eight additional pathways aimed at providing 

tailored content for more specific areas. The provision is designed to be extremely flexible 

to allow participants to balance their studying with other commitments. Delivery is based 

on a “step on, step off” approach so that participants can miss modules and take them at 

a later date. Online and blended learning support face-to-face tuition.
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Network impact and outcomes

Numbers of participants on the programme have risen since the network’s inception. 

Completion rates are above the national average for similar courses and participant 

surveys reveal a high level of satisfaction with the course. The success of the foundation 

degree has boosted Teesside’s credentials as a business friendly university and the

programme has created a model of employer-HEI collaboration which can be reproduced 

elsewhere. Employers have seen substantial business benefits including improved 

business practices and greater confidence among staff.

1.7.5 Oil and Petroleum Industry Training Organisation (OPITO)

OPITO aims to deliver skills and workforce development initiatives to the oil and gas 

industry, primarily by matching employer demand with skills supply from training 

providers. OPITO does not provide training directly but instead approves a network of 

training providers, accredited to deliver training to OPITO-developed industry standards.

OPITO was founded in response to the need to create common industry standards, 

particularly in relation to safety. OPITO originated in the Petroleum Industry Training 

Board which operated on an employer levy. OPITO has evolved considerably since then 

and is owned by equal industry partners Oil and Gas UK, the International Association of 

Drilling Contractors (IADC) and the Inter Union Offshore Oil Committee (IUOOC).

Network funding and governance

OPITO’s two major sources of income are annual contributions from the industry and 

registration fees (currently £25 per person) for each individual employee accessing 

OPITO training. OPITO is run by a Board of Directors which includes representatives 

from both employers and Trade Unions, reflecting the tripartite ownership of the 

organisation. The Board is responsible for determining the strategic direction of OPITO as 

well as the “nuts and bolts” of OPITO’s business such as budgets and performance. In 

addition to the board, the OPITO organisation consists of 65 paid employees responsible 

for managing and running the organisation’s activities.
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Network activities

OPITO’s main skills role involves approving training centres to deliver training and 

assessment to OPITO standards. There are 35 OPITO-approved training centres 

providing training in emergency response, hazardous activity and occupational 

competence. OPITO also manages the Upstream Oil and Gas Industry Technician 

Training Scheme (UOGITTS) which is the main apprenticeship scheme for the industry. 

OPITO is also involved in developing good practice standards for the industry in 

conjunction with employers, employees and other interested parties. Finally, OPITO 

undertakes activities in schools, colleges and universities to encourage students to study 

science and engineering subjects and to consider the oil and gas industry as a career 

choice. Employers within the industry can participate in OPITO’s activities in three main 

ways: representation on the Board of Directors; participation in technical forums and 

workshops to develop standards (30-40 employers participate in these); and feeding back 

the practical impacts of standards in the workplace. 

Network impacts and outcomes

OPITO has achieved a number of successes. Through partnerships with universities, 

colleges and schools, it has helped match skills supply to skills demand by embedding 

industry needs into the curriculum. The UOGITTS has become a leading apprenticeship 

scheme in the UK, recruiting roughly 120 apprentices a year with a completion rate above 

90%. OPITO standards have been adopted across the industry internationally as well as 

in the UK reflecting their relevance and quality. Finally OPITO has an ongoing influence 

on the policy agenda relating to industry skills, future investment and occupational 

standards.

1.7.6 Information and Technology Management for Business (ITMB)

The network began in 2005 as a collaboration between universities, employers in the IT 

industry and e-skills, the Sector Skills Council for business and information technology. 

The network’s primary activity is design and delivery of a new degree in Information 

Technology Management for Business which aims to provide graduates with a mix of 

skills not available in existing IT degrees. Evidence from e-skills employer board 

members had identified a number of skills gaps among new IT graduates, in particular a 

blend of business skills such as inter-personal skills and commercial acumen to 

supplement technical IT skills. 
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Network governance and funding

Initial funding for the network came from the HEFCE Strategic Development Fund and 

the Department for Education and Skills. Prior to 2008 all universities delivering the 

course received a grant to cover the set up costs of the degree. Following the ending of 

external funding, the network is now mainly funded through indirect public subsidy of 

degree programmes and a fee paid by universities to e-skills of £250 per student. 

Employers also make in-kind contributions to a number of the network’s activities, 

through giving up time to provide work placements and course input.

There is no formal membership status or joining criteria for employers, but universities 

are selectively invited to participate based on their capacity to deliver a business relevant 

programme, and there are now 14 university partners. E-skills do not wish to upscale the 

programme too fast, as each new university offering the programme needs some support 

so growing university partners is a gradual process. The network is led by e-skills which 

facilitates regular meetings and forums. There is a regular Employer Strategy Forum 

which meets monthly and smaller steering groups made up of employers. Course 

directors from different universities meet on a quarterly basis.

Network activities

The core activity of the network is the design and delivery of the degree programme. 

Individual degree programmes are designed according to a blueprint developed by the 

employer steering group. All courses must also be assessed by an independent 

academic and ratified by the Employer Strategy Forum. There are around twenty five 

different ways in which firms may participate including participation in employer strategy 

forums, providing direct advice to universities on course content, mentoring or lecturing 

students, attending networking events and helping students find jobs. 
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Network outcomes and impact

The main outcome from the network is an increasing supply of graduates with a balanced 

set of industry relevant skills. The number of graduates has increased from eight in 2008 

to 195 in 2011, with a total of 355 graduates since the programme started. Events and 

activities run through the network, for example work placements and networking events, 

help match graduates with suitable employers. The programme is improving workforce 

diversity as 35% of ITMB students are female compared with 15% on similar 

programmes. Employers also feel there are benefits from involvement even if they do not 

directly recruit ITMB graduates. These include having their brand name associated with 

the degree and having the opportunity to share knowledge with others in the industry. 

Finally, universities delivering the ITMB feel their involvement helps improve their 

credibility and prestige with employers.

1.7.7 Training 2000 

Training 2000 is a Group Training Association (GTA) established in 1967 and based in 

the North West. Its core aim is to deliver specialised training across a number of sectors

and it has diversified beyond its original training provision for engineering firms. This 

diversification included establishing GTA Social Care as a wholly owned subsidiary of 

Training 2000. 

Network funding and governance

Training 2000 receives income from members in the form of membership and course fees 

as well as public funding for apprenticeships and pre-employment training from the Skills 

Funding Agency, the Young People’s Learning Agency and the European Social Fund. 

There is greater appetite for staff training among engineering firms than in social care. 

Social care organisations are currently operating in a difficult financial environment due to 

local authority cuts and there is a lack of a strong training culture across the sector and 

regulatory requirements related to training have been reduced. Training 2000 currently 

has 58 members but also provides some services to non-members.
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Training 2000 is led by an employer board composed of GTA members. All members are 

eligible for board membership and the GTA selectively approaches individuals to take on 

these roles. It has proved somewhat difficult to secure SME representation so Training 

2000 has introduced other ways to ensure employer views are represented such as

individual representatives who engage with a range of stakeholders and employer 

forums.

Network activities

Training 2000 offers a range of training activities from short courses lasting less than a 

day to Level 4 Diplomas with a particular focus of apprenticeships. All training is delivered 

directly by Training 2000 with a strong emphasis on tailoring provision to meet the needs 

of particular employers. In addition to the core training activities, Training 2000 offers a 

number of other services to members including business advice, credit facilities and 

networking opportunities.

Network impact and outcomes

Members have benefited from being able to access good quality tailored learning 

provision, and employers reported that Training 2000 offers something different from 

“normal” training providers. A survey of apprenticeship employers in 2010 found that the 

vast majority of employers believed the learning acquired had a positive impact on their 

business while Training 2000 also scored highly in relation to their understanding of 

employers’ training needs and the tailoring of provision. More broadly the size of Training 

2000 has enabled it to represent employer views on groups that influence training

standards and sectoral policies, particularly in relation to engineering but also in other 

areas such as social care.

1.7.8 Tallent Engineering supply chain network

Tallent Automotive Ltd is a manufacturer of vehicle chassis. The purpose of its supply 

chain network is to ensure that Tallent’s suppliers provide parts of sufficient quality on 

time and at a reasonable price which in turn will enable Tallent to satisfy its own 

customers which are major car manufacturing companies. Currently there are 97 

companies in the supply chain.
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Network governance and funding

The network is managed through individual contracts with each of Tallent’s suppliers, 

which specify the quality standards that each supplier must meet. Relationships with 

suppliers are managed by two Quality Managers at Tallent who have responsibility for 

monitoring supplier performance. Suppliers themselves use Quality Managers 

responsible for ensuring they meet the standards required by Tallent. 

The network does not receive any external funding, as the costs of meeting quality 

standards are borne by suppliers while Tallent itself takes on the costs of monitoring 

supplier performance and providing information, advice and guidance on meeting supply 

chain standards. Tallent estimates that it costs less than 1 per cent of annual turnover to 

manage the supply chain, while supply chain members estimate their costs at around 

£3,500 per year.

Network activities

To help suppliers achieve quality standards, Tallent provides support, for example by 

reviewing the supplier’s control plan and assisting in risk management which can lead to 

suppliers investing in additional training for staff. Suppliers may also visit Tallent to learn 

about new technologies and processes and Tallent regularly visits suppliers to monitor 

and advise them on performance improvement. Where concerns about the work of 

suppliers are raised, Tallent conducts a formal audit. In general, Tallent prefers to interact 

with suppliers on an individual rather than a group basis.

Network outcomes and impact

For Tallent, the key benefits of the supply chain network are that it helps ensure the 

companies own ability to provide its customers with a timely supply of products which 

meet their needs and expectations. Suppliers within the network noted that being part of 

the supply chain had helped them improve their processes and develop their skills base. 

Furthermore this process of improvement had in some cases increased their ability to 

move into higher value work areas and a higher tier of the supply chain. Suppliers also 

noted there were reputational benefits to being part of the Tallent supply chain. In an 

industry where components are not usually branded, being part of a supply chain with a 

reputation for quality helps the members of that supply chain gain recognition and, by 

extension, further work from other potential customers.
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2 Formation and Purpose of Employer 
Networks

2.1 Network objectives – skills versus other priorities

By design, most of the employer networks examined as part of this study focussed on 

skills development as a primary focus or secondary focus, while one focussed on quality 

improvement and one focussed on innovation. From the online and telephone survey, 

almost all of these employer networks listed skills development as either a primary or 

secondary objective of the overall work of the network, which included supporting 

commercial/ business development activities and informing the content and planning of 

qualifications and skills accreditation. Of those networks which reported that skills 

development formed a secondary objective, many of these were engaged in other 

activities such as representing the views of employers to policymakers, regulating 

aspects of their industries / sectors (some of which was skills related), and supporting 

innovation among participating employers (again, some of which was directly skills and 

training related). This reflects the common multiple and overlapping purposes which 

employer networks serve.

Of the case study networks, all but two had a strong skills-related focus. The exceptions 

were Tallent, which was focussed on achieving quality standards and AXRC which was 

primarily focussed on the creation of new products and services through joint research 

and development activities. Even here, the mechanisms of the network involved skills 

development through funding of student research, mentoring and transfer of learning 

between individual members of staff. Among the other networks, motivations for skills 

development commonly centred on the need to meet existing skills shortages or skills 

gaps which were already inhibiting current organisational strategy and performance, 

rather than investment to meet future, as yet unrealised, challenges. This reflects a 

practical and consumerist perspective of employers who were involved in establishing the 

networks on solving current problems and is commonly identified in the motivations of 

employers for initial engagement in network activity (Cox et al., 2009).
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2.1.1 Who determines network objectives and how?

Network objectives varied in how formally they were defined and which parties were 

involved in articulating them. Some networks expressed objectives in terms of outcomes;

for example, supply of a competent workforce (OPITO, ITMB, Teesside), creating jobs 

and qualified individuals for the IT sector (Microsoft), optimise supply chain performance 

(Tallent), addressing common sectoral problems such as staff recruitment/retention 

(WCCF), establish position as a commercial but not-for-profit training provider (Training 

2000). In the networks which were primarily supply-led by training providers, these 

objectives were typically translated into measurements of outcomes for individuals, rather 

than measurement of collective outcomes for the network as a whole or for beneficiary 

employers (see Chapter Five for further discussion).

Other networks more commonly articulated their objectives in terms of activities; for 

example, the AFX/RC network expressed its intentions through a ‘vision’ statement 

committing itself to developing shared manufacturing capability, spin off technology and 

training students. This reflects a network where research and development outcomes are 

by definition, unknown, and likely to be realised over a long timescale. 

Those organisations who were typically involved in establishing network objectives 

ranged from the lead customer at Tallent, to combinations of organisations in the other 

networks. OPITO and WCCF originally had their objectives heavily influenced by 

government, but as this has reduced, employer views and needs have assumed more 

importance, articulated primarily but not solely through employers represented at board 

level. The objectives for AM/FRC, Training 2000, ITMB, Teesside and Microsoft’s 

apprenticeship partnership network are influenced partly by employer needs but are also 

shaped by funding flows. These do not change the focus of the network, but may mean 

that objectives are expressed in terms of numbers and outcomes for individuals achieving

particular qualifications. 
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The type of employer network created tends to reflect the kind of problem or issue that it 

is trying to address (discussed in more detail in Chapter Three). Science parks and 

business incubators tend to focus more on supporting innovation and business 

development among participating employers. Demand-led employer networks which 

focus on skills do so as a means of overcoming a number of barriers to training and skills,

including: identifying problems with particular skills gaps; information asymmetry on 

training benefits; difficulties in finding appropriate learning facilities; and fear of poaching 

(Stanfield et al., 2009; Beer and Meethan, 2007). Employer networks have also been 

identified by as a useful way to develop the leadership and management skills within 

employers. In particular, recent work has noted that:

� networks facilitate peer-to-peer learning, and high quality knowledge transfers which 

can facilitate innovation and increased productivity

� networks offer a flexible system of support and an enhanced collective capacity (UK

Commission, 2010a). 

Supply-led networks are often depicted in the literature as being less effective at 

responding to employers’ skills and training needs (Burge et al. 2002a; Cooney and 

Gospel 2008). Supply-led networks can be less effective at providing relevant training 

and development, although government strategies to increase employer engagement can 

play a valuable role in improving the effectiveness of these networks. For example, a 

recent evaluation of National Skills Academies (NSAs) found that having an employer-led 

board had a positive impact on the strategy and operation of each NSA. The evaluation 

also found examples where NSAs had developed new provision in partnership with 

providers and employers, and in direct response to employer needs. This training had 

also been delivered in more flexible settings (Johnson et al. 2011).

However, the case study networks investigated as part of this research in which a 

supplier of learning assumed a prominent role were all established in response to 

particular employer skills shortages and gaps. Thus, while they were supplier-organised, 

they could be described as employer-driven and provide evidence to illustrate that 

supplier-led networks can be responsive to employer needs.
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2.2 Key drivers, initiators and funders in forming networks

The literature characterises the rationales for networks as common, shared problems or 

interests which therefore present a motivation for collaboration (Cox et al., 2009; Gospel 

and Foreman, 2006; Paton and Wilson, 2002; Dennis, 2000; Herrera Bernal et al., 2002), 

and typically stress the importance of employer involvement in establishing networks to 

ensure they fulfil a useful function (CBI, 2005). This is reflected to some extent in the 

case studies where employers came together driven by pragmatic and practical reasons 

for collaboration, usually involving delivering activities involving skills development to 

which they would otherwise not have access.

Skills shortages or needs were a contributory factor which drove the establishment of 

almost all of the employer networks, spotted either by individual employers or bodies 

representing employer concerns. Meeting skills needs was the primary drivers for the 

initiators of the ITMB and Teesside degree programmes - e-skills and the Chamber of 

Commerce - who were articulating employer concerns about graduate skills shortages 

and management skills gaps which needed addressing. Training 2000 and OPITO grew 

out of pre-existing employer organisations in the form of a GTA and an ITB, formed by 

employers to address industry skill needs within the engineering and petroleum/gas 

supply sectors respectively. 

For other networks, plugging skills needs was a feature of network activity but it was not 

necessarily the primary or original focus. Instead it featured less directly, as a second 

order or downstream concern. Creating AMRC was driven by an organisation in the 

supply chain seeking to improve its innovation capacity through access to resources and

expertise. Tallent and Microsoft took the lead in establishing their supplier network as the 

primary customer, and are driven by a desire to improve their own business performance, 

by supporting improvement among suppliers, including skills development activities. Only 

WCCF was established by the Welsh Assembly Government, originally as an employer 

forum to voice the needs of employers interested in establishing contact centres in 

Wales. Once it became independent, it began to focus more heavily on helping 

employers address recruitment and retention issues. The availability of funding for 

apprenticeships is also likely to have contributed to the establishment of the Microsoft 

scheme and expanded the work of Training 2000, while funding from HEFCE supported

the Teesside programme and funding from BIS and the TSB is likely to have helped the 

expansion of the AMRC.
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Although the research design explicitly sought networks with a focus on skills needs, it is 

evident that the drivers for forming networks were often multi-faceted, so the function and 

purpose of networks should not be oversimplified. The mapping exercise illustrated that 

the most numerically widespread type of employer network across the UK is trade 

associations, which are primarily focussed on commercial and business development 

activities. Within this broad remit, however, there are major variations in the types of 

services provided by different trade associations. Moreover, as more information on 

running a business, communicating with government, reaching customers and 

opportunities for knowledge exchange has become publicly and freely available through 

internet resources, such organisations are likely to have to adapt and revise their 

activities to retain the support of employers. Building in the possibility for some flexibility 

and capacity to adapt in establishing employer networks and avoiding an overly 

prescriptive approach to how they should function would therefore seem to be advisable 

when establishing them.

2.2.1 Success factors in establishing networks

A number of factors helped to facilitate the establishment of the case study networks. 

Based on analysis of the network histories, this report concludes that pre-existing 
relationships were important in determining the organisations that participated in 

establishing the network. Key employers from the Tallent, Teesside, AMRC and ITMB 

networks were instrumental in identifying the learning providers which firms approached 

as likely collaborators, usually on the basis of previous relationships with them. This 

illustrates the important role that trust plays in helping networks to take root. Trust is 

identified as a dominant theme in the literature on employer networks because network 

success is argued to be dependent on information-sharing. This requires individuals to 

trust others with whom they share knowledge about common business problems and 

solutions, both not to exploit competitive vulnerabilities and not to exclude partners from 

benefiting from solutions (Sako, 1992). Trust is most likely to be developed through 

‘insider’ networks made up of familiar, credible contacts such as former business 

partners, industry contacts, customers, accountants, friends, family and colleagues 

(Bishop, 2011).
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Access to resources was particularly helpful in establishing the Microsoft, WCCF and 

Teesside networks, and may have influenced the scale of development in the AMRC and 

ITMB networks. This is supported by previous evaluations of learning networks which 

identified resource access as both a unique selling point for networks to employers and 

as a necessary prerequisite for delivering network services effectively (Rhodes and 

Graver, 2002). 

The presence of leading employers including Rolls Royce, Tallent and Microsoft was 

instrumental in attracting their suppliers into networks led by these large firms. This is 

consistent with the literature which draws attention to the role of commercial power in 

vertical business to business relationships (Marchington and Vincent, 2004; Street and 

Cameron, 2007). 

Within the supply chain networks of Microsoft, Tallent, OPITO, AMRC and for ITMB 

where employers were potentially competing with each other for course graduates, the 

presence of common interests in securing the skills pipeline which transcended 

competitive pressures were helpful in persuading employers of the benefits of 

participation. This factor has also been identified as important in the wider literature 

(Gospel and Foreman, 2003). The organisations within these networks commonly came 

from different parts of the supply chain, which helped reduce competitive tensions 

between them. A key feature of some of the networks is that the number of employers 

among which close collaboration is required may not be particularly high, and this 

typically involved agreement of course content to be delivered by a learning provider. 

2.2.2 Challenges in establishing networks

Typical challenges facing new employer networks centre on the resources and skills 

needed from a credible expert administrator, gaining support and considerable 

commitment from employers and reluctance to co-operate among competitors. This 

demands investment of time to build up adequate trust between a sufficiently diverse 

group of organisations to generate benefits networks, and this may require significant 

marketing effort including face-to-face contact to persuade small employers to participate 

(Stanfield et al., 2009). Challenges of developing trust were low in a number of the case 

studies, either because the networks were well-established or because the partners 

already knew each other, and may also reflect some self-selection bias in the achieved 

case studies, where those which were more confident about their success were more 

likely to participate. 
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However, engaging employers posed challenges in various ways for three of the 

networks. For Training 2000, having an unknown brand in the social care sector or 

beyond its original geographical market established made it necessary to invest some 

money in marketing its services to potential new members. Similarly, Microsoft found that 

it hard to work hard to promote the apprenticeship programme to its partners in SMEs. At 

WCCF, the time commitment required of board members to attend and prepare for 

meetings five times a year was challenging as all the individuals were employed in other 

roles, but the requirement to attend a minimum of three meetings helped to ensure 

attendance. The challenge of gaining employer commitment was partly solved by some 

networks through offering multiple options for employer participation, ranging from

intensive representation at board level to help run the network, through to provision of 

recruitment opportunities or placements for individuals participating in network learning 

activities. This recognises that firms of different types are likely to be looking for different 

services from networks and their needs require accommodating.

Developing training content quickly and gaining standards approval in a tight time 

frame was a particular challenge for Teesside where the higher education partner 

achieved this in four months, which is considerably faster than usual in the sector. Most 

of the educational partners involved in the networks had an established track record of 

working with businesses either on an individual basis or on similar projects, and were 

therefore well equipped to handle the needs of the network. In the case of Microsoft, 

problems with the training provider initially selected led to its swift replacement. This 

highlights how choosing suitable expert partners can be important in making networks 

successful.

2.3 Network development over time 

The focus of some of the older networks had changed over time, reflecting the 

development of new aims and ideals. The motivations for changes in the focus of 

networks typically reflected a combination of employer demand/need and, in some cases, 

supply of funding. OPITO had extended the focus of its training from an initial focus 

exclusively on safety to broader quality standards. 
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More recently established networks were also adapting to employer needs. The WCCF 

was originally set up as an employer forum to help attract inward investment in contact 

centres in Wales, while Teesside had developed pathways within its degree programme 

to reflect sectoral context for employers, including public sector, contact centres, hair and 

beauty therapy and building services. Training 2000 had extended the occupational 

coverage of its development programmes to include roles outside its original focus on 

engineering in response to employer demand. It had focussed particularly on social care 

in response to regulation in the early 2000s requiring a proportion of care assistants to 

hold relevant NVQs. 

A number of the case study networks had recently expanded their activities into provision 

of information, advice and guidance to prospective recruits to the industry they 

represented and undertaken outreach and engagement work with schools. This reflects 

emerging concerns about adequacy of the labour supply pipeline for some of the 

industries represented by the networks. Adaptation and evolution could be regarded as 

characteristics of successful networks to secure sustainability and longevity and therefore 

it is unsurprising to find their aims changing over time.

For other networks, continuity and stability was more important, reflecting business 

priorities. The Tallent network has changed little, because the components made do not 

tend to change much over time, vary little between customers, it is more efficient to 

manage a smaller rather than larger number of suppliers and top tier customers usually 

have targets to reduce and stabilise the numbers of organisations in their supply chain. 

2.4 Summary

Networks commonly have a variety of purposes and motivations with skills-based 

networks usually focussing on developing learning provision to meet existing skills 

shortages or skills gaps. This reflects a practical and consumerist focus of employers who 

are involved in establishing the networks on solving current problems. Identifying and 

positioning networks to provide a rapid benefit to employers is likely to be important for 

securing initial engagement.
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The type of employer network created tends to reflect the kind of problem or issue that it 

is trying to address.  Science parks and business incubators tend to focus more on 

supporting innovation and business development among employers. Demand-led

employer networks which focus on skills do so as a means of overcoming a number of 

barriers to training and skills including identifying skills needs, understanding benefits of 

learning and providing access to it. However, supply-led networks were seen to be able 

to overcome some of the barriers to providing relevant training by having an employer-led 

board and when developed in direct response to a specific employer skill shortage or gap 

(see Table 1.1). 

Most of the networks consulted were heavily driven by employer needs, including those 

which are supply-led, which are also responsive to government funding flows. Some 

flexibility when setting out the purpose and focus of networks is helpful in adapting to 

changes in employer needs and to capitalise on synergies with shifting national skills 

priorities. A number of networks had expanded their activity into information, advice and 

guidance at secondary school levels to help secure the future talent pipeline for their 

sector.

Across the case studies, network objectives were commonly expressed as either 

activities or outcomes. Defining outcomes is more difficult for networks where the 

product/service impact has a long lead-time, so flexibility is needed in assessing validity 

of network aims when making funding decisions. Networks which are primarily supply-led 

by training providers typically translate outcomes into measurements of achievement for 

individuals. Implications for assessing network performance and measuring impact are 

considered in Chapter Five.

Success factors in establishing networks include drawing on pre-existing relationships 

between potential network partners to make the most of existing rapport; access to 

valued resources to attract employers; presence of a common interest to generate 

motivation for action and reduce any reluctance to co-operate among competitors; 

presence of leading employers to attract other participants.
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Challenges in developing networks include building up an unknown brand; time 

commitments for SMEs to participate in network governance; developing training content 

quickly to meet employer needs. Some investment in marketing of networks in industries 

without significant history of employer collaboration is likely to be important. Offering 

multiple engagement methods for SMEs can help secure their input. The choice of a 

suitable learning provider partner with suitable capability and expertise, especially for 

larger networks, is critical. Alternatively, starting networks on a small scale, to iron out 

any teething problems without damaging network credibility among target employers, 

could be helpful.

Networks can take some time to build up credibility and sustain momentum in their 

operations depending on the speed of return required in their activities. Some caution 

may be needed to temper expectations about how much new networks can deliver in a 

short period of time, unless their focus is on a highly transactional service.
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3 Key Characteristics of Employer Networks

3.1 Scope and visibility of different types of networks

The literature review distinguished between demand-led networks established in 

response to needs voiced by employers and supply-led networks driven by funding for 

learning provision and other support for the talent pipeline as a result of policy initiatives 

which may or may not be linked to articulated employer need. It additionally identified a 

number of different types of network, some of which are supply-led, some of which are 

demand-led and some of which have mixed characteristics. These include local chamber 

of commerce, employers’ organisations or trade associations, Group Training 

Associations, supply chain networks and business clusters including HE led incubators. 

The literature review did not yield data on prevalence of different kinds of networks.

An online search (mapping exercise) for employer networks using a range of specific and 

general search terms, supplemented by an online/telephone survey to generate 

supplementary information on common employer networks which adopted a similar

model in different locations (e.g. Chambers of Commerce). This produced some 

indicative evidence on the type of networks and their distribution across the UK shown in 

Table 3.1. It should be noted that the results are confined to networks which publicly 

advertise their existence and should not be regarded as a comprehensive or definitive set 

of results; networks which operate without a formal administrative structure may not be 

located through this type of search. Supply chain networks that were identified in the 

mapping exercise are excluded from this table as relatively few document their activities 

online and therefore we are likely to underestimate the numbers involved. Anecdotal 

evidence from experts consulted during this project suggests that many more informal 

networks also exist but are not captured through publicly available information.
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Table 3.1 Visibility of different types of networks across the UK

Type of network Indicative visibility

Trade associations – demand led At least 650

Science parks/incubators – mix of demand and supply Around 80

Chambers of Commerce – demand led Around 78, of which 55 accredited by the 
British Chambers of Commerce

Group Training Associations – demand led Around 30

Networks led by a government body – mixed, 
historically supply led but with increasing employer 
involvement

At least 100

Trade associations are the largest and most diverse group. Indicative evidence 

suggests that they range from inclusive, generalist bodies which cover multiple sectors, to 

those with a tight product/service-based and/or geographical focus e.g. hotel and catering 

firms in one town or city. Most are UK wide but over 35 were located which are specific to 

Scotland, around 15 specific to Northern Ireland and around 10 in Wales. They also vary 

enormously in the degree of focus they place on skills development activities. Most 

position themselves as providing generalist business support in marketing and 

representing the interests of their members as their primary aim, with skills development 

a subsidiary goal or one which forms part of consultancy services. 

Chambers of Commerce are relatively evenly distributed across England with around 4-

8 per region, with one in Northern Ireland, two in Wales and relatively heavy 

representation of over 20 in Scotland. These organisations run on a not-for-profit basis 

and aim to help their members grow by providing general business advice, access to 

expertise and knowledge through networking opportunities and specific services including 

access to legal and HR advice and training.

Government licensed bodies include Sector Skills Councils, National Skills Academies

and other Standard Setting Bodies with a primary focus on involving employers in skills 

development activities. There is some ambiguity here as bodies with a regulatory function 

in governing professional competence and industry standards may also display features 

of employer networks where they involve employer representation and skills 

development, but those with a primary function as a regulator were excluded from this 

research. 
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Clusters were usually linked to business innovation and incubation activities with a site 

linked to a Higher Education Institution. At least eight of these are located in Scotland and 

three in Wales, with over 20 found in North West England. Their focus is usually science-

based, with activities focussed on technical innovation and skills development commonly 

a subsidiary activity. The location of clusters usually reflects the distribution of Higher 

Education institutions, giving rise to concentrations around major cities and regions such 

as the so called ‘Golden Triangle’ of research-intensive universities between Oxford, 

Cambridge and London areas.

A relatively small number of GTAs were located. This reflects a decline in numbers over 

recent years but is broadly comparable with the figure of 40 provided in recent research 

(ALP, 2009). GTAs are primarily concentrated in engineering, manufacturing and 

construction related industries and their distribution reflects the geographical 

concentration of these sectors.

3.1.1 How are employer networks funded?

The mapping exercise showed that networks mostly used multiple sources of funding with 

a mix of membership fees, charges for specific activities or services and government 

funding being most common. The funding arrangements for the case study networks are 

summarised in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2 Funding sources for employer networks

Name of network Funding sources

Teesside Around £5 million in government funding for Foundation Degrees and via 
BusinessLink, some funding in kind from Teesside Business School for set 
up

Non-membership, employers pay a fee of £1,225 for each employee 
undertaking a degree

AMRC/AFRC Funding split from 3 sources: membership fees, Technology Strategy 
Board, and direct industry or government sponsorship of research e.g. £9.2 
million from BIS Regional Growth Fund for apprenticeship centre combined 
with £11.3 million from companies and other sources, AFRC had funding 
from Scottish Enterprise

Membership costs £200,000 for top tier with seat on main board or £30,000 
per year second tier

TSB has replaced RDA funding



Understanding Employer Networks

59

Name of network Funding sources

ITMB DfE and HEFCE provided some set up costs with additional investment via 
staff time from universities. Eskills provided some funding and grant up front 
to help universities with set up costs, which is recouped through universities 
paying e-skills £250 per year per student. Employers contribute around 
£600,000 pa in kind (e.g. delivering lectures, sponsoring prizes) and £100 
per placement they offer to students.

Tallent Running costs supported solely by employers and not formally monitored

OPITO Income of over £9 million per year from UK employers, of which £0.5 million 
surplus reinvested in products/services, compulsory registration fee of £25 
per person (105,000 registrations in 2011) 

Training 2000 SFA, YPLA and ESF, plus some membership and course fees from 
employers – membership costs £100 per year excl VAT

Running costs around £12.3 million in 2011, of which £7.5 million covers 
staff costs and £2.5 million overheads. Net loss of around £800,000 due to 
changes in public funding of skills provision for adult learners

Welsh Contact 
Centre Forum

Initial funding from Welsh Assembly Government, now reduced to 30% of 
costs, with remainder from membership and consultancy/training services. 
40 associate members in contact centre supply chain pay annual fees 
ranging from £199 plus VAT for organisations with four or fewer employees, 
to £450 plus VAT for a business with five to ten employees and £800 plus 
VAT for firms with eleven or more employees. Membership is free to contact 
centre employers.

Microsoft Partner 
Apprenticeships 
Programme

£12 million from NAS since 2010 to training providers, employers pay for 
individual apprentices, Microsoft covers liaison between NAS and training 
providers over course development, engaging its suppliers to take on 
apprentices

Evidence from the case studies showed that networks mostly relied on more than one 

form of funding which came from four main sources:

� public funding

� membership fees 

� payments by employers for specific services or activities

� non-financial contributions from organisations involved in the network. 
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Public funding was either direct, e.g. from the National Apprenticeship Service for 

MPA/Welsh Government funding for the WCCF, or indirect. Indirect public funding was 

channelled through public bodies, typically HEIs, which played a major role in running the 

network or delivering activities (Teesside, ITMB). Public funding had generally been used 

by the networks throughout their lifespan and only WCCF had increased its income from 

other sources. Only two networks (Tallent and OPITO) did not receive public funding. 

OPITO benefited from a group of large employers paying fees for certification of staff 

competence and had considerable power in encouraging active participation through 

acting as custodian of regulatory standards, while Tallent’s services were more focussed 

in scope and therefore experienced limited overheads associated with running the 

network.

Public funding clearly has some advantages in its potential to help employers access

finance to overcome market failures in skills development that they are unable to address 

alone. However, reliance public funding has a number of potential disadvantages. WCCF 

noted that high levels of public funding could lead to ‘bloating’ in network administration 

and lose focus on needs of members, and OPITO noted risks of networks becoming 

‘talking shops’ if they expanded without a clear focus on employer needs. Relying on 

member contributions to generate income could therefore encourage network discipline in 

spending and focus on employer needs. Furthermore reliance on public funding may be 

scrutinised in terms of value for money that networks provide and networks may need to 

consider how best to balance public policy priorities and employer needs to attain long 

term sustainability.

Membership fees were charged by three networks (Training 2000, AXRC and WCCF), in 

the latter case only for supply chain partners of core target members. Differential rates 

were offered to organisations of different sizes, reflecting abilities to pay. Fee levels 

varied significantly and some networks pointed out that high fees guaranteed member 

commitment to the activities of the network (AMRC), while others noted that fees 

contributed to multiple sources of funding and helped aid sustainability. 
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The main potential disadvantage of membership fees is as a deterrent to potential 

members, especially smaller firms. This suggests the importance of judgement and 

research in setting fees at an appropriate level, balancing what organisations are willing 

to pay with minimum running cost needs. It may be particularly difficult for new networks 

to charge fees as they are likely to find it more difficult to prove benefits of network 

involvement to potential members, so public funding is likely to be especially important at 

this point. Making any transition from free services to charging core members for services 

is likely to be difficult and none of the case study networks had attempted this. The 

WCCF model is interesting as it had successfully expanded its membership to contact 

centre supplier companies, which had an interest in building relationships with new 

customers, and, critically, had no previous experience expectations of receiving free 

services. 

Payments for specific activities included fees for employers wishing to take on a work 

placement student in the ITMB network, student fees for the Teesside degree and 

charges for training and consultancy services at Training 2000 and WCCF. In order to win 

employers’ custom, a high degree of tailoring was provided. Employers and network 

organisers noted that employers did not usually regard any activities as entirely without 

advance investment costs, since even those with no fee require some investment of staff 

or managerial time. This suggests that in establishing networks, even activities which 

incur no charge for participation need to be clearly marketed to employers to convince 

them of the benefits of taking part. While no employers are likely to participate in activities 

without clear benefits, firms appear to seek higher value from activities which involve a 

financial cost.

The main advantage of charging for services is the potential this offers networks to be 

self-sustaining, and from a broader perspective, through creation of an efficient market in 

which employers will pay for services they value. A disadvantage for network 

administration of relying on members paying for services is that it may be less stable and 

predictable than membership fees (Training 2000 and WCCF). Additionally there may be 

limits to employer willingness to pay for additional services, particularly where they have 

already paid a membership fee. Some networks reported that employers require a 

network benefit that is not available from a standard commercial training provider. This 

might necessitate providing services at a lower cost (WCCF), with unique or tailored 

content (Training 2000, WCCF, Teesside) or with some additional free service provision 

for network members (Training 2000).
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Non-financial contributions typically included staff time provided either by employers or 

the organisations running the network in designing qualifications (ITMB, Teesside and 

MPA) and contributing to running the network (AxRC, WCCF, Training 2000, MPA, 

Tallent and ITMB). Employers also made other kinds of non-financial contributions such 

as allowing their facilities to be used for network events and activities, and visits between 

firms. Some employers readily gave up some time to network activities; helping to shape

training and learning activities appeared to be relatively common and popular with 

employers because of the direct visible benefit they received in the form of tailored 

training. It may be worth considering quantifying the benefits and time costs of employer 

contributions in kind and considering how access to the expertise of large employers 

could be promoted as a benefit to prospective participants, particularly small employers.

Network activities which relied on time commitments from senior staff were more 

vulnerable to lack of participation e.g. attendance at board meetings (WCCF) and board 

membership for small employers (AXRC). Minimum attendance requirements were set to 

overcome this. It may be necessary or networks to make some investment in accessing 

SME views through alternative means and the MPA reported considerable effort in 

engaging small companies. 

From the broader classifications of networks explored through the online and telephone 

survey, it suggests that networks such as incubators, science parks and clusters linked to 

HE institutions benefit from public funding, while trade associations and Chambers of 

Commerce rely primarily on employer funding. The latter have a less direct focus on skills 

than the former, which raises the question of under what circumstances these kinds of 

organisation might perceive any value in extending the scope of their activity and under 

what circumstances employers would be prepared to pay for skills-related services 

offered by these organisations.
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3.2 Characteristics of participating employers: sector, supply chain and
geographic spread

Literature evidence and data from the mapping exercise indicates that network 

participation is more often found within sectors that have a stronger history of 

collaboration such as manufacturing and health care where industry associations are 

relatively common. The mapping exercise revealed a relatively even representation of 

businesses of different size bands taking part in network activities but the small scale of 

the survey means it is not likely to be representative, as wider literature notes that SMEs 

are less likely to participate. Among the case study networks there were examples of 

networks with participating groups of employers based on geography, sector and supply 

chains. 

Network aims often shaped the formation of networks around sectors or supply chains.

There was often some overlap between supply chain and sector based networks, for 

example MPA functions both as a supply chain network based around Microsoft as lead 

customer and a sector based network across IT firms. However, sector-based networks 

can also include organisations that cater for a sectoral market but come from diverse 

industries; for example, WCCF included companies providing products and services such 

as office supplies, IT and recruitment support as well as core contact centre members.

One of the main advantages of a supply chain network over a looser sector-based 

network is that companies within supply chains generally have pre-existing relationships 

on which more developed networks can be built and a degree of influence over each 

other which can help encourage participation. This is particularly the case where a key 

supply chain partner is involved in leading the network, which was very clearly important 

in the MPA scheme and also a factor for Tallent. However, the risks of a supply chain 

focus include reluctance to co-operate between potential participants who are market

competitors, a potentially overly narrow focus in the content of skills development and the 

risk of dominance of a major partner and lack of influence among firms lower down the 

supply chain.
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Geographically-based networks were largely the product of the involvement of an 

organisation with a location-specific focus in setting up the network, the presence of 

specific issue common across employers in different sectors in a geographic area, 

practicalities or chance. The main example of a common need across sectors in a 

geographic area was Teesside where a lack of management skills was identified in a 

specific local area. There are also practical reasons for having a geographically-based 

target population. Where there is a network “hub” such as a key training provider, 

targeting local employers can enable ease of access to network activities. This is likely to 

be particularly important where employees from several companies need to gather in one 

place for training. For example, Teesside University was conveniently located for 

employers in the North East. The AxRC networks had some large multinational members 

but smaller members were based in the local area, reflecting geographical clustering at 

sectoral levels, and possible lack of awareness of networks’ existence and scarcity of 

resources to participate among SMEs beyond the local area. This is also reflected in the 

predominance of Scottish organisations among OPITO employers reflecting the 

geographical location of oil and gas production. By contrast, MPA illustrates some of the 

difficulties of attempting to run a network providing training to employers on a national 

basis, where a considerable amount of administrative effort went into finding locations 

where apprentices from geographically dispersed employers could undertake classroom 

based training. 

Some of the case study networks, including Teesside, MPA, ITMB, OPITO and Tallent, 

and other common networks such as SSCs do not have formal membership status. Some 

networks were not seeking to establish a common bond or sense of identity among 

employers as members of a ‘club’, but positioned themselves as providing a service on 

the open market, available to any employer interested e.g. Teesside/MPA. Secondly 

networks may vary in how far they are pushed to derive income from membership fees. 

For example, Teesside, MPA and ITMB all benefit from public funding, OPITO receives 

intensive investment from employers due to industry regulatory requirements for training, 

while Tallent is able to self-finance its activities. Thirdly, requiring employers to sign up for 

membership of a network may deter participation among those who wish to access 

services on an occasional basis. Not requiring membership may expand the number of 

employers a network can reach.
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3.3 Network size and reasons for any recent/prospective change

The number of employers engaged in skills development activities varies significantly 

depending on the type of network. The small scale survey data obtained indicated that 

employer networks commonly included several hundred employers, but with a wide range 

of variation from some which contained only a dozen to others with several hundred 

thousand. Trade associations and trade bodies appear to have larger numbers of 

employer members, while networks with a tighter focus on skills, typically within supply 

chains or training focussed networks usually had smaller numbers.

The indicative size of each network is shown in Table 3.3 below.

Table 3.3 Size of case study networks

Name of network Number of participating employers and type of interaction

Teesside 80 employers have funded staff through the degree.

Interaction primarily through course design.

AXRC 68 members of AMRC, 17 members of AFRC, mix of small/large, all 
private sector. Interaction mainly through project activities and 
exchange of students/staff.

Acct mgrs for most engaged 10-12 members, ad hoc meetings 
between employers to develop projects of interest, mutual visits.

ITMB 60 companies participating in development and delivery of degree 
(mostly large firms).

Employer participation includes providing guest lectures, work 
placements, careers and recruitment advice, informal regional 
workshops for students

Tallent 97 suppliers in network

OPITO No formal membership structure but around 30-40 companies 
contribute to standards development work via a committee

Training 2000 58 members

Training officers, account mgrs, AGM, employer forums main forms of 
interaction

WCCF 198 members (contact centres), 40 associate members.

Microsoft Partners 
Apprenticeship Network

300 companies in Microsoft supply chain (mostly SMEs) offering 
apprentice places.

Engagement and ongoing contact takes place mainly through existing 
partner network events, more contact reported with training provider 
than Microsoft for some firms.
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The size of networks ranged from 58 to 300 employers. These figures were often 

considerably larger than the optimal size of 25 proposed by some of the literature 

(Stanfield et al., 2009). However, these figures include both employers who were actively 

involved in contributing to the design of network activities as well as those who were 

beneficiaries or end consumers of activities. Where there is definitive evidence on the 

numbers of employers who were contributing to network development, this is shown in 

Table 3.3. The largest networks are commonly those with no formal membership fees 

and where most employers constitute beneficiaries of network activities.

Membership fees appear to have an important role in determining the size of networks. 

It is notable that the two largest case study networks, WCCF and MPA, also have 

entirely, or predominantly, free membership. WCCF interviewees felt that without free 

membership the network might be smaller and less diverse. Similarly MPA employers 

were extremely pleased they did not have to contribute directly to the training costs of 

their apprentices. However there is no simple relationship between fees and size. For 

example Training 2000 had lower membership fees than AMRC but a slightly smaller 

membership.

Benefits from economies of scale in accessing learning provision from participating in 

a network may influence the number of members. For example, the AMRC offered highly 

valued facilities and information which smaller members would not be able to afford, so a 

large number of employers were prepared to pay the membership fee. This illustrates the 

need to identify unique resources, information and expertise to attract employers as 

network members.

Network ability to engage and recruit employers is also important. This capability is 

likely to depend on both the network having staff capacity to undertake marketing 

activities, as well as the amount of influence that networks have over potential 

participating employers. Effective initial engagement can help networks overcome 

employer doubts about the benefits of taking part. MPA is a clear example where 

apprenticeships are an unfamiliar qualification for some firms in the IT industry but the 

considerable influence of Microsoft within the IT sector and its existing relationships with 

potential recruiters of apprentices built willingness to participate. The activities of 

substantial employer engagement teams at both Microsoft and training providers have 

enabled the MPA scheme to grow.
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The pool of potential members determined by geographical and sectoral coverage of 

the network also determines network size. For example the pool of potential apprentice 

recruiters among Microsoft suppliers was 30,000 while the AxRC centres have a more 

limited target population of advanced manufacturing companies. The WCCF had almost 

complete coverage of contact centres in Wales but would need to replicate the model for 

other industries or in other sectors to be able to expand.

Large numbers of participating employers may help to make networks more efficient to 

run, for example, where there are sufficient numbers of employers to make it viable to 

provide training in a number of locations and increase the scale of network impact. Larger 

networks may also be more diverse and representative of sectors which can help 

networks get a better understanding of employer needs and be particularly important for 

networks seeking to facilitate information sharing between employers. However, not all 

networks may seek to expand despite the advantages of size, because growth can bring 

some disadvantages. The first is that a larger network can be more difficult to organise 

and makes the representation of employer viewpoints more complex. This was a factor at 

AMRC where a growing number of Tier 2 members, represented by a single board 

member, required the adoption of new mechanisms to ensure the views of these 

members are taken on board. On a related point, growth can put administrative resources 

under strain. For example, while growing the MPA remained an aspiration, training 

providers noted that each new employer participating is likely to add to the workload for 

employer engagement staff. Finally excessive growth can lead to lower service quality 

and AMRC were considering a future cap on membership to prevent this. Additionally 

ITMB were cautious about the growth of universities offering the ITMB degree. ITMB felt it 

was preferable for the network to grow slowly and ensure that universities had the 

necessary support and advice to offer a quality degree.
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3.4 Network legal status and governance

From the wider network typology, Chambers of Commerce are not-for-profit 

organisations, as are some GTAs. Each employer on a science park or within a cluster 

usually has a distinct identity but incubators may or may not be legally part of a higher 

education institution. Those which are independent have a variety of forms as CLGs, 

LLPs or other private sector status. Among case study networks ITMB, MPA, Teesside, 

Tallent & AxRC were run as part of existing organisations and so had no distinct legal 

status, while those networks operating as distinct legal entity were often a form of not-for-

profit Company (OPITO, WCCF) or charitable company (Training 2000). WCCF’s 

rationale for choosing to adopt a not-for-profit private company model over charitable 

status was a belief this would demonstrate greater commercial orientation, while 

preserving commitment to reinvest surplus income to improve member services. The key 

factor in determining whether a network has a legal status appeared to be whether a 

separate organisational structure, independent of any of the organisations involved, was 

required to run the network. 

A number of different options were adopted by case study networks in terms of the 

formality of their leadership structure. Networks with most formalised arrangements such 

as OPITO, WCCF and Training 2000 opted for an employer or stakeholder board 

structure while others, such as MPA, had very informal leadership arrangements with a 

considerable amount of overlap between those leading the network and those 

responsible for its day to day running. 

The key advantage of more formal arrangements is that they present a clear structure for 

determining how the network is run. This is likely to be important where the network is 

operated by a distinct organisation and where participating employers are contributing 

financial resources to a collective network fund rather than paying for individual services. 

In these circumstances members are likely to expect some influence over how the 

organisation is run and resource allocation. AxRC is not run by an independent 

organisation but the scale of employer contributions from membership fees created a 

need for clear structures to determine how that money is spent. 
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Networks without formal leadership structures which offer regular employer involvement 

in decision making may need to develop alternative avenues to gain employer input 

which may be quite resource intensive. Most networks undertook some form of employer 

engagement activity, but it is notable that one of the most elaborate was the MPA where 

engagement teams at Microsoft and training providers appeared to have particularly 

intensive contact with employers.

The potential disadvantages of formal arrangements are greater time commitment for 

those involved in attending regular meetings and events. A number of networks with 

formal leadership arrangements noted problems with members being unable to attend 

including WCCF and Training 2000. MPA specifically opted for no formal leadership 

structure to avoid placing additional burdens on employers. However there may be a 

trade off in which network organisers take on more burdens in informal leadership 

models, while formal arrangements may be more resource intensive at least for some 

employers. More formal arrangements may be less flexible and can be difficult to adapt to 

changes in the nature of the network. An example of this was the AMRC’s need to 

develop new mechanisms for representing the views of the growing number of Tier 2 

members beyond the single board member.

There are other factors which also appear to be important in determining the level of 

formality in leadership arrangements. Where a network is led primarily by a single 

organisation, its own governance structures influence the level of formality adopted. An 

example of this is the difference between the formality of ITMB with the informality of 

MPA. One possible explanation for this is the different standing of e-skills and Microsoft in 

relation to prospective employer participants. Microsoft, as a major firm within the IT 

industry, has a great deal of influence and given the firm’s existing relationships with MPA 

participants, a considerable amount of trust. 

There were no formal review mechanisms adopted for employer engagement by the case 

study networks, but the organisations had evolved mechanisms organically to ensure 

adequate representation of members’ views. For example AFRC noted that it had 

become difficult for the single Tier 2 board member to represent the views of the growing 

number of Tier 2 members. To compensate for this, AFRC set up a monthly research 

workshop for Tier 2 members to ensure their involvement. Similar issues have emerged 

at Training 2000, particularly due to difficulties in persuading smaller companies to 

participate. As a result ‘business leaders’ tasked with engaging a range of relevant 

stakeholders have been introduced along with more practically focussed employer 

forums.
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The final question to consider in relation to leadership is the type of personnel involved. 

Most of those involved in leading networks were senior managers with responsibilities for 

the kind of strategic issues dealt with by networks. However, exceptions included AxRC, 

which had a second technical board made up of technical staff, and OPITO, which 

included trade union representatives on its board. This composition reflected the focus of 

AXRC on R&D activities and the origins of OPITO as a tripartite organisation focussed on 

health and safety issues of concern to trade unions. The advantages of multiple 

representation layers include access to a wider range of views and specialist expertise 

and devolution of network responsibilities across a wider range of staff. The possible 

disadvantages of drawing representatives from a diverse group of individuals include 

differences of focus and priorities among representatives which may make it more 

challenging to develop a consensus on strategy and direction.

3.5 Network staffing

Network staff performed three broad sets of roles: 

� leadership and administration, usually through a small management team

� initial employer engagement e.g. account managers at MPA training providers 

� delivering network activities e.g. trainers at Training 2000 and technical staff at 

AMRC.

There were no clear patterns of staffing levels across case study networks and where 

networks were hosted in existing organisations, the amount of staff time and resource 

devoted to network activities was often not quantified and costed. However, the type of 

activities offered appeared to influence staffing levels. Networks delivering substantial 

amounts of training directly typically had higher staffing levels, which accounted for the 

large staff numbers employed at Training 2000. Networks seeking to provide ongoing, 

one to one support for employers also required quite high staffing levels e.g. at Training 

2000 and MPA. One key choice concerns the employment of staff who deliver network 

activities: these can be employed by the learning provider partner in the network (e.g. 

Teesside), directly employed by the main network organisation (Training 2000) or 

sourced as associate or freelance staff (WCCF). The choice between these models is 

likely to depend on regularity/frequency of activities, volumes of participants and degree 

of flexibility required in location and scheduling of delivery.
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3.6 Network communications with employers

Communications with participating employers can be organised along a ‘hub and spoke’ 

model where communication takes place primarily between the network centre and its 

participating employers or a ‘web’ model where multiple lines of communication are 

formed between employers as well as the network co-ordinating function (Casson and 

Della Giusta, 2007). Previous research has identified that communication and contact 

mechanisms are commonly experienced by employers as infrequent and non-intensive 

but can include:

� interaction via training activities (e.g. Beer and Meethan, 2007)

� organisation of one-off seminars, training sessions and workshops (Huggins, 2001, 

found that 28 per cent of his respondents used networks in this way)

� online communications (Harris and Rae, 2009)

� secondments (e.g. in Gospel and Foreman, 2006)

� self-initiated meetings (31 per cent of respondents in Huggins, 2001)

� forums and conferences (28 per cent of respondents in Huggins, 2001)

� written contact (25 per cent of respondents in Huggins, 2001)

� social and recreational pursuits (14 per cent in Huggins, 2001).

The case studies showed that networks employed a mixture of methods for employer 

communications depending on the purpose of the network and the purpose of the 

communication. Compared to the literature review, there was more evidence in the case 

studies of effort to communicate face-to-face with employers through dedicated 

‘engagement’ staff and less evidence of spontaneous, employer-initiated contact between 

each other and attendance at network meetings. This may reflect the business models 

and purpose of networks which tended towards transactional models of interaction and a 

business climate in which employers spend less time in overt networking activity. 
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The main methods of network communication in the case studies included:

� individual face-to-face contact between participating employers and network staff 

� meetings and forums attended by groups of employers

� one-way electronic communications including email and newsletters.

Direct contact with employers by network staff or representatives took place in a number 

of networks which employed staff specifically for initial and sometimes ongoing 

engagement purposes (Training 2000, MPA and AMRC). The benefit of the informal 

nature of this process is in enabling employer control of the timing, volume and relevance 

of information exchanged but direct engagement is a very resource intensive activity for 

those co-ordinating the network. 

Meetings and forums were commonly used by ITMB, AxRC and Training 2000 and to 

some extent at WCCF. Advantages included the ability for employers to communicate 

bilaterally as well to discuss issues collectively. The major disadvantage was that 

employers have to devote time to attend the meeting, meaning the system is less flexible 

than direct communication with individual employers. ITMB conducted some meetings via 

conference call to reduce the burden on management time while Training 2000 attempted 

to encourage participation by ensuring forums stay practically focussed and therefore 

relevant to employers.

A number of case studies also used ‘one way’ forms of communication such as 

newsletters and e-mails (WCCF, Training 2000 and AXRC). There were some 

disadvantages to this approach, notably there were concerns that blanket e-mails might 

be of little interest to some employers and be somewhat ineffective. WCCF was 

considering investing in a Customer Relationship Management system to target 

communications more effectively for members.

3.7 Summary

Trade associations are likely to be the largest and most diverse group of employer 

networks together with Chambers of Commerce. Both have a primary focus on offering 

generalist business support in marketing and representing the interests of their members 

as their primary aim, with skills development a subsidiary goal or one which forms part of 

consultancy services. Information on supply chain networks and informal networks is 

incomplete as it is generally not in the public domain.
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Networks were sustained by four main sources of funding: public funding, membership 

fees, payments for specific services and non-financial contributions from employers. In 

most cases networks received a mix of one or more of these types of funding. Public 

funding can encourage membership of networks in industries without a history of 

collaboration but needs a clear focus and targeting to ensure value added. 

Membership fees involve considering a trade-off between exclusivity of membership 

versus potential reach and require considerable judgement in setting the right level which 

is dependent upon the perceived value of the network and its product or service. Relying 

on payments for specific services ensures network focus meets employer needs but may 

create a commercial transactional model rather than establish a sense of identity or 

membership of a network and therefore limit contact between employers. Non-financial 

contributions from employers include time in contributing to qualifications and standards 

development, and participation in network leadership, though the latter is more difficult for 

SMEs. Providing options for different types of participation and minimum requirements for 

key roles such as board membership can be helpful.

Where networks had distinct memberships, these were based on supply chains, sectors 

and geography. Supply chain networks had some advantages in that they could build on 

existing relationships between employers and dominant customers could exert influence 

on smaller organisations to join, but the scope of activities could be dominated by the 

lead customer’s interests. A geographic focus was helpful where network activities 

required participants to attend regular face-to-face training sessions. 

Network size varied greatly and determinants included the costs of joining, network ability 

to engage employers members and the size of the pool of potential participants. Not all 

networks were seeking to grow. Some felt restrictions on size could be beneficial, for 

example to ensure the level of service to employers was maintained.

Networks hosted by an organisation were less likely to have a distinct legal status than 

those which were independent of any of the participating employers. One network found 

that adopting a not-for-profit focus as a private company rather than a registered charity 

was helpful for network branding to reassure potential participants of a network’s 

commercial focus. Networks relying heavily on general membership subscriptions rather 

than payment for specific services or public funding may need to ensure adequate 

representation of members through board structures to provide influence on how funds 

are used. It is important to ensure that any SME members have adequate influence as 

pressures on time may limit their inclination to take up representation in governance 

structures.



Understanding Employer Networks

74

Network staffing can require three types of role: leadership and administration, usually 

through a small management team; initial or ongoing employer-engagement e.g. account 

managers and delivering network activities e.g. trainers. Choice between in-house and 

outsourced training provision is likely to depend on regularity/frequency of activities, 

volumes of participants and degree of flexibility required in location and scheduling of 

delivery.

Communication options for reaching network participants include: individual face-to-face 

contact between employers and network staff; meetings and forums attended by groups 

of employers; one-way electronic communications including email and newsletters. Face-

to-face meetings enable greater tailoring of information and employer control of the 

timing, volume and relevance of information exchange but are relatively costly to provide. 

Meetings must be perceived as valuable by employers to ensure attendance and tailoring 

of electronic communication is important to ensure employers engage with it.
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4 Network Activities

4.1 Focus and type of network activities 

Activities commonly offered to employers according to the literature review and mapping 

exercise which account for most employer participation include seminars/training 

session/workshops, forums/conferences and self-initiated meetings (Huggins, 2001). One 

off-seminars, joint training and workshops were the most common activities identified 

through the survey. Table 4.1 illustrates the degree to which each case study network 

focuses on skills development and the types of activity provided for employers.

Table 4.1 Focus and activities for each case study network

Network Skills focus Details of main 
activity

Other activities

(non skills-related 
activity italicised)

Provision

ITMB Sole focus Shaping ITMB 
qualification. 
Providing direct 
industrial mentoring 
to individual courses

Employment and 
career advice to 
students

Work placements for 
students

Networking for 
lecturers and 
students

Employers providing 
guest lectures

Direct provision of 
internal training 
materials

Course delivered by 
selected HEIs

Employers involved 
directly in some aspects 
of provision e.g. 
mentoring, lecturing and 
offering work 
placements and careers 
advice

Teesside Sole focus Design and delivery 
of Leadership & 
Management 
Foundation Degree 
pathways

None All activities run directly 
by Teesside 

Original degree and 
further pathways 
developed in 
collaboration with 
employers and NECC

Training 
2000

Main focus Providing a range of 
training, particularly 
apprenticeships, and 
also including pre-
employment training 
for unemployed

Networking 
opportunities and 
other events, 
business advice, 
help with health and 
safety

Assistance for 
members with 
training needs 
analysis and help 
accessing funding

Training 2000 provides 
all training directly.

Training tailored to 
employer needs, 
employers can 
contribute to design of 
training
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Network Skills focus Details of main 
activity

Other activities

(non skills-related 
activity italicised)

Provision

AxRC Subsidiary 
focus

Undertaking and 
disseminating 
research and 
development activity

Information sharing 
encouraged through 
meetings organised 
by the centres and 
more ad-hoc 
activities such as 
best practice visits 
between members

Promoting 
engineering careers 
to school and 
college students 
(AMRC only)

Funding Engineering 
Doctoral training 
Centre. Supporting 
EngD students.

Apprenticeship 
scheme (AMRC 
only)

Plans to open 
Advanced 
Manufacturing 
Institute

R & D activity carried
out primarily at the 
centres

AMRC apprenticeships 
run through Sheffield 
College

AMRC converted and 
uses HGV trailer for 
careers presentations to 
school and college 
pupils

OPITO Sole focus Direct training 
provided through 
OPITO-approved 
training centres.

Developing industry 
standards

Promoting STEM 
subjects and careers 
in the industry, 
primarily to school 
pupils

Manage industry 
apprenticeship 
scheme

Training carried out by 
external providers 
approved by OPITO

Industry standards 
developed by employer 
forums

Tallent Subsidiary 
focus

Activities to ensure 
quality in the supply 
chain including advice 
and guidance on 
processes, audits and 
opportunities for best 
practice visits

Supply chain partners 
may be advised or 
required to invest in 
training to meet 
standards set down 
by Tallent

Working with 
schools to promote 
careers in supply 
chain

Advice, guidance, 
audits and best practice 
activities carried out by 
Tallent. Employers have 
responsibility for 
implementing changes 
and recommendations
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Network Skills focus Details of main 
activity

Other activities

(non skills-related 
activity italicised)

Provision

Microsoft Main focus 
(although 
part of wider 
Microsoft 
Partner 
Network)

Developing 
apprenticeship 
scheme and 
supporting employers 
to provide those 
schemes

Part of broader 
Microsoft Partner 
Network which offers 
a range of services 
to employers

Training provided by 
external providers who 
also have a role in 
employer engagement

Apprenticeship 
programme developed 
in collaboration with 
employers

WCCF Main focus Facilitates co-
operation and 
information sharing 
primarily through 
employer forums but 
also via best practice 
visits between 
members

Provides training to 
members, mainly 
short courses with 
specific, employer 
determined focus.

Provides pre-
employment training

Best practice sharing 
through forums

Provides a broad 
range of business 
services including 
consultancy and 
intelligence on 
various issues 
including labour 
market conditions. 

Training and 
consultancy delivered 
by freelance associates

Training courses 
primarily bespoke, 
designed in 
collaboration between 
trainer and employer

Pre-employment 
training delivered in 
partnership with 
Jobcentre Plus

The employer network case studies can be categorised as having a sole, main or 

subsidiary focus on skills. ITMB and Teesside were solely focussed on skills development 

activities. All others except Tallent and AXRC took skills development as the main focus 

but offered additional benefits or services unrelated to skills (e.g. business advice at 

Training 2000). Additional activities related to attracting new entrants to careers in the 

relevant sector supplemented and supported the core skills focus. For example 

beneficiary employers in the ITMB network offered employment and careers assistance 

to students to help the transition of course participants into the labour market and OPITO 

was encouraging more young people to study STEM subjects and consider careers in the 

oil and gas industry through promotional activities in schools.

Network decisions to focus on skills were usually taken at the outset and were typically 

indistinguishable from the decision to establish a network. Where skills development 

constituted a subsidiary focus, it contributed to achieving the network’s overall aim e.g. 

AMRC’s support to increase supply of research staff and WCCF’s training provision to 

improve recruitment and retention and make the industry more attractive to workers. 
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Broadly speaking there were six categories of skills-related activity undertaken by 

networks, though these overlap considerably in some networks:

� Developing industry-relevant qualifications or standards (Microsoft, ITMB, Teesside, 

OPITO, WCCF, AMRC, Training 2000)

� Assisting employers in organising and funding training from external providers 

(WCCF, Training 2000)

� Providing training either directly or through approved training providers (Microsoft, 

OPITO, Teesside, ITMB, WCCF, Training 2000)

� Sharing good practice (Tallent, WCCF)

� Directly supporting students (AxRC, ITMB)

� Promoting careers in the sector (WCCF, OPITO, ITMB).

The choice of skill related activity tends to be driven by the networks’ analysis of the 

skills-related problems facing their participating employers. To an extent it is possible to 

divide these into “inward” and “outward” facing skills measures. Inward measures are 

those which focus on the participating employers themselves and related to reducing 

employer barriers to investing in training. “Outward” facing activities are aimed at young 

people or individuals in the labour market with the overall objective of increasing the 

supply of individuals with the necessary skills. 

Assisting employers with organising and funding training, providing training directly and 

sharing best practice are the main forms of inward skills activity. These map onto the 

barriers to training identified in the literature illustrated in Table 4.2 below. 

Table 4.2 Types of network activities and barriers to employer investment in skills 
addressed

Type of activity Barrier

Developing industry relevant qualification Lack of access to suitable provision, transaction 
costs

Assisting employers in finding, organising 
and funding training from external providers

Transaction costs, capital market imperfections

Directly supporting students Staff willingness to train

Providing training either directly or through 
approved training providers

Lack of access to suitable provision, transaction 
costs, capital market imperfections

Sharing good practice Short-term decision-making, management education
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Providing direct support to students and promoting careers within the industry are the 

main forms of outward facing activity. A number of approaches were taken, often 

including careers seminars for school pupils (AMRC, OPITO, ITMB and Tallent). 

Additionally WCCF developed a pre-employment training scheme with Jobcentre Plus to 

encourage unemployed individuals to consider working in the contact centre industry.

Developing industry relevant qualifications was the most common skills related activity in 

the case study networks. Their function was to help employers deal with skills gaps 

among their existing workforce (Teesside, Training 2000, AMRC and OPITO) or to 

improve the skills of sector entrants (MPA, ITMB). WCCF developed training programmes 

both for current employees and prospective call centre staff. 

Activities focussed on existing staff usually offered employers more immediate and direct 

gains. Initiatives with a broader focus had a more diffuse impact, as benefits may not be 

shared evenly between individuals and employers and may only be realised over a longer 

time period. Employers were generally supportive of network activities to help address 

long-term labour supply issues but these were offered as supplementary to meeting 

immediate skills needs, and it is not clear how much investment employers would willingly 

provide for e.g. careers advice activities in isolation. It is likely to be dependent upon the 

volume and quality of labour supply and the willingness of employers to take a long-term 

perspective.

Networks with “outward” facing activity may therefore need to develop some mechanisms 

for helping employers to capture the benefits of the network activity. This could include 

forums, advertising and work placements to assist future recruitment (ITMB). Similarly, 

WCCF members offered guaranteed interviews to participants in the network’s pre-

employment training programme. 

Network activities varied in frequency from those taking place on a regular fixed basis, 

including meetings, workshops and forums (e.g. WCCF and AMRC), while training 

provision was more fluid in its timing ranging from an annual cycle for recruitment (ITMB) 

to monthly (MPA) or adhoc as needed (Training 2000, WCCF, Teesside, Tallent). 
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4.2 Employer participation in network activities

Across the case studies it was common for networks to report varying degrees of 

employer participation, typically with a core group of more active employers which 

participated in activities such as designing training content. In some case study networks 

including Teesside, OPITO and ITMB, employers divided into those who were involved in 

the development of learning content and those who primarily acted as consumers or 

beneficiaries of network products and services. At Microsoft, Tallent, WCCF and Training 

2000, more employers tended to fit the beneficiary model. Levels of participation are in 

some cases linked to levels of investment, with some members of the more expensive 

AMRC and the industry standard custodian OPITO more active than employers in other 

networks. In the former network, employers were buying access to expensive resources 

and equipment for long-term projects and in the latter, they were purchasing verification 

of staff competence which is a safety requirement for the industry. For most employers 

taking part in the activities of Training 2000, Microsoft Apprenticeship Partners and 

OPITO, participation was primarily through individual staff as consumers of and 

participants in training. 

The literature review and mapping exercise indicated that employer participation in 

network activities may not be particularly intensive. Survey respondents indicated that on 

average, around 5% of members were active participants who made use of network 

products and services, though this varied considerably between different types of 

network. Factors which influence employer decisions to join networks and participate in 

activities are shown in Table 4.3.
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Table 4.3 Factors influencing employers to join and participate in network activity

Network Reasons to join Factors in active participation Initial 
engagement

ITMB Universities- get to offer an 
approved course with high 
levels of employability, good 
for attracting students

Employers – value chance to 
improve supply of graduates 
and get brand associated with 
degree

Employers recruiting greater 
numbers of graduates tend to get 
involved in a greater number of 
activities according to network 
leads. 

University 
membership by 
invitation only

Employers are 
free to choose 
activities which 
would be of most 
benefit

Teesside Employers - Need to improve 
management and leadership 
skills in organisation

Design and content of course 
relevant and flexible a key 
motivation for employers
Funding previously available

Employers - opportunity to exert 
influence to develop more 
specialised degree pathways

Promotion and 
recruitment by 
NECC

Training 
2000

Employers - access to good 
quality training provision 
reflecting employer needs

Employer and network lead -
access to additional services by 
becoming a member and 
opportunity to develop more 
tailored provision 

Direct marketing 
by Training 2000 

AxRC Employers - access to 
knowledge and facilities not 
otherwise accessible to 
individual companies

Network leads report fees 
encourage members to participate 
in additional activities to get full 
value

Membership 
implicitly 
focussed on 
those in relevant 
supply chains

OPITO Employers - access relevant 
training at a reduced price

Opportunity to shape 
qualifications/provision

Tallent Employers - meeting implicit 
and explicit contractual 
expectations of customers

Contractual obligations and desire 
to improve products and services, 
move up the value chain a key 
motivation from employers

Direct contact by 
lead customer

Microsoft Employers - low-cost way of 
getting apprentice

Employer - strengthen 
relationships with Microsoft 

n/a Microsoft and 
training provider 
actively seek to 
engage new 
employers

WCCF Core members              Free 
membership, access to 
services and networking 
opportunities (according to 
employers and network leads)
Associate members 
Employers - commercial 
opportunities through 
networking

Training predominantly for 
organisations who do not have 
internal training capacity 
(according to employers and 
network leads)
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Two factors appear to particularly important in employers choosing to join case study 

networks. Firstly it is important that the network meets a common need for employers that 

they cannot address individually and provides a distinct and valued benefit. 

The reason that we’re engaged with ITMB is that we are a company doing IT 
management in the UK IT sector. ITMB is a degree programme that is looking 
to build and develop graduates passionate about a degree in the IT sector.

Employer, ITMB

I do it because it benefits my business.

Employer, Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships

Secondly networks themselves provide an important role in approaching potential 

participants and persuading them to join. Even where the network “offer” appears to be 

generous, employers may still need persuasion to join, particularly where the network 

offers something new and unfamiliar to employers e.g. MPA. Use of specialist employer 

engagement teams by a leading employer and training provider using the ‘hook’ of the 

major customer’s brand name to attract new participants appears critical. 

Having the Microsoft stamp on it enormously enhances its [the 
apprenticeship’s] reputation.

Employer, Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships

The literature review noted that marketing efforts to develop a network is an important 

success factor (Rhodes and Graver, 2002). 

The diversity of purpose and activity in the small sample of networks, combined with the

offer of a single activity in some networks makes it difficult to generalise about the types 

of activity in which employers are more likely to engage. Network staff did not 

systematically monitor employer participation but were clear that activities which did not 

appeal to employers would be discontinued. Few networks could point to an activity that 

was particularly popular across all types of employers, with the exception of the Welsh 

Contact Centre Awards, which was popular because it took place outside work hours and 

helped to counter the previously poor image of contact firms in Wales. This suggests that 

activities which coalesce around a common purpose such as industry-wide promotion 

may be appealing to attract employers to networks in sectors without a history of 

collaboration. 
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Broad factors which appear to affect participation in case study networks include:

� level of benefit employers receive

� employer size

� costs of joining the network.

Employers commonly took a consumerist and relatively short-term approach to 

participation and took part primarily where they felt they would see the most immediate 

direct benefits. Participation is cumulative in that network organisers believed that 

employers which engaged in one activity were more likely to engage in others. This 

illustrates the value of networks making intensive efforts to secure initial participation. It 

appears important for networks to canvass employer opinion regularly (e.g. WCCF, 

MPA), and this may need to use multi-channel methods of communication (e.g. face to 

face, email, phone) to ensure representative responses. This may be effective in 

stimulating greater employer investment in skills where the main barriers to training are 

external, practical issues such as a lack of appropriate provision. However where barriers 

to training are internal to the firm and based on beliefs or problems of short-termist

decision-making, then asking employers to recommend activities may be less effective. 

Networks therefore also need to think about how they “sell” activities that are new to 

employers. Providing multiple ‘taster’ sessions with low cost, low commitment activities 

first may provide a helpful gateway to activities which demand higher levels of 

commitment from employers.

Secondly the size of company had some impact on participation. Some smaller 

companies were more likely to participate in activities where they lacked capacity or 

resources to provide them internally (e.g. MPA, WCCF, Training 2000, AXRC). On the 

other hand smaller firms were less inclined to participate in activities which have less 

immediate impact, for example sitting on network boards (Training 2000). This needs to 

be taken into account in designing activities and in deciding which organisations to target 

with particular activities. Networks need to consider how smaller employers can be 

represented e.g. via a dedicated representative through individual consultation. 
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Thirdly cost of membership influenced participation, but there is no clear pattern of 

principles in fee setting. With notable exceptions, most fees charged were low or non-

existent and in most case study networks, employers appeared to be paying a fee for 

services rather than membership of a network. This may have influenced levels of 

engagement in some cases, but where additional services were valued by employers, 

they appeared willing to pay costs. This illustrates that when establishing networks, a 

detailed understanding of the appropriate pricing for membership and additional services 

for each particular market context is required as there are no rules of thumb. At AMRC, 

the network organisers believed that the size of membership fees encouraged members 

to participate in order to recoup investment made. 

[Members are] extremely active… if they weren't getting value for money then 
they would pretty soon walk away from us.

Network lead, AMRC

In contrast, WCCF achieved a high level of involvement with free membership for most 

participating organisations. This suggests the need for care in setting fees. Having low or 

no membership fees might allow the network to grow very quickly but may lead to low 

levels of participation. Alternatively high membership fees may be associated with higher 

ambitions and greater expectations for network activities but may deter employers from 

joining and may not be necessary to secure participation. 

The question of who participates among network employers varies by activity. Senior 

managers are typically most involved in more strategic activity for example shaping 

qualifications and networking events. The grade of staff participating in training activity 

depends on the nature of the training and in most cases training was aimed at junior or 

operational staff. There was evidence of both senior managers and more junior or 

operational staff being involved in knowledge transfer activities and best practice sharing. 

For example while more senior staff participated in most WCCF events, the network also 

runs a specific Team Leaders forum for supervisors due to a perceived lack of 

opportunities for staff at this level. Members of the AMRC sent technical staff to work at 

other employers and in the centre on secondment. These approaches enable a wide 

range of staff to benefit directly from network activity rather than relying on a cascade 

effect if participation is confined more narrowly to key individuals.
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4.2.1 Interaction opportunities between employers

Case study networks offered diverse levels of opportunities for employers to interact with 

each other and these are illustrated in Table 4.4 below.

Table 4.4 Level of employer interaction within networks

Network Employer interaction What facilitates?

ITMB Yes Meetings and networking events

Teesside Limited to specific 
activities

Primarily in the early design of the Foundation Degree

Training 
2000

Yes Networking events, gala dinner

AXRC Yes Meetings facilitated within the centre but also some 
organised between partners 

OPITO Limited to specific 
activities

Board and technical forums developing standards

Tallent Limited to specific 
activities

Project meetings convened by Tallent

Microsoft Limited to specific 
activities

Designing qualifications, using existing members as
examples

WCCF Yes Most activities run by the WCCF are interactive

Social activities e.g. annual dinner seen as important

Overall the level of interaction between individual employers in the case study networks is 

lower than might be expected from the depiction of employer network functions in the 

literature where much of the theoretical focus is placed on how relationships are shaped 

through dynamics of trust and power in a business-to-business context. Some positive 

examples were found in networking events for ITMB employers from which interviewees 

reported learning useful information about each other’s graduate recruitment processes 

and business areas and WCCF’s annual awards dinner which was very popular among 

interviewees, who felt it helped strengthen links between members and led to an 

increased willingness to collaborate in other settings. In contrast Training 2000 reported 

more difficulty in persuading members to attend events. These varying attitudes may 

reflect sectoral shared interests which are present for WCCF and ITMB, but not for 

Training 2000 which may influence employer desires for contact with each other. 

Establishing commonality of interests may therefore be important in promoting social 

events for participating employers within networks.
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Low levels of employer interaction in broader network activities took place for a number of 

reasons including:

� lack of need for interaction to meet network objectives

� difficulty in persuading employers to participate in interactive activities unconnected

with core purpose of the network

� wide geographical span of the network hindering mutual face-to-face contact.

For several networks interaction between employers is not necessary to accomplish the 

main objectives of the network or is only required for specific tasks (e.g. course design at 

Teesside, ITMB, MPA) and networks therefore do not seek to encourage interaction 

between employers. Secondly the purpose of the network may have an effect on the 

appetite for interaction among employers. Employers participating in networks to obtain a 

specific service (e.g. training for individual staff) may not perceive significant benefits in 

taking time to interact with other employers. In some cases, substitutes for networking 

were already in place e.g. through the existing supply chain network associated with 

Microsoft for MPA employers. However, Training 2000 reported general difficulties in 

persuading employers to participate in some events aimed at interaction. Networks where 

the objectives were more oriented towards general collaboration and information sharing, 

such as AMRC and WCCF, had a much higher level of interaction through mutual 

member best practice visits, because employers joined these networks with the 

expectation of interacting with other members. This raises questions about whether it is 

reasonable to expect those networks which focus on transactional service provision to 

offer a ‘networking’ function.
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There may, therefore, be a trade off consideration for networks intending to raise skill 

levels through formal learning interventions. The networks which were most focussed on 

skill related activity through qualifications provision tended to have less scope for 

interaction, while those focussed on mutual business to business interaction offered less 

focus, at least initially, on skills development provision. Focussing specifically on solving 

skills problems when establishing a network may risk limiting activity to obvious problems 

with obvious solutions. The lack of interaction may reduce the extent to which networks 

can assist in overcoming barriers such as short-term decision-making and concerns 

regarding poaching which require interaction. This suggests a more oblique, less direct 

approach to identifying and tackling skills issues may be beneficial in new networks, 

focussing on building connections rather than simply providing skills related activity, as 

the development of specific skills related activity in more interactive networks appears to 

happen more slowly (e.g. AMRC) and may be a smaller part of network activities 

(WCCF). This highlights the need to find a credible hook with some short-term benefits to 

build connections between employers in order to ensure initial participation.

Geography also appears to be a barrier as networks with substantial interaction had 

some degree of geographical concentration (WCCF in Wales and around Sheffield for 

AMRC). Large multinational companies found this less of a problem as they had more 

sites and higher levels of resources. This suggests that networks seeking to foster 

frequent interaction between employers need to consider creative means to enable 

contact such as IT solutions (e.g. Skype, online meeting software, 

video/teleconferencing) which were common means of communication identified in the 

online survey, or to consider drawing geographical boundaries for eligibility to participate.

One option for structuring membership could be a national network underpinned by 

smaller local or regional networks but care is needed to maintain low overhead costs.

4.2.2 Changes to network activity 

Most networks had not changed radically and dramatically but the focus and activities of 

older networks evolved over time and services were modified in response to employer 

feedback (see section 2.3). In most cases network members expected that this would 

continue to be the case.

There will be evolution, rather than revolution. There will be gradual change, 
gradual improvement.

Employer, Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships
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Changes were generally driven by employers for alterations to services or additional 

activities. Examples of this include a change of training provider at MPA and the 

development of a team leader’s forum at WCCF based on feedback from employers. 

These changes highlight the importance of ongoing contact with employers to ensure the 

activities offered by the network remain useful and relevant to them. The key challenge in 

developing employer services is in identifying and meeting needs which might not be 

recognised or articulated by employers themselves.

One explanation for the evolutionary nature of change among network case study 

organisations is the potential costs involved in expanding activity. Where networks are 

operating on tight margins, it may not be possible to justify a large scale expansion of 

activity without guaranteed additional income. Additionally it may be hard to persuade 

employers to commit additional resources to support changes if benefits are not known at 

the outset. Large expansions in network activity, such as the AXRC centres, relied 

heavily on public funding, which indicates a valuable role in expanding networks as well 

as establishing new ones. A further role for public funding of networks could lie in helping 

existing networks without a skills focus offer more skill related activity, if latent demand 

from employers can be identified. 

4.2.3 Success factors, challenges and barriers in learning provision

The most common model for provision was to deliver training through external training 

providers – either universities, colleges or commercial training providers, with the 

exceptions of Training 2000 and Teesside which provided training directly. External 

training providers were used primarily for efficiency by taking advantage of existing 

learning providers with suitable expertise and to avoid directly employing staff who have 

such expertise. Testing out provision before embarking on a large scale project appears 

important. Microsoft originally intended to use colleges as apprenticeship providers but 

found it too complex to organise a national programme with multiple local providers and 

instead opted for national commercial training providers. 

Two key success factors for effective provision were noted across a number of case 

study networks:

� the importance of continual engagement and communication with employers from the 

perspective of network organisers, and

� flexibility of provision from the perspective of employers accessing the training.
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Continual contact and communication with employers was particularly important where 

employers were releasing employees to attend training, although this was less intensive 

where training was provided before employment, for example ITMB. This was necessary 

to monitor the progress of course participants and to address any problems in a timely 

fashion. Flexibility of provision was important in ensuring that both employers and 

participants were able to balance learning and other commitments (e.g. Teesside, MPA).

Achieving these conditions presented considerable challenges to networks and their 

providers and increased the cost of provision. Training providers sometimes commented 

that developing flexible learning programmes and employer communication and initial

engagement was more resource-intensive than they had anticipated and, in particular, 

tutors have had to take on a greater role in communicating with employers. These issues 

therefore need realistic appraisal by partners when establishing networks to ensure 

expectations are met and provider costs are adequately covered.

It is important to note that these success factors emerge from the case study findings in 

relation to the self-defined purpose and objectives of these networks. The literature 

evidence more broadly suggests that the main benefits of effective employer networks lie 

in development of trust and social capital, which were not central to the functions of most 

of the case study networks. For networks which seek to foster greater mutual learning 

between employers, the networking skills of individual senior managers (Macpherson and 

Holt, 2007), face-to-face contact (Erickson and Jacoby, 2003), development of strong 

links through repeated contact, multiple contacts between partners, a future orientation 

and openness to learning are important success factors (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005).

4.3 Key differences and similarities between network activities

The single biggest similarity across case studies was the type of skill-related activity 

provided. Almost all networks appeared to have identified problems with the nature of or 

access to provision as the key issue deterring employers from making greater investment 

in training; provision was either too expensive or too complicated to access or the content 

of available provision did not meet employer requirements. Essentially there was an 

assumption of a latent demand for training amongst employers which could be tapped by 

making alterations to provision. While improving the quality of provision and the ability of 

employers to access provision have been identified as potential benefits of employer 

networks, they do not exhaust the possibilities for employer network activities. In 

particular the literature on networks suggests that networks can help with issues such as 

short-termist decision-making by exposing organisations to the practices of others. There 



Understanding Employer Networks

90

was some evidence of this kind of activity across case study networks in best practice 

sharing at WCCF, Tallent and AMRC. However, there was very little evidence of other 

more formal activities which might be associated with raising employer demand for 

training, for example helping or encouraging employers to adopt working practices which 

might support greater skills utilisation with the exception of WCCF and Tallent. 

Networks which took a broader focus on issues beyond immediate skills needs were 

more likely to be involved in helping employers to recognise and address such 

challenges. It is arguable that networks seeking to raise employer investment in skills 

may benefit from thinking more broadly about how this can be done, although part of the 

problem may be that it is difficult to “engineer” the kinds of interactions that are envisaged 

in the employer network literature. Some government support seeks to encourage 

employers to take the lead on developing collaborative networks to address skills issues1

The types of activity on offer varied more according to network aims than their types, 

though there are some commonalities. AXRC and Tallent were both supply chain 

networks and focussed on joint working on mutual projects of interest but there is more 

bilateral contact between members in AXRC than Tallent because there are greater 

interdependencies between partners in AXRC, which requires greater mutual 

collaboration to achieve results. Tallent is more similar to MPA, although the “offer” of 

these two networks is very different, with MPA focussing on skills development rather 

than the quality of production in the supply chain.

.

The three broadly sectoral networks, Training 2000, WCCF and OPITO had very little in 

common. While both Training 2000 and OPITO are superficially similar in that they have 

a main focus on skills, there are differences in how they go about organising themselves 

and the activities they provide. In particular, OPITO is wholly industry owned while 

Training 2000 is an independent training provider outside the industry. There is no clear 

evidence that either approach yields better results, particularly due to the presence of 

confounding factors when making comparisons between the two such as the different 

characteristics of the sectors they operate in. WCCF has more in common with the supply 

chain oriented AXRC network.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
 

1 The Employer Ownership pilot offers all employers in England direct access to up to £250 million of public investment 
over the next two years to design and deliver their own training solutions: http://www.ukces.org.uk/ourwork/employer-
ownership
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ITMB and Teesside were both HE-Industry collaborations developing an industry relevant 

qualification. However the operations of these networks vary substantially. In Teesside 

the university leads and there are few additional opportunities for employer participation. 

At ITMB employers play a more direct role in determining strategy and universities 

function more as partners. There is no obvious difference in the performance of either 

network. This perhaps points to the fact that there is no single ‘model’ of how to operate a 

particular type of network. It seems probable that the difference between the two may be 

related to the organisations leading them transplanting their broader model for employer 

engagement into the network. The implications are that diversity in network activities and 

functions is to be expected, so assessing how well networks perform against their 

individual aims and objectives is perhaps the most meaningful way of gauging success.

4.4 Summary

Most case study networks in this research were selected for a core focus on skills and 

innovation, although evidence from the mapping exercise and survey indicates that the 

most numerous types of employer networks are focussed on business and commercial 

development activity, with skills as a subsidiary concern.

There were a number of main types of skills-related activities undertaken by networks 

including qualifications development; helping employers to organise and fund training 

through external providers; provision of training either directly or through third parties; 

sharing good practice through workshops or visits between employers; supporting 

students and promoting careers in the sector. Inward-facing activities concentrated on 

providing services to participating employers while outward-facing activities focussed on 

promoting the sector more widely.

Typically employer participation in activities is often quite passive with only a minority of 

eligible employers taking part. A wide range of employers typically consume network 

products and services, but far fewer are actively involved in network organisation or the 

design and delivery of products and services. Most employers are best positioned as 

customers, with fewer acting as influencers or consultees. Membership of a network does 

not necessarily equate to substantial participation in activities which foster a sense of 

‘belonging’ and any obligation to sustain and develop network activities, as opposed to 

simply being a consumer of network services.

The major factors influencing employers to join a network are perceptions that the 

network will solve an existing need or problem and the scale of recruitment effort by 

networks to promote their benefits to potential participant firms.
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Major factors influencing levels of participation in a network are: the perceived level of 

benefits, the size of firm (with SMEs particularly valuing access to resources they cannot 

gain through individual effort) and value for money related to perceptions of cost. 

Employers viewed participation in network activities as a means-to-an end in the short-

term. Raising awareness of latent or unrecognised challenges, for which skills 

development may be part of the solution, is likely to require intensive engagement with 

employers. This is especially the case where employers see themselves as buying a 

specific short-term skills solution, rather than buying into a longer-term advisory or 

networking relationship with the network lead(s) and other employers. 

The level of interaction between employers in the case study networks was lower than we 

might anticipate based on the emphasis placed on the value of networks in creating 

social capital suggested in the literature. This was due to the type of network which 

dominated in the case study sample, which were commonly based on transactional 

service models of participation in network activities rather than the obligations and sense 

of identity created by membership of a ‘club’. Providing IT-based solutions to enable 

employer contact in networks with wide geographical coverage and giving consideration 

to how far employers expecting a specific service can be encouraged to engage in 

network activities to develop social capital is necessary. Developing shared or common 

interests may be an important precursor to collaborative activity to identify and address 

skills issues.

The focus of network activity may evolve over time and networks need to be sufficiently 

adaptable to meet emerging employer priorities. Key success factors for the services 

commonly provided were continual contact and communication with employers, often 

involving individual and face-to-face contact and flexibility in training provision.
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5 Impact of Employer Networks on Skills and 
Growth

5.1 Employer participation in skills activities

The number of employers engaged in skills development activities varies significantly 

depending on the type of network. The literature review suggested that smaller employers 

were less likely to be members of formal networks and consistent with the small scale 

survey evidence, illustrated that networks are most predominant in traditional 

manufacturing industries. Across the case studies it was common for networks to report 

varying degrees of employer participation.

The level of penetration in terms of numbers of staff taking part in network activities from 

each employer varied substantially between networks, but was usually concentrated in a 

small number of people. In the WCCF was training provision targeted at groups where 

several employees from the same firm were more likely to participate e.g. at team leader 

level. For ITMB, WCCF and Teesside, employer participation appeared slightly stronger 

through greater explicit participation in the design of programme content and this reflects 

the relative youth of these networks where the core of initial or founding employers have 

driven the development of the network’s training activities.

5.2 Case study network outcomes and impact

5.2.1 Perceived and actual benefits for employers

The literature reviewed showed that while some employers gained significant benefits 

from networks through developing close collaborative relationships with other firms over a 

long period of time, it was common for large proportions of employers to report benefits of 

network membership as being few in a number and limited in the depth/scale of their 

commercial impact (Huggins, 2001). This is typically related to the type of network, 

evidence from the literature review shows that power and influence exerted through 

supply chain networks generally results in more holistic effects on business performance 

and networks with weaker obligations between members have more dilute effects. 

Employers participating in the case study networks were often able to identify tangible 

impacts of network participation on skills-related problems rather than wider, more 

profound effects on organisational performance..
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Many of the benefits reported by employers taking part in network activities were 

consistent with those identified by evidence in the literature review including economies 

of scale, acquisition of generic skills, solving skills shortages/gaps and enhancing 

performance within supply chains (CBI, 2005).These benefits were largely also 

corroborated by network leads. Employers generally assessed networks in terms of the 

value of the outcomes they provided through their products and services and in most 

cases, attributed less significance to being members of a network per se. This reflects a 

difference between the type of networks which predominated within the research design 

and the conception of networks in the literature review. Employers in the case study 

networks mostly had a short-term consumerist perspective purchasing a specific product 

or service to solve an immediate need. In  the literature, networks are depicted as 

comprising long-term employer relationships which derive value from social capital and 

affiliations made between managers, as much as the tangible value from physical or 

intellectual assets acquired through them such as access to specialist equipment or 

knowledge. For networks which provided a distinctive qualification, employers assessed 

their value in terms of whether the skills needs or gaps identified prior to participation 

were addressed as a result. Table 5.1 illustrates the main benefits identified by employers 

participating in networks, against the major barriers to employer investment in training 

identified through the Collective Measures review (Stanfield et al., 2009), as discussed in 

Chapter One. 

Table 5.1 Benefits from participation in network activities identified by employers

Network Skills related benefits Other benefits

ITMB Suitable training provision, overcoming transaction 
costs

Teesside Suitable training provision, releasing staff to train, 
overcoming transaction costs

Training 
2000

Suitable training provision, overcoming short-term 
employer decision-making and transaction costs

AxRC Suitable training provision Access to information and 
facilities not otherwise 
available

OPITO Suitable training provision, overcoming short-term 
decision-making overcoming transaction costs

Tallent Organisational learning from more sophisticated firm Securing contracts

Microsoft Suitable training provision, overcoming short-term 
decision-making, releasing staff to train, overcoming 
transaction costs and capital market imperfections

WCCF Suitable training provision, releasing staff to train, 
overcoming short-term decision-making through 
illustrating benefits in similar firms, and overcoming 
transaction costs

Access to information not 
otherwise available

Commercial opportunities from 
networking
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Most employers had not undertaken a formal cost-benefit analysis and instead judged the 

networks on whether the type of activities and outcomes were of a satisfactory quality, 

focussing closely on whether it was tailored to their particular needs (Training 2000, 

Teesside, ITMB).

I think what I particularly like about e-skills UK is that they listen to the 
employer group that turn up at each event and look and listen for what we are 
able to offer, and then look to match that up with their specific needs which I 
find is an interesting way of focussing on the results. They get the results but 
they work to us rather than asking us to work to them.

Employer, ITMB

I did come with a degree of trepidation, but that was really moot from the 
moment I met with [The University]. They were very responsive in terms of 
listening for what we were looking for, and then identifying the appropriate 
programmes which they felt would suit our needs.

Employer, Teesside

Employers reported that they valued access to a supply of suitably skilled staff, in some 

cases pointing out that they would otherwise have to find a way of instilling these skills 

themselves (ITMB, Teesside) or that the main value of the scheme was in reducing or 

removing training costs (WCCF) which in some cases would otherwise act as a complete 

deterrent to training and/or hiring staff. The research design did not include generation of 

data on the financial circumstances of individual employers so it is difficult to assess the 

balance between those firms which are unable to pay for training and those which are 

unwilling to pay for training. In the case of Teesside and ITMB, learning provision appears 

to be simply fulfilling a need which was not being provided elsewhere. In the case of 

WCCF, the network had a prior function of making employers aware of training needs 

and thus stimulating demand for training, while in the case of Microsoft, interviews with 

employers suggested that SMEs would have been unable to handle the transaction costs 

of organising apprenticeships as well as struggling to find the resources to pay for 

training.
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These perspectives suggest that the most common training related benefit employers 

receive is access to suitable training provision. All the networks which have some 

form of skills focus help design courses or qualifications that are relevant to employers. In 

addition to making training relevant, the role of networks in designing training can help 

reduce transaction costs of organising training and negotiating course content with 

training providers. They can also help build economies of scale through collectively 

designing industry relevant qualifications, which may help reduce the unit cost of 

provision. More explicit efforts to reduce the transactions costs of training are taken by 

some networks. Notably Microsoft takes on the role of organising training on behalf of 

employers taking part in the Partner Apprenticeships scheme while OPITO deal with 

training providers on behalf of members.

Some employers discussed benefits in terms of the design of network activities which 

made participation attractive and feasible, rather than final outcomes. For employers of 

Teesside’s programme, the limited time spent out of the workplace by staff, provision of 

virtual learning methods and local tuition made it appealing. Similarly, the offer of 

customised training appealed to members of the WCCF and the possibility of delivering 

apprenticeships through online formats and in accessible locations was valued by the 

SMEs who recruited apprentices under Microsoft’s scheme. This helps employers 

overcome barriers to training associated with releasing staff to train, while the design of 

MPA provision to ensure apprentices develop usable skills early on in their training can 

be considered a way of overcoming problems with short-termism.

Engagement, promotion and interaction activities undertaken by networks were all 

beneficial through overcoming barriers to skills development such as short-termist 
decision-making by employers and access to imperfect information which may have 

led to employers underestimating the full benefits of training. By engaging with employers 

who might be uncertain about the value of training, networks can help deal with doubts 

about the benefits of training. One aspect of this is sharing examples across the network. 

For example, Microsoft use existing apprenticeship employers as case studies to 

illustrate to others the advantages of traineeships. At WCCF, interactions between 

members include best practice visits where members can see the benefits of 

management practices including training at other companies. Consultancy services 

provided by WCCF often led to members signing up for training. Similarly Training 2000 

provided training needs analysis as part of their services to members.
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In some cases, employers reported gaining unanticipated benefits from network 

participation. For example, employers found contact with other employers of similar 

workers beneficial, as it stimulated them to reflect on how to make their organisation 

more attractive to recruits (AMRC, ITMB). 

So there’s a lot of learning there on what we want to stand for in terms of how 
we position ourselves for students looking for these types of jobs. Why should 
they pick us versus one of the other big or small employers who are all asking 
for skills to do exactly the same kind of work.

Employer, ITMB

This suggests that in addition to assessing the impact of networks against their aims and 

objectives, it is important to make provision for capturing both adverse and/or positive 

unintended consequences.

Business benefits appeared most directly for networks with supply chain type 

relationships, although these did not necessarily have the most direct focus on skills 

among the case study networks. Employer members of the AMRC network reported 

being able to respond to requests from customers to develop new products and 

influencing their short- and medium-term technology strategies. Suppliers in the Tallent 

network were obligated to take part in quality assurance and staff training to comply with 

contractual requirements on which their income depended. They perceived that the 

process of acquiring tacit and explicit understanding of work processes used by a more 

sophisticated organisation would enable them to move up the manufacturing value chain 

with the prospect of higher productivity and more profit. In the WCCF, links between 

contact centres and suppliers of services to them through the associate membership 

structure had created business for the suppliers. Employers also pointed out that the 

forum had helped them to reduce recruitment and retention problems across the industry. 

Employers also noted the benefits to individual staff from participating in training. 

Teesside graduates reported greater confidence and motivation among those who took 

part in the leadership and management programme which led to new ideas being 

implemented including a quality assurance system and improved communications 

structures. 
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[Participants] are now actually coming up with suggestions and ideas and 
even in the forms of presentations and stuff, which was obviously unheard of, 
to actually get their points across, with supporting evidence and data, rather 
than just coming with a concept and getting it shut down, they were coming 
with a rational argument, because of the confidence that had been built up 
through the programme that they’d actually been involved in.

Employer, Teesside

In some skills focussed networks there were also benefits to training providers. Notably 

universities providing the ITMB degree benefited from attracting students with a 

qualification that is particularly relevant to the industry and offers graduates excellent 

career prospects. Additionally, Teesside University and MPA training providers became 

able to understand employer needs better and experiment with new forms of provision as 

a result of their engagement with these networks. In the Teesside case, for example, 

University staff felt that the learning model developed through the network could be used 

in other similar collaborations.

5.2.2 Network self-assessment and evaluation of outcomes

The main methods used by networks for assessing outcomes for employers were through 

direct consultation between network staff and employers or through surveys. Networks 

had conducted surveys of employers (Training 2000 and Teesside) and student 

satisfaction (Teesside), all with highly positive results. Training 2000’s results showed 

that over 95 per cent of employers believed the training had positive business benefits, 

over two thirds thought it had improved staff performance over five per cent believed that 

it had increased sales. Not all the networks had undertaken such formal assessments; 

AMRC reported that gathering evidence of impact from members could be challenging 

where outcomes were commercially confidential. Tallent had not undertaken a formal 

evaluation and Microsoft was so far focussing its effort on monitoring intake and 

completion rates among apprentices, indicating over 80 per cent were going into newly 

created job and 85 per cent were completing the course.

There was less evidence of assessment of network activities from a perspective of 

assessing overall network effectiveness. Interviewees involved in running networks 

pointed to continuity of existence and, in some cases, longevity as evidence that they 

were meeting a need.
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At the end of the day, we are still involved in the e-skills forum every month….
We’re voting with our feet. We are getting what we want and we are 
continuing to proactively support the programme as well.

Employer, ITMB

Several asserted that employers would quickly provide feedback if services did not meet 

expectations and continued funding from employers was evidence of their value. Others 

focussed heavily on judging the outcomes for participants in learning activities, drawing 

attention to employment statistics. For example, the AMRC network claimed to have an 

impact on securing 500 jobs and contributing to generating £50 million of sales in 

Yorkshire and Humberside.

Networks with a focus on developing new qualifications for young people pointed to the 

wider benefits of promoting and raising awareness of these qualifications within the 

sector. Internal evaluation of Training 2000 for social care suggested it had increase in 

take-up of apprenticeships, higher awareness of GTA in social care workforce 

development and increased profile in the NSA for Social Care. Similarly Microsoft 

believed that its programme had increased awareness of the existence and potential of 

apprenticeship training as an entry route across the IT sector and employers reported 

promoting apprenticeships within their own supply chain. 

We’re saying “We’re living proof that this [MPA] is good and you’re our 
customers and you should hire apprentices if you haven’t already”.

Employer Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships

Building relationships with the secondary education sector to attract young people into 

sectors with skill shortages emerged as a key theme across the case studies. OPITO’s 

online resources had been used by over a million secondary school pupils, and over 

3,500 pupils had attended careers related events.
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Some networks had expanded their activities and created spin-offs. Teesside’s model 

has expanded to include several pathways within the overall degree in response to 

employer demand. It has generated interest from other parts of the country and around 

six Chambers of Commerce who have sought to establish similar programmes in their 

areas. AMRC established an employer forum for non-members with a low cost 

membership model of £50 per year to attend briefing events. The WCCF’s activities 

stimulated interest among members with sites in the South West of England and as a 

result a similar network has been set up, primarily made up of larger employers in the

region with a fee paying basis for membership.

5.2.3 Perceived network impact on skills, growth and innovation

The most direct impact of networks on business outcomes is found among the supply 

chain networks, which have close and direct contact between employer and client on joint 

product development activities. There is some evidence that networks stimulated 

recognition of skills shortages and employment expansion which would not otherwise 

have taken place, especially in small firms (AMRC, Microsoft, WCCF). In the Microsoft 

network, participating employers reported taking on new staff as apprentices who would 

not otherwise have been recruited. 

I probably employ more people than I would normally.. I’ve got two 
apprentices that I would have never employed had the scheme not happened.

Microsoft Partner Apprenticeships Employer

WCCF was assisting firms in overcoming recruitment problems, while AMRC’s focus on 

product development may indirectly lead to firm expansion. 

Many of the networks providing any training leading to a qualification appear to be having 

an impact on raising skill levels (MPA, OPITO, AXRC, Teesside, ITMB, Training 2000). 

Three networks appear to have had an impact on improving training provision across the 

sector. Within WCCF, interviewees believed the development of customised training 

packages had improved the overall quality and quantity of training delivered in the sector. 

The standards developed by OPITO over the years also appear to have raised the quality 

of training and work performance undertaken in the sector. Training 2000’s work has 

developed staff skills within the care sector in particular, though it should be noted this 

was driven particularly by government legislation.
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Those networks with a focus on product development appear to be contributing to 

innovation, most clearly in the case of AXRC. This network was helping firms to increase 

their technological efficiency, innovation and directly enabling members to secure 

contracts and demonstrate their ability to develop new products specifically for customer 

requirements.

This is an opportunity to develop methods and technologies which give us a 
competitive advantage.

Employer, AMRC

Other benefits are less tangible and more long-term in nature. Employers in the Tallent 

network believed that exposure to the more sophisticated working practices of their 

customer would enable them to move up the hierarchy of the supply chain, potentially 

innovating and developing higher value added products and services. In this sense, the 

added value of the network comes from organisational learning about products and work 

processes rather than acquisition of skills by individuals and has the potential to support 

business expansion. Both Tallent network and AMRC network members pointed to the 

reputational boost they gained by association with larger firms which they believed help 

raise their profile in their sectors, with possible marketing benefits. It is less clear that 

innovation was taking place in some of the other networks but where management 

education was provided in the Teesside case, there is some evidence of organisational 

innovation by individual participants, though not necessarily related to product/service 

innovation. 

This diversity of impacts reflects the differing purposes of the networks and also 

emphasises the role of skills development having a supporting function within networks 

with a direct focus on innovation and service quality. When establishing networks, it is 

necessary to recognise that they may need to fulfil multiple and complementary purposes 

to maximise their potential value.
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5.2.4 Network awards, reputation and influence

Evidence of the broader impact of the activities of employer networks is available through 

indicators of their profile and standing.

There is some evidence of the activities of two networks having influence at national and 

international levels. OPITO has been commended by The Scottish Government for its 

work in preparing young people to meet employer needs in their sector. Its training 

standards for safety in the field have also been adopted by overseas governments. AFRC 

has inspired a similar network in Denmark.

Several networks represented employer views to government and bodies responsible for 

development of qualifications; for example, OPITO represents the Scottish energy 

industry on government consultation bodies, Training 2000 advises a committee on social 

care qualifications and the engineering division of the GTA undertook work to represent 

members’ views to policy makers. WCCF has had a role in informing the Welsh 

government of the sector’s needs to stimulate inward investment in the sector. In 

Scotland, AFRC may have been helpful in attracting funding to the nation, as a 

government interviewee pointed out that the expansion of doctoral studentships was 

making the centre attractive to investors.

Several networks had won awards for their work, illustrating the esteem attached to their 

work by wider bodies. Training 2000 gained the Training Quality Standard (TQS) award 

(now being phased out) and Beacon status for quality from the Learning and Skills 

Improvement Service. Teesside won the Times Higher Education Outstanding Employer 

Engagement Initiative Award. Industry recognition for innovation was given to the AMRC 

through awards from Boeing, BAE Systems and Rolls Royce.

5.2.5 Barriers to achieving network benefits

While most firms and networks reported widespread satisfaction with network activity, it is 

possible that for some networks, even greater benefits could be achieved. Firstly, the 

degree of penetration among the target employer communities could be extended for 

some networks with an open participation policy. Secondly, depth of employer 

participation might be sub-optimal where employers engage in only one activity of a 

range offered. Third, it may be possible for networks to extend the range of their activities 

to inspire enhanced employer investment in learning.
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For networks to extend their penetration among target employers, it appears likely that 

greater investment would be required in scoping out and undertaking face-to-face 

marketing, particularly where the target market is composed primarily of SMEs or is 

unfamiliar with the brand. This would require a greater level of resources among network 

co-ordinators, and the returns on investment can be relatively low due to the likely 

conversion ratio of initial contacts to active participation.

Because employers interviewed were accessed through network leads and likely to be 

more engaged, it is difficult to be definitive about barriers to further participation among 

low or non-participant employers. Limits to participation in these circumstances may be 

connected to employer assessment of value for money, lack of knowledge of benefits or 

difficulties in committing further time to network activities. Sharing and promoting the 

benefits of higher levels of participation effectively would be needed to yield greater 

employer participation and using employers as network ambassadors is likely to be 

critical here. Creating higher levels and/or more intensive participation could involve 

creating a greater sense of obligation to participate through fostering greater identity as 

an elite ‘member’ of a network with accompanying rights and responsibilities. However, 

positioning network membership as requiring more intensive participation may risk 

deterring potential members from joining.

Some of the networks which adopted pay-per-service business models could consider 

extending the nature of their services to draw employers into more contact with other 

network beneficiaries and also explore the possibility of offering additional services to 

identify and cater for unmet skills needs, triggering further employer investment in 

learning. This would require careful scoping to ensure adequate demand from employers 

and the identification of latent skills needs or gaps to persuade employers of the need for 

more investment. Free diagnostic support can be one tool here, though employers can be 

sceptical of such services, interpreting them as a sales tool. Models of learning support 

which involve (facilitated) peer learning between employers in the same network may be 

more attractive.
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5.2.6 Did network outcomes meet initial ambitions?

Comparing outcomes against expectations can be conducted more easily for the newer 

networks, since long-established groups find it more difficult, and sometimes, impossible 

to track current performance against experience before network formation and noted that 

it was not a particularly fruitful activity because the function and purpose of the network 

had changed over time (OPITO, WCCF, Training 2000). Several of the networks 

providing qualifications including Teesside and ITMB started with relatively small intakes 

of learners and the relatively rapid expansion of the programmes could be regarded as 

indicative of success, while the original scale of work in AXRC has also expanded 

successfully. To some extent then, success could be equated with network growth, but in 

most cases networks did not have hard measurement criteria available against which 

performance against objectives could be measured. The evolutionary nature of the 

networks’ development though reflects a need for some degree of flexibility in assessing 

their performance, in addition to the provision of data against which use of any public 

funds can be assessed.

5.3 Summary

The number of employers engaged in skills development activities varies significantly 

depending on the type of network. Network penetration among possible target 

populations of employers varies according to the type of network. Consistent with the 

small scale survey evidence, the literature review illustrated that networks are most 

predominant in traditional manufacturing industries.

The time periods over which benefits were accrued by case study networks varied 

considerably. The most common benefits of network activities identified by employers 

were: access to suitable training provision; reduced transaction costs of organising 

training and negotiating course content with training providers and economies of scale 

through design of industry-standard qualifications. Provision of customised, flexible 

training was identified by employers as a key benefit of network services. In addition, 

networks were able to overcome employer barriers to skills development such as short-

termist decision-making and access to imperfect information by proving the benefits of 

training through relevant examples from similar organisations. 
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Business benefits appeared most directly for case study networks with supply chain type 

characteristics, in which skills development formed a subsidiary focus. The focus of these 

networks was often more directly related to business operations and the development of 

products and service (quality).

Numbers of staff from each employer engaged in network activities varied substantially 

between networks, but is usually concentrated in a small number of people. In addition, 

levels of participation among employers usually divided between a core, active group of 

employers and a wider, possibly more peripheral group of beneficiaries.  Large numbers 

of staff and employer beneficiaries were more common in networks with a transactional 

model of membership based on paying for service provision, and networks which were 

feeling the effects of reduced public funding such as Training 2000 and Teesside were 

accentuating this approach. The advantages of this approach derive from reduced 

reliance on one source of income e.g. from the public sector, but the transactional model 

may inhibit closer development of relationships between employers and creation of social 

capital from which some of the major benefits of networks originate.

Employers we consulted assessed networks in terms of the value of the outcomes they 

provided through their products and services and in most cases, attributed less 

significance to being members of a network per se.  This may reflect the sample of 

employers interviewed for this research, rather than the broader population.

Networks generally did not systematically monitor or assess the value for money or 

efficiency of different forms of service provision, as sustained employer funding and 

network viability over time provided sufficient indication of network value and targets for 

measuring achievement of objectives were not commonly set among older networks. 

Networks commonly assessed outcomes of training provision in terms of feedback on 

training quality and volumes of participants to determine impact. 

A number of networks had expanded, indicating existence of demand for similar services 

beyond their original location. Some networks had stimulated recognition of skills 

shortages and employment expansion which would not otherwise have taken place, 

especially in small firms. Many of the networks providing any training leading to a 

qualification appear to be having an impact on raising skill levels and some appear to 

have had an impact on improving training provision across the sector. Some of the supply 

chain networks were stable in numbers of participating employers, reflecting lack of 

desire to expand.
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Barriers to achieving network benefits include limited penetration among target employer 

communities for networks with an open participation policy; sub-optimal depth of 

employer participation where employers engage in only one activity of a range offered; 

provision of single activities by networks where there may be latent demand among 

employers for a wider range of services. Overcoming these barriers would require 

investment in face-to-face marketing; greater promotion of network activities by more 

engaged employers and assessment of market demand for further services.
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6 Conclusions

Employer networks represent an important potential lever for harnessing and increasing 

employer investment in skills through overcoming common barriers such as lack of 

awareness of skills needs, difficulty in accessing learning provision and problems related 

to costs of training staff. They have the potential to bring together organisations with and 

without previous histories of collaboration to solve common problems, and offer mutual 

support and informal knowledge exchange and insights, and can integrate solutions to 

skills-related and non-skills-related management issues. This report has drawn on a 

literature review, small scale online/telephone survey, scoping interviews with funders, a 

mapping exercise and eight case studies to understand the nature and impact of 

employer network activity linked to skills development. The conclusions now summarise 

the findings and implications in the light of the original research questions set for the 

project.

6.1 Who creates employer networks and why?

The results of the mapping exercise, literature reviews and case studies show a diverse 

set of actors involved in establishing networks. Key players include major employers, 

government departments and their agencies, sectoral bodies and learning providers. 

Networks considered within this research commonly have a variety of purposes and 

motivations with skills-based networks usually focussing on developing learning provision 

to meet existing skills shortages or skills gaps. This reflects a practical orientation in the 

focus of case study employers and organisations involved in establishing the networks on 

solving current problems through providing a clearly defined product or service to meet a 

specific need. This may reflect either the composition of the case study sample, or a 

wider trend in employer behaviour in a challenging economic climate, where firms may be 

reluctant to invest time and resources in activities outside immediate business operations. 

Identifying and positioning networks to provide a rapid benefit to employers is likely to be 

important for securing initial engagement and the identification of common interests is 

also important here. Network initiators usually made contact with each other on the basis 

of pre-existing relationships, capitalising on existing trust between potential partners. This 

suggests that the previous track record and history of collaboration between partners is 

worth considering in the process of effective network formation.
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The type of employer network created tends to reflect the kind of problem or issue that it 

is trying to address. Science parks and business incubators tend to focus more on 

supporting innovation and business development among employers. Demand-led

employer networks which focus on skills do so as a means of overcoming a number of 

barriers to training and skills including identifying skills needs, understanding benefits of 

learning and providing access to it. Most networks are heavily driven by employer needs, 

including those which are supply-led, which are also responsive to government funding 

flows. Some older networks showed evidence of evolution and change in focus and 

direction over time, primarily to meet employer and industry needs. This suggests that 

some flexibility when setting out the purpose and focus of networks is helpful in adapting 

to changes in employer needs and to capitalise on synergies with shifting national skills 

priorities. This may be particular important for the sustainability of newer networks with a 

skills focus which have positioned themselves as providers of a single product or service. 

It also suggests that flexibility is needed in setting measures of network outcomes and 

success to be able to capture unanticipated benefits and consequences.

6.2 How are networks formed, funded and administered?

The depiction of employer networks within the literature review highlights their diversity in 

structure, function, purpose, governance, funding, scale and types of activities, and this 

was confirmed by the mapping exercise and through the process of selecting case 

studies. Several case studies were ‘hybrid’ models which shared characteristics of 

multiple types of networks within the classifications identified in the literature. They 

included a mix of sectoral and supply chain coverage, and examples which are supplier-

led but demand-focussed, the latter potentially reflecting increased sensitivity on the part 

of learning providers to market needs. 

Trade associations are the largest and most diverse group of employer networks together 

with Chambers of Commerce. Both have a primary focus on offering generalist business 

support in marketing and representing the interests of their members as their primary 

aim, with skills development a subsidiary goal or one which forms part of consultancy 

services. There is also a substantial group of government licensed bodies and HEI 

clusters, with smaller numbers of GTAs. Mapping supply chain and informal networks 

through publicly available data yields an incomplete picture as much information is 

generally not in the public domain.
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Networks were sustained by four main sources of funding: public funding, membership 

fees, payments for specific services and non-financial contributions from members. In 

most cases networks received a mix of one or more of these types of funding. Access to 

resources through initial public funding is important for pump priming of networks, and the 

case studies show that this may be drawn on for a considerable period of time, even if the 

proportion of employer contributions rises over time. Public funding had encouraged 

membership of networks in industries without a history of collaboration but needs a clear 

focus and targeting to ensure value added. 

Setting membership fees involves considering a trade-off between exclusivity of 

membership versus potential reach and requires considerable judgement in setting the 

right level which is dependent upon the perceived value of the network and its product or 

service. Relying on payments for specific services ensures network focus meets 

employer needs but may create a commercial transactional model rather than establish a 

sense of identity or membership of a network and therefore limit contact between 

employers. That said, for networks using a transactional model of funding increased 

penetration within an organisation (number of employees reached) provides one way to 

improve the sustainability of the network, especially where public funding had tailed off. 

The current economic environment is challenging for employers and there is therefore a 

role for other funding and investment options to act as catalysts for initial employer 

engagement or longer-term support for employers facing particular market barriers to 

investment. Employers may be more conscious of their spending on training, and there is 

potential for networks to highlight the cost-effectiveness of participation for accessing 

solutions to skills needs. 

Setting higher membership fees may be associated with higher ambitions and 

expectations and so is potentially a tool to support engagement and demand; however, 

there is a cautionary note, as higher fees could also deter some employers. At the other 

end of the spectrum, non-financial contributions from employers include time in 

contributing to qualifications and standards development, and participation in network 

leadership, though the latter is more difficult for SMEs. Providing options for different 

types of participation and minimum participation requirements for key roles such as board 

membership can be helpful in ensuring networks run smoothly while offering options for 

all employers to engage. 
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Numbers of participating employers within case study networks varied greatly from a few 

dozen to over a hundred. These figures were often considerably larger than the optimal 

size of 25 proposed by some of the literature (Stanfield et al., 2009). However, the case 

study networks often involved a looser relationship between each employer and the 

network than depicted in the literature, so higher numbers of employers may be more 

likely to take part. Determinants of network size included the costs of joining, network 

ability to engage employers and the size of the pool of potential participants. While some 

networks were expanding, not all networks seek to grow, and some had reached 

saturation of their original target population. This implies that growth may be most likely 

by replicating and/or adapting existing networks for other groups of employers. For some 

networks, restrictions on size acts as a guarantee of quality to ensure the level of service 

to employers was maintained, and other networks may choose to remain small to 

preserve ‘elite’ status as a marketing hook for prospective participants.

Networks hosted by a leading employer were less likely to have a distinct legal status 

than those which were independent of any of the participants, and functioned without a 

formal governance structure. The perceived lack of bureaucracy associated with this 

model was a key attraction for those networks adopting it. Adopting a not-for-profit focus 

can be helpful in branding networks, while adopting the status of a private company is 

sometimes important to reassure prospective participants of a network’s commercial 

focus. Networks relying heavily on general membership subscriptions rather than 

payment for specific services or public funding may need to ensure adequate 

representation of members through board structures to provide influence on how funds 

are used. It is important to ensure that any SME members have adequate influence. This 

can take the form of a dedicated representative to consult personally with SME members.



Understanding Employer Networks

111

Network staffing typically required three types of role: leadership and administration, 

usually through a small management team; employer engagement e.g. account

managers and delivering network activities e.g. trainers. Choice between in-house and 

outsourced training provision is likely to depend on regularity/frequency of activities, 

volumes of participants and degree of flexibility required in location and scheduling of 

delivery. Efficient and lean staffing models can ensure a tight focus on allocating staff 

time to activities which are valued by employers, but may pose some challenges in the 

amount of time staff are able to devote to outreach and marketing activities. Both the 

literature and empirical evidence suggest that the quality of network leadership in terms 

of ability of the most senior person to set a suitable strategic direction for the network and 

their energy and enthusiasm in promoting it are major success factors in generating 

employer initial engagement, effective operation and network sustainability (Casson and 

Della Giusta, 2007: Rhodes and Graver, 2002). Willingness to take risks and work 

collaboratively with employers was a major factor influencing success on the part of 

learning provider partners within the case studies.

6.3 What are the functions and activities of employer networks? 

Based on the literature review and mapping exercise, most employer networks position 

themselves as offering business development support and some representation in policy 

formation activities, with skills development as a subsidiary activity. Among those with a 

focus on skills development, evidence from the case study networks showed they 

engaged primarily in five categories of skills-related activities including: 

� developing industry-relevant qualifications or standards, 

� assisting employers in organising and funding training from external providers,

� providing training either directly or through approved training providers, 

� sharing good practice through visits between participating employers,

� directly supporting students and promoting careers in the sector.



Understanding Employer Networks

112

Activities can also be divided into “inward” facing activities aimed at improving the skills of 

current employees and “outward” facing, seeking to improve the supply of individuals with 

relevant skills into the labour market. Inward-facing skills activities tend to offer more 

direct benefits to participating employers and it is uncertain how far employers would be 

willing to fund extensive outward-facing activities where immediate benefits are unclear. 

However, networks could introduce mechanisms to help ensure the benefits of outward-

facing activities accrue to employers within the network by making explicit links between 

careers guidance offered to young people and employer recruitment. Consistent with the 

literature, levels of employer participation were highly variable, often characterised by an 

inner circle of more committed employers and a more peripheral group of beneficiaries. In 

addition to activities which constitute the primary service offering to employers, 

considerable investment was required in some networks to market the network to 

potential participants, especially SMEs and/or firms unfamiliar with the network’s 

activities.

Chambers of Commerce, Sector Skills Councils and other intermediaries have acted as 

partners in establishing the case study networks and there is some very limited evidence 

of contact with JobcentrePlus where networks are involved in establishing pre-

employment schemes. More common contacts are between networks and local 

secondary and adult education providers. Responsiveness to employer needs on the part 

of FE/HE and other learning providers in terms of developing relevant learning content in 

a short time frame appear to be the distinguishing characteristics for playing an effective 

role as a network partner. Learning providers may also need to be able to operate on a 

national scale for large networks. In the current climate, generating income direct from 

employers is likely to be increasingly important for learning providers so capability in 

working with employers is commercially advantageous. Within the HE sector, there has 

historically been less impetus to collaborate with employers on course design, but the 

case studies illustrate benefits to HEIs which are prepared to take risks and experiment 

with new programmes. There may be potential for Local Enterprise Partnerships to fulfil a 

function in establishing networks, especially in supporting their activities to ensure labour 

market supply is adequate for local economic development.
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6.4 How are networks perceived by employers?

Literature on employer networks stresses the role of trust and power in forming 

relationships between firms and the role of social capital i.e. relationships between 

individual participants in realising network benefits, typically over a long period of time 

(Bishop, 2011). Employers within the case study networks investigated generally did not 

share this perspective as they did not view networks as ‘clubs’ but more instrumentally as 

service providers. This emphasis is likely to increase where networks become more 

reliant on employer rather than public funding, and creates a need to meet employer 

expectations rapidly through fast provision of purchased services, although the level of 

employer demands is likely to be proportionate to the fees charged. 

The level of interaction between employers in the case study networks was lower than we 

might anticipate based on the emphasis placed on the value of networks in creating 

social capital suggested in the literature. This reflects a different type of network model 

adopted by the case studies from the long-term membership of a ‘club’ which dominates 

the literature. Where a single product or service is offered, there was fairly limited 

emphasis on creation of opportunities for employers to build long-term bilateral 

relationships with each other. This may initially facilitate ease of employer engagement 

because there are no expectations placed on them to engage in activities which provide 

limited immediate returns. However, this model of networks may reduce opportunities for 

employers to reap unanticipated benefits through development of social capital over a 

longer period of time. 

Across the networks we consulted many conformed to a ‘hub and spoke’ model where 

communication primarily took place between employers and the network co-ordinators 

rather than a ‘web’ model, with significant direct communication between multiple 

employers. Where new networks are formed in industries without significant history of 

collaboration, networks may need to spend some initial time in defining the scope of their 

activity. This is a valuable phase of development to ensure that network services will 

meet employer needs but gaining employer participation at this point may be challenging 

if there are any competitive tensions between prospective participants so attention needs 

to be given to allaying concerns about sharing information.



Understanding Employer Networks

114

Given the consumerist perspective of employers towards networks, the key factors 

influencing employer participation are the appeal and perceived value of the network 

offer, the extent of engagement activity undertaken by the network co-ordinators, the size 

of company and costs of participation. Identifying the presence of common interests is 

essential and focussing on common concerns connected with securing the skills pipeline 

can help to transcend competitive pressures which usually inhibit collaboration. Networks 

coalesce around an occupation or type of work involving employers from different 

industries or those which are not in direct product market competition, even if they rely on 

the same skills. Costs of participation must be proportionate to the added value 

employers perceive to be gained. This implies that when establishing networks, it is 

important to be very clear about their unique added value and to ensure appropriate 

pricing of services. Employer consumerist perspectives in both joining and participating in 

network activities may partly reflect the business models adopted by some of the 

networks which centred on a pay-per-use approach, but may also reflect an economic 

climate in which employers may limit participation in non-operational activities. 

Use of language in network formation and branding may be important in attracting firms 

to take part in network activities. Employers commonly perceive themselves as 

businesses or firms rather than employers because, for the majority, employment is not 

their main goal. Labelling and naming networks in a way that is meaningful and appealing 

to employers therefore needs some care. 

A further important dimension here is the presence of leading employers from a sector, 

supply chain or geographical location: in part this acts as a mark of quality but could also 

function as an opportunity for individuals to associate with elite employers. Developing an 

unknown brand is one of the challenges that new networks may face and endorsement 

by major employers through personal recommendations is helpful in overcoming this, 

along with some investment in marketing activity. It may take time for networks to reach 

their full potential and optimal benefits for employers, particularly where high levels of 

employer commitment to develop a sense of network identity are needed or where there 

is limited history of employer collaboration in the relevant sector or geographical area. 

Realism in what networks can deliver is therefore important in planning and evaluating 

them.
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6.5 What are network impacts on employer investment in skills and 
growth?

The most common skills-related impacts of network activities were: access to suitable,

customised and flexible training provision; reduced transaction costs for employers in

organising training and negotiating course content with training providers; economies of 

scale through design of industry-standard qualifications. In addition, networks were able 

to overcome employer barriers to skills development such as short-term decision-making 

and access to imperfect information by proving the benefits of training through relevant 

examples from similar organisations. This appears to be a key lever for encouraging 

greater network penetration. Some networks had therefore stimulated recognition of skills 

shortages and enabled employment expansion which would not otherwise have taken 

place, especially in small firms. There is a potentially important co-ordinating role for 

intermediary organisations working at regional/local levels in identifying common gaps in 

skills development provision which pose barriers to growth for employers in the area. A 

number of networks had expanded, indicating existence of demand for similar services 

beyond their original location, but also reflecting some cases of saturation among the 

original target employer group. Many of the networks providing any training leading to a 

qualification appeared to be contributing to increases in skill levels and some appeared to 

be influencing training provision across the sector. Other networks reported broader or 

less tangible impacts.

Selection of suitable learning providers which had the capability to develop learning 

provision quickly and with maximum flexibility was often a major factor in influencing 

positive employer perceptions of network activity (e.g. Teesside, ITMB, MPA). This 

suggests that initial establishment of networks needs either to choose learning providers 

with significant scale or alternatively, starting networks on a small scale to iron out any 

teething problems without damaging network credibility among potential participants, 

could be helpful. Overall, the networks led by learning providers appeared to have slightly 

less extensive impacts on business outcomes for employers, because they were often 

providing a discrete service in training particular individuals rather than a holistic offer 

aimed at general business development, but the scale of the case study research means 

that this is not necessarily generalisable. 
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However, it means that in establishing networks led by learning providers, it may be 

useful to consider how the initial design of the network and model of engagement might 

allow scope for broadening the range of activities offered, even if at a later stage of the 

network’s development. In addition it may be helpful to consider how best to position and 

market the purpose of the network to employers so they perceive it from the start as more 

than simply offering training provision, even if they do not choose to engage in additional 

activities until a later stage.

Generating greater network impact might be attainable through encouraging greater peer-

to-peer learning opportunities between employers, identified as valuable by previous 

research (UK CES, 2010a). This featured less frequently among the case studies than in 

the literature, due to the focus of some networks on transmission of learning through

acquisition of qualifications by individuals rather than informal sharing of knowledge 

between organisational representatives.

Business benefits appeared most directly for case study networks with supply chain type 

characteristics, in which skills development formed a subsidiary focus. The extent of skills 

development activity was variable in these networks, reflecting a need to acknowledge 

that network activity is likely to be hybrid in nature. Those networks led by a large 

employer or with major employers involved, appear to have a more extensive impact, 

although this depends on the scope of network activity. Requiring relatively broad 

activities to make such networks eligible for funding may be helpful in achieving breadth 

in skills development covering transferable as well as firm-specific skills. In addition, the 

time periods over which benefits accrue to different types of networks vary considerably.  

Where investments in long-term R&D activity are made, the outcomes may not be evident 

for at least five years and often longer. This implies that both pump priming funding for 

networks and the time period for their evaluation need to be considered carefully in the 

light of network objectives.
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6.6 What are the implications for stakeholders?

The research sought to develop a better understanding of inter-employer networks and 

how they impact on investment in skills. There is much interest in the potential of 

employer networks to act as a lever to increase enterprise, jobs and growth. In the 

current climate, networks can be attractive option for employers because they provide a 

way to manage costs and risks by taking collective action to address shared needs and 

problems. 

The diversity of networks in terms of aims, governance and structure needs to be 

accommodated when promoting sources of support to networks, assessing the ability of 

networks to deliver (or the need for new networks to be created), and evaluating of their 

impact. Multiple routes and messaging techniques to raise awareness of support are 

likely to be necessary. Contrary to wider literature, case study employers tended to 

perceive networks as a vehicle through which to consume services in terms of 

skills/qualifications and access expertise rather than as membership clubs. The level of 

interaction between employers in a network was lower than might have been expected, 

based on findings in the literature. However, the number of employers in a network was 

higher than suggested by the literature. This is perhaps an anomaly of the case study 

selection; but, clearly this is what works for some networks with a skills and / or 

innovation focus at least. The changes in the economic climate could in part explain the 

need for networks to become self-sustaining and for employers to see a clear rationale

and value for money when they engage with a network. The rationale for employer 

participation may need to be differentiated between sectors and locations based on the 

particular needs. Messages for engagement need to be highly customised. 

Communicating to and with networks is invariably more straightforward for those that can 

be readily identified i.e. those with a public face, for example a web site or that promote a 

product or service. The case study networks examined in this project were relatively 

formal in nature. However, the ease of reaching formal networks with information about 

available support for skills development could also provide a route to reach their informal 

networks. This is not to undervalue the importance of direct communication with informal 

networks but it is clear that the challenge, time and resources to do this must not be 

underestimated. It may be difficult to plan and assess these mechanisms in applying for 

and allocating resources to support networks. 
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Network success, and time to achieve it, may depend quite heavily on pre-existing 

relationships between partners which help to build up trust and/or attract new 

engagement with the network. Particular attention needs to be given in assessing 

networks for credibility and experience of network leadership. This is important when an

existing network is embarking on spin-off activity but even more so for the establishment 

of a new network or growth in a location or coverage. The significant role of major 

employers in attracting other firms into network membership suggests that these are key 

messengers/influencers of behaviour, and are therefore worth targeting carefully in 

establishing networks. The role of key individuals is likely to be critical but may be difficult 

to assess/prove in considering the allocation of public support for networks and in 

considering the potential for network replicability. Where a lead partner / partners have a 

central role in establishing trust and engaging other employers it needs to be clear 

whether this influence has the potential to be extended, for example to a new / broader 

geographical area or sector coverage, or indeed deeper penetration. 

In addition, existing networks and those with a strong lead / partners have the potential to 

achieve greater headway in developing and delivering spin-off activities; this advantage 

also needs to be recognised in the allocation of resources, and in evaluating impact. 

Where this advantage is absent, there is a need to be realistic when considering the 

resource needs, time to gather momentum and in expectations of achieving impact. 

Networks with a solution to a clearly defined existing problem may be more attractive to 

employers in the current economic climate. Employers may be more interested in tangible 

rather than intangible activities in the first instance. This suggests that promoting initial 

engagement with immediate, short-term benefits can be advantageous as a way to kick-

start a network. If the aims of the networks can be achieved through this kind of short-

term engagement and delivery of tangible products and services, then a network needs to 

be clear how it is going to achieve this and make the benefits transparent to employers.

It is important to be aware of the lifecycle of a network as this will differ for those with 

quite specific and short-term aims to those which aim to gather steam and ambition over-

time. Engaging employers with a more long-term objective may be more difficult and 

require development of a persuasive case for network activity. In the event that a network 

moves from a focus on short-term tangible goals to more long-term and intangible goals 

stakeholders should be mindful of the need for a clear approach to support transition and 

growth.
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Longstanding networks are often skilled in drawing on multiple sources of funding e.g. 

from public sources, which may change over time. When assessing networks for support, 

stakeholders may wish to consider evidence of entrepreneurial approaches to raising and 

seeking funds for activities, from a variety of sources. A realistic assessment of resources 

required to achieve sustainability is also needed. The common reliance of formal 

networks on indirect or direct sources of public funding (in this research at least) suggests 

that progression towards sustainability as independent ventures should be judged over a 

long time period by stakeholders, and the impact that networks can be expected to 

achieve if they are entirely new should be estimated realistically.

Employer perceptions of the value of networks are likely to vary considerably depending 

on the levels of engagement. Equally, employers’ assessment of value is likely to use 

different criteria over time, especially if employers start to reap unanticipated benefits at a 

later stage of network development. Where a network needs to nurture and develop 

engagement from employers (new or existing), especially if this is likely to incorporate 

increased contribution to the network, the ability to evidence the benefits becomes all the 

more important. Indeed, access to imperfect information may lead employers to 

underestimate the full benefits of the network. This needs to be taken into consideration 

in network monitoring and evaluation. However, self-evaluation by networks was 

relatively uncommon among those consulted. Continuation of employer engagement and 

longevity were more common measures of success, suggesting that mechanisms to 

measure impact and progress towards it may need to be relatively simple and resource 

light as a first step to establishing this practice more widely. Evaluation should also, 

ideally, incorporate assessment of spill-over effects and interaction of formal and informal 

networks as this will help to demonstrate the worth of the network to employers and/or 

investors.
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6.7 Research gaps and learning from the study

This scoping study has been undertaken to attempt to understand how contemporary 

skills and innovation based employer networks operate. The process has revealed a 

number of useful learning points for future research and gaps for further investigation.

Firstly, the full span of employer networks in the UK is extremely difficult to document as 

the existence of many informal networks may not be publicly recorded and it is likely that 

many networks operate ‘under the radar’ of public policy. These networks are likely to be 

made up of ‘insiders’, and therefore more likely to have a greater impact on sharing of 

information, knowledge acquisition and skills development. 

Some attention could be given to understanding the activities of informal networks and 

possibilities for supporting, accelerating and extending mutual learning among 

participants, especially in dynamic and growing parts of the economy2

Secondly, given that the literature stresses the value of knowledge transmission between 

firms through network activity, further work to understand how best to monitor and 

establish the benefits which accrue to firms of bridging and bonding social capital is 

required, given that this study focussed on relationships between networks and 

employers rather than relationships between employers within networks. Again this could 

be undertaken through a form of individual network analysis applied to key decision-

makers within an organisation and how social capital shapes this.

. This might require 

slightly more focussed and intensive analysis of the interactions between employers in a

network, starting by mapping the contacts of individual senior managers and tracing the 

consequences of interactions and exchanges between employers.

Thirdly, this research has developed a greater understanding of the diversity of skills-

related networks in operation. In order to gain a clear understanding of the merits and 

risks of different approaches to network structures, governance and funding to 

understand ‘what works’ and why, it would be helpful to make a comparative assessment 

of networks which are broadly similar in their objectives and types of service which are 

being provided to employers.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
 

2 See for example the various IT and small business knowledge exchange and peer learning communities operating as 
‘Meet Up’ groups around the UK (www.meetup.com)
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Fourthly, the research design necessitated gaining access to employers participating in 

networks through the lead organisers or administrators. This is likely to have resulted in 

some selection effects because organisations with limited or no participation in network 

activities are unlikely to have much contact with network administrators and are unlikely 

to self-select for participation in the research. Understanding the characteristics of 

relatively inactive employers within networks and identifying segments which could be 

targeted for greater participation may be helpful. This could be achieved through research 

with employers whom networks have tried to engage unsuccessfully or through research 

with the potential target population of a network.

There is much policy interest in the potential of employer networks to act as a lever to 

increase enterprise, jobs and growth. It became evident in the process of identifying likely 

potential networks for case studies that there is the opportunity to develop and enhance 

stakeholder understanding, particularly policy audiences, of the scale of engagement in, 

and activities of, employer networks. Further application of the findings from this study 

could help to inform policy interventions designed to support knowledge exchange, skills 

investment and business expansion by employers.
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