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

 

Abstract 

 

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

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

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

┘ｷデｴ けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ ゲデ;aa ｷﾐ “LOゲ Iﾗﾐデヴ;IデWS デﾗ SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ デｴW UKげゲ principal ALMP, the 

けWﾗヴﾆ Pヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏWげく Conceptualizing these staff as けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ who operated both 

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

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

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

けゲ;ﾉWゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;IｴWゲ デﾗ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ; secondly, a complex process of matching of clients to 

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ requirements through intra-organizational interactions; thirdly, the building and 

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

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

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

 

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

organizational relations, boundary spanner 

 

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

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

;ﾐ;ﾉ┞┣WS デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ SWゲｷｪﾐ ;ﾐS ｷﾏヮﾉWﾏWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ALMPゲが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ ; aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ けゲデヴWWデ-ﾉW┗Wﾉげ 

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

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

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

small number of scholars have begun to study the critical role ﾗa けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ in 

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

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

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

┘ｷデｴ デWヴﾏゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗WﾏWﾐデげ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ 

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

(2017) SWaｷﾐW ｷデ ;ゲ さデｴW ;Iデｷ┗W ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗WﾏWﾐデ ﾗa Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ｷﾐ ;SSヴWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲﾗIｷWデ;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW 

of promoting the labour-market partｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;HﾉW ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲざ ふヮくヵヰヵぶく Ingold and Stuart 

(2015) have argued that employer engagement has two けa;IWゲげぎ employer involvement with 

ALMPゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲげ ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ デﾗ Wﾐ;HﾉW デｴｷゲ, emphasising the 

critical role of SLOs. 

 

This article focuses ﾗﾐ けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ ;ゲ ; ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ area of frontline work that has not 

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

conceptualized ;ゲ けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ ふWｷﾉﾉｷ;ﾏゲが ヲヰヰヲぶ who operate both within their own 

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

article draws on interviews with private and not-for-profit providers of the UKげゲ ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮ;ﾉ 

ALMPが デｴW けWﾗヴﾆ Pヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏWげ (WP) (2011-2017). The WP provides a valuable case for 
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exploration of this under-examined dimension of frontline work that can provide a basis for 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

spanners.  

 

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

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

business-to-H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ けゲ;ﾉWゲげく Tｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘WS H┞ ; IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ﾏ;デIｴｷﾐｪ ﾗa IﾉｷWﾐデゲ デﾗ 

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ﾐWWSゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ intra-organizational interactions with advisors and clients. Finally, 

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

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

engagement staff as けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ Wﾐｪ;ｪWSが to a large extent, mimicked those of 

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

localized practice of employer engagement within highly centralised governance and 

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

ﾏ;ヴﾆWデ ｷﾐゲWヴデｷﾗﾐ ふけ┘ﾗヴﾆ aｷヴゲデげぶ ;ﾐS けゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデげ. The strategies and tensions 

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

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

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

organizational relations (IORs) and on the relevance of the concept of けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ to 

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

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

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

by a discussion of the findings and a conclusion. 

 

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

ヴWヮヴﾗS┌Iｷﾐｪ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲく However, as Blois (2002) has argued in 

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

focusing upon institutional and governance structures alone. Analyzing dimensions relating 

to employer engagement in ALMPs therefore necessitates conceptual tools that can 

adequately capture the dynamics of the partnerships and relationships between the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

ﾏ;ﾐ┞ け┘ｷIﾆWSげ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヮolicy problems with multiple causes are too complex for one 

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

デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ デｴW Iﾗﾐデヴ;Iデｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デが ﾗヴ けふケ┌;ゲｷ-ぶﾏ;ヴﾆWデｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;ｷﾏゲ ﾗa 

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

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

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

street-ﾉW┗Wﾉ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐゲ ふ“LOゲぶ デｴ;デ さSﾗ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa デｴW ゲデ;デWざ BヴﾗSﾆｷﾐ ふヲヰヱンぎ ヱΒぶ ;ﾐS 

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

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

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

relations.  

 

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

disciplinary perspectives, Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣WS H┞ ; さI;Iﾗヮｴﾗﾐ┞ ﾗa ｴWデWヴﾗｪWﾐWﾗ┌ゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデゲが デｴWﾗヴｷWゲ 

and research ヴWゲ┌ﾉデゲざ ふOﾉｷ┗Wヴ ;ﾐS EHWヴゲが ヱΓΓΑ: 549). IORs occur when two or more 

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

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

resource dependency, including information flows and mutual expectations between actors 

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

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

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

diffuse and can take the form of policy networks (Rhodes, 1997), or けﾐWデ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIWげ 

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

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

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

けﾏ;ヴﾆWデげ ;ﾐS けｴｷWヴ;ヴIｴ┞げ (Williamson 1975; Powell and Exworthy 2002) に have historically 

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

formation of IWヴデ;ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮゲが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ けNew Deal Partnershipsげ of public, private and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of the role of employer engagement staff as けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげく 

 

Eﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ゲデ;aa ;ゲ けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ 

 

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

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

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

ﾗﾐ デｴW IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ｷゲゲ┌W ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ ヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ;ヴW けenactedげ and ;aaWIデWS H┞ デｴW げSｷゲIヴWデｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS け;ｪWﾐI┞げ 

ﾗa けゲデヴWWデ-level bureaucratsげ (Lipsky, 2010). For example, street-level studies of ALMPs have 

focused on the interactions between frontline advisors and their unemployed clients 

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

marketization, van Berkel (2014) has highlighted デｴW けSﾗ┌HﾉWげ ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗa governmental 

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

ｴ;┗W W┝;ﾏｷﾐWS デｴW Iﾗﾐデヴ;SｷIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ けヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐげ ふ;ゲゲ┌ﾏWS デﾗ HW ; けH┞-ヮヴﾗS┌Iデげ ﾗa 

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

date けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ as a dimension of frontline work in SLOs has not been examined 

(van Berkel, 2017: 15) and the concept of けHﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴ┞ ゲヮ;ﾐﾐWヴゲげ ｷゲ ; helpful way of theorising 

the work of these street-level actors. 

 

Boundary spanners operate at the (physical) けｷﾐデWヴa;IWげ, or periphery, between their own and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

organisations is pivotal in realizing both their personal and organizational objectives 

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

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

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

 

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

embody a number of roles. Firstly, a けreticulistげ role relating to the management of 

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

personal relations and the maintenance of networks. Secondly, an けentrepreneurialげ role that 

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

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

communicatorげ role, involving collaboration through an appreciation of different cultures, 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

;ﾐS けSｷゲHWﾐWaｷデゲげ for their own organizations and in this endeavour they arguably need to be 

けｴ;ヴS-ﾐﾗゲWSげが ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ;ﾉデヴ┌ｷゲデｷI ふWｷﾉﾉｷ;ﾏゲが ヲヰヰヲぎ ヱヱΑぶく Two key examples in relation to 



9 

 

ALMP delivery are relevant here. Firstly, the recognised issue within quasi-marketized ALMPs 

of けIヴW;ﾏｷﾐｪげ ;ﾐS けヮ;ヴﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗa IﾉｷWﾐデゲく Iﾐ デｴW aﾗヴﾏWヴ I;ゲWが ;ttention is focused on the most 

け┘ﾗヴﾆ-ヴW;S┞げ IﾉｷWﾐデゲ; in the latter, time, energy and resources are not directed towards clients 

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

Finn, 2008). In quasi-marketized ALMPs, bﾗデｴ ﾗa デｴWゲW ;デデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ けｪ;ﾏWげ デｴW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ;ヴW 

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

are then デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デWS ｷﾐデﾗ “LOゲげ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW デ;ヴｪWデゲが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ ;デ デｴW ﾉW┗Wﾉ ﾗa ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ 

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

ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲWS ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ ;ゲ ; ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ ｷゲゲ┌W aﾗヴ ALMP SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞が Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS ﾗヴ 

;Iデ┌;ﾉ ﾐWWSゲ aﾗヴ ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ;ヴW WｷデｴWヴ ｷﾏヮﾉｷIｷデ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ｷデが ﾗヴ ﾗ┗WヴﾉﾗﾗﾆWSく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ 

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

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

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

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

 

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

デｴWﾗヴWデｷI;ﾉ けﾏ;デIｴｷﾐｪげ ﾗa ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ゲ┌ヮヮﾉ┞ デﾗ ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ SWﾏ;ﾐS ふBredgaard, 2017; van Berkel and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

demand-ゲｷSW ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾐｪ デﾗ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲが BヴWSｪ;;ヴS ふヲヰヱΑぶ ｷSWﾐデｷaｷWゲ デｴW けﾏ;デIｴｷﾐｪげ 
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approach, which aims to match labour supply to labour demand. It is in this space that SLOs 

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

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

engagement staff attempt to actively engage employers are critical.  

 

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

can appeal to employers as けIﾉｷWﾐデゲげ ﾗヴ ;ゲ けIﾗ-ヮヴﾗS┌IWヴゲげく Iﾐ デｴW aﾗヴﾏWヴ I;ゲWが SLOs operate as 

けa┌ﾉﾉ ゲWヴ┗ｷIW Iﾗﾏヮ;ﾐｷWゲげが ;ﾆｷﾐ デﾗ ｴｷｪｴ-street recruitment agencies, and Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ satisfaction 

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

Berkel, 2014: 14, 23). In the latter, SLOs do not ﾏWヴWﾉ┞ aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ ;S;ヮデ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

methods employed. 

 

Methods 



11 

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

informed the decision to select the interview method.  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

were conducted in person in a locatｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデげゲ IｴﾗｷIW (usually their workplace) 

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

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

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

notes were taken. TｴW IWﾐデヴ;ﾉ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWS ｷﾐ デｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲ ┘;ゲ けHﾗ┘ Sﾗ SLOs 

eﾐｪ;ｪW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ デﾗ ゲWI┌ヴW けゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉWげ ﾃﾗH ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲいげ TｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ schedule covered the 

following themes: ふｷぶ デｴWｷヴ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐげゲ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ゲデヴ;デWｪ┞ ;ﾐS ﾗヮWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲき ふｷｷぶ 

their day-to-day role and activities as employer engagement staff; (iii) how they specifically 
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sought to engage employers; (iv) the perceived barriers to employer engagement; and (v) the 

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

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

; ゲデ;ヴデｷﾐｪ ヮﾗｷﾐデ aﾗヴ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ Iﾗﾐデヴibutions. Due to the exploratory nature of the research, 

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

imposing themes in advance.  

 

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

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

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

けゲ;ﾉWゲげ; secondly, their intra-organizational interactions with client advisors and clients; finally, 

their inter-organizational relationships with employers.  

 

Governance context: the UK Work Programme 

 

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

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

けﾗヮWﾐWS ┌ヮげ to a proliferation of contracted providers (1997-2006). Secondly, consolidation 

of the field, which became increasingly dominated by Iﾗﾐデヴ;Iデゲ ┘ｷデｴ ﾉ;ヴｪW けPヴｷﾏWげ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ 

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

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

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

Results (PbR) model (2010 onwards). During the latter period, tｴW けWﾗヴﾆ Pヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏWげ ふWPぶ 

was introduced by the UK Coalition government (in 2011) ;ゲ ; けaﾉ;ｪゲｴｷヮげ ALMP, replacing all 
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New Deal programmes from the New Labour period (1997-2010). Aside from minimal initial 

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

moved unemployed clients ｷﾐデﾗ けゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐWSげ ﾃﾗHゲが ┘ｷデｴ ヮ;┞ﾏWﾐデゲ ｪヴ;SWS according to the 

length of time they remained iﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ ふDWPが ヲヰヱヱぶく Pヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ ﾗヮWヴ;デWS ┌ﾐSWヴ ; けHﾉ;Iﾆ 

Hﾗ┝げ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴが ┘ｷデｴ ﾉｷデデﾉW ヮヴWゲIヴｷヮデｷﾗﾐ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW DWヮ;ヴデﾏWﾐデ aﾗヴ Wﾗヴﾆ ;ﾐS PWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲ (DWP) 

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

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

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

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

ヮWﾗヮﾉW ;ゲゲWゲゲWS ;ゲ けaｷデ aﾗヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆげ were referred by the public employment service (Jobcentre 

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

and Wales were divided into ヱΒ けCﾗﾐデヴ;Iデ P;Iﾆ;ｪW AヴW;ゲげ ふCPAゲぶ circumscribing geographical 

areas for WP deliveryく Iﾐ W;Iｴ CPA デｴWヴW ┘WヴW ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ デ┘ﾗ けPヴｷﾏWげ ふﾗヴ けﾉW;Sげぶ Iﾗﾐデヴ;Iデﾗヴゲ 

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

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

own supply chains of SLOs to deliver the programme at two tiers of delivery. Within けTｷWヴ ヱげ 

Primes could deliver けWﾐS-to-WﾐSげ services through a mixture of direct delivery and sub-

contracting arrangements, ﾗヴ ;Iデ ;ゲ けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪｷﾐｪ ;ｪWﾐデゲげ and entirely contract out delivery. Tier 

2 largely involved けI;ﾉﾉ-ﾗaaげ contracts, with no guaranteed client volumes; non-profits tended 

to be involved at this tier ;ゲ けゲヮWIｷ;ﾉｷゲデげ “LOゲく 

 

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

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

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

PヴｷﾏWゲげ SｷヴWIデ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ central government. However, the state also played a role in 

けﾏ;ヴﾆWデ-ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪげ H┞ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ デｴW IﾗﾐデW┝デ aﾗヴ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ デﾗ デWﾐSWヴ aﾗヴ Iﾗﾐデヴ;Iデゲ. For example, 

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

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

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

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

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

staff, beginning with their initial approaches to employers. 

 

Approaching employers: business-to-H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ けゲ;ﾉWゲげ 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

named けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ but were also referred to as けゲ;ﾉWゲげ ﾗヴ けH┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデげく Larger SLOs with more WP contracts tended to have employer engagement 

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

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

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

least 150 clients per client advisor, most SLOs considered it impractical ;ﾐS デﾗﾗ けヴW;Iデｷ┗Wげ for 

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

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

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

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

close contact with each other, employed けデ┘ﾗ-┘;┞ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS regularly liaised 

about clients on their casWﾉﾗ;Sゲ ;ﾐS Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ┗;I;ﾐIｷWゲ.  

 

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

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

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

could HW ﾏ;SW HWデ┘WWﾐ ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲ デｴ;デ WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWS Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ デﾗ Wﾐｪ;ｪW ;ゲ けIﾉｷWﾐデゲげ ;ﾐS デｴﾗゲW 

デｴ;デ aﾗゲデWヴWS デｴWｷヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ;ゲ けIﾗ-ヮヴﾗS┌IWヴゲげ ふ┗;ﾐ BWヴﾆWﾉ ;ﾐS ┗;ﾐ SWヴ A;が ヲヰヱヴぶく TｴW 

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

ゲIヴWWﾐｷﾐｪ I;ﾐSｷS;デWゲ デﾗ ゲ;┗W Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ デｷﾏW ;ﾐS Iﾗゲデゲが ;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ デﾗ ┌ゲW 

“LOゲげ ヮヴWﾏｷゲWゲ aﾗヴ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲく TｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWS デｴW Iﾗ-production of information sessions, 

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

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

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

employers, arranging け┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲげが ┘ﾗヴﾆ デヴｷ;ﾉゲ ;ﾐS ┘ﾗヴﾆ placements that, firstly, 

allowed IﾉｷWﾐデゲ デﾗ ﾗHデ;ｷﾐ けヴW;ﾉｷゲデｷI ﾃﾗH ヮヴW┗ｷW┘ゲげ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾆヮﾉ;IWゲ ;ﾐS ﾃﾗHs and, secondly, 
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permitted employers to assess candidates over a longer duration than conventional 

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

 

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

initial approaches to employers constituted business to business (けB2Bげ) marketing and that 

デｴWｷヴ ;ｷﾏ ┘;ゲ デﾗ けゲWﾉﾉげ デｴWｷヴ けヮヴﾗS┌Iデゲげ ふIﾉｷWﾐデゲぶ デﾗ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ふゲWW ;ﾉゲﾗ CﾗﾐゲｷSｷﾐWが ヲヰヰヰぶ.  

 

さIデ ｷゲ ﾉｷﾆW ゲWﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ; ヮヴﾗS┌Iデが I ヮヴﾗH;Hﾉ┞ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ゲ;┞ ｷデが H┌デ デｴW ｪ┌┞s that we have on 

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

;ﾐS デｴ;デげゲ デｴW ┘;┞ I Sﾗ ｷデ ┘ｴWﾐ I Sﾗ ﾏ┞ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデざ (Prime) 

 

This was also reflective of an けWﾐデヴWヮヴWﾐW┌ヴｷ;ﾉげ ヴﾗﾉW (Williams, 2002; 2013) in terms of the 

brokering of deals. However, others aWﾉデ デｴ;デ ; けｴ;ヴS ゲWﾉﾉげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾐWIWゲsarily 

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

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

 

さｷデげゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ ;ﾉﾉ ;Hﾗ┌デ ゲWﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ゲWﾉaが ｷデげゲ ゲWﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ﾏW ;ゲ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ﾏW ;ゲ ;ﾐ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ 

manager in terms of managing thatざ ふゲ┌H-contractor) 

 

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

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

Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ゲデ;aa ﾗaaWヴWS ; けaヴWWげ ﾗヴ - the preferred term - けIﾗゲデ ﾐW┌デヴ;ﾉげ ヴWIヴ┌ｷデﾏWﾐデ ゲWヴ┗ｷIW 

to employers that could result in potentially significant savings in recruitment costs: 
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さIデげゲ デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW a;Iデ デｴ;デ ┘W I;ﾐ デ;ﾆW デｴW ﾉﾗ;S ﾗaa デｴWﾏが ゲﾗ ┘ｴWﾐ ┘W ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾏWWデ ┘ｷデｴ 

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

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

applicants, but we can go through them in our centre. What we offWヴ ｷゲ デ;ｷﾉﾗヴWSざ ふゲ┌H-

contractor) 

 

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

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

デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ ;ヮ;ヴデ H┞ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ ; Iﾗﾐ┗ｷﾐIｷﾐｪ けﾗaaWヴげ デﾗ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴWｷヴ ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷ┣WS 

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

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

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

engagement staff employed fairly ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS けゲ;ﾉWゲげ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wゲ evident in private for-profit 

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

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

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

Networking and inter-personal skills were important in order to overcome eﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ 

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

2017): 

 

さ;ﾐS ┞ﾗ┌ ｴ;┗W デﾗ Sﾗ ｷデ ;ゲ ; ゲ;ﾉWゲ ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ HWI;┌ゲW デｴ;デげゲ ┘ｴ;デ I ;ﾏが ｷSWﾐデｷa┞ デｴW 

ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ;ﾐS ﾗ┗WヴIﾗﾏW デｴW H;ヴヴｷWヴゲ デｴ;デ デｴW┞げヴW Iﾗﾏｷﾐｪ ┌ヮ ┘ｷデｴ デﾗ ゲ;┞ デｴ;デ ┘W I;ﾐ 

SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ ; HWデデWヴ ゲWヴ┗ｷIWが ;ﾐS デ;ﾉﾆ ;Hﾗ┌デ ﾏ┞ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲざ ふゲ┌H-contractor) 
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For employer engagement staff across the different SLOs, their approaches to employers 

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

business size: 

   

さﾏ┞ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS SｷaaWヴ SWヮWﾐSWﾐデ ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾉW┗Wﾉ デｴ;デ I ;ﾏ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デﾗ デ;ﾉﾆ デﾗく Ia Iげﾏ 

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

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

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

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

we meet their corporate social responsibilityざ ふPヴｷﾏWぶ 

 

This section has illustrated the dominant strategies undertaken by employer engagement 

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

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

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

with an employer had been established. 

 

Intra-organizational relations: working with frontline advisors and clients 

 

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

process was to Wゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWﾏWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS デﾗ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ デｴWﾏ, in order to match 

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

understand employeヴゲげ H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲWゲ ;ﾐS ヴWケ┌ｷヴWﾏWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS デﾗ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デW デｴ;デ ｷﾐデﾗ ;ﾐ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW 

offer for employers, reflecting Williamsげ (2013) けinterpreterげ and けcommunicatorげ roles. 
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Employer engagement staff tended to adopt one of two approaches to sourcing vacancies 

from employers: (iぶ けIﾉｷWﾐデ-ﾉWSげ - finding jobs to match caseloads; and (iiぶ けWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ-ﾉWSげ - 

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

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

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

existing recruitment methods (thus reducing the attractiveness ﾗa デｴWｷヴ けゲWﾉﾉげ). However, the 

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

aｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ vacancies. Employer engagement staff therefore attempted to balance the 

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

approach largely focused on けｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐｷﾐｪげ ｷﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ヴWIヴ┌ｷデﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS ゲWﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲが 

ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ H┞ ゲｷaデｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ IﾉｷWﾐデ I;ゲWﾉﾗ;S デﾗ ﾗaaWヴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ けゲ┌ｷデ;HﾉWげ I;ﾐSｷS;デWゲ ┘ｴﾗ ┘WヴW more 

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

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

 

さデｴW ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ ┘ｴ┞ ┘WげヴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐｷﾐｪが ;ﾐS ;デ ;ﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ ﾉW┗Wﾉが ｷゲ デﾗ ｪWデ ;ゲ ﾏ┌Iｴ 

ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ ゲﾗ デｴ;デ ┘ｴWﾐ ┘W Sﾗ ｪWデ ヮWﾗヮﾉW aﾗヴ┘;ヴSが ｷデげゲ ﾐﾗデ ヲヰ 

people where only twﾗ ;ヴW ゲ┌ｷデ;HﾉWく Iデげゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗヴ デ┘ﾗ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ┘ｴﾗ ;ヴW SWaｷﾐｷデWﾉ┞ ゲ┌ｷデ;HﾉWざ 

(Prime) 

 

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

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

advisors. This was describeS ;ゲ ; けデヴｷ;ﾐｪ┌ﾉ;ヴげ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ between employer engagement 

staff, employers and clients, similar デﾗ FﾗヴSWげゲ ふヲヰヰヱぶ ﾏﾗSWﾉ of recruitment agencies, 
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employers and clients. This also reflects the crossing of horizontal boundaries highlighted by 

Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011): 

  

さぐｷデげゲ デｴW ;S┗ｷゲﾗヴゲ デｴ;デ ｴ;┗W ｪﾗデ デｴW I┌ゲデﾗﾏWヴゲぐI Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐろデ Sﾗ ﾏ┞ ヴﾗﾉW ｷa ｷデ ┘WヴWﾐげデ aﾗヴ 

デｴW ;S┗ｷゲﾗヴゲく I ｪﾗ デﾗ デｴW ;S┗ｷゲﾗヴゲ ;ﾐS ゲ;┞ け‘ｷｪｴデ Iげﾏ ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ デｴｷゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ヮWヴゲﾗﾐく Gｷ┗W 

me some nominations, ┘ｴﾗ ｴ;┗W ┞ﾗ┌ ｪﾗデげく AﾐS デｴWﾐ デｴW┞げﾉﾉ Sｷゲｴ ﾏW ; ﾉﾗ;S ﾗa CVゲ ;ﾐS 

Iげﾉﾉ ﾏWWデ ┘ｷデｴ デｴﾗゲW ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲざ ふゲ┌H-contractor) 

 

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

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

of けゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉWげ (ongoing) employment, rather than payment when clients commenced work 

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

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

デｴWｷヴ I;ゲWﾉﾗ;Sゲ ;ﾐS デｴW け┘ﾗヴﾆ aｷヴゲデげ underpinning of the WP. For employer engagement staff, 

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

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

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

IﾉｷWﾐデゲ ;ゲ デｴW ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ Iﾗゲデゲ デﾗ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ ﾗa けH;Sげ ヮヴﾗS┌Iデゲ ┘WヴW SWIヴW;ゲWS aｷﾐ;ﾐIｷ;ﾉ ヴW┘;ヴSゲ 

for the SLO, less repeat business from employers and potential けデ;ヴﾐｷゲｴｷﾐｪげ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ “LO Hヴ;ﾐSく 

This tension is illustrated by the following quote: 

 

さIげ┗W ｪﾗデ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ デｴWヴW ヴｷｪｴデ ﾐﾗ┘ ┘ｴﾗ ﾏWWデゲ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴげゲ ;aデWヴく AﾐS I ﾆﾐﾗ┘ 

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

employer are we going to lose the employer and potentially ten more jobs this year?  
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Yﾗ┌ HWIﾗﾏW ; Hｷデ ｴ;ヴS HWｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴ HWI;┌ゲW ┞ﾗ┌げ┗W ｪﾗデ デﾗ 

H;ﾉ;ﾐIW ┘ｴ;デげゲ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐざ ふゲ┌H-contractor)  

 

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

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

oa ｷﾐゲWI┌ヴWが デWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ;ﾐS け┣Wヴﾗ ｴﾗ┌ヴゲげ ふI;ﾉﾉ-off) work (see Lambert and Henly, 2013). 

Employer engagement staff thus needed to balance the tensions of デｴWｷヴ “LOげゲ performance 

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

market re-ｷﾐゲWヴデｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ デｴW IﾉｷWﾐデが ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐWS H┞ デｴW ｷSW; デｴ;デ け;ﾐ┞ ﾃﾗH ｷゲ HWデデWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ﾐﾗ ﾃﾗHげが 

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

“LO Iﾗ┌ﾉS ﾆWWヮ デｴWﾏ ｷﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデく Ia デｴW ﾃﾗH ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ デｴW IﾉｷWﾐデゲげ ヮヴWaWヴヴWS ﾗﾐWが ｷデ ┘;ゲ 

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

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

requirements and relationship management is illustrated by the following analogy: 

 

さI I;ﾐ ｪﾗ ﾗ┌デが ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┞ aｷゲｴｷﾐｪ ヴﾗS ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┞ ﾐWデ ;ﾐS デﾗS;┞ Iげ┗W Hヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ デｴWゲW ﾃﾗHゲ 

ｷﾐが Iげ┗W Hヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ デｴｷゲ aｷゲｴ ｷﾐく Yﾗ┌ ┘;ﾐデWS デ┌ﾐ;が Iげ┗W ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ｪﾗデ ヮﾉ;ｷIWが ｴ;SSﾗIﾆ ;ﾐS ゲﾐ;ヮヮWヴ 

デﾗS;┞く Yﾗ┌げ┗W ｪﾗデ デﾗ IｴﾗﾗゲW ﾗﾐWが HWI;┌ゲW デｴ;デげゲ ┘ｴ;デげゲ ;┗;ｷﾉ;HﾉW デﾗS;┞が ゲﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾗﾐW 

┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ┞ﾗ┌ ﾉｷﾆWい  B┌デ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ デﾗﾏﾗヴヴﾗ┘が ﾗヴ ゲﾗﾏW┘ｴWヴW Sﾗ┘ﾐ デｴW ﾉｷﾐW ┘ｴWﾐ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW 

employed, you can still look for the one you wanデが ;ﾐS ﾏ┞ ヮｴﾗﾐWげゲ ゲデｷﾉﾉ ﾗﾐざ (sub-

contractor)  

 

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

matched and prepared clientゲ aﾗヴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWﾏWﾐデゲく This involved both reticulist, and 
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interpreter and communicator roles (Williams 2001; 2013). The findings also underscored the 

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

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

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

managed through on-going relationships with employers. 

 

Managing relationships with employers  

 

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

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

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

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

(Marchington and Vincent, 2004: 1032):  

 

さEﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ is about relationship-buildingざ ふゲ┌H-contractor) 

 

 さIデげゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ; H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ ﾗﾐWざ ふPrime) 

 

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

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

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

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

following quote illustrates how this affected their service to employers:   
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さデｴW ゲWヴ┗ｷIW デｴ;デ ┘W ﾗaaWヴ ｷゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa aｷﾐSｷﾐｪ デｴW ヴｷｪｴデ ヮWrson for that 

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

available to us for that job. BWI;┌ゲW デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; SｷaaWヴWﾐIWぐWe will find who we feel is 

the most suitable within our caseload of job seekersざ ふPrime) 

 

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

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

invest their own funds in preparing customers for sustainable work and gaｷﾐ ; けヴWデ┌ヴﾐ ﾗﾐ デｴWｷヴ 

ｷﾐ┗WゲデﾏWﾐデげ down the line. Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ;ヴｪ┌;Hﾉ┞ デｴW け┘ﾗヴﾆ aｷヴゲデげ ﾐ;デ┌ヴW ﾗa デｴW WP ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS ｷﾐ 

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

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

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ﾉｷﾆWﾉｷｴﾗﾗS ﾗa デｴWﾏ ﾗaaWヴｷﾐｪ ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ デﾗ “LOゲげ IﾉｷWﾐデゲく TｴW risks 

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

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

clients prior to placement: 

 

さWW Sﾗﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ HW ﾗaaWヴｷﾐｪ デﾗﾗ ﾏ┌ch up-aヴﾗﾐデ ┘ｴWﾐ ┘WげヴW ﾐﾗデ ヱヰヰХが ┞ﾗ┌げヴW 

;ゲゲ┌ﾏｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ｴ;┗W ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ｪﾗデ デｴW HWゲデ ｷﾐデWﾐデｷﾗﾐゲが H┌デ ┘W Sﾗﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ 

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

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

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

W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ┘W ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ﾉﾗﾗﾆ デﾗ ｴ;┗W ; ﾃﾗH ﾗaaWヴ HWaﾗヴW ┘W ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS Sﾗ デｴ;デざ ふPヴｷﾏWぶ 
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IﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘WWゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデゲ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ;ｪ;ｷﾐ ;IIﾗヴSWS ┘ｷデｴ Wｷﾉﾉｷ;ﾏゲげ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

さ┞ﾗ┌ can have a really good relationship with an employer then the trust is there and 

デｴW┞ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾗaデWﾐ ゲ;┞ ┞Wゲが ┘Wげﾉﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ┘ｷデｴ ┞ﾗ┌ ;ﾐS ┘Wげﾉﾉ IﾗﾏW デﾗ ┞ﾗ┌ aｷヴゲデく Iデ デWﾐSゲ デﾗ HW 

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

wouﾉS ゲWW ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ┘ｴWヴW ﾏﾗﾐW┞ ｷゲ ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗WSざ ふゲ┌H-contractor) 

 

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

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

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

Iﾗﾐ┗W┞ デｴW けｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ゲデﾗヴｷWゲげ ;Hﾗ┌デ IﾉｷWﾐデゲ ┘;ゲ considered to be important and they needed to 

HW けヮWﾗヮﾉW-ヮWﾗヮﾉWげ ┘ｴﾗ Iﾗ┌ﾉS H┌ｷﾉS ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ;ﾐS ; ヴ;ヮヮﾗヴデ ┘ｷデｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲく GﾗﾗS 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

employers, some employer engagement staff competed directly ┘ｷデｴ Iﾗﾏヮ;ﾐｷWゲげ ﾗﾐ-site 

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

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

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

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ┗;I;ﾐIies was judged to be greater than the risks of sharing them with 

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

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

 

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

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

individuals outside their organizational boundaries, reflecting both entrepreneurial and 

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

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

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

 

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

level organizations (SLOs) delivering the UKげゲ ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮ;ﾉ active labour market programme 

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

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

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

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

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

own supply chains for delivery. 

 

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

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

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

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

ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉ けゲ;ﾉWゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;IｴWゲ デﾗ Wﾐｪ;ｪｷﾐｪ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ - from cold calling and overcoming initial 

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

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

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

emplﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWﾏWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS ﾏ;デIｴ ;ﾐS ヮヴWヮ;ヴW IﾉｷWﾐデゲ aﾗヴ デｴWm. In so doing, they 

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

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

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

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

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

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

reflective of both entrepreneurial and reticulist roles.  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

けヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾆWヴゲげ デﾗ aｷデ ┘ｷデｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲが ヴWｪ;ヴSﾉWゲゲ ﾗa W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS けｷﾐデヴ;Iデ;HﾉWげ 

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

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

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

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

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

デｴW け┘ﾗヴﾆ aｷヴゲデげ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa デｴW WP デｴ;デ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWS Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ゲデ;aa デﾗ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ┘ｷデｴ 

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

measurement and financial rewards that were intended to incentivize sustainable 

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

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

promote repeat business and to avoid けデ;ヴﾐｷゲｴingげ their reputations with them. A further 
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tension related to a degree of confusion regarding who was their customer に the employer, 

the unemployed client, ﾗヴ デｴW DWPく Iﾐ デｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲが デｴW デWヴﾏ けI┌ゲデﾗﾏWヴげ referred to clients. 

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

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

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

particularly horizontal boundaries within their organizations and geographical and 

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

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

ﾗヴｷWﾐデWSげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;IｴWゲ デｴ;デ ;ｷﾏ デﾗ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ ┘ｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪﾐWゲゲ デﾗ ｴｷヴW ﾗヴ デヴ;ｷﾐ ふ┗;ﾐ SWヴ A; 

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

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

expectations of unemployed clients regarding jobs.  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

employers is the greatest challenge for further development of けdemand-orientedげ ALMPs. 

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

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

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

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

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

that future studies include employers as perhaps the most significant け┌ヮゲデヴW;ﾏげ ;Iデﾗヴゲ 

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