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JOINT 
FOREWORD. 
FROM ERSA, ACEVO AND NCVO

There is a proud tradition of voluntary sector 
organisations supporting people into employment.  
Alongside public sector agencies and private provision, 
charities have worked to help people gain and sustain 
jobs, with many specialising in helping those furthest 
from the labour market.

The recent direction of public service reform has led to a new challenging 
dynamic for all sectors participating in employment related services, but this is 
particularly the case for charities operating within the welfare to work sector. 

First, the adoption of the ‘prime contractor’ model for government commissioned 
employment related services means that fewer organisations now have a 
relationship directly with the commissioner.  Secondly, the trend towards ‘payment 
by results’ has meant that only organisations of a certain size and disposition 
have felt able to consider acting as a prime contractor of employment related 
services.   The result is that, in today’s world of welfare to work, the majority of 
voluntary sector organisations delivering publicly commissioned employment 
related services do so in a subcontractor capacity to a prime contractor. 

The challenges of this arrangement have been becoming apparent. This is why 
ERSA, ACEVO and NCVO are working together to encourage and support good 
quality relationships within supply chains.  The case studies within this guide 
have been chosen to shine a light on relationships that are working well and 
extricate the lessons as to why this should be.   
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Our collective hope is that both prime contractors and subcontractors will be 
able to learn from the relationships that are highlighted.  And although this guide 
has been written with the voluntary sector subcontractor in mind, its lessons are 
just as applicable for both private and public sector agencies operating in this 
capacity.  

Finally, a note on the Merlin Standard – the government’s official standard 
for supply chain excellence.  All three of our organisations support the 
aims of Merlin.  Indeed, our intention with these case studies is to show how 
Merlin principles have been applied to date in the welfare to work market.   
 
However, relationships never remain static. All partners in the supply chain – 
government, prime contractor and subcontractor – will need to evolve and 
invest in relationships if there are to be healthy and effective supply chains 
delivering for jobseekers.  With this in mind, this guide also includes a number 
of recommendations for all parties as to how they can improve relationships in 
future. 

Kirsty McHugh,  
Chief Executive,  
ERSA

Sir Stephen Bubb, 
Chief Executive Officer, 
ACEVO

Sir Stuart Etherington, 
Chief Executive,  
NCVO
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INTRODUCTION.
This guide showcases a number of examples illustrating 
emerging good practice within the supply chains of 
employment services providers.   Its main purpose is to 
explore what has been working well in the establishment 
and management of supply chains to date and to make 
recommendations to all parties, including prime 
contractors, subcontractors and commissioning bodies, 
about what could be improved in future.  The main 
recommendations are listed at the end of this guide. 

ERSA, ACEVO and NCVO believe that 
good supply chain management 
begins at the very outset when 
potential prime contractors and 
subcontractors are exploring the 
merits of entering into a contractual 
relationship.    The Merlin Standard 
covers the entirety of the supply 
chain process, which means that 
prime contractors must be honest and 
transparent in their conversations 
with potential subcontractors at 
the exploratory stage, including 
with those organisations that do 
not finally enter the supply chain, 
and not including the name of any 
organisation in their supply chain 
without its express permission.   
 
It also means that subcontractors 
must respect any commercial 
confidences that the prime contractor 
shares with them at this early point. 
Many potential prime contractors 
will feel vulnerable in sharing 
sensitive information with potential 
subcontractors who they are aware 
are in simultaneous dialogue with 
their competitors. 

ESTABLISHING SUPPLY CHAINS.

All parties have a responsibility to 
assess the strengths and relative 
weaknesses of their respective 
potential partners and to equip 
themselves with sufficient information 
to be able to assess the implications of 
a contractual relationship.  Crucially 
this cannot be a one sided exercise 
– subcontractors need to undertake 
due diligence in the same way a prime 
contractor will do.   This means not 
only assessing financial risk and the 
implications of contract terms, but also 
the extent to which the cultures of the 
organisations match and determining 
the extent to which contracts fit with 
an organisation’s mission statement.   
 
For example, some elements of 
welfare to work delivery, such as the 
provision of information to Jobcentre 
Plus which may lead to benefit 
sanctions, may feel uncomfortable for 
some organisations and thus should 
be considered at the outset. 

Undertaking due diligence
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Prime contractors must be clear with potential subcontractors about their 
expectations of performance levels, potential costs and intended management 
style.  The latter can vary considerably from provider to provider, which means 
that subcontractors may wish to assess whether they will be happy to work under 
a particular type of management regime.  
 
When discussing contracts, prime contractors should have a willingness to 
negotiate.  The case study featuring Maximus and The Citizens Trust highlights 
the benefits of adopting such a flexible approach, with the result being contract 
changes that provided The Citizen’s Trust with greater levels of reassurance 
without compromising Maximus’s needs. 
 
Prime contractors should aspire to help manage the organisational risk of 
their supply chain partners.  Although it is recognised that it is unlikely that 
all prime contractors will be able to shoulder all the risk, particularly in a 
payment by results regime, many smaller voluntary sector subcontractors 
will simply be unable to participate without some level of financial help. 
 
Having an upfront conversation about the level and type of support that is 
required is essential to ensure that a payment structure is agreed that is suitable 
for the subcontractor.  For example, Working Links uses the expertise of specialist 
subcontractors and provides them with a fixed fee which shields them from some 
of the uncertainties of the Work Programme’s payment by results regime.

Clarity of expectations and financial support

Organisations should also consider the merits of collaborating when bidding for 
contracts, including as formal consortia or through other special purpose vehicles 
(SPV). The case study from 3SC shows how a joint bidding model can bring smaller 
organisations into a supply chain who otherwise would struggle to participate and 
how its focus on developing technology has offset costs for consortia members.  
 
Where possible it is preferable that consortia relationships and potential 
partnerships are explored before bidding opportunities arise as the structure and 
due diligence requirements will require careful consideration and legal activity.   
 
Such a consortia or SPV will need to be sufficiently strong in order to satisfy a 
commissioning body (be that a public sector agency or prime contractor) that it 
is robust enough to be awarded a contract.  Similarly, arranging finance may take 
longer for a consortia or special purpose vehicle.

Potential collaboration
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The Merlin Standard states that prime contractors have a responsibility to 
manage their supply chains with integrity and openness, but this isn’t the only 
reason that prime contractors should nurture their supply chain – it simply 
makes good business sense.

Sharing information

MANAGING SUPPLY CHAINS.

One of the most important issues in supply chain management is 
the provision of high quality and timely information.  Problems can 
easily arise if the prime contractor does not communicate clearly or 
pass on information promptly.   Crucially, this does not just pertain to 
official information, such as new guidance from the commissioning 
body, but also broader information affecting the supply chain. 
 
Unexpected changes in referral volumes or the mix of jobseekers for 
instance can have a massive impact on supply chain partners and it is all 
too easy for negative changes to be blamed on the prime contractor when, 
in fact, the causes of the changes may be out of their control.   The work 
of ERSA’s Supply Chain Forum, which is open to both prime contractors 
and subcontractors, has illustrated how the timely and regular sharing of 
information can help work through concerns that may otherwise have turned 
into problems.   Similarly ACEVO and NCVO special interest groups have had a 
role to play in disseminating information and gauging subcontractor opinion.  
 
The case studies from the Shaw Trust and Serco both illustrate different methods 
that prime contractors can employ to share information.  Although face to 
face meetings will probably never be entirely replaced in terms of usefulness, 
emails, newsletters and more interactive forms of media all have their place.  
Serco’s specialist website, for instance, acts as repository for subcontractors of 
a whole range of information and materials, including training materials and 
information on employer vacancies.



A further important aspect of good supply main management is the sharing 
of performance information within the supply chain, including information 
pertaining to the prime contractor’s own performance where they are delivering 
directly alongside subcontractors.   This can help inculcate a competitive spirit 
within the supply chain which helps to lift performance.  It also underlines the 
prime contractor’s commitment to sharing information across the board and 
helps to develop trust. 

One of the trickiest issues in the new world of employment related services is 
the potential movement of business between supply chain organisations by 
the prime contractor to reward contractors who are performing well and to 
ensure the best possible value of money for the commissioner and the taxpayer.  
 
However, the removal of any level of business can be traumatic for the 
subcontractor involved, particularly if this forms a significant part of their 
turnover. If a subcontractor is not performing at the level that is expected, prime 
contractors should put in place a range of support to increase performance and 
build capacity where necessary.    Even where subcontractors are delivering, 
support can help to boost performance and strengthen organisations.  The 
case studies from Seetec and Avanta show how prime contractors can help 
subcontractors through training and other types of support, including job 
shadowing schemes.

Managing performance

When things aren’t going well

If business is to be moved away 
from the subcontractor, a rule of 
no surprises should be adopted.  
Subcontractors will need ample notice 
of the decisions taken and sufficient 
information as to understand why 
business is being moved elsewhere.   
 
This process should be clearly 
articulated in the commercial 
agreement between the organisations.  
Best practice, in order to retain the 
trust of subcontractors, would be for 
prime contractors to move business 
between partners within a supply 
chain rather than the business being 
brought inhouse, although this might 
be the most appropriate solution in 
some circumstances.  

Conversely, there may well be occasions 
when a subcontractor chooses not 
to continue with a subcontract.   
 
In this case, subcontractors should 
provide the prime contractor with 
as much notice as possible about 
their decision.  It might be that 
the prime contractor is able to 
take action, either by providing 
additional help with cashflow or 
through performance management 
support, that means that withdrawal 
from a contract can be avoided.    
 
Even if it cannot, prime contractors 
will need time to manage the process 
of moving work elsewhere. 
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The Compact is the agreement between the government and the voluntary 
sector which outlines a way of working that improves their relationship 
for mutual advantage. It also requires that all bodies distributing funds on 
the Government’s behalf adhere to the commitments in the Compact. This 
includes the relationship between prime contractors and their supply chains.  
 
The Compact articulates a range of requirements that produce fair and effective 
funding and commissioning processes, and for the voluntary sector to be 
involved in designing public services. All of these are relevant in the delivery of 
employment related services and Compact principles are complimentary to the 
Merlin Standard.

A note on the Compact

While prime contractors and 
subcontractors are the key players in 
developing effective supply chains, 
government commissioning and 
management decisions drive and 
shape behaviours.   Ensuring that there 
are adequate timescales for all parties 
to undertake due diligence at the 
outset is essential, as is transparency 
of information about how contract 
award decisions are reached.    
 
More time between invitation to 
tender and bid submission could 
also significantly help consortia 
arrangements, which tend to need 
longer to build relationships and 
access funding deals than single 
entity bidder or even joint ventures.   
However, as already stated, it is likely 
that consortia and special purpose 
vehicles will need to be in some state of 
readiness prior to the commencement 
of the commissioning process.

During the programme, accurate and 
timely information about factors such 
as referral numbers is vital as changes 
can have a disproportionate impact 
on some supply chain partners.   
 
In the first year of the Work 
Programme, for instance, the lower 
number of Employment and Support 
Allowance referrals particularly hit 
voluntary sector partners who tended 
to serve this group of jobseekers.  

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT.
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Related to this, the government could provide more publicly available guidance 
on a range of key issues, including the applicability of TUPE and transition 
arrangements from old programmes to new, plus how to gain appropriate 
and proportionate assurance over processes and systems.  This would help to 
facilitate planning throughout the supply chain without compromising the 
principle of the ‘black box’.  

Finally, government must ensure that the Merlin Standard is widely known and 
understood, particularly as this is intended as an evolving standard of excellence.   
All parties must understand what meeting the Merlin Standard means and 
what might count as a contravention.   The Standard has the potential to be an 
extremely valuable tool across the sector and thus must command confidence 
from all sides. 
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CASE 
STUDIES.

ESTABLISHING SUPPLY CHAINS.

1.   Establishing mutual respect from the start

Setting up a supply chain is more than just signing a contract - it’s about 
building connections and demonstrating both organisations’ capabilities and 
requirements. This process was clearly illustrated by The Citizens Trust and 
Maximus UK.  
 
The Citizens Trust, a provider of welfare to work services to a range of jobseekers 
and with a particular focus on those with disabilities and offenders, identified its 
key organisational strengths before entering the bidding process for the Work 
Programme. It believed its two strongest selling points were, first, having an 
impressive history across a number of client groups, particularly the hardest to 
reach, and, second, its status as a third sector organisation. 

The Citizens Trust had invested significantly in its premises and infrastructure 
to ensure it was perceived as a professional organisation with integrity able to 
help jobseekers fulfil their potential.  It therefore encouraged all potential prime 
contractors to visit its facilities to see how it worked, plus receive information on 
its strong track record and network of support agencies and local employers.   

Maximus was particularly enthusiastic about the organisation and negotiations 
with The Citizens Trust about becoming a Work Programme subcontractor 
commenced.  Although both sides had defined their own parameters prior 
to entering into negotiations, Maximus was able to offer sufficient flexibility 
to enable a deal to be struck.   Concerns raised by The Citizens Trust 
about contractual terms were taken back to Maximus’s legal department 
and changes made to the resulting contract that gave the Citizens Trust 
greater levels of assurance, whilst not compromising Maximus’s needs.   

A positive relationship was thus established at an early stage, aided by the 
credibility that The Citizens Trust was able to demonstrate at the prime contractor 
visits to its premises.  The result was an agreement that worked for both the 
prime provider and the subcontractor. 
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Tomorrow’s People, a Work 
Programme subcontractor with 140 
staff established in 1984, believes that 
it can never be too informed when 
deciding if and on what terms it enters 
a supply chain relationship with prime 
contractors. 

Tomorrow’s People ensured that it 
began the process of decision making 
about prime contractors from an 
informed position.  It undertook 
extensive research into each prime 
contractor’s financial circumstances 
and developed its own benchmarks 
in terms of cost, cash flow and overall 
viability against which it was able to 
consider offers made. 

When it came to sealing the deal 
with prime contractors the emphasis 
was squarely focused on keeping the 
methods and operations two-sided. 
During negotiations, Tomorrow’s 
People remained assertive yet 
flexible, ensuring that all parties 
involved genuinely considered the 
amendments proposed to contracts, 
with both sides agreeing to changes. 
Importantly, each of the prime 
contractors with which Tomorrow’s 

2.   Assessing the offers of prime contractors

People finally agreed to work agreed to 
variations, including revised payment 
terms. This allowed the charity to 
create a stable financial model. 

The charity has also not been afraid to 
turn down contracts if it feels that an 
offered deal is not in its best interests. 
At the post contract award stage for 
the Work Programme, Tomorrow’s 
People had six firm contract offers, of 
which it decided to proceed with four.  
Since contract ‘go live’ it has also been 
offered a contract extension from 
one of its prime contractors, which 
it decided not to accept, judging that 
it would be unwise at that stage to 
increase its financial risk exposure. 

Tomorrow’s People’s approach 
emphasises the importance of having 
enough information on which to make 
the decision as to whether to be part 
of a supply chain.   As its Welfare to 
Work Director Steve Swan noted ‘it’s 
not rocket science, but just doing good 
old fashioned basic due diligence!’
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As a charity, welfare to work prime contractor and sometimes subcontractor, 
the Careers Development Group (CDG) knows what it can be like on both 
sides of the fence in the welfare to work industry. CDG understands 
that the most important factor for any prime contractor in establishing 
supply chains is identifying and contracting with the most effective 
organisations for the job.  However, CDG also believes it must do all it can 
to enable subcontractors to succeed as organisations in their own right.   

When establishing its Work Programme supply chain, CDG was determined 
to alleviate as many potential hazards to its subcontractors as possible.  In 
particular, it identified a lack of financial experience as a potential risk for small 
and medium sized enterprises in the sector.

As part of the application process to CDG, potential subcontractors were required 
to fill in a detailed spreadsheet explaining aspects of their business, including the 
extent of their access to working capital, their organisational structure, as well 
as what they expected from CDG in terms of rates and volumes of jobseekers.   
This allowed CDG to flex contract terms in order to create a financially stable 
payment structure for each organisation. CDG then held a number of events 
aimed at welcoming subcontracting organisations into the supply chain, where 
they also provided information and training on the financial working model of 
the supply chain overall.

These meetings allowed subcontractors to increase their financial 
knowledge and compensate for any lack of financial expertise they 
may have, while ensuring that they were up to date and informed.  
 
CDG believes that these early actions, while increasing some of its own costs, has 
helped to shield potentially vulnerable subcontractor voluntary organisations 
from some of the risks associated with the Work Programme, thereby increasing 
the sustainability of the supply chain overall.  

3.   Reducing the financial risk for subcontractors
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4.  Technology helps subcontractors improve service delivery

3SC’s unique business model results in its own particular challenges.  3SC operates 
as a managing agent for around 2000 smaller voluntary sector organisations, all 
of whom are connected to public service delivery opportunities as a result.  3SC 
acts as an enabler. It supports delivery organisations through effective contract, 
performance and quality management, reinvesting its profits to capacity build 
organisations to provide a greater level of return to commissioners, customers 
and society.
 
Central to 3SC’s operations has been its drive to adopt an innovative technological 
approach to addressing potential barriers to service delivery and as a result has 
brought many such providers into a new market. A strong example of this has 
been 3SC’s involvement with the Access to Work programme, designed to help 
disabled people gain and sustain employment. When 3SC won the management 
of the delivery of the contract in Wales in 2011 it was passionate about how this 
could open up new delivery opportunities for voluntary sector organisations.   
 
However, many of the skilled potential providers it approached expressed 
concern about their ability to manage contracts because of the differences in 
the way the contract was to be delivered compared to previous programmes. It 
also found that many small voluntary sector organisations felt the associated 
administrative and reporting commitments to be potentially onerous and off-
putting. 

In response, 3SC developed a user-friendly cloud-based portal system through 
which to run the programme.  This could be easily used by all providers and was 
able to feed standardised information regarding the assessment process and 
programme updates back to the commissioning body, the Department for Work 
and Pensions.  

Dennis Dearden, Director of Sales and Marketing at AbilityNet, one of the 
organisations working in collaboration with 3SC to deliver the assessment 
programme,  said that, ‘Using the portal that 3SC has built to enable the delivery 
of this programme has meant we, at AbilityNet, can work with a greater efficiency 
than ever before in delivering this kind of support. The fact that the system is 
bespoke and cloud-based means all the boxes are ticked around security 
measures, which for us is an immense advantage.’
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5.   Helping to manage financial risk

MANAGING SUPPLY CHAINS.

In the South-West of England, 
Work Programme prime contractor 
Working Links is utilising the 
expertise of a consortium composed 
of specialist disability charity The St 
Loye’s Foundation, Pentreath Ltd and 
The Pluss Organisation by contracting 
specialist staff to help with its own 
delivery. This allows Working Links 
to structure payments on a fixed fee 
basis, creating a more effective and 
stable supply chain. These local 
organisations provide advisers who 
are able to specialise in helping those 
with physical and mental health 
conditions into the workplace. 

The Working Links approach embeds 
specialist subcontracted staff with 
expertise in assisting individuals 
with physical and mental health 
conditions into sustainable work into 
delivery teams, allowing generalist 
employment consultants to draw 
down advice and services from ‘in-
house’ staff with specialist skills and 
contacts. 

This programme model directly 
benefits both prime contractor and 
subcontractor. On the one hand, 
Working Links benefits from access 
to specialist staff, services and 
knowledge, while retaining control 
of delivery. Working Links find that 
by using specialist staff from the 
consortium, it has a better success 
rate in placing people into work. 

On the other hand, organisations such 
as The St Loye’s Foundation and the 
other consortium partners are able 
to mobilise staff and expertise on a 
largely risk-free basis, while fulfilling 
their charitable objectives. The 
consortium is paid on a fixed fee basis, 
giving the organisation stability and 
the tools needed to plan for the future.



Maintaining effective two-way communication between a prime contractor and its 
supply chain is critical to successful partnership working to deliver high levels of 
performance. As a prime contractor of welfare to work services since 2009, Serco 
uses a variety of methods to communicate information to its subcontractors and 
to encourage them to communicate with one another.

Serco combines traditional communication methods, such as weekly newsletters, 
with more interactive data-sharing exercises, such as meetings of the supply 
chain and web enabled seminars and training. The kind of information shared 
through these interactions varies enormously and includes: basic training in 
the use of new software, sharing labour market information and job vacancies. 
Where operational issues affect the whole supply chain, Serco brings together 
senior representatives from the network to create a single solution.

An excellent example of this more interactive information sharing is Serco’s 
creation of a specialised website designed solely for its subcontractors. Described 
as a ‘toolkit depository’, the site has four primary functions:

6.   Communicating ‘multiple times through multiple mediums’

•  As a means of sharing and disseminating important documents such as 
    process maps, performance information, minutes and contracts;.
•  Providing on line performance improvement tools;
•  As a directory of local organisations such as specialist charities, 
    interpretation services, substance misuse and debt management businesses 
    which Serco links into service delivery; and 
•  The sharing of job vacancies between subcontractors. 
 
Serco’s approach to information sharing is driven by the values of openness, 
transparency and collaboration – critical to successful partnership working to 
deliver high levels of performance. 
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As the largest prime contractor of 
the Work Programme delivering 
employability services across the UK, 
Ingeus relies on a large number of 
successful partnerships to deliver an 
effective service to its clients. Ingeus 
works with a range partners from 
the third, private and public sectors, 
which support delivery by providing a 
mix of end-to-end provision, training, 
plus specialist services for different 
client groups.

As part of Ingeus’ commitment to 
providing a high-quality service that 
is ethically delivered and achieves 
contracted performance level, it 
believes that sharing performance 
data across the supply chain is vital 
in a complex contract.  All supply 
chain partners therefore have access 
to a suite of Management Information 
reports which support them in 
managing their caseloads, analysing 
their performance, and identifying key 
strengths and areas for improvement.

Each month Ingeus produces a 
performance report for internal use 
and for lead providers that examines 
key performance indicators, including 
national and regional referral 
trends, referrals by client group, and 
conversion of referrals to job starts 
and outcomes. The report not only 
allows their partners to understand 
the major milestones of the Work 
Programme, but enables each partner 
to see how they are performing against 
both Ingeus and other subcontractors.

This information forms part of the 
open discussions which take place at 
the regular monthly and quarterly 
reviews with Ingeus’ partners, where 

7.   Sharing performance data

they are able to share best practice 
across the CPAs in which they operate. 
Analysis of comparative performance 
is also the basis for group discussions 
at quarterly delivery partner forums, 
at which all partners can discuss their 
performance and share knowledge 
and experience across the group.

Patrick Widdowson, Ingeus’ Head of 
Contract Management, says, “The use 
of comparative data gives both Ingeus 
and our supply chain an opportunity 
to benchmark performance against 
other organisations. It provides 
useful discussion points both within 
Ingeus and in our meetings with 
our partners as well as a basis 
for healthy competition, not least 
from our own internal teams!” 

According to Adam Bain, Head of 
Programmes at Ingeus’ delivery 
partner Ixion, “The Management 
Information that Ingeus supply to us as 
one of their subcontractors allows us 
to see clearly how we are performing 
against our own expectations, others 
within our CPA and nationally. From 
this we are able to judge areas of 
delivery that we are either doing well 
in or that we need to address as they 
stand out against the trends. Ingeus 
then work with us to capitalise on good 
practice or openly share information 
on their delivery that I believe allows 
us to continuously improve our 
performance. This information also 
allows us to show the internal teams 
how they are doing therefore driving 
buy-in and higher levels of morale.”
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As the largest prime contractor for Work Choice, the specialist disability 
employment programme, across the UK, Shaw Trust delivers though a variety 
of subcontractor organisations, ranging from fairly small charities to large 
organisations that are prime contractors in their own right.  While having 
such a mix of subcontractor organisations provides the Shaw Trust with a 
vital and capable network, it also creates a real need for timely and focused 
communications.

Like other prime providers, Shaw Trust has found that there is no single method 
to achieve the right balance of communications and chooses to use a number of 
methods to keep their supply chain informed. Shaw Trust uses a monthly email 
communication to provide regular updates and information dissemination. 
Each quarter there is a face to face meeting of key Shaw Trust personnel and 
representatives from all subcontractor organisations who are encouraged to 
deliver at least one briefing each o show what they have learned and can share. 

Every quarter a newsletter containing best practice articles is produced. This 
blend of email, face to face and newsletter contact has proved to be an effective 
way for Shaw Trust to reach out to their subcontractors, many of whom are  
geographically and culturally diverse.

8.   Clarity of expectations and continual conversation

Helping new subcontractors to understand the particular challenges of working 
with new customer groups represents a particular challenge to prime contractors.  
Avanta, one of the UK’s largest private sector employment-focused training and 
enterprise companies, has taken steps to overcome this through the use of job 
shadowing. At the set-up phase of the supply chain, Avanta recognised that it was 
working with many new organisations with which they wanted to further develop 
relationships. To be able to effectively work with one another it was important 
that all parties knew what was going on in each other’s organisation. One of the 
answers to this issue was to introduce reciprocal job shadowing. 

Sandra Smith, Partnership and Performance Manager at Avanta, points at the 
provider’s relationship with two specialist disability organisations as examples.  
While the Warrington Disability Partnership (WDP) and the Macclesfield 
Disability Information Bureau (MDIB) had some experience of delivering welfare 
to work services, they had not previously delivered a contract on the scale of the 
Work Programme.

Job shadowing provided an efficient yet effective way to train highly specialised 
and relatively small charities on how the Work Programme worked and what an 
end-to-end contract looked like. Spending several days in Avanta’s offices and 
seeing how it ran its own operations allowed both Avanta and WDP and MDIB to 
share information and skills, as well as develop strong individual contacts.
This technique not only represented a useful learning tool for both parties, 
helping them understand each other’s businesses, but it helped to cement their 
working relationship.

9.   Using job shadowing to further understanding



While many grassroots voluntary organisations deliver highly effective support 
to jobseekers, they can sometimes lack the capacity and resources to implement 
the highly developed management systems required to deliver larger contracts. 
The Twist Partnership, a consortium of nine grassroots voluntary sector 
organisations working in East London, was such an example. However, with the 
help of its prime contractor, Seetec, this obstacle has been overcome.

Seetec is a prime contractor for the Work Programme in East London, East of 
England and Greater Manchester, Cheshire and Warrington. Its approach to 
managing supply chain relationships is to provide the support its partners need 
to achieve their joint objectives. This creates a robust and mutually beneficial 
partnership which allows subcontractors to devote their resources to what they 
do best – support jobseekers on the Work Programme into sustained work.

Seetec’s supply chain partnerships are managed by a dedicated Supply Chain 
Manager who provides support and a single point of contact to ensure that 
communication channels remain effective.  Staff training and regular supply 
chain forums enable them to share elements of best practice. It also helps to 
facilitate a joined up approach to stakeholder and employer engagement to help 
partners to build their own partnership networks. 

By providing Twist Partnership members with access to its IT systems and software 
and by integrating this with training so that they can use them effectively, Seetec 
has worked together with the Twist Partnership to establish a highly effective 
and value adding supply chain relationship.

10.   Supporting subcontractors by developing infrastructure 
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CHECKLIST OF 
RECOMMENDATIONS.

The job of employment related services providers can be 
tough.  Many jobseekers have a complex array of needs and 
barriers that require a sophisticated and sustained range of 
interventions, while the economic landscape against which 
the sector is operating is likely to remain challenging for 
years to come.  

Strong partnerships across the supply chain will therefore 
remain essential if providers are going help sufficient 
numbers of jobseekers gain and sustain work.   In the 
interests of learning from experience, the following 
recommendations are made to prime contractors, 
subcontractors and commissioners of contracts with the 
aim of improving relationships between all parties.  

•  Use the ERSA standardised expression of interest (EOI) form whenever possible to   
    cut down on the number of different EOIs that potential subcontractors need to fill in.  
•  Ensure that there is sufficient time built into negotiations with potential 
    subcontractors so that all parties are able to consider fully the implications 
    of any given deal. 
•  Be as open and transparent in negotiations as possible.  Listen to and consider 
    proposals from the subcontractor. Provide a synopsis of the deal on offer and of the 
    main contract terms to help decrease risk and cost to the subcontractor. 
•  Do not ask potential subcontractors to sign up blind to deals or lend their names 
    to bids without sufficient information and assurances.   Do not ask voluntary sector 
    organisations to deliver without an agreement being in place.  
•  Provide feedback wherever possible about where you are in the process 
    and continue communications. As in any relationship, good quality, frequent 
    communication is key. 

ESTABLISHING SUPPLY CHAINS.

Recommendations to prime contractors
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•  Ensure that all subcontractors receive clear and consistent communication and 
    guidance. This could mean one to one sessions between prime and subcontractor 
    and/or group sessions for all subcontractors in a supply chain.  
•  Avoid surprises as to what is expected from subcontractors – particularly if 
    there is a cost attached. 
•  Recognise and help protect against risk, including financial risk, if possible 
    and appropriate.  Many smaller organisations will inevitably struggle with 
    a payment by results regime.  Do not seek to impose unrealistic 
    targets on subcontractors. 
•  Share regular, accurate and comparable performance data, including your own if 
    you are a delivery partner, across the supply chain wherever possible.  
•  Listen to issues raised by subcontractors and respond following proper 
    consideration of points made. 
•  If a subcontractor is failing to meet performance targets, put in support and 
    keep the dialogue going.  If it is possible, even after support, that business will be 
    moved elsewhere, give plenty of warning.  This could well be a major blow 
    to the subcontractor. 
•  Invest in the relationship – help to build the organisational capacity of 
    subcontractors.  They may prove valuable assets in the delivery of other contracts. 
•  Adhere to the spirit of the ‘Compact’, which governs the relationship between public 
    sector bodies and the voluntary sector and is incorporated into the 
    principles of the Merlin Standard. 

MANAGING SUPPLY CHAINS.

Recommendations to prime contractors

•  Recognise the value of the services you deliver and where they fit in the 
    marketplace, so that you are able to negotiate with prime contractors 
    from a position of maximum strength. 
•  Ensure you equip yourself with as much information as possible prior to entering 
    into commercial negotiations.  Ensure you understand the terms of the 
    contract on offer.
•  Only sign up to a level of business that is within your risk tolerance and in 
    line with your mission statement.  
•  Be willing to negotiate.  Do not always accept the first offer and do not be afraid 
    to turn down business if you believe that it may deliver unacceptable 
    risk to your organisation. 
•  Accept that prime contractors are often working to tight timelines often not of their 
    own making and may be dealing with very complex circumstances.
    You are likely to be only one of many organisations that they are dealing with.  
•  Assess how the benefit you deliver might be more effectively discharged through 
    working in partnerships or consortia.

Recommendations to potential subcontractors
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•  Regularly communicate with your prime contractor.  The best relationships 
    are where there is long term contact between individuals within the 
    different organisations
•  If experiencing difficulties, including financial problems, alert the prime 
    contractor in plenty of time to allow any appropriate support to be offered.  
•  Keep informed about the wider market and its trends. Communicate with other 
    subcontractors and seek to share experiences through mechanisms such as ERSA’s 
    Supply Chain Forum and ACEVO and NCVO’s special interest groups. 

Recommendations to subcontractors

The role of the commissioner of employment related services has proved a 
fundamental factor affecting the development and management of supply chains.  
Both what is commissioned and the tone of the commissioning can drive behaviours 
that reverberate from prime contractors through to the smallest organisation in supply 
chains.  It is therefore essential that all parties collectively learn from experience to 
date and are prepared to adapt future practices for the ultimate benefit of jobseekers. 

COMMISSIONING OF SERVICES AND 
MARKET STEWARDSHIP.

Recommendations to government

•  Ensure reasonable timeframes for bid formation, thus allowing sufficient time 
    for supply chain development.  
•  Issue clear, publicly available guidance on important issues in order to facilitate 
    planning in the supply chain. This could cover issues such as TUPE application, 
    security checking, performance data sharing, etc. 
•  Endeavour to provide accurate forecasts of referral numbers and work quickly 
    to clear blockages that may be preventing referrals from taking place from prime 
    contractors to subcontractors.  No party can thrive without accurate forecasts in a 
    payment by results world. 
•  Be willing to listen and adapt both when developing new initiatives and during 
    the delivery of programmes. Respond to new information, be that problems or good 
    practice, and adjust processes and expectations accordingly.  
•  Stimulate the social finance market to ensure more voluntary sector organisations 
    have access to the resources they need to grow their organisations in a viable way. 
•  Promote a wider knowledge and understanding of the Merlin Standard, including 
    what behaviours might contravene the Standard and which are not encompassed 
    by the Merlin principles.  Ensure that the mechanism for pursuing complaints is 
    accessible to all subcontractors. 
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ERSA

ABOUT OUR ORGANISATIONS.

The Employment Related Services Association (ERSA) is the trade body 
for the welfare to work industry.  Set up by the industry for the industry, 
ERSA exists to support its members in their drive to deliver quality 
services to aid people into sustainable employment.   ERSA membership 
is open to all providers, be they from the public, private or voluntary 
sector, and encompasses both prime contractors and subcontractors. 
 
www.ersa.org.uk   |   policy@ersa.org.uk 

ACEVO

ACEVO is the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations and is 
the leading voice for chief executives in the third sector. With over 2,000 members 
nationwide, it supports, develops, connects and represents third sector leaders. 
 
www.acevo.org.uk   |   ralph.michell@acevo.org.uk

NCVO

The National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) is the largest 
umbrella body for the voluntary and community sector in England.  NCVO’s 
vision is of a society in which people are inspired to make a positive difference to 
their communities. NCVO has over 8,300 members, ranging from large national 
bodies to community groups, volunteer centres, and development agencies 
working at a local level. 

With over 280,000 staff and over 13 million volunteers working for our 
members, we represent and support almost half the voluntary sector workforce. 
 
www.ncvo.org.uk   |   paul.winyard@ncvo-vol.org.uk


