 * Employer Engagement Toolkit: workflows, protocols and risk assessment *,
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Introduction
Customer relationship management [CRM] includes the strategy and mechanisms by which organisations seek to manage and enhance their interactions with customers, clients and / or sales prospects.  Often the term CRM is associated with sophisticated e-systems that allow for the distributed input and search of data. Some systems also include tools to aggregate, analyse and produce tailored reports on CRM data.  What follows focuses on how CRM can support employer engagement activities and how data gathering to support CRM can be built into employer engagement work. 

The drive for CRM
Higher Education Institutions’ [HEIs]/Further Education Colleges’ [FECs] knowledge of their interactions with employers is commonly heavily dependent on the relationships that individual members of staff have with employers. Most of these relationships will have started because of a specific driver [e.g. the need to find student placements]. These relationships may persist over time and may develop into new areas of collaboration [e.g. an employer contribution to teaching or assessment]. Additional HEI/FEC staff may become involved with the employer, either because they know or work with the original employer contact, or they may have contacted the employer independently for a new or similar reason to the first contact.  

From an HEI/FEC institutional perspective these employer links, while valuable, can seem fragile and under-utilised as the employer is not in a relationship with the HEI/FEC as a whole and therefore neither party may be making the most of the relationship. Also employers often complain that they are contacted for similar things by multiple staff from the HEI/FEC.  Additionally, students are a major source of employer engagement; contacting organisations individually [as may be required by their tutors] or mediated via their institution for support with projects, placements and jobs [during and post their courses].

Different roles and how CRM data is collected and used
· Clear processes or structures for gathering CRM data are most likely to exist among staff whose primary/dominant role is associated with employer contact e.g. staff in bid writing teams.  However it is still common for these groups of staff to collect and use CRM data independently [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  SALAMI Project Baseline - University of Nottingham Centre for International ePortfolio Development November 2010] 

· Academic staff are likely to engage with fewer employers, but do so more deeply around a restricted number of topics e.g. student placements, and therefore have repeat contacts at set times of the academic year
· Employer engagement is normally only a small part of academic staff roles, where some senior / specialised staff roles may undertake this work regularly and therefore benefit most from effective CRM
Overall, it is common for CRM data collation to be unsystematic and carried out from scratch, involving repetitive research and detailed investigation into relevant information carried out as and when required with the results stored in a variety of ways. Ideally CRM data is gathered, collated and analysed ahead of need, in line with strategic as well as operational need, and available to all stakeholders. 

The advantages of an institutional approach to CRM
· Often employer needs cross over faculty / department boundaries – the employer wants access to the most appropriate staff for all their needs
· CRM is about being more proactive with employers and less reactive  
· Employer engagements provide a key opportunities for HEI/FECs to collect Labour Market Intelligence [LMI] that helps them understand their locality and potential industrial/ business partners.  When aggregated and analysed, this information can assist HEI/FECs in their strategic planning and development 
· Institutional CRM systems can be of great benefit for those developing funding bids that need the input of employers of specific types or profiles
· Aggregated and analysed CRM data can be used to brief and inform HEI/FEC senior managers or other key decision makers concerning strategic decisions 
· Good CRM systems allow staff with a past contact with an employer or sector to quickly pick up the threads if required - they also allow new participants in employer engagement activities get up to speed quickly
· CRM can also be used as a factor in assessing the risk of engaging individual or particular types of employer
· Economies of scale can be achieved in handling the data associated with specific but related functions e.g. continuing professional development [CPD], knowledge transfer, consultancy, research and commercial activities
· If organised, basic data on employer links can be collected once and centrally updated, so as to provide accurate and complete information to staff and make space for time spent with employers to allow for the collection of more valuable data e.g. concerning employer needs and further potential collaborations

Difficulties with CRM at an institutional level
· The biggest fear of many staff that have made successful employer links is that others will interfere with their key contacts and at best distract them from what they have established, or at worst have the relationship damaged by those less gifted at CRM or only interested in short term results
· This is not to say that employer contacts and intelligence are not shared - employer engagement activities are often coordinated across departments / faculties and sometimes exchanged between trusted colleagues in other parts of the institution
· However, the use of different approaches to employer engagement, along with the related formal and informal ways of storing CRM data across an institution make it hard to search for, identify and effectively share relevant information
· Academic staff who have made an employer contact commonly would like a say, or even veto on additional staff contacting ‘their’ employer[s]
· Those working centrally for HEI/FECs on employer engagement can see the lack of sharing of employer engagement contacts and intelligence as a limit on the organisation’s ability to sell products/services and engage employers in research and development
· Clear and robust terms of use of CRM data are key to building staff trust in working within a managed CRM system; as opposed to avoiding sharing e.g. who within and outside the HEI/FEC will have access to the data and for what purpose
One approach to the security of CRM data in terms of the issues described above is to have a ‘key account owner’ for each contact or organisation. This person or small group then acts as a gatekeeper; checking new data to be added and confirming that data in the CRM may be used by additional users or for additional purposes. A mechanism may also be needed to resolve any disputes e.g. between current and potential users of data held in a CRM about clients or organisations. Such approaches may seem burdensome, but recognise the value of the data collected and the relationships it describes. Also such an approach can allay some fears among academic staff keen to safeguard their contacts.

Employers and CRM
Employer cooperation is required to undertake initial and on-going CRM data gathering.
· Employers need to be clear what the data they provide will be used for; if this is not clear employers may resist attempts at CRM data gathering which may undermine employer engagement work
· Employers should be assured that CRM work is governed by institutional policy and legislation, such as the Data Protection Act - having a flyer / web link on how it works is useful to give to employers
· Some HEI/FECs will periodically contact employers to check the validity of the data they hold
· Employers commonly regard it as a misuse of CRM data, where they are placed on lists for general HEI/FEC  promotional activities or get invited to participate in everything; targeting employers is crucial
· Employer trust needs to be earned when it comes to their provision of data in any form; therefore it is likely that different types of data can and will be collected on successive contacts or visits - HEI/FEC CRM managers need to trust employer engagement staff in their work - maybe only a brief kiss on the first date
· However, it is best to start the CRM data gathering process on the first contact with an employer, not as a follow up, as this helps set the tone for a professional relationship. 
· Employers should also be briefed at the start of an employer engagement process about what CRM information needs may follow. For an example when undertaking some collaborative with employers, the HEI/FEC may need to undertake due diligence checks that require sight of company accounts. Such requests out of the blue may confuse employers and damage relationships. 

The maintenance of CRM content
Once the initial development of a CRM system has been accomplished, perhaps the biggest challenge is how an HEI/FEC maintains the currency of the data held e.g. contacts and ‘key account owners’ change frequently.  Resourcing this work is a key part of budgeting for the operation of a CRM. As well as data entry, work is required to persuade organisations to inform you of changes. Two key options are for either CRM users / ‘key account owners’ doing their own maintenance, or for a central service to be responsible for this.

What else can HEI/FECs do strategically to help?
· HEI/FECs need to decide if their approach to CRM is based primarily on [1] the compilation of intelligence, or [2] to support general marketing or the sales of HE products [courses, CPD, conferences etc.], or [3] a hybrid of the two - staff involved in employer engagement need to know which strategy is at work 
· HEI/FEC staff at all levels need assistance in the gathering, storage and analysis of intelligence gained from employer engagement activities.  This could potentially be in the form of templates for the recording of intelligence gathered – it is also to clearly identify e-CRM data input duties and protocols
· Staff involved in employer engagement may need guidance accessing stored CRM data and generating reports
· Thinking ahead to why and how the HEI/FEC may share their CRM information with partner institutions e.g. where a known employer need is identified but the solution requires contributions from more than one HEI/FEC.  Such working can enhance credibility with employers and is sensible with complex problems or dealing with small markets where outright competition is not likely to be cost effective

Example checklist of CRM data that can usefully be gathered as part of employer engagement work:
· [bookmark: _Toc315878392]Key contacts, what is their role / experience and their capacity to make decisions, inform on trends and strategic direction
· The number and type of current employees, plus current needs and recruitment trends
· Current key skills needs of the business, gaps and upcoming needs
· Training activity, who does what e.g. in house / external
· What market and sector context the employer is operating in 
· What is specific to the employer as opposed to the wider sector 
· Main competitors and supply chain / distribution connections
· Current market conditions, confidence levels and growth plans, plus tracking how companies' agendas can change
· What the HEI/FEC could do to support business / workforce development
· Key changes taking place in their industry at the moment and those predicted
· Employer's immediate research and development requirements and areas of potential longer-term collaboration 

Key data formats required for e-CRM
· Text files
· Speadsheets
· Presentations
· Databases 
· Image and sound files
· Web links
· Contact information 

Examples of CRM work in practice
The South West HE STEM Project 2011 - 12 website contains examples of CRM development projects at Weymouth College and Petroc. - http://www.hestem-sw.org.uk/ 
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