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Purpose
The aim of this tool / guide is to assist staff from Higher Education Institutions [HEIs]/Further Education Colleges [FECs] undertaking employer engagement work to understand and act on risk analysis. Most large organisations maintain risk registers and use protocols to assess and manage risk. The objective here is not to replicate the detail of these systems but to focus on the initial, exploratory and developmental phases of employer engagement. This is work that is frequently undertaken face-to-face, at an employer’s premises and where the member of HEI/FEC staff is the sole representative of their organisation. Therefore what follows is intended to highlight many known potential risks of Employer Engagement work and assist practitioners, and those that manage them, in avoiding major risks and assisting in long term risk management by their organisations.

Types of risk in employer engagement work and key aspects of mitigation:

· Gathering data to record and manage risk
As mentioned above, many organisations maintain risk registers and use protocols to assess and manage risk. To do this effectively, such processes rely on the input of reliable data, about which judgements can be made. 
Mitigation: those undertaking employer engagement work on behalf of an HEI/FEC should be familiar with the data needs and format of such processes; time to gather this data needs to be factored into employer engagement work. 

· Duty of care - small and medium sized enterprises [SMEs]
The focus of the section above was on HEI/FECs; however some smaller employers lack experience in assessing and managing risk, especially relating to students and research. 
Mitigation: in these circumstances HEI/FEC risk analysis should be shared with the employer.

· Duty of care - Students
As well as a duty of care to employers, the risks to students of engaging in research and study in a workplace must be assessed by both the employer and HEI/FEC and communicated to the student/s.
Mitigation: risk management should address issues of safety along with ensuring that the potential benefit to a student’s education of work based learning  [WBL] can be delivered reliably for student/s at that location and be an experience consistent with their peer group. HEI/FEC risk analysis should be shared with the employer so neither party overlooks a risk flagged by the other. 

· Balancing employer, learner and HEI/FEC benefits
The most successful employer engagement work brings benefits in equal measure to all stakeholders and most importantly delivers these on time.
Mitigation: the expected and required outcomes must be formalised; this is especially important where student assessment or research delivery deadlines are involved - likewise mission critical employer requirements and constraints should be documented.  

· First Contact risks
The employer enters the ‘wrong door’ of the HEI/FEC or worse still is directed to the wrong door. Many HEI/FECs are vast and complex organisations; however employers do expect those that work for them to be able to either talk knowledgably on behalf of the organisation or at least be able to pass them on to someone who can. Likewise those undertaking employer engagement work on behalf of an HEI/FEC are, for the employer concerned, a representative, who acts as a key contact for addressing direct questions.
The other side of this issue for those undertaking employer engagement work on behalf of an HEI/FEC, is to ensure you have made contact with all the staff required to both organise and sign off activities within the HEI/FEC. 
Mitigation: HEI/FEC staff need clear guidance as to what to do with unexpected employer contacts; what is the protocol for handling or passing on the enquiry. Remember that you are that employer’s contact until they are successfully passed on. If you remain the contact, be clear with the employer about your role and level of seniority - along with explaining who you will need to liaise with in the HEI/FEC organisation to get sign-off for the proposed activity. 

· Expectation management
Analysis of the long history of the HEI/FEC employer engagement highlights two key risks. Firstly, that too many inter-related ideas of collaboration are discussed or started at the same time, which multiplies the risk. Secondly, that there is frustration from employers over the speed, format and timing of the follow up / response from the HEI/FEC. 
Mitigation: the structure of the academic cycle and how teaching and research work fits within this needs to be explained to employers e.g. student projects run between set dates. Those undertaking employer engagement work on behalf of an HEI/FEC should be familiar with the processes involved in agreeing / signing off activities identifying who is responsible and what timescales are involved, so that employers can be fully briefed. 

· Relationship management risks
Ideally employer engagement work should be a relationship not an event; in this way time and effort spent on initial relationship set up pays off over time. Common issues involve confusion over delivery or timing expectations and/or communication breakdowns. Common causes include: 
[i] those central to the relationship get side tracked after the initial effort has been undertaken
[ii] those central to the relationship move on to other roles / jobs and the employer engagement work is not be passed on as part of a job handover
[iii] those central to the relationship do not effectively communicate the requirements and impact to other staff in their organisation
[iv] agreed activities happen annually, and therefore important details are forgotten from year to year
Mitigation: employer engagement relationship management is important time consuming work and needs to be factored into workload calculations.  Doing this work well maintains good will and respect for the HEI/FEC from the employer and in turn maintains commitment to the relationship. While relationships help things run smoothly, documented plans / agreements are vital to facilitate others to become involved in managing and supporting the work. 

· Focus, priority and dependence
HEI/FEC employer engagement work can and often does evolve opportunistically on the back of a wide range of priorities, acted upon by staff e.g. pursuit of research or student experience enhancement. While this provides a flexible response and avoids burdensome bureaucracy for those motivated to undertake employer engagement work, a lack of institutional oversight brings other risks including undertaking employer engagement work that is: 
[i] expensive to the HEI/FEC or is not aligned to strategic priorities
[ii] overly driven by dominant employer voices at the expense of smaller or less strident current or potential employer partners
[iii] driven by employers available to participate, but not those best suited to the activity
[iv] potentially valuable to the employer and HEI/FEC but is work that cannot be replicated with other partners
Mitigation: at an institutional level the HEI/FEC should: 
[i] have a view of the type and number of employer partners it wants to work with across a range of activities [ii] guide and support staff in gaining employer partners and maintaining relationships
[iii] consider rewarding staff for success in employer engagement work, in order to share and build on successful practice
[iv] maintain an overview of employer engagement partnerships so as to avoid over reliance on single employers
[v] consider prioritising and clustering some aspects of employer engagement work to provide better strategic clarity for staff

· Multi-employer complexity 
Much employer engagement work involves a single employer, or multiple employers undertaking the same activity e.g. providing student placements, continuing professional development [CPD] provision or supporting a research project. However, there are more complex models of employer engagement involving multiple employers e.g. regional employer forums or liaison with professional, trade or industry bodies. The risks are similar to those for single employer links, but the numbers involved multiply the risks in terms of relationship and reputational risk. Once such groups are established or links made, employer expectations are created. Common employer criticisms include:
[i] In return for giving up their time they require clear and targeted activity that they can focus on from the start
[ii] Such groups lose their way after a period of time and become a ritual, rather than productive business engagements
Mitigation: HEI/FEC should organise or join such fora for a time limited period to test their fitness for purpose; once established, their purpose / continued value should be reviewed periodically. Another key factor to consider in managing the risk of employer engagement work is to review and follow up the contribution of Labour Market Intelligence [LMI] to current and past activities.

· Costs, value and opportunity cost
While the outputs of employer engagement work can be of extremely high value to the employer, students and the HEI/FEC, this is often time consuming work and staff salaries are one of the largest costs for HEI/FECs. Therefore when HEI/FEC managers are asked to approve and support employer engagement work they will be considering the alternative work that the member/s of staff concerned could be undertaking if not engaging with employers. Managers are judged by results and they need assistance in weighing competing demands for funds. If the costs of employer engagement work are unclear or escalate, delivery may suffer or future developments may be resisted.
Mitigation: the full cost of employer engagement work must be clear and agreed before plans become activity. In addition the nature and the value of all the planned and potential outputs must be clearly articulated for all relevant stakeholders. 

· Reputational enhancement vs reputational risk
Employers and HEI/FECs working in partnership can bring mutual benefits. Both parties may well wish to publicise their collaborative work and relationship to enhance their reputation. However, if either party fails to deliver on their side of the agreement or attracts negative press coverage for unrelated activities, the result will be the same. Reputations are built by what individuals and organisations do and the company they keep. 
Mitigation: it is vital for both employers and HEI/FECs to understand each other’s history, culture and overall operation concerning the proposed employer engagement work and wider context.
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