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Introduction
From early 2007 until late 2009 the South West Higher Level Skills Pathfinder Project (SW HLSPP) piloted the delivery of the higher level skills agenda to businesses as part of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) ‘Employer Engagement’ initiative
. The project aimed to both increase demand from employers for higher level skills provision as well as supporting the region’s Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and Further Education Colleges (FECs) in responding to them.
With a primary goal of building the long-term capability and capacity of institutions to engage with employers the SW HLSPP trialled an approach, informed by the Learning and Skills Council's Train to Gain model
, of putting in place 12 HE ‘intermediaries’ to work with employers in identifying their higher-level skills needs, and with HE providers in developing and providing responsive provision. This initiative formed the core of the Employer Engagement strand of the SW HLSPP
 and was supported by a Capacity Building Fund to support the high risk activity of developing new demand-led provision for employers by HEIs. 

Within this article we will reflect on the experiences of developing the intermediary team and supporting their cross-boundary activities within partner institutions in order to highlight key challenges and success criteria for this kind of initiative
.
The Higher Skills Intermediary: a case of the boundary-spanning professional

There is a growing literature within the HE sector on the emergence of ‘boundary-spanning’ professionals
 who work across traditional organisational and occupational divides.  Such individuals are increasingly prevalent in areas such as employer engagement, frequently acting as translators and/or moderators between multiple stakeholder groups, and playing a key role in building and sustaining networks and relationships.  Within the SW HLSPP, the intermediary group were a clear example of people in such roles as their success was dependent on being able to transcend a number of boundaries both within and outside the institutions in which they were positioned.  

Within institutions intermediaries were required to bridge the traditional academic-administrative divide, as well as bringing together expertise from across diverse academic schools and disciplines, and needing to engage with a number of levels within their institutions (including professional services, senior management and academic departments). Outside their institution, intermediaries were expected to liaise and consult with employers and employer groups, trade and professional associations (such as Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) and trade associations) and other higher skills networks (e.g. Lifelong Learning Networks and Train to Gain).  Through their work intermediaries were also often required to put together learning solutions that drew together expertise and capacity from a variety of providers (including HEIs, FECs and private training organisations), and to collaborate with policy and funding bodies (such as the Regional Development Agency (RDA) and Learning and Skills Council) in securing funding and support.
As such, the higher skills intermediaries were operating in a complex and contested environment and, in addition to the performance targets set by the project, could be considered as fundamentally involved in culture change within the HE sector.
Evolution of the intermediary team throughout the project
Hosted by eight of the partner HEIs in the South West the intermediaries formed a diverse team in terms of geographical location, operational management and sector focus. Their remit was to identify and translate demand from employers for university-level skills training, and to work with the relevant institution to develop an appropriate solution. The strategic management of this team and the responsibility for achieving project objectives was the responsibility of the HLSPP project manager. Building and maintaining this team became central to the ability of the pathfinder project to achieve its quantitative and qualitative outputs. Thus the team’s function became one of business development, with the capacity to focus attention quickly on skills gaps and needs as they emerged, changing direction as necessary to respond to early indicators or growing trends.
In this section of the article we will track the process of developing and supporting the intermediary team throughout the life of the project. It is divided into four sub-sections, each reflecting a distinct phase of the SW HLSPP:
a) Recruiting and placing intermediaries

b) Developing employer engagement processes

c) Embedding collaboration processes

d) Transferring outcomes.

In each phase we will comment on the experiences of both the intermediary group themselves, as well as the HLSPP manager and the views of other groups as captured through the accompanying research project.
a) Recruiting and placing intermediaries

Given the breadth of higher skills provision, the project’s mandate was to focus intermediary activity on three areas deemed to be of particular significance to the Region: creative industries, engineering and ‘business improvement’ (spanning all industry sectors).  As the initiative progressed a further area of ‘health’ was added and, as will be discussed later, an additional area of ‘low carbon’ skills became a priority area towards the end of the project.
Intermediaries were recruited in the first instance through public advertisement by those HEIs that were engaged in the project as intermediary hosts.    The posts were all newly created fixed-term positions with HEIs across the South West whose strategic objectives included growth of their business development and enterprise functions.  In placing Intermediaries, two HEIs chose to physically locate them within a partner FEC - a decision influenced by the advanced nature of business development functions in those colleges as well as their geographical location. This first round of recruitment, from creation and agreement of job descriptions through to Intermediaries commencing employment, took between three to six months. 
Induction into the role took a further two to three months and, due to the delayed appointment of an overall Project Manager, was coordinated separately by each host HEI. Consequently there were some substantial differences between the experiences of intermediaries at this stage in the project and the degree to which they were briefed to address overall project objectives and/or the specific aims of the host institution.  In each case, the newly appointed intermediaries spent time familiarising themselves with their specific HE context and developing relationships with local employer networks, brokerage services, FECs, HEIs, SSCs and employer organisations. Within their host institutions, and those nearby, they also spent time meeting with academics and heads of discipline in order to appreciate the existing range of expertise and provision within their area of focus. The induction process also included a small number of team training days for the HLSP intermediary team as a whole, notably around sales training and interpretation of business leadership needs.  
Given the variety of experience outlined above, rather unsurprisingly a number of different understandings of project priorities emerged.  In particular there were differences in the extent to which intermediaries aligned themselves with overall project aims vis-à-vis those of their host institution and the extent to which they regarded themselves as responsible for coordinating the development of new HE provision (often in relation to Capacity Development Fund projects) and/or promoting and brokering existing provision to employers. From a project leadership perspective this created some challenges in terms of ensuring a consistent and coordinated approach across the region, as well as maintaining a cohesive and motivated team.  For the intermediaries themselves there was a lack of clarity over roles and responsibilities which lead to a number of resignations within the first year. Additional challenges to effective cross-boundary working that became apparent during this period included:

· Intermediaries “going native” – aligning themselves to host HEI rather than project priorities.

· Intermediaries operating on an individual basis rather than as part of an integrated regional team.

· Reluctance (from both sides) for collaboration with other regional brokerage teams.

· A perceived lack of credibility or scepticism from employers.

· Resistance and/or lack of commitment within HEIs to addressing identified higher skills needs.

· Limited capacity within the intermediary team to address the targets set out for them.

· Lack of clarity over project boundaries and core priorities.

Whilst staff turnover amongst the intermediary team posed a number of difficulties and undoubtedly delayed the achievement of overall project aims, it also offered the opportunity to develop a more rigorous and consistent approach to both the recruitment and support of intermediaries, informed by previous experience. For the project manager, having to integrate new members into the team at the same time as dealing with a fragmented interpretation of project and working processes, revealed the need for a more structured approach to team management. Fifteen months into the project this resulted in a new post, Business Development Officer (BDO), being created. This role was to lead the intermediary team, such that a common understanding of the project priorities was communicated, and to establish the business development process, leaving the overall project manager somewhat freer to focus their attention at a more strategic level.  
Shortly after recruitment of the BDO (a former member of the intermediary team herself) a standard induction and training programme was implemented for both the project priorities and work processes, which enabled new staff to be quickly brought up to speed and integrated with the rest of the team. Attention was also given as to how to realign the existing team in order to better deliver overall project objectives.  A key priority at this stage was team building, and a team away day with structured indoor and outdoor activities made a huge contribution to helping the individuals understand each other’s strengths and experience. 

b) Developing employer engagement processes

Successful employer engagement and subsequent successful brokering of the skills demand to HEIs and FECs such that they would engage with converting employer training demand to curriculum provision provided a number of challenges. These were both operational and strategic, and posed a number of questions for the BDO and her team, such as:
· How to balance the competing needs and expectations of businesses (of all sizes and sectors) and HE providers?
· How to persuade business leaders about the value of engaging with HE?
· How to influence an HEI/FEC to respond effectively to identified employer higher skills needs?
· How to articulate how higher skills provision addresses recognised business needs?
· How to develop collaborative relationships with other regional and national skills brokerage services?
· How to strategically manage a diverse regional team comprising individuals who were managed on a day-to-day basis by host HEIs?
The relative freedom from imposed management constraints and direction at the start of the project had allowed individuals to experiment with their approach, and whilst some flourished and were successful, others floundered or became focused on institutional objectives rather than project ones. In part how the individual intermediaries perceived themselves within the role influenced how they went about contacting and approaching employers, and how they endeavoured to source provision within HEIs. Broadly, several approaches were taken to the role, including: 
· As a straight business development function encompassing a market, source, propose and close cycle on an employer by employer basis. 

·  As a response to an existing area of interest for HEI/employer collaboration and a means to tap into the funding available through the HLSPP Capacity Development Fund.  

· To a lesser extent, as a means for capitalising on existing or emerging relationships with professional bodies (such as The South West Design Forum) in order to respond to employer skills gaps already identified by them.  

Essential skills, knowledge and attributes (both professional and personal) were required by members of the team, regardless of their approach, including: 

· Effective communication and credibility with business leaders, other regional brokers and with HEI/FEC managers and academics; 

· Business development skills, including an understanding of marketing and the sales process;

· Analysis of organisational training needs – necessitating a knowledge of business and management, together with an understanding of training and education delivery and outline course specification; 

· Knowledge of the HE and FE sector. 

This combination of skills is unusual in any individual and so a full Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programme was put in place by the project to cater for the individuals varied needs in these areas. This training and support increased their ability to influence and negotiate with employers, HEI/FEC staff and external organisations, which in turn facilitated the effectiveness of the team in terms of achieving project outputs.
The project had significant ‘hard’ performance targets in terms of employers engaged, training needs analysis and learner numbers, whilst the funds available to support new curriculum development sub-projects were limited and learner numbers were often predicted to be realised after the end of the project. The Team Leader, therefore, placed the business development model as a high strategic and operational priority for the whole team. This necessitated a change not just to the working practices of the team, but also to the culture and behaviours. The process used to begin the change was:
· Initiation of quarterly update meetings with each intermediary and their line manager to discuss individual performance and the linkages to that of the whole team. This incorporated forward planning of the next quarter’s work, and where necessary rolling forward of output targets with remedial action.

· Quarterly team meetings, where the focus shifted from what had previously been a round table update on what each person was doing, to a “sales” orientated format, with the use of team performance matrices and graphs together with group planning of how to address any shortfalls. 

· The introduction of Key Performance Indicator (KPI) charts that indicated a comparison between each of the project target sectors. These were used to stimulate a transfer of best practice through sharing what had worked well in the higher performing areas, and discussion about any barriers hindering progress for those achieving fewer outputs.

· Introduction of standard documentation for recording organisational training needs and outlining an appropriate demand-led training specification. The whole team fed into the design and piloting of these.

· Definition and sharing of marketing plans and provision of sales material.

As the approach of the team to employer engagement and translation of training needs became more coordinated a sharp rise was seen in the number of employers engaged, training needs analysis and employers agreeing in principle to the need for higher level skills training. The team was now hitting and exceeding its targets in these areas although conversion to actual provision and learner numbers was still very low due to the difficulty in aligning responses from HEIs with confirmed participants.
c) Embedding collaboration processes
At the two year point in the project a further significant change to the team took place. The existing project manager left and the BDO was appointed as her replacement. With less than a year of the project remaining the new project manager was supported by the project’s steering and management groups to implement a series of actions to improve the team’s capability to convert potential business to actual learner numbers. These included:

· Further team building activities;

· Closer collaboration with line managers within host HEIs;

· A new sub-regional approach, capitalising on outputs from the research and funding methodology strands, to realise benefits within the employer engagement team;

· Promoting three intermediaries to act as sub-regional leads for their areas rather than relying on a single BDO to coordinate activities between all members of the intermediary team; and

· Production of an HE Employer Engagement Toolikit. 
The new sub-regional approach, managed by lead intermediaries, provided the mechanism and drive to collate training needs and to pool demand from employers such that the development of new provision became viable. This helped address the problem that many of the employer training demands identified by intermediaries were of insufficient magnitude to attract HE providers to respond. In conjunction with this the strand leaders from the research, funding methodology and shell frameworks (parallel HLSP work streams to that of the intermediaries) were brought into closer contact with the intermediary team by inclusion in all team activities and quarterly meetings. This encouraged a sharing of knowledge about the barriers, drivers and other issues relating to how and why HE providers respond to employer demand for higher skills.

It was also identified that, regardless of the Intermediaries’ own skills, one of the key factors intheir success in converting potential delivery to actual delivery was the willingness of the regional HEIs to collaborate and their understanding of why they were being asked to respond. To influence and change this, regular round table meetings of all of the line managers from the host institutions were scheduled. These were used to share project strategy, information and issues. The effect was immediate – the line managers, armed with a greater understanding of the project as a whole and its performance instantly began problem solving, returning to their institutions to initiate action.

An electronic HE Employer engagement Toolkit was also produced by the project team for distribution and dissemination to internal and external stakeholders and interested parties across the region. This helped to revive interest in the project in its later stages, opening further doors for the intermediary team to investigate.
d) Transferring outcomes
In the latter months of the project, given the impending end of contracts, many of the intermediaries began to leave in order to take up new jobs. Interestingly, many of them were recruited by HEIs to work on similar types of project, but on a local rather than regional basis, thereby confirming the utility of the skills, experience and relationships they had acquired. An enduring challenge with fixed-term initiatives like this is maintaining sustainability and retaining people long enough to complete the project. From the project manager’s perspective this created a series of further challenges in supporting the team, including:

· Capturing and transferring knowledge and capabilities;

· Maintaining the morale of remaining team members;

· Maintaining sufficient momentum to continue to achieve project targets;

· And supporting individuals seek out future employment.

Outcomes and ongoing work of the intermediary team was transferred to host institutions as the team naturally disbanded. However, the project was granted a limited operational extension to continue with employer engagement activities for a further seven months, retaining two members of the intermediary team. The extension focuses on businesses operating in the Low Carbon sector and fed into a similar SW RDA funded project “Low carbon – High Skills” running through to March 2011. This has capitalised on the skills and knowledge that has built up over a three year period with the two intermediaries and the project manager, in respect of operating cross boundary teams, enabling project outputs to accrue quickly.

Key themes and learning points
From the account given above a number of key themes and learning points can be identified that we would recommend considering when developing and supporting a cross-boundary intermediary team such as the one described here.  
· Clarity of role and purpose: much of the early part of this project was focused on offering a sense of clarity to intermediaries about the nature and purpose of their role.  Competing demands and expectations from partner institutions further added to this challenge.  Whilst some uncertainty is inevitable given the new nature of these roles maintaining an open dialogue and putting in place clear lines of accountability and support would assist this process.
· Sense of place and team membership: on a related point, given the diversity of experiences of intermediaries within their host institution, an explicit attempt to develop a sense of wider team membership and identity (whilst remaining sensitive to local contexts) is important in terms of ensuring a coherent and integrated approach across the region.

· Influencing skills and leadership: given their position at the boundary between HE, employers and other brokerage services, the role of the intermediary was more than simply a sales person or project manager.  In effect, they were largely responsible for bringing about culture change within and between organisations, often with very little in the way of formalised power and/or resources.  As such the intermediary role can be considered as one of leadership in a partnership environment and their capacity to achieve project outcomes is largely dependent upon the skilfulness with which they enact this function.
· Continuity and change:  the ability of the team leader and team members to respond rapidly to changing and evolving circumstances whilst continuing to meet pre-determined targets and priorities was a constant balancing act. The current project operated through the most substantial economic recession in recent history, yet had been conceived at a time when such a scenario was not anticipated. Addressing the need for both change and continuity for individuals, teams, organisations and projects is a key consideration for initiatives such as this.
· Career progression and sustainability: finally, this project highlights the importance of planning for career development and sustainability of outcomes beyond the end of the current initiative. Whilst the SW HLSP clearly recognised the professional development needs of team members, greater attention could have been paid to how intermediaries might have been retained until the end of the project and how their host institutions may have planned for ongoing investment in higher skills activities.
Conclusions
There were many exciting opportunities and challenging issues associated with operating, across a number of boundaries, a team of intermediaries employed to effect a culture change with both HE and employers. There were many more than have been documented, though the key points have been described.
Arguably some of the outputs of this team could have been achieved had the individuals been employed and working solely on behalf of their host institutions. However, collaboration across the region would have been unlikely to have occurred on this scale. Moreover, it would have been difficult to cross some of the employer boundaries (that may be guarded by a mistrust or lack of understanding of universities) without the explicit employment of a team of people charged with this specific task, and it would have been difficult to draw upon the niche expertise found in the region’s smaller HEIs/FECs. Whilst not discussed in this paper, relationship building between the project manager and other regional employer facing teams also significantly supported the team’s ability to work collaboratively with a number of regional employer facing organisations such as Train 2 Gain, and is, therefore is another area for consideration. 

By operating a regional cross boundary team, it is proposed, the South West HLSP was able to present an inclusive and united approach that appealed to employers, learners, and educational institutions alike. The extent to which the benefits of this boundary spanning work will continue to be reaped within the region is yet to be seen but, what remains clear, is that in order for HE to effectively engage with the higher skills agenda and to address recognised skills needs in business and society there will be an ongoing need for individuals and teams capable of navigating their way between these complex terrains.
� This was one of three regional pathfinder projects funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) as part of their strategy to explore and test ways of enhancing employer engagement with higher education (HE) on a regional basis.  Within the South West of England this initiative was managed by Universities South West (formerly HERDA South West). For further details please see � HYPERLINK "http://www.universitiessouthwest.ac.uk/partners/CurrentProjects/HigherSkills.aspx" ��http://www.universitiessouthwest.ac.uk/partners/CurrentProjects/HigherSkills.aspx� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.hefce.ac.uk/econsoc/employer/path/" ��http://www.hefce.ac.uk/econsoc/employer/path/�.


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.traintogain.gov.uk" ��http://www.traintogain.gov.uk�. 


� Additional activities included an accompanying research project on HE-employer engagement, the development of a shell accreditation framework, and a funding methodology pilot.


� This paper is co-authored by the HLSP project manager and researcher.


� See, for example, Whitchurch, C. (2009) Professional Managers in UK Higher Education: Preparing for Complex Futures (Final Report). London: Leadership Foundation for Higher Education. URL: � HYPERLINK "http://www.lfhe.ac.uk/publications/research.html" ��http://www.lfhe.ac.uk/publications/research.html� 
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