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Introduction

This casebook serves as an appendix to the main project report to provide further 
details of the research evidence on which the report is based. 

Short narratives have been written based on the interviews with employers, HE 
providers and other organisations in each of the case studies.. They describe the 
type of engagement activity and factors which led to their successes, and also 
difficulties addressed or why engagement has been less successful, in more detail 
than shown in the main report and in our conclusions there. There is a range of 
examples of different kinds of employer/HE provider/ interactions shown, with 
some involving Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), regional development agencies 
(RDAs), professional and other bodies also. Most of the narratives describes the 
origins and purpose of the employer-HE engagement or programme of learning/
development, benefits gained to the different partners and how they might 
develop in the future, but we have also included a few examples of employers 
and HE providers experiences of working together not based on any specific 
programme.

The case study letters align with those in the examples shown in the main 
report.
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1 Outline
BAE Systems and Loughborough University have partnered since the early 90s to provide 
capability in the emerging discipline of Systems Engineering.

2. Origins and Purpose
BAE Systems is a global high technology organisation. In recent years it has metamorphosed 
from a company that designed technologically based platforms and products to an 
organisation delivering operational capability solutions. To do this effectively requires 
systems engineering, including systems integration, architecting, modelling and analysis, 
through life capability management and customer partnering, rapid engineering 
prototyping and reduced cycle times for the delivery of operational capability solutions. The 
company anticipated a critical shortage of systems engineers who could operate in a range 
of disciplines and environments to integrate and manage complexity and to handle risk and 
uncertainty.

The partnership between British Aerospace ( as it then was ) and Loughborough University 
was originally set up to address this shortage and to produce a stream of high calibre 
graduate engineers capable of confidently addressing complex multi disciplinary problems 
across a wide range of state of the art technology areas. Conceiving systems engineering as 
a discipline in its own right was novel at the time and the initial undergraduate programme 
involved bringing together the expertise of nine university departments from three faculties. 
The resulting undergraduate programme now includes specialised modules, industrial input, 
sponsorship opportunities and sophisticated group projects that test theoretical knowledge 
and extend and consolidate practical skills. It continues to evolve and now has five streams 
and two more corporate sponsors.

To complement this, postgraduate level education for existing employees was added to the 
portfolio – Masters awards, Diplomas and Certificates, and intensive short courses. At the 
other end of the scale, schools initiatives were introduced and taster weeks run for A-level 
students.

Engagement in all aspects of Systems Engineering is now embedded in the University’s 
strategic plan. The partnership has spawned a multi-disciplinary research school, two 
professorial chairs, an engineering doctorate centre and, most significantly, the Systems 
Engineering Innovation Centre (SEIC) – an industrial-academic centre of excellence open to 
all and also generously supported by the Regional Development Agency (emda) which has 
joined as a third leg of the partnership in recognition of the importance of the discipline. 
Emda now acts as a channel for extending the reach of the SEIC to other companies including 
SMEs. 

3. How it works
An initiative that brings about sustained change to learning opportunities needs

champions with vision, determination and courage, •	
funding, •	

Case Study A  
BAE Systems and Loughborough University
Realising the benefits of long-term partnership
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appropriate formal structures and •	
trusted informal relationships•	

Firstly it would never have got off the ground at all without the company champion British 
Aerospace’s Technical Director in the 90s, David Gardner, and the University’s External 
Relations Office, headed by Professor Harry Thomason, engaging in genuine dialogue. Other 
universities which were invited to bid for the original undergraduate programme provision, 
at most offered to adapt their existing curriculum. Loughborough asked ‘What do you want? 
We will work with you to provide it”. It also helped that BAE Systems did not wish to specify 
its requirements in overbearing detail but was happy to allow the relationship to evolve 
naturally and was focused at the philosophical level of working with the University to design 
a scheme of learning centred on how students approached problem solving. 

Loughborough’s ethos is ‘can do’, outcome orientated backed up with a determination to 
seek solutions, whether or not prescribed in advance.  Hence the growth from offering ‘just’ 
the M.Eng. course to the wide range of courses available today.

BAE Systems has a wealth of relationships with higher education, not only in the UK with 
internationally.  What distinguishes this partnership are its many facets – collaborative and 
contract research, education and training, consultancy and technology transfer are all in the 
mix -  and the matrix of personal relationships between individuals from both sides and at all 
levels – strategic/executive to operational – which supports and facilitates it. 

Among the key people in BAE Systems at the operational level today is Sue Goodlass, Project 
Manager of the Engineering ‘Developing You’ programme of professional competency and 
career mapping and development. Sue Goodlass does not specifically have the management 
of the partnership in her remit.  However, the company’s culture encourages professional 
staff to apply discretion within the scope of their roles and Sue spends up to twelve days a 
year working with the University.

On the University side are John Hooper, Director of Education Partnerships and Amanda 
Pearce, Business Partnerships Manager.  Sue, John and Amanda all attest the importance of 
formal agreements to provide a framework for co-management of all the various initiatives 
and a steering group to decide future strategy.  These provide stability and continuity and 
forward planning but are only effective when combined with trusted and trusting informal 
relationships built at all levels and which foster the open exchange of information and 
ideas.

4. Future trends, developments
The partnership’s continued success depends on ‘real’ input from each side at both senior 
management and operational levels.  It depends as much on individual relationships 
and personalities as on academic excellence and relevance. It requires clarity about the 
differences in culture and objectives and an intelligent alignment of both to find mutual 
benefit. This is only possible by consciously ‘working at it’; sometimes nurturing, sometimes 
mending, sometimes celebrating – all against a background of a long-term commitment.  

Continuing together and increasingly now working with other companies and organisations, 
the original partners hope to see the concept of Systems Engineering migrated into other 
domains, universally understood and adopted 
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1. Outline 
Microsoft adopts a strategic approach to its links with education by focussing on particular 
levels and kinds of courses of relevance to its own workforce but also to the computing 
sector in the UK. In each case, it seeks to influence higher education, both to increase supply 
and to improve skills, but in a way relevant to the varied kinds of jobs which different sorts 
of students may enter on graduation.

2. Why?
Microsoft has a huge influence on the IT industry globally, but is only a relatively modest 
employer in the UK, with about 2,000 employees and about 600 recruits a year.  However 
its business success depends on a much large number of people in what it calls its ‘partner’ 
organisations, who use Microsoft software systems and tools to develop IT applications. It 
also depends on the majority of the population being computer literate as IT users. Microsoft 
calls these different segments its ‘ecosystem’.

The company wishes to see people with the right skills in each of these segments of the 
population. It is concerned about the weakness of the UK in the pipeline of potential 
graduate computer scientists, as a result of the small numbers taking maths and physics. It is 
also interested in improving the technical skills of people who do study computer science in 
higher education. Microsoft looks for a good balance between theory and practice in HR but 
feels that higher education does not always ensure that technical skills are fully mastered to 
the point of competent practice. There is also a need for more people who combine software 
skills and business skills.

A further driver for Microsoft is to encourage the acquisition of vendor accredited qualifications 
while people are studying software in higher education, as these have currency in the labour 
market and signal specific technical know-how and familiarity with their products.

At the research end of the software labour market, Microsoft wishes to keep close to the best 
academic researchers and to recruit its share of top talent for its own research labs. 

3. How does it work?
Microsoft addresses its concerns about the labour market by working in quite a focused 
way with higher education on different agendas for different segments of the potential 
workforce. Four examples would be:

Working with the SSC, e-skills, and other employers at sector level to identify skill gaps in •	
higher education. Initiatives coming out of this involvement have included the design of 
degrees combining computer science with business, and initiatives to try and improve 
the image of the IT sector with students. 

A group of people called the Academic Team in Microsoft works with individual HE •	
providers to try and get emerging software tools used in degree teaching, so that 
graduates are better prepared for work in software design. This work is often in small 

Case Study B
Microsoft plc

A strategic and segmented approach to working with HE   
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firms who need graduates who can get up and running quickly. Comparatively few 
university labs use Microsoft tools at present and the company is trying to get them 
used more widely. This means offering practical assistance to academics and adapting 
teaching materials to be suitable for an HE setting as opposed to a company training 
setting. Microsoft has found the post-92 universities tend to be most receptive as they 
are focused on enhancing the employability of their students. The company works 
mostly 1-1 with interested universities but also tries to help academics talk to each other 
about teaching methods.

Microsoft has been much involved with the development of Foundation degrees in •	
IT, which it considers appropriate for a large number of software-related jobs in the 
industry. It has also been working with Highers in Scotland through the SQA. It has 
worked with individual HE providers who wish to offer Foundation Degrees in England 
and is encouraging them to offer the Microsoft Computer Professional qualifications as 
part of the Foundation degree, using adapted versions of the training materials it already 
uses internally. “We need to build the confidence that these materials can work in HE.”  

In Cambridge, the head of Microsoft’s UK research lab has a brief to work with leading •	
computer science departments in the UK and Europe. Postgraduate students can work on 
summer Internships (typically 12 weeks) at Microsoft in Cambridge, during their period 
of postgraduate study. They can pursue their own research topic while experiencing 
working the Microsoft lab and with their staff. This helps to foster wider links between 
Microsoft researchers and academics, and also leads to some good recruits coming to 
Microsoft. Leading universities are mindful of their independence, so such arrangements 
need to be genuinely collaborative and cannot be exclusive – a university like Cambridge 
works with a range of major computer companies.

4. Future trends, developments
Microsoft has learned that influencing higher education requires a long-term commitment, 
a respect for the values and wider educational objectives of HE, and practical support for 
new approaches to teaching. Relationships of trust need to be established with individual 
academics. Different staff in the company lead on different aspects of HE links but keep 
closely co-ordinated. One challenge is how HE may help to address the need to refresh and 
update skills of the computing workforce in future.  
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1 Outline
Constructionarium is an initiative pioneered by John Doyle Construction Ltd and Imperial 
College, University of London, that helps civil engineering students experience as closely 
as possible the construction of a real engineering project. Expedition Engineering was 
also involved from the outset and Constructionarium now has 11 universities and some 20 
companies participating.

2. Origins and purpose
The John Doyle Group’s origins can be traced to the 1960s when the original engineering 
business was founded. Through organic growth, diversification and acquisition, the 
business grew steadily until in 1999 the business’s local authority outsourcing and facilities 
management subsidiaries were demerged to form Accord Plc. Since then the remaining 
construction group has had a stable existence. 

In May 2006, as part of an ongoing succession strategy, the business was the subject of an 
MBO. The previous sole shareholder Stef Stephanou, now Chairman, retains a 22% share 
with the remaining shares being held by the executive directors, senior management and 
long serving staff.  Turnover in 2007 was £112m.

John Doyle Construction’s business is in substructures, superstructures, external works and 
basements. The company has a strong reputation for using innovative working methods.  
For example, they developed a walling system for use in aggressive ground conditions, 
providing watertight construction.

Staff turnover is very low and vacancies are filled on an as needs basis, sometimes through 
the employment of children of existing long service employees.  As a result there is no 
systematic nor even significant recruitment of graduates.  On the other hand, the average 
age of the workforce is now high and this, combined with the value attached to having 
a reputation as a top company in its field, provides a rationale behind their pioneering 
partnership with Imperial College in the Constructionarium initiative.  

In addition, there is a sense of altruism from the Chairman, Stef Stephanou, who, over dinner 
with Professor Chris Wise of Imperial College and others, decided to involve the company in 
the Constructionarium initiative as a response to the challenge presented by the national 
shortage of skills in the industry, ameliorated only in part by the influx of people into the UK 
following EU expansion.

3. How it works
Constructionarium is a hands-on construction experience for students and young 
professionals. It is where students following civil engineering or building courses learn 
practically to build bridges with industry - their future employers.
The basic model comprises a triangle formed by a university, contractor and consultant 
working in partnership to deliver a new learning experience which combines the academic 
perspective with those of the design professional and practical site delivery.  John Doyle 

Case Study C
John Doyle Construction Ltd and Constructionarium (Imperial College, 
University of London and other HEIs)

A response to the national shortage of skills in construction
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and Imperial College pioneered Constructionarium which now involves 19 companies and 
11 universities.

Constructionarium is held as a 6 day working field course. The participants construct scaled 
down versions of bridges, buildings, dams and civil engineering projects. Students are 
assessed on the final day in terms of budgetary control, methodology and timely completion.  
What is distinctive about this as an educational experience is that participants develop a feel 
for the practicalities of working on a site.  

Feedback from students shows that the experience positively influences students towards 
careers in engineering. 

John Doyle Construction releases 4 to 5 people to provide practical and management 
support to the week long programme as well as provides some £20K each year.

4. How have partners benefited?
From Imperial’s point of view, it is recognised that by and large academics do not make 
decisions that have practical consequences and yet professional, rounded engineers 
need to understand the consequences of the decisions they make.  They have no option 
but to communicate and solve problems with people from a range of backgrounds.  
Constructionarium helps meet this need whilst at the same time keeps academics free to 
play to their strengths in teaching and research.

“Constructionarium turns theory into practice introducing safety, logistics, costs and of 
course, the elements.” Professor Chris Wise, Expedition Engineering

“I believe passionately in the need for education to provide a sense of practicality and reality. 
It is fantastic to watch as the teams explore the link between design and execution and 
taking a scheme from drawing board to site.” Peter Goring, Technical Director.

5. Future
Peter Goring and Imperial’s Alison Ahearn together manage the involvement of their 
organisations in Constructionarium and having champions such as these is an essential 
element in securing its continuation, particularly when the strategic value of the 
investment is not always as obvious to some colleagues.  Securing funding consistently for 
Constructionarium is likely to remain a concern.

More details of Constructionarium can be seen at http://www.cebe.heacademy.ac.uk/
learning/acbee/pdf/ACBEE%20Phase%203%20-%20Constructionarium.pdf
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1. Outline
This case study features a company-tailored accountancy and finance degree which 
incorporates accreditation towards professional qualification and provides an enhanced 
pool of graduate recruits for this large business services firm.

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP provides professional services to clients, managed through 
three lines of service: Assurance, Tax and Advisory.  Revenues in 2007 grew by 11% to 
£2.1bn, and the firm employs over 16,000 people and takes around 1,000 graduate recruits 
annually, principally onto the route towards ACA qualification with The Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in England & Wales (ICAEW).

Newcastle University is a member of the Russell Group, with more than 18,000 students and 
a reputation for excellent teaching and internationally recognised research.  The Flying Start 
Programme is delivered by the University’s Business School which has an excellent record 
for graduate employment.

The Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales is the largest chartered 
accountancy body in Europe with over 140,000 members and trainees.  The ‘Associated 
Chartered Accountant’ qualification (ACA) is recognised around the world.

2. Origins of the programme
PwC has very extensive links with higher education to service their recruitment requirements, 
but makes relatively little use of HE provision for skills development of existing employees.  For 
example, the firm is not using any active MBA or other Masters programme for development 
because it finds that it cannot identify any that are sufficiently tailored to PwC needs.

The development of the Flying Start Programme was a response by PwC to the challenge of 
finding sufficient numbers of graduates with technical or numerate degrees.  The firm also 
sought to build what it identifies as the important attributes for a graduate to be successful 
in qualifying with the firm:

Independent thought
Motivation
Business awareness
Team orientation
Managing stress
Problem solving
Coping with difficulty

Graduates taking the ACA accountancy qualification must have the intellectual capacity to 
cope with a demanding syllabus and schedule.

The Flying Start Programme provides an assured supply of graduates who have gained part-
qualification towards ICAEW and who are known to be of high calibre, reducing the selection 
effort required by PwC.  It also provides a cadre of people to assist with audit administration 
work during the peak season, December to April.

Case Study D
  PricewaterhouseCoopers and Newcastle University Business School

“The Flying Start Programme”
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The University manages carefully the response that it makes to course demands from 
employers.  As a Russell Group institution, with a good reputation both with students and with 
employers, its aim is to build programmes through successful and sustainable relationships 
which contribute to its standing in the long term.  It recognises that some types of employer-
demand can be relatively fleeting in nature, providing limited return for an investment in 
programme development.  However the prospect of the Flying Start Programme was seen to 
offer the potential for a sound partnership between three organisations with similarly high 
standards and strong long-term perspectives.  Its core element of work-placements with 
PwC would be attractive to many students, fitting with the University’s existing emphasis on 
use of placements, and offering it significant further competitive advantage.

3. Path of the programme’s development
PwC approached nine universities from the Russell Group with strong business faculties to 
find two that were willing to consider taking on the challenge, on the basis of exclusivity of 
the course to PwC.  Newcastle University Business School were willing to work on this basis 
leading to the development of the Flying Start Programme, built around the BA in Business 
Accounting & Finance and accelerated progression to the ACA accountancy qualification 
with ICAEW.

The programme is marked out by the strong and active three-way partnership between 
the firm, the University and the professional body.  Collaborative working is central to the 
programme’s success, and benefits from the involvement of two awarding bodies – the 
University and the professional Institute – each with its own standards and processes.

It is a measure of the strength of the partnership that the issues thrown up by these differing 
perspectives were worked through and resolved in a way that created a leading and 
innovative programme.  For example the Flying Start programme’s university element of 
study typically has a hurdle pass mark of 40%, whilst the ICAEW’s units require students to 
achieve 55%.  All the partners work comfortably with these distinctive approaches, and PwC 
recognises that whilst the learning outcomes may be the same, the competency outcomes 
need not be.

The creation of this effective partnership came about in part through a process of regular 
dialogue, with the project team meeting on a scheduled basis and maintaining contact in 
the intervening periods.  The complexity of the programme can give rise to important but 
differing priorities – for example professional standards; placement arrangements; re-sit 
procedures.  The clarity of dialogue between the firm, the University and the professional 
Institute which has been developed has allowed each to understand the others’ differing 
constraints whilst keeping a firm eye on the common aim.

4. Benefits and outcomes
Most significantly for PwC is the output of the course, assuring the firm access to graduates 
who are part-qualified in ACA and who understand the workings of the business well.  In 
addition the course provides students for placement work, in particular making them 
available to PwC during the busy period between December and April when audit work is 
at its peak.

In order to be accepted on to the course, students must complete a more rigorous selection 
process than is normal for Bachelors courses.  This provides a further quality filter which is of 
benefit to the firm.

ICAEW gains reassurance about the standards of the student, pass rates, and the use of 
professional exams, and gives many exemptions to Flying Start graduates. 

The benefits to the University of working with PwC are also significant.  It attracts higher 
calibre students to the course because both of the association with a well-regarded firm and 
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of the selection process to which the firm contributes.  It helps provide a stable undergraduate 
throughput and improves applicant quality.

The recognition achieved by this flagship programme supports the University’s 
reputation.  A higher entry requirement is set for the Flying Start Programme, supported 
by the involvement of a strong business partner, which leads to a higher level of first-
time success at examination and to a very high proportion of students graduating with 
First or Upper Second class degrees.

HESA First Destination Returns data for the Business School show 85% of graduates 
employed in graduate level positions six months after graduation (and 90% for its 
Accountancy graduates) against a national average of 65%, indicating one measure of 
the programme’s success.

Students recognise the value of the programme, and its distinctive approach: 

“It offers a route into a globally recognised qualification, along with quality work experience 
and the opportunity of university life in the fantastic city of Newcastle….The Flying Start degree 
differs from traditional Accounting and Finance degrees in that the more traditional courses 
do not specifically start working towards any recognised Accounting Qualification, but merely 
set the foundations on which to go on to…. the work placement provided by the Flying Start 
Programme, is far more unique than that of any traditional Accounting and Finance course. This 
is mainly due to the strong link with PwC.” 
Adam Prickett, BA (Honours) Business Accounting and Finance
Source: http://www.ncl.ac.uk/nubs/undergrad/students/profile/954

5. Positioning for the future
The Flying Start Programme is likely to continue and to grow providing, as it does, a valuable 
source of graduate talent and placement resource to PwC.  It leads to an enhanced pool of 
applicants for the University’s course.
 
There is potential for increased inter-working between the parties, building on the excellent 
relationships already established, and a need to work through the changes in the graduate 
market, and how student career aspirations can be shaped during HE. 
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1 Outline
American Express Technologies developed a collaborative scheme with the Department 
of Informatics at the University of Sussex. The scheme offers existing Masters courses to 
people the company take on for two years. These temporary recruits combine part-time 
study with working for American Express. At the end of their studies, the company offers 
permanent posts to some of the graduates, who have strengthened the talent pipeline of 
the organisation. The American Express students work from the Innovation Centre on the 
Sussex campus so their work and study is co-located.

2. Its origins and purpose
Applying computer and communications technologies in a business environment is key to 
American Express. Sussex is the European HQ for Finance, Operations and Technology. Some 
purely technical work in IT has been off-shored but the company needs people in the UK who 
can manage technical development. They need skills both in technology and in business.

American Express has three objectives from its collaborative Masters programme:
to provide a talent pipeline of very able graduates into the American Express  1.	
technologies organisation
to provide an alternative resourcing channel for work, through the contracted hours 2.	
the students work for American Express in parallel with their studies
to generate ideas of value to the business from the Masters research projects which the 3.	
students undertake

As the programme has matured and evolved over the past few years, the first of these 
drivers has proved the most important.

3. How it works
American Express went out to find a university with suitable Masters programmes to meet its 
specified needs for combining computer science with commercial application. Interestingly, 
Sussex was only contacted relatively late in the tender process although it is very near to 
the American Express offices in Brighton. Proximity to Brighton was not a criteria for this 
venture, although it has turned out to be useful. Sussex had to bid very quickly to get this 
contract. Close collaboration within the university between the central development office 
and the Informatics department was key to putting together an attractive proposition. It 
was the particular package which Sussex put together which attracted American Express, 
and the company committed to support the scheme for five years. It has supported at least 
15 students per year, up to 30 in some years.

The students which American Express recruits through a very rigorous selection process 
also have to meet the entry requirements for Masters study. They take a two year part-
time Masters degree in either Information Technology for E-Commerce or Human-Centred 

Case Study E
American Express Technologies - University of Sussex

Masters degree study coupled with work experience in a campus facility   
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Computer Systems. These are open masters programmes, so the American Express students 
study alongside others. The university has been scrupulous in treating the American 
Express students in the same way as its other students except for the additional programme 
management links between American Express and the university. American Express pays 
the students’ fees.

The second strand of the package is the work which students do for 30 hours a week for 
American Express. In this they are managed and supported by the company, and paid a 
salary. 

The third strand of the package is accommodation dedicated to American Express in the 
University of Sussex Innovation Centre. This makes timetabling work and study much easier 
as the students are doing both in the same place. It also makes it easier to supervise the 
students well and encourages close links between the scheme manager from American 
Express and the academics on campus. It was the involvement of senior people at the 
university as well as in American Express which enabled this whole package to be put 
together.

In the early days, the university had to get used to working with American Express and vice 
versa. For example, the university had to make clear that American Express students were 
expected to put the same hours into their studies as other part-time students and abide 
by the same assessment processes. American Express students choose which of the two 
programmes they follow and which modules they take. Much of the influence on teaching 
has come via student feedback. American Express has evolved better processes for collecting 
such feedback so the department gets a more coherent view and not just a string of emails 
from each student separately. The relationship has influenced the development of modules 
and raised new topics of interest.

4. Future trends, developments
The scheme has been of benefit to American Express, especially through the 
quality of recruits they have retained. 70 people have completed the programme 
to date, all of which have gained tangible industry experience and skills 
along with the MSc. Approximately 60% have been recruited permanently by 
American Express. They are progressing extremely well inside the business.  
The scheme has benefited the university by bringing very strong students onto its 
existing masters programmes. The academic staff feel also that the link with American 
Express has enhanced their brand more generally and strengthened their position in 
the broader masters market. The university has a strategy of working in partnership 
with other education providers and with employers, and the American Express link is a 
flag-ship for its partnership working.
American Express is extending the university talent pipeline to some of its US locations, 
though it will have some differences in structure there. 
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1 Outline
The University of Sussex Informatics Department has a long history of its alumni – 
especially those who have stayed on to take masters or PhD programmes -  setting 
up small businesses in the Brighton area. As these students get to know the faculty 
in Computer Science especially well, they tend to keep in touch with those who 
have supervised them. This leads to a number of mutually beneficial links around 
graduate recruitment, project opportunities for students and discussion of new 
teaching areas. Additionally, the department has developed slightly more formal 
links with national and local employers through its Industrial Board.

2. Why?
The motivation for these links is to a large extent social – the owners of these small businesses 
wish to keep in touch with their former teachers and research colleagues. It is also driven by 
intellectual interest in the same kinds of technical problem. It is interesting for the academics 
to hear about applied problems and useful for those in business to keep in touch with new 
approaches to computer science. It is also in the interest of the department to be able to 
find good projects for undergraduates and masters students and to help their PhD students 
find occasional paid work. Those small firms which recruit from the department where 
they studied do so because they trust the quality of students and the recommendation of 
academics they know personally. This increases their chance of finding a recruit who will be 
a high performing software designer. The companies are happy to add commercial skills 
onto graduates who are already strong technically and are reliable and highly motivated 
individuals.

3. How it works
Much of the contact is social and informal, between individuals or meeting up in small groups. 
A regular lunchtime meeting once a week between faculty, postdocs and postgraduate 
students provides a natural social focal point. 
One company, Sigmer Technologies, has regularly recruited from the university department 
where its founder studied. It is based on the Sussex campus, a very short walk from the 
department. This leads to an extraordinarily quick and effective recruitment strategy – a walk 
across the car park and a rigorous but speedy selection process. The company now employs 
over 25 people and has recruited perhaps 30 or 40 Sussex graduates over time. These are 
mostly at Masters or PhD level, as they have experienced more challenging learning and can 
deal with more demanding software problems.

Sigmer and other small firms do not seek to influence the provision of HE explicitly, but do 
so in a subtle way over time by discussions about emergent fields. These may influence the 
projects undertaken by PhD students and may find their way in time into masters modules. 
Some previous PhD or postdoc alumni come back to teach in specialist areas.

The links between the university and small firms is also helped by other enterprise 
initiatives in the area, such as a web-based network – Wired Sussex. This is an 
independent, not-for-profit organisation based in Brighton. It works with digital 

Case Study F
University of Sussex Informatics – Small IT companies

Recruitment and work experience opportunities though close personal links with local small 
firms run by ex-students 
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media companies in the area and helps them advertise recruitment vacancies, 
projects, events and keep up to date with industry developments. This network 
helps companies get in touch with students and vice versa.

4. Future trends, developments
This case shows how small firms can benefit from relatively informal links with relevant 
university departments. These links also help HE to keep in close touch with local industry 
and to identify potentially relevant new teaching topics. In this example, PhD students who 
move into industry have been those with the strongest links, perhaps because they get to 
know academics very well during their period of postgraduate study. Having a clear contact 
point at departmental level provides small firms with an easy point of entry if they do not 
already know members of faculty.
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1 Outline
Accenture is a multi national corporate organization specialising in Technology, Consultancy 
and Outsourcing.  It is a market leader with presence in more than 150 cities in 49 countries, a 
workforce of 170,000 and a turnover in the fiscal year ending August 2007 of $19.7Bn.  Its UK 
operation has a workforce of approximately 14,000 people and a turnover of approximately 
$1,5Bn. In 2007 it employed some 2185 new personnel recruits.  In recent years it entered 
into a partnership with Lancaster University Management School [LUMS] with the aim of 
understanding better the relationship between industry and higher education and other 
common benefits such as identifying suitable recruits to Accenture.  

2 Origins
The opportunity to work with LUMS came as a result of an open day.  A rapport between 
lecturing staff and Accenture led to an exploration of opportunity.  The partnership which 
developed was endorsed by senior figures within each organisation. 
  

3 How it works 
Over the past few years, Accenture has developed a particular relationship with LUMS which 
has supplied a small number of very high quality recruits to Accenture’s consulting division.  
In many ways this is seen as a blueprint for future recruiting given that Accenture has been 
able not only to influence some aspects of course content but play an active part in the 
teaching program.

Accenture managers are responsible for delivering the Systemic Interventions and Consulting 
module of the MSc course in Information Technology, Management and Organisational 
Change [ITMOC].
     
Demand for new talent is high and the outlook is for a continuation of this situation.  In these 
circumstances, the supply of quality recruits along with the opportunity of developing a 
close relationship with HEIs is attractive to Accenture.  With the need to recruit increasing 
numbers as the business grows it is keen to uphold the quality as well as quantity.

Accenture’s influence has led to changes in the way selected parts of the course content are 
presented including areas such as financial management, project and program management.  
Accenture personnel have commented on how ITMOC course members have developed 
in these areas over the past 3 years and how much more attractive they have become as 
potential recruits to industry.

4. Benefits and outcomes 
Through a hands-on involvement on the course the Accenture managers have been able 
to impart some of the cultural aspects of working with a ‘Big 4’ organisation.  Setting 
expectations in respect of effort, workload, integrity, meritocracy and client focus has helped 
the transition process for those eventually joining Accenture. 

Having Accenture’s experience within the LUMS has also had a positive effect upon the 

Case Study G 
Accenture  -  Lancaster University Management School

HE aligning with business to ensure programmes are well conceived and in line with business 
requirements
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university lecturing staff.  Reciprocal visits take place on a regular basis particularly during 
the periods where course members undertake work placement at Accenture locations.   

The positive attributes of this arrangement are:

The recruitment of quality graduates.•	
The ability for Accenture to have some influence on course content. •	
The fostering of links between industry and higher education•	
The ability for Accenture to earmark potential recruits during the academic year•	

and with the following tangible outcomes: 

The recruitment of several graduates with leadership potential•	
A shop window for Accenture•	
Increased levels of LUMS student performance•	
Opportunity for LUMS to network with corporate business•	

There are several key messages from this experience including:

Ensuring that the perspectives of each organisation are understood•	
Working collaboratively and in partnership, not as customer/supplier.•	
Ensuring regular endorsement of the program and strategy by senior members of each •	
organisation
Pushing hard to ensure viability, investment and results•	
Publishing the successful outcomes including careers progression of those graduates •	
transferring to Accenture after the course
Scaling the enterprise around the success factors•	
Ensuring sufficient numbers of staff on each side understand the purpose of the •	
partnership and can continue the program in cases of change of personnel
Using the experience for both Accenture and LUMS to understand how theory and •	
practice come together to create competent performance in the workplace
Maintaining post placement contact through Alumni connections  •	
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1 Outline
Atkins and the University of Greenwich have created a strategic partnership which centres 
round the funding of the Atkins Chair of Civil Engineering.   

For Atkins, the aims are to increase the diversity of its workforce by attracting civil engineering 
graduates with strong applied skills, to access applied research expertise and to contribute 
to growing the UK national pool of civil engineers.  

For the university, its strategic aims are to attract students of good calibre, to promote and 
develop its research capability and to compete distinctively with the best civil engineering 
university departments in the UK by fostering in students the development of practical, 
commercial and personal transferable skills.

2. Origins and purpose
The UK construction industry began its current phase of sustained high activity some 10 
years ago and this has led to an endemic shortage of skills that can only be remedied by a 
range of new initiatives from stakeholders.  Taking the sector as a whole, most companies do 
not have a tradition of accessing applied research from universities, on the grounds that in 
the past this has not been seen as necessary. However, pressures on the industry, for example 
through climate change and the need to nurture the environment, as well as the prospect of 
the unavailability of sufficient skills for the foreseeable future, have prompted a number of 
companies to seek out such relationships, in some cases for the first time.

Atkins takes an active strategic approach to higher education and their relationship with the 
University of Greenwich is part of an approach to maximising the value of links with higher 
education that extends across the UK to the Middle East and elsewhere.

Atkins is a £1.3bn company with 18,000 staff in more than 180 offices worldwide. It is the 
largest engineering consultancy in the UK and the largest multidisciplinary consultancy in 
Europe.  It offers clients consultancy in planning, designing and enabling projects and has 
skills in asset management, design, engineering, environmental sciences, expert services, 
IT, management consultancy, planning, project and cost management, and programme 
management.

Some 350 graduates are recruited each year with the emphasis on their vision, problem 
solving, ambition, enthusiasm and drive.  Engineering roles include aerospace, mechanical 
services, building services, chemical, civil/structural, electrical/electronic, environmental 
and geotechnical.  Technical roles include architecture, building surveying, maths/physics, 
quantity surveying, town planning and transport planning.

Atkins needs its graduates, not least civil engineers, to reflect the diversity of its client base 
and society at large and to possess practical skills and commercial awareness. In addition, 
Atkins wishes to lead in the marketplace in understanding and applying the sustainable 
development of infrastructure and whole life design such that future construction projects 
are carbon critical.  There is also the broader motive of positioning Atkins as the national 

Case Study H
Atkins    -   University of Greenwich

Marrying the strategies of a business and a university  
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champion of the industry and encouraging growth in the numbers of civil engineering 
graduates, whoever they may work for.

3. How it works
Atkins sponsors the Chair by providing £700K over five years.  Atkins Chief Executive 
Keith Clarke and Vice Chancellor Baroness Blackstone are both committed actively to the 
vision of developing a partnership that operates at a range of levels for the benefit of both 
organisations.  In choosing to fund the Chair at Greenwich rather than elsewhere, Keith Clarke 
recognised the strong desire of the University for a long term partnership, one that supports 
the University’s strategy to develop Civil Engineering as a centre of excellence in teaching, 
research and enterprise.  Located at Chatham Maritime on the Medway, the University is 
close to ongoing major construction opportunities in the region including the Olympics, 
Thames Gateway and Docklands.

A working group of eight people drawn equally from Atkins and the University oversees the 
relationship, identifying opportunities for further engagement and supporting activities.

Atkins has the facility to inject practical matters into the curriculum and involves Professor 
Li and his staff both for significant research and informal day to day advice.  Atkins staff 
lecture on technical and other topics. The findings from research, though funded by Atkins, 
for example on whole life management of infrastructure, are made available to the industry 
at large.

The University places a high priority in helping students develop their employability such 
that, together with their academic knowledge, they can compete in the graduate market.   
This, along with the diverse nature of the student population, can provide a good source of 
potential employees for Atkins.

Having a shared strategic vision gives both parties the freedom to develop a range of activities 
at an operational level that includes student work placements, graduate recruitment, 
research and informal exchanges between staff in Atkins and the University.

4. Future trends, developments
Profess Li took up the Atkins Chair in September 2007.  Early indications of the value of the 
partnership are encouraging and the enthusiasm and commitment of the parties involved 
looks set to be maintained.  
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1 Outline
Airbus develops, produces and supports airliners seating from 100 to 525 passengers. It 
is a fully integrated single company headquartered in Toulouse, France, with subsidiaries 
in North America, China and Japan. Airbus has Centres of Excellence to simplify and unify 
design and production management processes. Broughton in North Wales, along with Filton 
in Bristol, St.Eloi, France and Bremen make up the Centre of Excellence Wing.  Broughton is 
responsible for the sub assembly and manufacture of large components as well as final wing 
assembly and wing equipping for the whole of the Airbus fleet. 5000 are employed at the 
site.

Centres of Excellence maintain close links with core functions such as procurement, human 
resources, engineering, quality and customer services to develop and manage skills, manage 
policies and ensure that Airbus employees share knowledge and ideas with colleagues.  

In this complex, inter related organisation, it is critical to have reliable strategies for attracting, 
developing and retaining the skills needed for now and the long term. Airbus employees are 
used to working side by side with colleagues from different countries, exchanging ideas 
and expertise. Getting the best results -- the highest quality in design and manufacturing, 
delivery on time and on cost and unparalleled after-sales service -- is seen as about sharing 
responsibility at almost every level within Airbus. Leadership and initiative are qualities 
encouraged. Airbus employees need to be adaptable. In an industry which is open to market 
ebbs and flows and where time always costs money, Airbus must be able to respond quickly 
to the needs of its customers.

2. Origins and purpose
Some 10 years ago, it was recognised that there too few professional engineers, not so much 
at graduate level but at the level of professional technicians, people with the ability over 
time to progress to graduate level work and chartered status.

Perhaps in common with other large organisations with a high dependency on the effective 
development and application of technology, Airbus prefers developing home grown talent 
to relying solely on the open job market meet its needs.
                                                                                        
For these reasons, Airbus has been a pioneering and enthusiastic participant in the Higher 
Apprenticeship Framework initiative and took part in a partnership involving SEMTA, North 
East Wales Institute of Higher Education (NEWI) and Deeside College.

3. How does it work?
SEMTA, the sector skills council for Science, Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 
has been central to developing the Higher Apprenticeship in Engineering Technology.  This 
enables participants to gain a Foundation Degree whilst earning and at the same time 
pursuing relevant work experience. The pathway followed meets most of the requirements 
of Incorporated Engineer and enables achievements at NVQ Levels 3 and 4 and Key Skills 
Level 3.

Case Study I
Airbus – NEWI/Deeside College and SEMTA
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The Foundation Degrees in Aeronautical Engineering and Aeronautical Engineering 
(Manufacturing) are studied at NEWI.  Airbus is heavily involved in both curriculum design 
and delivery.  Modules are revised as specified by Airbus to reflect the changing realities of 
the business (for example, the widespread use of composites) and this suits NEWI too as this 
enables their teaching to be relevant. Whilst the HNC/HND route remains acceptable within 
the Higher Apprenticeship framework, a Foundation Degree can be achieved part time over 
two years and on completion can be the starting point for a 3rd year honours degree.  It is 
then also possible to continue study to Masters level as well as to work towards chartered 
engineer status.  

Some 50 former apprentices are now studying at honours degree level.

Deeside College is also a partner in the initiative with responsibility for work based learning 
elements.  They offer a one year National Certificate in Aeronautical Engineering which 
helps students prepare for subsequent study at Foundation Degree level, particularly 
underpinning mathematics and science.  In conjunction with the Certificate, apprentices 
have to demonstrate their ability to make things to NVQ Level 2 standard.

Airbus recruits the students for these programmes and monitors and manages their 
performance.  Students are required to have 6 GCSEs at grade C or above and A levels at 
grade C in related subjects.  A level maths and science is not a prerequisite but the National 
Certificate is.  To date, there has not been one failure in the programme, not even in analytical 
work.

4. Benefits and outcomes
The collaboration amongst the partners is one of equals and is highly integrated operationally 
with frequent interaction amongst staff in each organisation.  The programme is seen by 
all as one programme, with each organisation supporting the others.  There are periodic 
strategic meetings of the parties to help manage relationships.

A collaboration similar to the Welsh partnership is being developed around the needs of 
the Filton, Bristol plant and involving the University of West of England and possibly the 
University of Bath and Yeovil College.  However, the benefits of working collaboratively across 
organisations are not so well recognised in England and much more needs to be done.

The Higher Education Framework is a proven model but currently lacks sufficient capacity 
for teaching at NVQ Levels 4 and 5.  The Welsh Assembly Government WAG and DIUS both 
need to more fully accept that the Higher Apprenticeship framework is a real alternative to 
traditional higher education routes.
It costs Airbus some £60K to put an apprentice through education and training to the 
completion of a Foundation Degree and so is not minded to pay for additional costs such as 
student fees.  WAG, though not DIUS, recognises this to the extent of providing funds at a 
modern (not higher) apprenticeship rate.  
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1. Outline

This global banking organisation has partnered with a leading school of management to 
create a development programme closely tailored to the strategic needs of the business.  The 
case illustrates the power of well-defined needs and structured processes as the foundation 
for effective collaborative relationships.
 
The Royal Bank of Scotland Group is one of the world’s top financial organisations, posting 
revenues of c.£31bn in 2007 and employing more than 104,000 people in the UK alone. 

2 Origins of the programme
Across its business areas, Royal Bank of Scotland has a well-developed series of relationships 
in the UK with universities.  These range from Group graduate recruitment through to 
leadership development for top executives in which it brings Harvard faculty to the UK to 
teach at its own RBS Business School.

Amongst these relationships, however, the bank did not immediately see Higher Education 
as a natural contender to provide solutions in the middle management development field.  
Outside the business schools, it tended to regard academia as “worlds away” from business 
and essentially off the radar where training-supplier selection was concerned.

The primary driver for the programme in this case study was a requirement for the effective 
development of managers who lead other managers.  These managers need to be able 
to work in a way that is based on a clear understanding of strategy, and on the ability to 
translate it into effective action through a high level of skill in the driving and management 
of change.

3. Path of the programme’s development
The bank’s requirement which led to the development of this programme was based 
upon the clear outcomes of their thorough training needs analysis process.  They wanted 
a provider with the ability through its faculty to underpin its teaching of RBS managers 
with knowledge and understanding based upon its research activity.

Through the bank’s standard tendering process, dialogue with Cranfield was initiated 
by a request for proposals which went to three current suppliers and three new ones, 
including Cranfield.  Shortlisted bidders then spent time drilling down on further needs 
diagnosis to understand the key skills required by RBS, how bank employees spend their 
time and what the business challenges were.

Following the successful pitch to the RBS stakeholders, Cranfield invested eight days of 
“discovery work” to establish clearly where the banks priorities for this programme lay.  
The university’s Centre for Customised Executive Development conducted this work free 
of charge in a step which would be highly unusual for a commercial training provider.

Case Study J
  

The Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) Group and Cranfield University

 Its Manager Leadership Programme  



Influence though Collaboration - Case Study Notes

26

The Manager Leadership Programme which emerged as a result is based upon the 
bank’s “leadership journey”, which addresses six perspectives of leadership: self, people, 
management, unit, business and enterprise.  The program is delivered in three modules of 
2 -2½ days in length spread over a year: Leading through Me; Performance through People, 
and Performance through Business.  The first module incorporates a 270 degree stock take 
(omitting peers) which is repeated towards the end of the programme, providing a personal 
assessment for the first module and a measurement of progress made by each individual 
through the programme.

Cranfield’s design for the programme has incorporated around six additional days in which 
delegates carry out a range of Action Learning Set activities between modules.  These serve 
to consolidate the learning which is acquired during the formal parts of the programme.
  

4. Benefits and outcomes
Since commencing in 2006 through to end-2007, one pilot and eight programmes have 
run with 24 delegates in each, achieving delivery to c.200 managers over that period.  
Feedback from students and from their managers at the workplace has been highly positive.  
Management of the programme through the Programme Implementation Board has allowed 
adjustments and enhancements to be made.

Whilst the natural way of working of the smaller Cranfield team differs significantly from that 
at RBS, by flexing its approach the university has found throughout that the bank’s style of 
managing the project has been highly beneficial.  This has involved the core team of primary 
stakeholders, an initial design team, a project implementation team and clear sign-off from 
HR at each stage.  The banking ethos of structured and carefully controlled workflows has 
provided a sound foundation for the programme’s development.

In this case, Cranfield was seen as being open and objective with their clients – and built a 
partnership that felt equal – something that is not always the case in relationships between 
large complex organizations and commercial training providers.  Knowledge was readily 
shared, always open and frequently being mutually widened by both parties. 

The effectiveness of the interaction between RBS and Cranfield has stemmed from the good 
use by Cranfield of the bank’s offers of dialogue, and the provision of full information during 
the design and pitching period.  This allowed the university to make firm and valuable links 
to RBS sources of expertise.

In addition the bank valued the allocation of a good relationship manager by Cranfield 
to the project, through whom the operating style of the university was seen as a flexible 
and receptive.  The university understood the project team’s constraints, provided quick 
turnaround and readily modified the proposals.

5. Positioning for the future
These characteristics still mark out the relationship in a favourable way.  In addition 
Cranfield possesses and makes good use of its own business experience and combines 
this effectively with knowledge of the bank which it has gained through its work with 
RBS.

Both parties are very comfortable with this mutually beneficial partnership approach.  In 
contrast, commercial training providers can often operate a model which has a primary 
concern to create and retain intellectual property for their future commercial benefit.  
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1 Outline
The BA (Hons) Management (Information Technology) degree at the University of Winchester 
is a new programme created, supported and managed jointly by Logica and the university 
with the aim of providing a new supply of people with appropriate qualifications and 
capabilities.

2. Its origins and purpose
Logica provides IT and business services. Its turnover was £2.6bn in 2007 and it employs 
around 40,000 people across 41 countries. With the core business being the delivery of 
complex, large scale IT-based projects, there is an ongoing need for people experienced in 
specific technical skills and project management. 

Logica hires some 200 graduates or new, relatively inexperienced talent each year in the UK. 
At the same time, it is recognised that the cost of hiring a graduate is high, particularly when 
retention issues at later stages are considered. In addition, there is concern that it is hard to 
find sufficient numbers of graduates with the mix of business and IT skills needed.

Logica and the university launched a brand new sponsored degree programme at the end 
of 2006. The objective is to improve the supply and retention of people with graduate level 
skills and who have studied management with an information technology bias.

3. How it works
The first group of A level or BTEC qualified students joined Logica’s Telecommunications and 
Media business based in Reading in September 2007. 
As permanent Logica employees, the students work on real projects for some of Logica’s 
largest customers but also have the opportunity to gain an honours degree in Management 
(Information Technology) by studying part-time at the university’s Chute House Campus in 
Basingtoke. 
Students work four days a week in the business and one day attending the university. Logica 
pays the course fees and has allocated a dedicated Staff Manager to look after the students’ 
careers and personal wellbeing.
This programme aims to ground students in the application and management of IT, systems 
and finance, and provide the skills to manage people to achieve results. Students learn the 
main business management functions. For example, to identify and analyse elements of 
the marketing mix, to prepare balance sheets, cash flow forecasts and budgets, develop 
and appraise successful teams and deal with issues of disciplinary and grievance. They 
also develop personal skills such as how to enhance communication and maximise time 
and resources to achieve results. Students explore how organisations increase efficiency 
and effectiveness through the use of e-business and project management. They also 
examine how to successfully manage change, as well as how to monitor customer 
feedback to achieve superior service quality and develop long-term relationships.  
 
The programme combines traditional lectures, seminars, e-learning and tutorials 
with a programme of work-based activity and involvement. Professionals 
from Logica share their experiences through a series of specialist lectures.  

Case Study K
Logica plc and the University of Winchester

Creating a new supply of necessary talent with relevant capabilities
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Work-based studies are a core feature of the programme. These allow students to utilise their 
own ‘real world’ experiences effectively, basing their assignments on aspects of their job. 
Throughout the programme students negotiate and undertake professional development 
in the field of management in conjunction with their tutor and workplace mentor.  
 
Tutorial and online support provides an opportunity to discuss new ideas and help students 
become self-managing and increasingly confident in thinking out and developing their 
personal development plans. Students are encouraged to join the Chartered Management 
Institute (CMI) to gain access to networking and other forms of support as well as to assist 
their ongoing personal development.

For Logica, selecting the most appropriate university partner was critical so as to minimise the 
risks involved in a pioneering initiative. A number of universities were approached and high 
quality responses were received. The University of Winchester was selected not just because 
they had the right experience and knowledge, but because they were highly motivated to 
create and sustain a partnership with the company. From the outset they set out to develop 
a true partnership such that the degree course content was not off the shelf but could be 
designed jointly by Logica and university staff. This applied both to the management and 
information technology elements of the course.

This sense of partnership has proved evident across the board in both formal and informal 
relationships. For example, neither party knew what response there might be from prospective 
students to the opportunity to apply and each helped the other in hands on activities 
covering advertising (including local press and radio), application screening, interviewing, 
assessment and eventual induction. Logica managers and experts are expected to help 
continue this partnership by giving for example, visitor lectures on specific topics.   

4  How the partners have benefited
For the university, this is a significant extension to the range of foundation degrees already 
offered and it also forms part of a strategy to further develop the university’s subject 
portfolio. Recognising the strong competition from long standing universities, staff have 
been highly motivated from the Vice Chancellor downwards to make a success of this 
initiative. Participants have been open minded about how the nature of the relationship 
with Logica might develop through the various stages of planning and implementation, 
including designing the degree content and then marketing the opportunity to students. 

The degree attracted applications from many talented individuals. The successful candidates 
tended to be those who had attended the open evenings. They had the most realistic idea 
of the skills required and of the pressures of study when combined with work. More than 
half of the students enrolled on the programme are female, which is untypical of students 
interested in an IT related degree. A key point for consideration during the selection process 
was assessing the applicant’s potential commercial credibility. This was a far more critical 
factor than enthusiasm or knowledge about technology.

The employees on the programme benefit from focused training that prepares them for 
their role in the organisation. Their pastoral needs are very important, especially as they are  
undergraduate students, and many are recent school leavers. This may require more support 
than university graduates when immersed for the first time in the pressurised culture of an IT 
company. To ease the transition, each student is allocated a mentor at Logica and a personal 
tutor at the University. 

5. Future trends, developments
The programme has progressed well and Logica want it to become their major source 
of graduates. It is aiming to continue the partnership with the University saying that the 
“company would be lucky to strike gold twice”. Plans are under way to expand the provision 
to include distance learning and the University has piloted a model which enables students 
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to work on the programme from home. This could also be utlised in the future to facilitate 
learning in Logica’s international sites, such as India. 

Though the initiative is at an early stage with the University of Winchester, it is expected that 
a reasonably high proportion of the participating students will both complete the degree 
and stay with Logica for the foreseeable future.
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1 Outline
This financial services company engages with universities in only a few specific areas for 
workforce development of employees.  Amongst these is a powerful skill-set building 
programme for medical underwriting staff which has developed into a set of accredited 
modules taken over a number of days at the university, with input from a range of faculty 
and external medical experts.

Legal & General is an £8bn company founded in 1836, with some 9,000 employees principally 
in the UK.  This case study is from the Protection (life insurance) part of the company.

2. Origins of the programme
The core driver behind the development of the relationship between Legal & General and 
Cardiff University has been the insurer’s need to up-skill experienced underwriters in the 
medical underwriting field, where the required specialist understanding is detailed and 
challenging.

The Legal & General Underwriting Academy has in particular provided a solution when the 
company identified a further need for underwriters to have knowledge in areas such as 
cancer, heart, lung and musculoskeletal fields.  It has also allowed the company to re-skill a 
number of underwriters who were available from another area of the business.

3. Path of the programme’s development
The relationship between Legal & General and the university originated in an ad hoc 
conversation between senior players at a social event and an initial personal link between 
Legal & General’s HR function and Cardiff University.  The Academy emerged from Legal 
& General’s perception that there was an absence of training available on the market for 
underwriters in specialist medical topics.  The business needed to redeploy underwriters 
skilled in other fields (e.g. mortgages) into medical underwriting, so a new training provision 
was required, addressing specific technical knowledge.

This became better defined through dialogue as: “modules to develop knowledge and 
expertise in medical conditions relevant to insurance underwriting.”

Cardiff University’s Centre for Lifelong Learning collaborated internally with the relevant 
University departments, and with a highly proactive Legal & General, to develop the idea of 
the Underwriting Academy and bring it to fruition.   

The Academy brings world-class visiting faculty in as subject-matter experts to run sessions, 
and learners get an unusually close dialogue with these expert tutors enabling them to 
discuss the detail of typical underwriting problems which are posed by difficult medical 
insurance cases and claims.  The Academy thus provides a learning environment in which 
the student can question the tutor in a detailed and active way.  The University’s attention 
to this aspect has been important in producing a very successful outcome, as has the active 
and positive set of relationships between the two organisations.

Case Study N
Legal & General and Cardiff University

Development of  “The Underwriting Academy”
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The company has a clear business skill / knowledge requirement.  HE provides credible tutors, 
who generally have had a business or professional career before academia.  The students are 
committed to passing their assessments – and whilst this may be for topics which they find 
technically challenging, it is seen as essential for the individual if they are to progress.

Legal & General have had a senior learning and development person involved from the 
start, initially on design and review of early modules followed by confirmation of the overall 
programme.  For coordination of the ongoing programme two members of the underwriting 
team are involved on a day-to-day basis.  There is very active dialogue with Cardiff, which 
has a business development manager (for scheduling and module management) and an 
academic coordinator (for module content and teaching issues) allocated to the programme.  
With both parties having liaison people closely involved in the programme, the quality of 
information passed to and fro between them is high.

4. Benefits and outcomes
Over 100 student employees have successfully completed the Academy’s “Medical 
Foundations for Underwriting” since 2002/03 and have achieved the accredited outcome – 
30 credits at Level 1 (1st year undergraduate)

Prior to this course, staff  were developed internally typically in cohorts of 5.  Group size 
in this programme is 34, so that throughput and quality of attainment have both risen 
substantially.  Significant numbers of fully competent medical underwriters have been 
delivered for the business.

Students gain an enhanced knowledge and understanding of commonly encountered 
diseases and disorders with particular reference to underwriting risks, and of prognoses 
and their assessment to improve decision-making.  They develop an understanding of the 
medico-legal issues relevant to underwriting, and the ability critically to appraise medical 
reports and data in the context of risk assessment.

The company is finding that the Underwriting Academy provides them with a recruitment 
advantage, and interviewees are asking if they would be able to attend it if recruited.  In a 
press release, Adrian Clark, Chief Operating Officer for Protection says: “Our underwriting 
academy is the envy of the industry, and the staff that we have trained so far will make a real 
difference to the pre- and post-sales service that we offer.  We believe we’ve got a world-
class underwriting facility here at Legal & General and … are the first insurer to collaborate 
with a university to produce a tailored, accredited course.”

The University’s partnership approach with the employer has led to the Academy 
winning the Cardiff University Innovation Network Award in 2004 and a regional award 
in the Wales Training Awards 2004.

This is an example of effective collaboration between Cardiff University’s Centre for 
Lifelong Learning, relevant academic departments and the business.  It illustrates 
that successful partnerships can emerge from initially quite unclear requirements if a 
process is in place to allow them to be captured and properly defined.
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1. Outline
First 11 is a small company in the creative and media sector which has existed for 4 years and 
is now approaching a step change in its operating arrangements.  This example shows how 
a small company can work in a mutually-beneficial way with a local provider of HE, in this 
case a large FE College which offers foundation degrees and other HE qualificstions and also 
access to the Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) scheme.

2. Origins of the engagement
The First 11 company has traditionally worked closely with Newcastle College. The 
company offers work experience placements to students on Multimedia and Interactive 
Design Foundation Degree courses and one of the First 11 Directors has taken part in a 
validation board with the college. Several employees have joined the company from work 
placements.

The creative and media sector is well-established in the North east and Newcastle College 
has provided relevant courses for the sector for many years. The North East has relatively low 
levels of population movement and lower than average numbers of residents have degree-
level skills.  Most companies in the sector are small.  All of this means that the college and 
the sector are well-known to each other: there is a high degree of trust and rapport between 
college staff and sector employers.

3. Benefits and outcomes
First 11 have been able to benefit from this relationship by drawing on the skills of students 
seeking work placements.  This gives students exposure to real work projects (“live briefs”) 
and for many, the process is an eye-opener into the sheer variety of work that can be 
undertaken by a small firm. This provides a useful context for the more theoretical input of 
the college.  It ensures that the college staff are aware of current trends in the industry as a 
result of student and employer feedback, whilst an employer presence on a validation board 
ensures that any necessary changes to curriculum content are implemented.

5. Future trends, developments
In turn, the college is able to offer support to a small business approaching a step-change in 
its organisation.  First 11 has grown from a point where the founding Directors ‘did everything’ 
to one where a small number of semi-specialist staff were recruited,  and on to the present 
situation where being able to seize a number of potentially-available opportunities now 
require the skills of a marketing specialist. The college has been working with First 11 to set 
up a KTP in marketing so that a skilled professional can lead the company on to its next stage 
of growth. So far the right person has been difficult to find: as a small company of individuals 
who have grown together as the company has grown, staff are as anxious to recruit the right 
personality as they are someone with the right skills. However, the College and First 11 are 
continuing to work together on this, and also other engagement activities.

Case Study O
First 11 Design and Newcastle College

An evolving relationship over time between a SME and a FE college
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1. Outline
BBC North works with 52 Education and Community partners across the north of England, 
including 25 HE partners.  The BBC is largely a graduate-entry employer – 70% of staff 
hold a degree.  The corporation wants to continue to attract the best but is also aware 
that its employees are not representative of its customer base. It wishes to address this.  
Most recruits are white, middle class graduates with an academic background: each year 
large numbers of people chase relatively few jobs in the corporation, squeezing out those 
applicants with much talent but fewer qualifications. Developing a more diverse workforce 
is now a significant part of the BBC’s recruitment strategy, as is promoting employability 
skills amongst existing undergraduates.

The BBC works closely with Liverpool John Moores University. In common with all of its 
partners, the corporation has a three-year agreement with the HEI. This enables the University 
to attend an annual conference which updates the sector on activities and developments 
at the BBC, and provides a means for all partners to share good practice on education and 
industry issues. HEI partners are able to use the BBC trade mark in their course publicity 
materials. A BBC member of staff is linked to each institution: in some cases, several BBC 
personnel are working with the same HEI.

2. How  it works
In the case of this BBC-LJMU engagement, a nominated member of the BBC staff works with 
staff and students on the BA Media & Professional Studies TV course at LJMU.  As part of 
this he advises on curriculum content and sets the students live briefs which are based in 
his department. He then works with the students and gives immediate feedback on their 
projects. Each year, students are encouraged to apply for work experience in his department.  
This is highly competitive: last year, 8 students did so and four were successful. As a result 
of this arrangement all parties know each other and share a common purpose.  The close 
relationship between the BBC member of staff, course students and HEI staff generates 
mutual reinforcement of ideas and ideals: “all parties contribute more than they need to under 
the agreement because they can see how beneficial it is to students, staff and BBC people alike” 
says Margaret McClelland, the BBC at MediaCity:UK lead.

3. Benefits and outcomes
Why is it so successful?  The BBC would say that it is because it can do business with LJMU: the 
university returns its calls, enjoys engaging in dialogue about course content and student 
employability and makes full use of the BBC member of staff attached to the course. It was 
one of the first HEIs to make graduate employability a feature of its courses, through course 
design and the ‘LJMU World of Work’ skills package.  The university shares many of the values 
of the BBC and good personal relationships exist between both sets of staff. LJMU benefits 
from access to state-of-the-art facilities and experts in their field.  In return, the BBC gets 
access to some of the best talent in the region.

Case Study P

The BBC at MediaCity:UK, and Liverpool John Moores University 
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4. Other developments
This case study also exemplifies how a departmental link with a large employer can be of 
benefit elsewhere in the university. The BBC’s ‘writersroom’ initiative is working with the 
National Children’s Home (NCH) in Knowsley. Staff at NCH were anxious to encourage the 
young people in their care to tell their stories but finding funding to do this was difficult.  
The link with LJMU enabled this to happen: the BBC put its staff and resources at the NCH’s 
disposal and students from LJMU’s Animation course were able to work with the young 
people to pull together their stories.  This gave the animation students experience of dealing 
with people younger themselves who had difficult stories to tell and opened the eyes of the 
NCH writers to the prospects of further study.

The BBC has publicly stated its ambition to address the lack of diversity within its 
workforce.  As stated above, most are white, middle class and have followed an academic 
path to University and thus the BBC. The University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN) offers 
a BA Journalism course that is recognised by both the National Council for the Training of 
Journalists and the Broadcast Journalism Training Council. Traditionally, students join this 
course with “A” levels and many then move through regional journalism into the BBC.  At 
UCLAN, course staff shared the BBC’s commitment to opening up journalism and developed 
a foundation year entry course that laid down the skills needed for the 3-year BA course. In 
an effort to recruit those who had the personality and natural talent for the work but not the 
academic qualifications, there were no formal entry requirements.  Eleven people began the 
course, and 9 moved on to the BA course. The BBC provided access to BBC Radio Lancashire 
for 2 days per week across the time of the foundation course as well as offering mentoring to 
staff and students from BBC personnel. The links continue into the undergraduate course.

The BBC meets its commitment to diversity in this way, and is still able to recruit from 
amongst the best students in a much broader pool.

The BBC is aware of a conflict between its aims to broaden its recruitment base and the views 
of many University admissions officers.  Selecting Universities are unwilling to diversify their 
intake – they are oversubscribed by well-qualified applicants and see no reason to recruit 
from a different pool simply in order to work with the BBC.

The BBC notes that the current FE and HE funding systems in England are predicated on the 
achievement of whole qualifications. In the view of the corporation, this militates against 
staff and students taking risks: HEI staff won’t recruit those without formal qualifications to 
their courses in case they do not achieve the intended qualification (in which case future HEI 
funding may be jeopardised) and those without qualifications won’t apply in the first place 
because they assume that they won’t be accepted. The outcome is that those with the right 
personal attributes are lost to the sector.

The relationship with LJMU is based on an open dialogue and a shared set of values. This 
enables both organisations to take risks and prompts innovation and development which 
benefits students, staff and employers.
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1 Outline
ConstructionSkills is a partnership between CITB-ConstructionSkills, the Construction 
Industry Council and CITB Northern Ireland that covers the whole industry, the whole of the 
UK, and all of the issues that the industry faces.

ACBEE, Accelerating Change in Built Environment Education, is funded by Construction 
Skills and was established to encourage the built environment industry, universities and 
professional bodies to work together to improve dialogue and provide more relevant 
training and education for the future.

2. Its origins and purpose
For some years, there has been an endemic shortage in the construction industry of people 
with the necessary skills.  Even if the national economy stutters in the immediate future, this 
shortage will remain.  65% of professional services consultancies say they have difficulties 
in finding skilled staff. Women make up only 1% of the construction industry site workforce 
which is not healthy by any measure.

It has been recognised that there is a need to raise standards in built environment
education and to encourage universities, industry and the professional institutions to:

Understand and communicate better with each other•	
Work together to deliver courses that are more relevant to industry’s needs•	
Create higher education programmes that excite and motivate course applicants•	
Give students real experience of multidisciplinary teamwork•	

The three main drivers are 
Improving industry performance•	
Qualifying the existing workforce•	
Recruiting skilled new people to the industry•	

ACBEE is supporting this by promoting successful case studies of high quality that align 
with key industry themes, developing methods of measuring success and encouraging the 
development of courses that demonstrate improved industry performance.

CEBE, The Centre for Education in the Built Environment, is one of 24 Subject Centres which 
comprise part of the Higher Education Academy and provides the major higher education 
input to ACBEE. The primary purpose of CEBE is to provide discipline based support for 
learning and teaching in the built environment subject communities of Architecture, 
Landscape, Urban Planning, Housing and Transport, Construction and Real Estate.  CEBE’s 
aims include: 

Supporting built environment academics in maintaining and enhancing the quality and •	
effectiveness of their teaching. 
Facilitating knowledge brokerage through the identification, analysis and dissemination •	
of information on good educational practices. 
Stimulating and facilitating a culture of communication and dialogue on innovative •	
teaching between built environment educators.

Case Study R
Construction Skills and ACBEE

Increasing the pool of skills through collaboration
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3. How it works

ACBEE promotes case studies of high quality that illustrate active collaboration between 
universities, industry or professional bodies.  Some 52 cases are published at http://
www.cebe.ltsn.ac.uk/learning/acbee/index_case.php

One objective of this activity has been to generate a shared language amongst 
stakeholders, the belief being that whilst employers and academics may use the same 
words, they don’t always mean the same thing.

4. Future trends, developments
Work is underway in ACBEE to develop and trial Key Performance Indicators to measure 
the value of interactions between business and academia.  The underlying concept being 
tested is that it should be possible to express the value of acquiring a skill in pure numeric 
terms e.g. a graduate has a value of x. Whilst this initiative is incomplete, there is in place a 
framework for classifying interactions, which is in part seen as an incentive to encourage 
academics away from the RAE induced bias towards research alone: 

Grade 1 - Awareness•	  Activity is concerned with providing information (push / pull) 
with no agreement and no form of evaluation beyond the recording of the activity 
taking place. 
Grade 2 - •	 Ad-hoc Engagement  will focus on a specific operational need. There may be 
an informal agreement and any evaluation would also be informal.
Grade 3 - Formal Engagement•	  is driven by operational requirements and explicit 
objectives are agreed and set down in a formal agreement.  There will be an explicit 
evaluation process.
Grade 4 - Partnership•	   is driven by business needs. Shared objectives are agreed and set 
down  in a partnership agreement.  There will be a formal evaluation procedure detailing 
how, when and by whom the evaluation will be conducted. 
Grade 5 - Strategic Alliance•	  is driven by business strategy and is designed to satisfy the 
specific strategic business needs of the partners. The strategic objectives will be agreed 
and set down in an over-arching alliance agreement  (memorandum of understanding).  
There will be a clear and documented measurement process that includes targets, 
success criteria, measurement, feedback and forward planning. 
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1. Outline

Dawnus runs an in-company learning and development programme accredited with the 
Institution of Civil Engineers and kept up-to-date with higher education level supervision 
and input.

2. Origins and purpose
The initial impulse behind the initiative was the Managing Director’s judgement that its 
graduate engineering staff needed to supplement their academic knowledge with exposure 
to civil engineering practice, piling and form work being two examples.

Dawnus began in 2002, set up by the former regional management team of Taylor Woodrow 
covering Wales and the South West, and has grown to be a £90m turnover company with 
offices in Swansea, Bangor, Exeter and St. Austell.  Its origins provided it with a wealth of 
technical abilities from the word go but it became apparent that engineering graduates 
subsequently joining the company didn’t have sufficient practical expertise or know how.

3. How it works
The company has a programme of employing civil engineering graduates on an annual basis. 
During their first year of employment, graduate engineers are given off-site training for one 
day each week to increase their knowledge of the construction industry and accelerate their 
training and development.  In the second and third years, further supervised and supported 
training is based on location in different customer sites.   

This structured development programme allows graduates to have an early introduction to 
a range of construction techniques and underlying engineering principles that they would 
normally only be exposed to after a decade or so of working in the sector.

Different experiences at work and different opportunities to develop a range of skills and 
put into practice academic knowledge combine to form a graduate engineer’s portfolio.  
The company benefits by securing a highly skilled and loyal workforce who understand the 
company’s vision, values and approach to work.  

The programme meets the additional educational requirements necessary to bridge the gap 
between an accredited B Eng (Hons) degree and an accredited M Eng degree. The Institution 
of Civil Engineers ICE accredits the scheme which is one of only six in-house schemes so 
approved in the UK.

The concept of the programme originated primarily from Bob Jones, Managing Director 
and Russell Evans, Operations Director. This included identifying the techniques it wished 
to expose the graduates to.  It was felt that involving higher education would give the 
programme some necessary academic rigour and expertise but initial attempts to engage 
higher education were not successful. Given the company’s determination to run such a 
programme, efforts continued to find a suitable HE provider and this resulted in a link being 

Case Study S 
Dawnus

Accredited graduate further learning programme
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made successfully with the University of Glamorgan.

Dr. Jeff Jones of the university’s Civil Engineering department provided input to the design 
of the programme and gave confidence to Dawnus that managing the whole initiative in 
house would work.   Although he has now retired from the university, Jeff Jones continues 
to input to the programme.

Professor Clarke of the Department of Civil Engineering and Geosciences at University of 
Newcastle subsequently inspected the scheme on behalf of the ICE accreditation panel, 
enabling the launch to take place in October 2006.

Russell Evans says: “Many of the graduates we employ are keen to continue with their 
professional development when they join us. We decided to set up a structured development 
programme to provide them with the practical exposure to civil engineering techniques at 
a much earlier stage in their careers than they would normally expect”.

“We had to submit a formal application to the ICE who examined our learning programme 
to ensure we met their teaching standards. This course allows our graduates to translate 
the academic knowledge gained through their degrees into practical engineering processes 
that are applied day to day in the construction industry.

4. Future trends/developments 
Mr. Evans adds: “Being awarded ICE accreditation has attracted considerable attention from 
the graduates recently qualifying which we are delighted with.  In addition it ensures we will 
have a succession of highly competent engineers who can take the organisation forward in 
the future.”



Influence though Collaboration - Case Study Notes

39

1.Outline
FDMX is the Knowledge Exchange for film, TV and digital media. It is one of 22 Knowledge 
Exchanges (KEs) set up by the Government to enable universities and FE colleges to work 
together with business and the wider community, but the only one dedicated to film, TV 
and digital media. It offers business and sector support, skills development, careers help and 
training, networks and research. Led by the University of Hertfordshire, it is a partnership 
between three universities, one HE specialist college and one FE college in the East of 
England.

2. How it works
Part of its success is seen to be because it is branded separately from the constituent 
universities or colleges, and it is not perceived to be an academic provider. It is branded as 
‘the industry helping the industry’. Employers in the sector are generally distrustful of HEIs 
and FECs, seeing them as potentially outdated providers. 

The constituent HE providers of FDMX are all outward-facing - University of Hertfordshire is 
one of the top business-orientated HEIs and the four others have a history of working with 
employers.  They are not perceived as working reluctantly with industry. FDMX C-ordinators 
are based at each institution to enable close working with students and across their 
institution.
 
FDMX merges the best of both worlds.  It draws on expert academics who are still industry-
active plus the research basis of the HEI and FECs. Employers respect the research expertise. 
And it gives employers and freelancers what they want, rather than what is most easily 
provided by the HEI.
 
It does this through using a range of resources, not just the HEI and FEC staff. Where needed, 
it will ‘buy in’ outsiders to run training sessions, and has knowledge of where to find them.  It 
is seen as being relevant to industry’s needs and valued by the partners which helps to give 
it the status to enable it to locate and persuade industry experts to work with it.
 
Being a Knowledge Exchange enables them to undertake research or activities that the 
University or a college wouldn’t be able to do as credibly.   So, as an example, in a NESTA 
project on digital imaging, they can use the combination of having a good research base 
with access to employers in the film world and state-of-the-art digital equipment. They also 
have Skillset Academy status in partnership with the University of Hertfordshire  and West 
Herts college.
 
It offers not just technical training, although this is a big part of their programme.   (“A 
freelancer is only as good as the equipment that they can operate.”) The greatest limitation 
in the sector is the lack of business skills amongst freelancers and SMEs, and this comprises 
a big component of their offer. Mainly freelancers, in their downtime.   Take the trainin on 
offer. They program their training into their low periods, so that they don’t have to choose 
between a day’s pay and training. Some bursaries and subsidies are available 

Case Study T 
FDMX 

A Knowledge exchange approach which merges the best of both worlds
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FDMX does not charge a commercial rate for any of its programmes: some are free, some 
are subsidised by Skillset or the RDA. They range in price. Knowledge Exchanges are funded 
through HEIF, which has an employer engagement focus, so there is an expectation on the 
part of HEFCE that most programmes will be below commercial rates. Although the FDMX 
also has Skillset Academy status, it takes the view that this isn’t enough to warrant charging 
full-cost - their reputation doesn’t yet allow them to do this.
 

3. Future developments
More FDMX courses may get university accreditation in the future. Credit was attached to 
a recent course, a  top-end film editing tool, so most of the attendees were experienced 
directors with a range of academic and sector qualifications.  All of them valued the fact that 
they had earned credits towards a post-grad qualification, so the FDMX is likely to pursue 
the development of accreditation with 3 or 4 other programmes, with the express intention 
of being able to offer a Masters qual in a few years’ time.
 



Influence though Collaboration - Case Study Notes

41

1. Outline
SFW is a successful small to medium sized software house requiring a regular supply of high 
quality graduates.  It wanted to be able to elevate its identity and be able to attract first class 
graduates in the face of competition from major City based corporates.  Having recently 
established a relationship with the local university it now has a joint program from with it 
feels confident in its recruitment ambitions.

2. What are SFW’s needs
SFW employs some 43 persons full time and around 15 on varying lengths of contract. It is 
a software and consulting organisation specialising in proprietary brands such as Microsoft 
for which it is a Technology Partner.  Its market differentiation is built around the supply of 
services and complex software to the public sector for which it requires a range of technical 
and business skills.    

SFW takes on approximately 5/6 new graduates each year which are drawn from the top 50 
universities.  From a quality point of view SFW sets the standard at 1st or 2/1 or students who 
have gained straight A’s for their A level results.

There is no specific discipline required.  In its experience English graduates with some 
exposure to programming who have a desire to enter IT have been every bit as successful as 
IT graduates.  It sees desire to succeed, a wide intellectual capacity and evidence of having 
been rigorously challenged and understands the concepts as the key recruitment criteria.

Attention to workforce development through in house programs maintains career interest 
and includes seminars, personal coaching and working through the SFIA [e-skills UK] and 
ITIL curricula.      

3. How its engagement with HE has developed
SFW needs quality graduate recruits and sees part of the problem being the general 
shortage of computer science graduates as a result of less enthusiasm for careers in IT plus 
the migration of many of the skilled technical roles through outsourcing programs.    

There is a consequent change in the skills mix required in the UK focussing upon the higher 
managerial levels reducing the choice of graduate entering the programming market and 
further making it difficult for SFW, as a SME, to maintain a highly skilled workforce.

As a result of both these trends, it was keen to pursue a relationship with its local university.

Although originally founded as a science and engineering-focussed institution, the 
University of Surrey now offers excellence in a broad range of subject areas, spanning science, 
engineering, human sciences, arts, business management and medicine.  It is ranked in the 
top twenty UK universities for the quality of its undergraduate programmes. 

Through the specific interest and science background of the Vice Chancellor, the University 
fosters close links with many local and regional corporate businesses through a corporate 

Case Study U
SFW – University of Surrey



Influence though Collaboration - Case Study Notes

42

development program [CPD] which includes organisations such as IBM, Pfizer, Avaya and 
Motorola.  It also understands the special problems facing SMEs and encourages interaction 
through the faculties.      

Surrey is engaged in the skills debate and is keen to establish closer links with SFW by 
drawing attention to current initiatives and offerings as well as by sitting down to discuss 
the specific skills requirements.    

The university is proud of its connections with industry and fosters close relationships with 
many local and regional organisations in offering high level management and technical 
courses.  The university also understands the issue of line management in industry not 
wanting to release there staff to training programs and taking them away from productive 
work.  Very often it believes that there is executive level support for skills development but 
equally understands the need to focus on output and target driven production.  It believes 
that this is a universal issue which requires insight and investment

The university and SFW have adopted a range of measures to build an affiliation including:

Project collaboration•	
Hosting student visits•	
SFW management visiting the university and talk to students about the IT industry and •	
SFW
Employing a student for a year•	
Working  closely with the university careers service•	
Developing a rapport with the computing faculty leadership to promote ideas exchanges •	
and possible guest lecturers 
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1. Outline
Obsidian Research Ltd. is an analytical and research & development laboratory 
specialising in the generation of innovative probiotic and fish oil nutritional supplements 
for the nutritional healthcare marketplace.     

2. Origins and purpose
Pure and applied research and its commercial exploitation in microbiology, biochemistry and 
nutritional sciences requires a common understanding shared by scientists and technologists 
working in the same fields, whether in the private sector or in higher education.  Obsidian 
Research operates under strict scientific and ethical criteria to enable the development of 
effective, fully researched products for other companies .

In support of this pivotal role, the company runs a perpetual annual programme of 
student hirings and placements, enabling projects to be started or accelerated that 
would otherwise stay in the slow lane or not be tackled at all.  

As an SME, the company has limited resources to spend on recruitment and needs 
access to highly motivated, capable students and graduates who have the right 
scientific knowledge and understanding, and the ability to apply their skills reliably 
under supervision.

3. How does it work?
Obsidian Research takes first and second year students on summer placements and graduates 
on 10 week placements that can lead to permanent jobs.  They also arrange 1 week taster 
placements for students.  PhD. students are also engaged to support development and 
clinical trials and facilitate an interface between the academic and commercial sectors.

Students are assigned a mentor to make sure they quickly grasp how to work within the 
company’s laboratory protocols and processes.

The students come mainly from the Swansea University, with some from Cardiff University.   
Aside from other selection criteria, this usually means they have easy access to the company’s 
laboratories at Port Talbot.  

Support comes from Go Wales which helps students, graduates and businesses in Wales 
with work placements and work experience. Go Wales is managed by the Higher Education 
Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) and is delivered by the higher education institutions 
in Wales. Staff in these universities help businesses, particularly SMEs, access higher level 
skills and help students and graduates make the best start to their career in Wales.  Go Wales 
provides Obsidian Research with CVs of appropriate students who are then shortlisted and 
interviewed by the company.

By taking on students in a variety of ways, the company achieves a high degree of flexibility 
in managing its pipeline of research activities. At the same time, this approach reduces 

Case Study V
Obsidian Research – Swansea and Cardiff Universities

Integrating students into the workforce
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the risk of being exposed by not being able to handle workload demands, such as might 
occur through relying only on one source of students, whether undergraduates, first degree 
graduates or PhDs.

From the student point of view, the company offers an ideal opportunity to put academic 
learning into practice in a safe, yet ‘real’ working environment where the outputs have 
commercial consequences.  It has been noted that students returning to university after 
a placement at Obsidian Research often have an improved approach to their studies, with 
better organising of their work and time.

4. Future trends/developments 
This policy towards students and HE has been running for over 10 years and its win-win 
nature means that it will continue.   Obsidian Research has built up a reputation as a company 
trusted to hire students each year and this puts it in a strong position when competing with 
competitors whose recruitment policy may be more short term and tactical in nature. 
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1. Outline
This is an example based around one of the few large employers in the creative and media 
sector, a commissioning body which has a small number of core full-time employees.  The 
company has an appraisal scheme which is linked to a staff development process. It is an 
example of how employers can have high and clear expectations of HE providers and may 
choose not to use HEIs if they cannot deliver what is required.

2. Meeting training and skill needs
The company  has a clear view of staff development, based around the need to develop and 
re-skill staff as necessary.  This should happen at a time and in a manner appropriate to their 
needs and the best interests of the company. As a commissioning body it is always looking 
ahead for new commercial opportunities and its own staff need to have good business and 
technical skills in order to recognise and develop them. The sector is a highly-competitive 
and fast-moving one, based around rapid changes in digital technology.

Their HR and training team sets out to meet many training needs in-house. However, it 
accepts that it cannot meet all of the company’s staff development needs through this 
route but their experience with external providers has often been disappointing.  On one 
occasion for example when it went out to tender for senior business development training, 
a specification was produced setting out both the general context in which the company 
operated and the more specific needs of senior managers within the organisation. To 
the surprise of the HR team, the responses were disappointing.  A number of prestigious 
business schools responded, but none suggested that they had a credible understanding of 
the sector and few had tailored their standard offer to meet the company’s  specification. In 
the event, it met the needs set out in the tender by a combination of their existing in-house 
expertise and use of private providers more familiar with the creative and media sector.

3. Views on HE providers of workforce development
This experience then led to a greater degree of caution being applied to other outside 
providers. A review of the offerings made by many international University Business 
Schools suggested to them that many were ‘coasting’ – in some cases, reputation was not 
commensurate with programme content. As a result greater scrutiny is now applied to HEIs 
and only those which are able to include recent and relevant research in their course offer are 
now considered by the company. The HR team receives a lot of promotional material from 
HEIs and other training providers.  The majority is binned.  Only organisations which appear 
to be trying to do more than sell an existing product are given further consideration.

The company is in a good position to take this evidence-based position.  It is a large 
organisation with a team of skilled HR professionals tasked with meeting the development 
needs of several hundred staff. It is rightly questioning HEIs about what they can offer and is 
not prepared to fund provision which is anything less than tailored to tender or to the skill 
needs of the individual concerned. As such, it is not atypical of many employing organisations. 
It is adamant that a clear understanding of the distinctive needs of the creative and media 
sector is a prerequisite to work with one of the main commissioning bodies in that sector.

Case Study W
A large media company
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