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About the Organisation 
 
Working Links was formed in 2000. The organisat ion is made up of three shareholders from 
the private, public and third sector.  These are Mission Australia (an Australian charity), and 
the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions each own one-third of the share capital, with 
Manpower plc and CapGemini UK plc holding a sixth each. The three partners bring the 
private sector drive and commerciality, public sector ethos and voluntary ethics.  The 
organisat ion operates across the Welfare to Work, skills and just ice programmes. 
 
Working Links was one of the original Welfare to Work providers, and currently one of the 
largest deliverers of Government programmes. The organisat ion has worked in some of the 
most deprived areas of the United Kingdom to address the challenges faced by people who 
are long-term unemployed.  They have helped over 220,000 people to improve their lives 
through employment, training and skills development.  In addit ion, they have supported 
thousands of employers to grow their business.   
 
On behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), Working Links have been 
providing the Work Programme in three Contract Package Areas (CPAs) since it went live in 
June 2011.  The three CPAs are South West (CPA11), Wales (CPA13) and Scotland (CPA8). 
 
Historically, Working Links have adopted a high proport ion of internal delivery model for the 
different programmes they have been contracted to deliver.  More recently, in order to meet 
the commissioner’s object ives and the needs of the customers, the organisat ion has 
increased its focus on the design and development of supply chains.  The organisat ion 
cont inues to grow the supply chain, reducing its internal delivery to meet the changing 
requirements of the customers and commissioner. 
 
It is recognised that the Work Programme is a very different and complex programme in 
comparison to others operated within the Welfare to Work sector previously.  In the f irst year 
Working Links has concentrated on the operat ional and performance requirements of the 
Programme, which has contributed to their success in achieving the Merlin Standard.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 4 TMN -Merlin Assessment Report 
V1 – 26.04.12 
© emqc 2012 

 

  

 

 

Assessment Methodology  
 
It is a requirement, by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) that all providers 
(Primes) of the Work Programme undertake an assessment against the Merlin Standard 
before 29th June 2012, which includes Working Links.  The assessment team comprised of 
Lorna Bainbridge (Lead Assessor) and two Assessors: Carole Fox and John Taylor, supported 
by two co-ordinators within Working Links.  
 
The Lead Assessor met the key stakeholders of the Work Programme in March 2012, to gain 
an understanding of Working Links’ business and discuss the logist ics of the Merlin 
assessment.  The dates for the on-site were ident if ied, 21st – 24th May 2012, and a plan of 
act ion agreed. 
 
Working Links provided a list of partners, t ier two (end-to-end), t ier three (nat ional and 
regional specialist partners) and t ier 4 (spot purchase) to the Lead Assessor prior to the on-
site act ivity.  A number of partners were selected for interview from each CPA and the 
different t iers.  Working Links were keen to have the Assessors based in the CPAs, and where 
appropriate undertake face-to-face interviews. 
 
The Lead Assessor met with the co-ordinators two-weeks prior to the on-site to review the 
schedule and logist ics of the on-site act ivity.  Prior to the on-site act ivity all documentat ion 
required for the assessment; Self Assessment Quest ionnaire and Pre-Assessment Notes, 
were uploaded to the Merlin Website by both part ies, within the agreed t ime-scale. 
 
The assessment team spent a total of 12 days on-site reviewing documentary evidence, IT 
systems and undertaking interviews with a total of 30 partners from within the supply chain, 
as well as key stakeholders involved in the delivery of the Work Programme from within 
Working Links. 
 

Assessment Outcome  
 

Overall % 70% 

Overall Outcome Good 

Supply Chain Design Good 

Commitment Good 

Conduct Good 

Review Sat isfactory 
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Strengths  

 

 Key stakeholders within Working Links had grasped a good understanding of the 
requirements of the Work Programme, and developed a strategic approach to 
designing a diverse and robust supply chain. (1a.1) 

 
 Working Links undertook extensive research, which started 18 months prior to the 

contract being awarded.  The ‘black box’ project was a live scenario and resulted in 
improvements in performance, ident ifying the customer journey and appropriate 
systems and processes, to support a programme of this nature. (1a.2) (2a.1) 

 
 The supply chain partners recognise the good working relat ionships with the 

organisat ion and praised the organisat ion on its openness and honesty in all 
act ivit ies and communicat ion. (2a.4) (2a.5) (3a.3) (3c.1) 

 
 Working Links provides business support to all its supply chain partners to ensure they 

are equipped to deliver the Work Programme and build their capacity. (2b.2) 
 

 Genuine interest is shown in the f inancial posit ion of the partners, act ively working to 
reduce any undue risk through the design of different funding models. (2c.2) 
 

  Working Links demonstrate an enabling and flexible approach, working with their 
partners and facilitat ing negot iat ions effect ively. (2c.6) (3c.1) 

 
 Clear values underpin all act ivit ies within the organisat ion and the way in which 

Working Links work with their supply chain.  People work together to achieve a 
common purpose, providing extensive support across the organisat ion and its supply 
chain. (3a.1) 

 
 Working Links has effect ive procedures for monitoring partner quality, compliance 

and performance.  Quality in Delivery (QiD) is the organisat ion quality standard for 
partners, which encompasses a number of standards the organisat ion is assessed 
against. (3b.1)  

 
 There is a clear strategy for the security of data and assets, based around ISO27001, 

which is communicated to the supply chain partners.  The partners receive extensive 
support, guidance and monitoring to ensure they are fully compliant. (3b.4) 
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Areas for Improvement  
 

 Further consult and elicit feedback from the supply chain partners to ensure 
communicat ion act ivit ies, systems and processes currently used are effect ive and 
meet the needs of the partners. (2a.2)  
 

 Consider undertaking further training needs analysis and ident ify the preferred 
learning styles of partners, to further develop people within the supply chain and to 
improve the service delivery. (2b.1) (2b.3)  
 

 Consider following-up and providing support to partners to access appropriate, 
addit ional funding to cont inue to develop their capacity. (2b.2) 
 

 Ensure partners understand what they receive as a result of paying the management 
fee, for example, learning and development, quality assurance, compliance, health 
and safety support, etc. (2c.8)  
 

 Consider a more transparent approach to allocat ing the market-share ensuring 
partners understand the rat ionale, and what each partner ‘brings to the table’. (2c.4) 

 
 Consider streamlining the approach and reducing the number of communicat ions 

that are sent out weekly regarding legislat ive, regulatory and contractual 
requirements. (3a.4) 
 

 Develop, implement and embed a dynamic communicat ion strategies to: 
o Cascade intelligent informat ion down the supply chain, to avoid ‘informat ion 

overload’. (3b.2) (3d.4) 
o Advise stakeholders of the act ions taken as a result of feedback through the 

surveys, inspect ions and audits. (4a.1) 
 

 Further develop QiD, to inform and improve the service delivery, learning and 
development needs, and support the strategic development and monitoring of health 
and safety, safeguarding, environmental sustainability, etc. (3b.2) 

 
 Considerat ion should be made to how the organisat ion plans to further develop, 

support and drive health and safety, safeguarding and environmental sustainability 
across the supply chain. (3b.5) (3b.6) (3b.7) 

 
 Adopt a proact ive approach to ident ify, share and monitor excellent pract ice across 

the supply chain network to develop consistency across the supply chain and improve 
service delivery. (3b.8) 

 
 In future, consider a more transparent approach to sharing partners expectat ions (at 

the start of the contract), specif ically with t ier two and where appropriate t ier three, 
to ensure all part ies are aware of what is expected of each other. (3c.4)  
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 Further improve the extent of collaborat ion amongst partners to impact on the 
delivery of services to customers, the overall performance throughout the network 
and support the development of organisat ions within the supply chain. (3d.1) 

 
 Develop an overarching forward-thinking strategy to manage equality and promote 

diversity across the supply chain.  Ensure partners know how the data collected is 
used, how it informs improvements in service delivery and design of the supply chain 
and how it links to the wider object ives/policy intent. (3e.1) (3e.2) (3e.3) 

 
 Establish clear object ives against the wider object ives/policy intent and measure the 

performance of Working Links and the partners.  Communicate the achievements of 
the supply chain to all stakeholders and check understanding of how the supply chain 
has contributed to the commissioner’s wider object ives/policy intent. (4a.3) (4a.4) 
(4a.6) 

 
 Develop a streamlined approach to the development of the annual self-assessment 

report (SAR) to improve the effect iveness of the process and reduce the t ime 
undertaken to complete the documentat ion. (4a.2) 

 
 Throughout the assessment it was recognised that there were some excellent 

pract ices within the CPAs, which if shared across the CPAs would benefit the supply 
chain network, contribute to achieving the commissioner’s object ives, improve 
customer service and provide consistency. 

 
 

Areas Requiring Further Development  
 

 None ident if ied throughout this assessment. 

 



Page 8 TMN -Merlin Assessment Report 
V1 – 26.04.12 
© emqc 2012 

 

  

 

 

Assessment Findings 
 

1 Supply Chain Design  
1a) Supply chain design   
 
Working Links is focused on Changing Lives, Creat ing Futures, it was recognised that the Work 
Programme contributed to the underlying ethos of the organisat ion and as a result bid as a 
Prime.  Equally, the organisat ion has had experience with previous Welfare to Work 
programmes, including Flexible New Deal (FND). 
 
Historically, Working Links have strategically had a predominantly internal delivery model 
opt ing to have off ices geographically spread across CPAs to meet the contractual 
requirements of programmes, and very few partners were used.  When init ially reviewing the 
commissioner’s object ives for the Work Programme the senior team recognised that a 
heavily weighted internal delivery model would not provide the scope and variety required to 
achieve the object ives and meet the contractual requirements.   
 
In order to meet the commissioner’s object ives the supply chain had to consist of private, 
public and third sector organisat ions, which would be aligned to the make-up of Working 
Links, having the three partners from the different sectors. 
 
A strategic approach was taken to designing the supply chain, which started prior to the 
contract being awarded.  Research was undertaken to establish what a diverse, robust supply 
chain would consist of to deliver the Work Programme.  This was in the form of a black box 
project, an off ice being set-up and fully operat ional in the East Midlands.  This locat ion was 
used due to the range of customer needs and demographics of the area.  A supply chain was 
designed to meet the needs of the customers and object ives of the programme, which 
resulted in improvements in effect iveness and product ivity, moving the off ice to the top of 
the league table. 
 
Once the contract was awarded Working Links undertook further research. Market needs 
analysis was undertaken at local level through external groups, and informat ion gained from 
current and potent ial organisat ions to ident ify the customer needs and the services 
required. 
 
In addit ion, learning from and experiences of, developing previous supply chains were 
reflected upon to further contribute to the design of the supply chain for the Work 
Programme. 
 
In order to design a robust, diverse supply chain it was recognised that whilst previous 
partners would be considered and could add value, there was a need to introduce new 
partners.  To attract organisat ions to work with Working Links a range of promot ional 
act ivit ies were used, which included the website, email blasts, direct emailing, etc.  
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The procurement process for a t ier two (end-to-end) organisat ion was undertaken in two-
stages, the f irst the Expression of Interest, the purpose was for an organisat ion to be 
accepted onto Working Links’ framework.  Clear criteria were established, which the 
organisat ion had to demonstrate, this included robust f inancial posit ion, accredited with or 
working towards ISO27001 and proven track record of delivering services of this nature.  
Organisat ions that part icipated in this stage of the process believed it was fair and 
transparent, both the successful and unsuccessful.  
 
“It was very clear what was required to be accepted onto the framework.” 
“We were advised that we were unsuccessful, and had the opt ion to gain specif ic feedback.” 
 
The second stage, referred to as the verif icat ion process, requested further informat ion 
specif ic to the requirements of the Work Programme.  Potent ial supply chain partners were 
aware of the requirements and felt support was available throughout the process, if required, 
in the form of email support and/or one-to-one dialogue.   
 
The second stage addressed due diligence, for example, insurance requirements, security 
plans, health and safety, safeguarding, etc.  The specialist experts within Working Links were 
responsible for checking these documents to ensure they met the minimum requirements.  A 
scoring system was applied, which rated a potent ial partner as red, amber or green against 
each requirement. Once again potent ial partners felt this was a fair and transparent process, 
and support was readily available, if required. 
 
Similarly, t ier three partners are commissioned following a planned process, dependent 
upon the value of the contract, which is clearly documented and communicated.  Tier four, 
spot purchase organisat ions are commissioned following the submission of quotes, specif ic 
to the service to be delivered. 
 
The outcome of the approach has resulted in a supply chain consist ing of a diverse range of 
organisat ions, some having been involved in previous Welfare to Work programmes, whilst 
others were approaching the programme afresh.   It was evident through recent act ivit ies in 
Wales that Working Links cont inues to increase its supply chain delivery, and reduce the 
internal, to achieve the commissioner’s object ives and meet customer’s needs. 
 
Working Links have used nat ional, regional and local partners in order to provide a holist ic 
service to the different customer groups and demographics.   There is also recognit ion by 
Working Links, at this point in t ime, of the need to explore further enrichment of the supply 
chain by bringing in addit ional partners with specialist skills; and this is being act ively 
pursued with Service Level Agreements (SLA’s) being discussed and f inalised. 
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2 Commitment  
2a) Collaboration, cooperation and communication  
 
Throughout all stages of the procurement act ivity Working Links proact ively and effect ively 
communicated with its supply chain.   Clear roles and responsibilit ies were established: the 
commissioning team being responsible for all pre-contract communicat ions, and partnership 
managers responsible for post-contract award support and dialogue. 
 
There were clear strategies for promot ing the opportunit ies to tender, engaging potent ial 
partners and providing appropriate support in the init ial stages.  The website, email blasts 
and a central email system were all used at this stage, which, at the t ime potent ial partners 
felt were effect ive. 
 
Following the contract being awarded a range of meet ings; group and one-to-one were 
made available, and cont inue to be used to communicate with and support partners.  In 
addit ion, email, letters, memos, contract reviews, telephone support, etc. are readily 
available for the partners.   
 
The communicat ion channels ensure that there is no ambiguity regarding the business 
relat ionship underpinning the supply chain arrangements.  Partners confirmed that 
communicat ion and support was available and effect ive throughout the early stages of 
procurement and cont inues to be the same.  Partners believe the strength of the supply 
chain is that Working Links is open and honest in its communicat ion, ensuring clarity of 
informat ion, roles and responsibilit ies, expectat ions, etc. 
 
Working Links are keen to ensure that they are communicat ing effect ively and seek 
feedback from their partners through a survey, which informs improvements to the way they 
work with their supply chain partners. 
 
The research undertaken prior to the contract being awarded to populate their black box 
approach, included consultat ion with the top ten consultants (Working Links) from six 
regions to ident ify key contribut ing requirements to make the Work Programme a success.  
As a result, the ‘Customer Journey Experience’ was developed and a number of tools, 
systems and processes to support the customer and assigned consultant. 
 
Consultat ion in the early stages of the contract with partners was limited and tended to be 
on a one-to-one basis.  Considerat ion was made to those partners with pre-exist ing, robust 
systems and processes, i.e. IT and quality, to minimise any addit ional burden at the point of 
going-live.  
 
Meet ings with partners at the start of the Work Programme centred round the delivery 
model and how the systems and processes, designed throughout the black box project, were 
to be implemented.  It is evident that Working Links worked hard to ensure the systems and 
processes were f it for purpose and would meet the contractual and partner’s requirements.  
It is fair to say that partners did not feel disadvantaged at this stage. 
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Subsequently, a further level of consultat ion is start ing to take place to establish the 
effect iveness of the systems and processes, ident ifying what is working well and those that 
fail to deliver. 
 
The implementat ion of the Work Programme has been a lengthy process and partners have 
understandably priorit ised operat ional aspects of their delivery to ensure they meet the 
targets and contractual requirements. Working Links encourage collaborat ive working of its 
supply chain partners and a number of examples were ident if ied throughout the assessment 
within the CPAs.  Considerat ion should be made to encouraging wider collaborat ion across 
the supply chain network.   
 
The development of the Working Links ‘Support Catalogue’, perhaps by encouraging 
partners to contribute from their own established relat ionships, will help to ident ify 
resources and encourage further collaborat ion in the future. 
  

 
2b) Developing supply chain partners  
 
A full training needs analysis was undertaken by Working Links, which ident if ied a broad 
range of act ivit ies, to meet ‘the new ways of working’, and as a result, programmes were 
designed and rolled out for both internal staff and the partners to access. Further training 
needs analysis is being undertaken, programmes are being designed, which will be available 
to partners, at cost. Considerat ion should be given to undertaking individual training needs 
analysis and ident ifying learning preferences of partners and their teams to ensure the 
training ident if ied meets their needs and suits their learning style. 
 
Partners were trained in the use of the IT systems and QA processes, including the QiD 
model.  This was addressed through a range of act ivit ies including, induct ion, one-to-one 
support, the use of super users, coaching and sharing experiences.  In addit ion, access to a 
range of mandatory learning and development act ivit ies through e-learning was available, 
and cont inues to be accessible; the complet ion of a learning style assessment would ensure 
that these act ivit ies meet the preferred learning styles of the partners. 
 
Addit ional support is provided, if required, to develop the business, for example, the internal 
market ing department provide extensive support to ensure partners have the market ing 
material, promot ional leaflets and correct branding.   This approach ensures the correct 
branding is used across the supply chain network and minimises the t ime and cost partners 
have to invest in these areas. 
 
Partners promote and provide opportunit ies for development to others within the supply 
chain to contribute to up-skilling, building capacity and skills across the network.  This was 
more effect ive in some CPAs than others, and should be further encouraged to develop 
consistency across the CPAs. 
 
Working Links provide informat ion to their partners regarding new funding opportunit ies, 
however, this tends to be left to the partner to progress, considerat ion should be made to 
support ing the partner to access appropriate, addit ional funding. 
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2c) Contracting and funding  
 
The procurement processes were designed to be fair and transparent, including the way it 
selects and communicates to the partners.  Partners described the process, from receiving 
the invitat ion to tender, complet ing the expression of interest, providing informat ion for the 
verif icat ion process through to successfully gaining the contract.  Successful and 
unsuccessful partners confirmed that the select ion process and communicat ion was fair and 
transparent.  Interviewees felt that the informat ion was readily available and accessible on 
the website, the communicat ions were effect ive, the criteria and scoring was clear and 
support was available, if requested. 
 
Working links designed different funding models, which provided partners with a range of 
opt ions, which took into considerat ion the level of support required in terms of IT, health and 
safety, administrat ion, etc. through to ensuring the partner experienced minimal f inancial 
risk.  Partners confirmed that funding arrangements were openly discussed and negot iated 
to ensure they cont inued to be f inancially viable.  Subsequently, some partners have re-
negot iated due to volumes and performance, which was posit ively supported and 
accommodated, for example, minimum monthly fee to aid cash flow. 
 
Partners recollected that the management fees were discussed and explained to ensure they 
understood what they were paying for and the level of support they would gain.  However, 
throughout the interviews partners were unable to recall the detail of the management fees. 
 
The f indings of this assessment indicated that the management of transferring funds within 
the network was effective; payments had been made accurately and within the agreed 
t imescale.  Once again, there was evidence that Working Links were open with their partners 
and explained potent ial payment problems with the introduct ion of PRaP. 
 
The contracts and service level agreements were discussed and negotiated between the 
partnership manager and partner, clearly indicat ing roles and responsibilit ies, obligat ions 
and expectat ions of both part ies. Partners felt their contract/service level agreement was 
clear and they understood expectat ions, minimum service levels, etc.  Partners were 
confident to challenge anything they failed to understand and received an appropriate 
answer. 
 
The rat ionale to support a viable allocat ion of market share is predominantly based on 
locat ion and range of services provided by the partner.  Whilst this is agreed at the on-set of 
the Work Programme, throughout the life of the contract variat ions can and have been 
made. Considerat ion should be made to a more transparent approach to allocat ing the 
market share, allowing partners to understand the rat ionale. 
 
Partners confirmed that negot iat ions regarding the volumes were openly discussed and 
agreed, and once again, felt confident to re-negot iate if necessary. 
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3 Conduct 
3a) Demonstrating commercial and business integrity    
 
Working Links’ over-riding aim and focus is: Changing lives, creat ing futures.  This is 
underpinned with a set of core values, which drive the organisat ion.  These include ‘add 
value, work in partnership, aim high, show respect and accept accountability’.  Findings 
throughout the assessment provided strong evidence that indicated these values are at the 
heart of everything the organisat ion undertakes, and they are driven from the top.   
 
Whilst Working Links does not impose the values on their supply chain partners, the 
verif icat ion process ident if ies how partners are aligned, in terms of their values, and 
specif ically supports the service delivery of the whole supply chain.  Supply chain partners 
confirmed that Working Links operate in line with their core values, which contribute to the 
good working relat ionships, which are posit ive and support ive, and everyone contribut ing to 
a common purpose. 
 
Whilst the organisat ion has had to become far more commercially adept they have managed 
to balance that with their social responsibilit ies, which is fundamental to the business. 
 
Working Links has a very clear strategy to manage the TUPE process, which is proving 
successful.  Human Resources have been available to support partners throughout TUPE 
act ivit ies, providing appropriate informat ion, advice and guidance.  One partner made the 
following comment: “TUPE was handled extremely smoothly.” 
 
Communicat ion of legislat ive and regulatory updates is undertaken in a variety of ways, 
through email, memos and letters.  Partnership managers ensure partners have received and 
understood the communicat ion throughout the monthly contract review.  The partnership 
manager will ensure implementat ion of the requirements, and if necessary add to the 
performance improvement plan the outstanding act ions.   Whilst the informat ion is 
communicated and it is recognised that the volumes are predominantly driven by DWP, 
Working Links may consider streamlining the approach and reducing the numerous 
communicat ions that are sent out weekly. 
 
 
3b) Quality Assurance and Compliance 
 
Working Links has developed and implemented a range of tools to contribute to monitoring 
the performance and service delivery within the supply chain, including customer and 
partner surveys, mystery shopper, etc.  The f indings from these surveys are used to improve 
the service provided to the customer and enhance the relat ionship with the partners. 
 
Quality in Delivery (QiD) is an internal standard (model) that has been developed to support 
the organisat ion’s quality requirements.   The model encompasses a range of external 
standards the organisat ion is assessed against through the collect ion of relevant 
informat ion, in addit ion, it reduces the partner’s workload.   
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A partner starts working with QiD throughout the verif icat ion stage of procurement, where 
they are scored, red, green or amber, ident ifying areas for improvement, which cont inue to 
be monitored through QiD and monthly contract reviews.  The partnership manager will 
observe service delivery, review customer comments and f indings from surveys, check f iles 
and data entries for accuracy, as well as check requirements for security of data, health and 
safety, safeguarding and diversity and equality. 
 
The f indings of the monthly contract review are recorded in a performance improvement 
plan, which is subsequently revisited during future reviews.  The aim of QiD is to facilitate 
cont inuous improvement with partners using ‘ONE’ method/document, which has been 
effect ive to date.  However, this could be further improved (plans are in place) to bring the 
process to life and further inform improvements to customer service, training needs, 
development of health and safety, safeguarding, environmental sustainability, etc.  
 
On an informal level, the weekly tele-kit and regular, somet imes daily, dialogue with 
partnership managers monitor performance, ident ify issues and provide appropriate 
support. 
 
Working Links provides a range of informat ion, advice and guidance to partners to support 
their service delivery.  The door is always open for partners to seek appropriate support from 
the organisat ion, which they are confident to do so, due to the relat ionship created.  
Considerat ion should be made to developing a clearer strategy to cascade intelligent 
informat ion down the supply chain, as on occasions it can appear to be ‘informat ion 
overload’. 
 
Working Links have provided extensive support to ensure security of all data and assets for 
partners.  Once again this started at the verif icat ion stage, where-by potent ial partners were 
expected to hold or be working towards ISO27001.  Prior to the start of the contract, training 
was provided to address the minimum requirements; in addit ion, super users have been used 
to provide relevant support.  Security of data is monitored throughout the monthly contract 
review, through observat ions and quest ioning, and any areas of non-compliance are 
recorded on the performance improvement plan, and re-visited at the next review.   
 
The organisat ion has developed a new strategy to further improve the security of data and 
assets and support the partners, which is being driven by the Head of Security.  The new 
Partner Security Policy is robust in terms of requirements and monitoring.  
 
The verif icat ion stage of the procurement addresses the health and safety requirements to 
ensure the partners meet the minimum requirements, which cont inue to be monitored 
throughout the monthly contract review.  Similarly, throughout the verif icat ion stage, 
policies and pract ices to assure the safeguarding of vulnerable groups are checked, and 
partners provided with the appropriate support to ensure these are embed within the 
organisat ion.  These policies and pract ices are reviewed at contract meet ings to ensure 
there have been no issues.   Working Links should consider how they are to further develop, 
support and drive health and safety and safeguarding across the supply chain. 
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Working Links has an environmental management system, which is proact ively implemented 
with targets to reduce waste, carbon footprint, etc.   Whilst the organisat ion has targets it is 
recognised that a more strategic approach is required to contribute further to the 
commissioner’s wider object ives/policy intent. 
 
Once again part of the verif icat ion process addresses environmental sustainability, which is 
followed up through QiD and monthly contract reviews.  It is recognised that some partners 
have well advanced plans to support environmental sustainability, however, Working Links 
should be taking a far more proact ive lead to contribute to, and drive environmental 
sustainability in the future with supply chain partners.  
 
Excellent pract ice is being ident if ied, shared and monitored through partner network 
meet ings, however, these are far more effect ive in some CPAs than others.  The weekly tele-
kits facilitate the ident if icat ion and sharing of excellent pract ice.  In addit ion, due to the 
close working relat ionships of the partnership managers and detailed monthly contract 
reviews excellent pract ice is being ident if ied, shared and monitored verbally. It is fair to say 
that some opportunit ies are being missed and benefits would be gained through a proact ive 
approach being adopted to ident ify, share and monitor excellent pract ice across the supply 
chain network.  
 
 
3c) Honouring Commitments  

  
Partners confirmed that pre and post contract negot iat ions are clear and open, and that 
Working Links have honoured all agreements and commitments to date.   This further 
demonstrates the organisat ion’s commitment to developing good relat ionships and being 
open and honest in all its communicat ions.  
 
Throughout the assessment it was ident if ied that some changes had been made to the pre-
contract agreements, these had predominantly been started by the partners for a variety of 
reasons, and in every case they had been confident to approach Working Links and re-
negot iate the contract, they felt well supported throughout the process. 
 
Working Links has a three-stage complaints procedure, which partners are aware of, in 
addit ion, they are aware of the Merlin Mediat ion Service, but currently (those interviewed) 
have had no reason to use the procedure, due to the posit ive relat ionships formed and 
ability to openly discuss any concerns and issues. 
 
Working Links have stated that they would fully respect the decisions made as a result of the 
Merlin Mediat ion Service.   
 
All partners are aware of the expectat ions throughout the different stages of the life of the 
contract due to clear communicat ion, verbal and written.  Partners are very clear regarding 
the overarching expectat ions of the commissioner, which is updated at regular intervals.  
Considerat ion should be made to a more transparent approach, sharing informat ion round 
the table (at the start of the contract) to ensure partners are aware of each other’s 
expectat ions. 
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3d) Performance 
 
Partners are encouraged to work collaborat ively to support and promote performance 
across each CPA.  Partners provided different examples of working with others to provide a 
holist ic service and a range of opportunit ies to the customer, i.e. providing training 
opportunit ies, emotional and health support, etc.  Considerat ion should be made to 
encouraging partners to work collaborat ively across the CPAs. 
 
Partners are very clear about the performance expectat ions, which are reviewed through 
formal and informal systems and processes.  The monthly contract review is extensive and 
addresses all areas of the contract delivery, including performance.  It is evident that 
partners have the confidence to discuss a range of issues and concerns, including those 
relat ing to the commissioning and feel well supported throughout the process.  
Considerat ion should be made to recognising and support ing innovat ion with partners, 
within and across CPAs. 
 
Working Links have a management informat ion system, which has been used over the past 
year, whilst it provides consistent and accurate performance informat ion this has been 
limited to date and not without some frustrat ions for partners.  Working Links have listened 
to the frustrat ions of the partners and subsequently consulted with them, which has resulted 
in a new system.  
 
There is a level of understanding across the supply chain that value for money is being 
provided, which is evidenced through the data collected by partners and Working Links as a 
result of the surveys, mystery shopper act ivit ies, audits, inspect ions, etc.  However, the 
organisat ion would benefit from far greater scrut iny across the CPAs and the development 
of an understanding of ‘what is value for money for the Work Programme’. 
 
Customers are central to all act ivit ies undertaken by Working Links and partners.  There is a 
genuine desire to take the customer on a journey and support them to make progress.   
Partners are provided with access to Working Links CRM and a range of tools, for example,  
‘My Way Up’ undertakes an init ial diagnost ic for each customer at the start of the journey 
and enables them to measure and encourage distance travelled by customers.  The CRM 
cont inues to evolve to meet the needs of partners.  
 
Partnership managers discuss distance travelled by customers throughout the monthly 
contract review with the aim of providing informat ion, support and signpost ing to progress 
customers through the journey. 
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3e) Promoting Equality and Diversity  
 
Working Links have developed a supply chain, which is made up of a diverse range of 
providers who are aligned to their commitment to equality and diversity.  The verification 
stage ensures there is a minimum expectation, which is monitored and actively promoted 
throughout the monthly contract reviews, and addressed in QiD.   
 
Partners are very conscious that they need to be managing equality and promoting diversity 
in all their activities and use the data to monitor their own performance and ensure they are 
providing a service to meet the needs of the different groups/customers.  In one CPA, 
strategies have been implemented to address those customers based in remote areas to 
ensure they have equal access to opportunities to progress their journey and gain the 
appropriate support.  
 
Currently, mandatory data is collected by partners and submitted to Working Links, which is 
then analysed to a minimum level. However, to date, feedback and suggestions stemming 
from the collated management information has been limited and so partners are not aware 
how the data is being used, other than to meet the requirements of the contract with DWP.   
 
Working Links recognises that whilst there is a strategy for equality and diversity and support 
is in place to manage equality and promote diversity, this area is still under developed.  In the 
future, ensure partners know how the data collected is used, how it informs improvements in 
service delivery and design of the supply chain, and how it links to the wider objectives/policy 
intent. 
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4 Review  
4a) Supply chain review   
 
Feedback is act ively sought from partners, customers and DWP through a range of 
approaches, for example, partner engagement tracker, customer engagement tracker, 
mystery shopper, local customer feedback and complaints, external inspect ions and audits, 
which are effect ive.  Partners receive feedback on the f indings of the surveys, inspect ions 
and audits and see how they link to the improvements made to the service delivery and 
techniques to engage customers.  However, it is perceived that currently the organisat ion 
tends to be slow and react ive, as opposed to being proact ive in terms of responding to 
feedback.  In future, considerat ion should be made to an effect ive strategy for responding 
to, and communicat ing the act ions taken as a result of feedback, to the stakeholders, on a 
t imely basis.  
 
Working Links has act ively included all partners in the development of the annual SAR, which 
is currently being analysed and will be used to drive and contribute to further act ion planning 
and cont inuous improvement.    
 
Partners are aware that the overarching SAR is being developed and the f indings will be used 
to inform further improvements to the service delivery and to contribute to the contractual 
requirements with DWP.  Communicat ion will take place through the QiD and appropriate 
quality improvement plans. 
 
Working Links learnt and improved their approach to delivering a programme of this nature 
following FND.  They had a clear strategy at the start of the Work Programme, which has 
evolved over the past year.  There is a clear strategy for the future development of the Work 
Programme, cont inuing to increase its supply chain to meet the changing needs of the 
customers and through a range of cont inuous improvement act ivit ies. 
 
Working Links have communicated the commissioner’s object ives /policy intent to partners, 
as a result, partners are fully aware of those object ives/policy intent, and have a broad 
understanding of how they are strategically aligned to their act ivit ies, however, this could be 
improved. 
“Our key focus is the customer, and improving their lives.” 
“We’re more about helping our client holist ically, not interested in just gett ing a job.” 
 
In terms of measuring the posit ive impact on external stakeholders and encouraging 
customer well being there was anecdotal evidence; from partners and Working Links, but 
currently there is no centrally coordinated measurement.  Examples included; reducing drug 
abuse, reducing homelessness, dealing with mental health issues, progressing a customer’s 
journey through a tailored service, etc.  
 
Some partners have high-level strategic plans for environmental sustainability, and provided 
examples of the posit ive impact in this area, for example, reducing carbon footprint, energy 
usage and waste levels.  Once Working Links has a clear, overarching strategy with 
measurable object ives for this strand the impact can be measured. 


