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Negotiating and working with partners: effective and 
ineffective partnership behaviours1 

 
 
Effective partnership working – what it looks like 
In establishing new partnerships and developing existing ones, our case examples indicate there 
are a number of helpful behaviours to look for and/or promote when negotiating the Memorandum 
of Cooperation. Alongside this, we have described our general experiences of ineffective 
partnerships. 
 
1. There is involvement from senior managers and a range of stakeholders, including the 
third sector and service users and carers, and an effective meeting structure 
 
Our case examples show that strong partnership arrangements are most likely to include: 
• Senior management leadership 
• Strategic level liaison between senior managers and senior academic staff 
• Formal meeting arrangements or a board to enable joint discussion on all partnership issues 
• Representation from a breadth of stakeholders, e.g. employers, universities, students, service 

users and carers and voluntary/private sector 
• Use of written agreements 
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that there may be: 
• No active involvement, engagement or oversight by a senior operational manager  
• No active involvement, engagement or oversight by someone with workforce development 

responsibilities 
• Lack of involvement of the third sector, or service users and carers 
• Poor attendance at meetings and actions not completed from one meeting to another 
• No clearly defined role of the chair or focus of the meetings  
• No front line staff released by the supervisors to attend meetings  
 
2. Key topics are included on the agenda for negotiation at a strategic level, leading to 
conclusions that are satisfactory for all those involved 
In effective partnerships, key topics for discussion and agreement include: 

                                                
1 Relevant partnership principle(s)  
Partnerships should: 
• Agree joint aims and outcomes, and be clear about the responsibilities and outcomes of all those involved 
• Record their agreement in a Memorandum of Cooperation and keep it under regular review 
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• Joint planning to ensure workforce needs of employers/adequate supply of placements 
available 

• Joint agreement on the implications for planning of available data on supply and demand of 
social workers  

• Joint planning to ensure cost effective use of resources  
• Negotiation over delivery methods that will enable staff release 
• Negotiation over content of programmes to ensure service needs met 
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that there may be: 
• Lack of a forum/opportunity at partnership meetings to discuss planning and resource issues 
• Failed attempts to discuss planning and resource issues, characterised by complaints from one 

partner that the other is attempting to wield too much power 
• Failure to make difficult decisions or plan action when decision-making drifts 
• Lack of joint arrangements for CPD2 programmes and activities 
• Decisions to increase student numbers of timings of placements made at short notice and 

without negotiation with agency partners 
• Offers to provide placements withdrawn or made at the last moment, due to wider problems in 

the employer’s organisation 
• Difficulties in aligning employers’ priorities with the development and delivery of programmes 
 
3. The delivery of qualifying and post-qualifying training of social workers is recognised as 
requiring the input of all partners 
Our case examples illustrate the wide range of joint activities that characterise effective 
partnerships: 
• Joint involvement in the recruitment and selection of students 
• Joint involvement in the allocation of students to placements 
• Joint involvement in the assessment of students 
• Harmonisation of practice-learning expectations across the partnership to promote consistency 
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that there may be: 
• A standoff which can become self perpetuating – the employer may not have time to engage 

with what might be viewed as time consuming university systems and the university may 
distrust the quality of the social work service experienced on practice placements 

• Poor support to practice educators 
 

                                                
2 The new continuing professional development (CPD) approach will provide structure and support for social workers to 
develop their capabilities throughout their careers; to update, extend and deepen knowledge, skills and analytical 
thinking to deal with increasingly complex and specialist work and to develop professional identity and confidence. 
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4. All partners share responsibility for high quality outcomes in the development of social 
workers  

Our case examples show that all partners in effective partnerships share responsibility for high 
quality outcomes in the development of social workers and view the work of the partnership 
positively, including: 
• All partners work together to improve the quality of practice learning – monitoring, evaluation 

and steps to improve if necessary 
• All partners work together to ensure programmes are integrated with career progression and 

academic achievement 
• All partners focus on improving the outcomes for service users and carers  
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that there may be: 
• A range of placement issues, such as lack of student choice or opportunities for statutory 

interventions, delays in starting placements, or placements where there are no other social 
workers or social work service 

• Recruiting managers/employers who consider that qualifying students are not well prepared for 
their first appointment  

• Partners not willing to work together on problems identified in the quality of practice placements 
 
5. The contribution of service users and carers is facilitated so that their perspective is fully 
embedded in the delivery of qualifying and post-qualifying training of social workers   
In effective partnerships: 
• Service users and carers know what is expected of them 
• Care is taken to match the background and expertise of service users and carers with the roles 

offered to them 
• The contribution of service users and carers is recognised, including financially 
• There are processes that allow service users and carers to challenge the partnership if they are 

not fully included in the discussions and decision-making 
• Any special needs are taken into account in the organisation and facilitation of the meetings 

and other activities 
• Service users and carers are offered an outside forum to support their participation in the 

partnership 
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that: 
• Insufficient notice may be given of the need for service user and carer participation or there are 

too many meetings to cover 
• Service users and carers may be given too little time to read papers prior to meetings or joining 

selection panels, and any special needs are not taken into account 
• No feedback is given or it is limited or inconsistent, so service users and carers may not 

receive the support they need to change or improve their contributions to meetings, activities or 
teaching sessions 
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• Payment rates are inconsistent and/or difficult to claim 
• There is no effective forum for raising concerns about participation 
 
6. Each partner can contribute to or gain from each other partner’s settings/environment 
Our case examples demonstrate how good partnerships provide partners with opportunities to 
benefit from the others’ key contributions, to further improve the joint programmes they are 
delivering, including: 
• Substantial involvement of employers in all aspects of social work programme – including 

teaching, practice assessment panels and management boards 
• Academic staff given opportunities to maintain strong links with day-to-day realities of practice 
• Practice educators and work-based supervisors given access to university library resources 

and research seminars 
• Research and learning supported in the workplace 
 
In ineffective partnerships, our experience suggests that: 
• University social work teaching and research staff do not seek opportunities to visit or refresh 

their experience of practice in local social work services  
• Supervisors in social work services do not understand the importance of partnership activities 

so do not release staff to take part in non-operational activities  
• University expectations of employers to provide staff to mark portfolios or sit on panels seen as 

too demanding or not reciprocated 
 
 
 
 
 


