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Foreword

Collective Learning Funds (CLFs) are union-led initiatives to stimulate co-
investment in the personal development of the workforce to make such
learning affordable. They have been piloted by unionlearn to test different
models in different contexts. The pilots involved increasing funding and in-
kind contributions from employers and providers, obtaining greater support
from unions and enhancing employee commitment. Such co-investment will
become increasingly important as overall government funding for workforce
development is likely to be reduced.

Although CLFs are in their early stages, this evaluation by the Centre for
Employment Relations Innovation and Change (CERIC) at Leeds University
demonstrates that CLFs have considerable value to employers, unions and
learners. They are establishing learning partnerships between employers,
unions and providers, which are opening up learning opportunities in
workplaces.

Unionlearn is grateful to the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills
in supporting the project. It is now important that this powerful model is
disseminated widely and taken up in unionised workplaces as a whole.

Tom Wilson
Director, unionlearn
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Executive Summary

1. Collective learning funds (CLFs) are union-led initiatives to stimulate
co-investment in the personal development of the workforce to make
such learning affordable and accessible. They are a way of levering in
cash and in-kind contributions from employers, providers, unions and
individuals. They are also a mechanism for unions to be directly
involved in what learning and which learners the funds will be used
for.

2. In total 23 pilots commenced under the second phase of the CLF
project in the North West (15) and the East Midlands (8). The prior
experience of CLFs in the North West seemed to enhance their
progress during the project. The pilots had different combinations of
partners coming together and some were on single sites, others on
multi sites and 2 were sector based. The project was funded through
the Union Learning Fund and thus grant aided by the Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills.

3. While 20 had ‘in kind’ contributions from employers (e.g. learning
centres), 8 received cash contributions from employers (varying from
small sums to pay travel expenses to, in one case, £20,000). Six pilots
negotiated cash contributions from colleges (based on course
completions) and a further two negotiated ‘free’ courses from
colleges. Each pilot was given £4,000 by unionlearn to kick start the
CLF.

4. The aggregated outputs were impressive - comprising of 2,719
learning episodes: 721 Skills for Life; 527 ICT; 884 NVQs and 587
wider/personal development. The CLF either helped a number of
projects engage with Train to Gain for the first time, or extend a
previous involvement with it particularly in the case of NVQ and
Skills for Life provision.

5. The CLF played an important role in a number of workplaces in
terms of initiating partnership working between unions and
management for the first time through learning committees and
agreements; 9 learning committees being established/refreshed.

6. CLFs can give unions more status and leverage and help to draw in
additional resources in cash or kind; fund learning promotions and
taster courses during Learning at Work Day events; bridge funding
gaps in wider personal development; and can help to make learning
affordable by subsidising learning or learners ( e.g. through low or no
interest loans repaid through payroll.

7. Benefits arising out of CLFs included improved morale and more
confidence for the learners; increased union visibility of unions in
learning which helped to demonstrate their added value;
improvements in the quality of work, reduced absence and better
industrial relations for employers and more engagement with
government initiatives such as Train to Gain.
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8. If CLFs are to be sustained then they need to be valued by the union
at site level, with the branch getting fully involved. Although it is not
essential to have employers on board it works best if they are since
CLFs are more effective when they are underpinned by productive
learning partnerships and supportive structures.

9. The CLF as a concept has considerable value. The idea however is
still at an early stage of development. There would thus seem to be
scope for further trials and over a longer period of time.
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1. Background and
Introduction

This report presents an evaluation of the second stage pilots of the Collective
Learning Fund (CLF). The pilots were held in the East Midlands and North

West reiions of the UK and were suiiorted by the TUC Unionlearn and the
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