
  

 

 

 
 

Case study: Demonstrating social value and quality from an employer’s perspective 
 

 Fair Train and The Calico Group 
 
The Calico Group is probably best known for managing over 4,700 homes across the North West 
through its housing association Calico Homes, but it goes above and beyond being a social landlord, and 
is keen to be recognised for it. As a parent organisation to smaller charities which complement each 
other, Calico works to provide a holistic support service, offering a complete package of support to its 
residents. 
 
ACORN Recovery Projects, for example, is an innovative charity providing a range of recovery services 
which enable individuals and their families to break free from drug, alcohol and other addictions to find 
an emotional, social, lifelong recovery. 80% of ACORN’s staff are in recovery, one of whom has worked 
his way up to manager level and helps run the organisation; a real life story of someone who had lost 
everything and has now successfully turned their life around. 
 
The Calico Group adheres to the Social Value Act 
which came into force in 2013. The Act requires 
organisations who commission public services to 
think about how they can also secure wider social, 
economic and environmental benefits. It was 
developed to help commissioners get more value 
for money out of procurement, and also 
encourages commissioners to talk to their local 
provider, market or community to design better 
services, often finding new and innovative 
solutions to difficult problems.  
 
The Calico Group manages this by ensuring that 
all of its subcontractors, from cleaning to 
maintenance, are committed to investing in work 
experience and meet employer and skills outputs. 
This gives Calico control over local jobs and 
ensures investment in the local economy, which 
further supports its economic and social aims. 
 
Stuart Graham, Head of Skills and Employability 
at Calico, explained: “Subcontractors must be 
committed to work experience to be eligible for our 
approved supplier list, and the commitment we 
ask for depends on the size of the organisation. 
For example, a sole trader could give up their time 
to speak at a careers fair, whereas a large 
employer would commit to a certain proportion of 
their workforce being apprentices. Each 
subcontractor is reviewed on an individual basis to 
ensure we are gaining the maximum social value appropriate to them.  
 
We benefit from an increased support, employment and skills offer, and they benefit not only from 
investing in their future workforce, but also by getting more work from us!” 
 
The Calico Group has even gone as far to set up its own construction company – Ring Stones – to avoid 
paying overpriced contractors to travel from other parts of the country, and to promote inward 
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investment. Ring Stones has committed to building 460 
new homes in the area over the next three years. Not 
only does this create local jobs, it also gives The Calico 
Group more control over the process and the results, 
which is where the Work Experience Quality Standard 
is utilised. The accreditation provides a set of 
frameworks that all parts of the business can adhere to, 
ensuring quality is maintained and standardised. 
 
This not only helps with quality assurance internally, but 
also to demonstrate quality provision externally. Stuart 
said: “We are in competition with other providers for 
ESF funding and often contracting with FE Colleges. 
However, our range of wrap around support services 
means that we are uniquely positioned to deliver a 
large majority of these contracts. The Work Experience 
Quality Standard allows us to demonstrate our 
commitment to high quality training opportunities, which 
gives us a competitive edge and allows us to secure 
more funding.” 
 
Calico leads from the front. There are currently 
between 60 and 70 apprentices working in various 
departments across the organisation, and they aim to 
deliver at least 100 Traineeships. Work experience is 
truly embedded into the organisation, and in order to 
reinforce and extend this to management and frontline 
staff alike Calico has set up ‘learning lunches’ where employees can get together over a sandwich to 
discuss issues such as workforce development. This helps to break down any barriers with staff and 
gives individual teams ownership in developing their department and working with younger people.   
 
Hard work pays off – not only is Calico accredited with the Work Experience Quality Standard at gold 
level – the highest possible standard – it has also featured in the Times 100 list, has won a National 
Diversity Award and is accredited at gold level Investors in People. Calico realises that investing in both 
its current and future employees is essential for driving the business forward, and its recognition is well-
deserved.  
 
The Calico Group 
A group of innovative charities and businesses working together to make social profit, including housing 
association Calico Homes, domestic violence charity Safenet and addiction charity Acorn. The 
organisations work together to make a difference to people’s lives through its 700 strong workforce. The 
Calico Group is accredited with the Work Experience Quality Standard at gold level. 
 
Fair Train 
A national charity which champions the benefits of work experience, including Traineeships and 
Apprenticeships, through the national Work Experience Quality Standard accreditation. 
  
 
 
For more information about working with Fair Train: 
Visit: www.fairtrain.org     Email: enquiries@fairtrain.org   Tweet: @FairTrainOrg  
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