Cogent SSC 

Conflict of Interest Policy and Procedures Unit and Rules of Combination Development
Purpose
This policy aims to draw attention to the possibility of conflicts, minimise or prevent the conflict occurring, and manage conflicts that have arisen. 

Introduction

The overriding aim of Cogent, as a Sector Skills Council (SSC), is to develop fit-for purpose Units of Assessment and Rules of Combination that meet the needs of Industries within its sector, according to its Sector Qualification Strategy (SQS). 
Key stakeholders are involved in a variety of activities and have a range of functions. Cogent recognise that these key stakeholders, and the individuals who work for them, will be keen to maintain the integrity of the SQS as well as their own integrity. The policy aims to reflect this.  
More importantly, when a conflict or potential conflict is identified by anyone working to develop Units of Assessment and Rules of Combination, attention should be drawn to it. Individuals should always disclose an activity if they are in doubt about whether it represents a conflict of interest. 

Relevance

This policy is relevant to all key stakeholders engaged in the implementation of the Sector Qualifications Strategy and any person who can influence the outcomes of the SQS. This includes Employers, Awarding Organisations, Learning Providers, other Contractors and Cogent staff and board members. 

Recognising Conflicts

Cogent acknowledges that it is not always possible to preempt when a conflict of interest is likely to arise and this policy is not designed to cover every eventuality.  Generally, there will be a conflict of interest if an individual’s interest and/or loyalties conflict with those of the Cogent strategy for developing fit-for-purpose qualifications that meet the needs of the Cogent sector.  
Conflicts of interest can occur in a number of ways and from a variety of situations.  For example, if, for any reason:

· Cogent favours one Awarding Organisation above another

· an Awarding Organisation does not take account of the broad needs of the Cogent sector as set out in the Sector Qualifications Strategy
· a contractor works for multiple stakeholders and has difficulty being impartial 
· a conflict arises between the Education and Qualifications team and the Strategy Development Team (Industry Leads) 

Minimising and Preventing Conflicts

Cogent sees one of its functions as facilitating the process of qualification design by focusing on their responsibilities. In particular:

· providing and facilitating open dialogue with all Awarding Organisations
· not creating unreasonable barriers to any Awarding Organisation wishing to operate in the Cogent sector

· not favouring a particular Awarding Organisation, to avoid them gaining a competitive advantage 
· avoiding arrangements that might reduce competition or create exclusive arrangements

· avoiding practices that could be construed as anti-competitive or restrictive practice

· providing the Cogent sector key stakeholders with objective advice on the viability of qualifications development and availability of qualifications for the needs of the sector

· providing all awarding bodies with equal access to its services, information, meetings, staff and processes

· enabling open and frank dialogue between teams within Cogent
Although this list is not exhaustive, it is felt that by adhering to the principles of neutrality, openness and fairness, conflicts can be avoided or managed without compromising the integrity of the Cogent SQS, the individual or organisation concerned.

Responsibilities

It is the responsibility of all persons, when involved in the development of Units of Assessment, Rules of Combination and other associated activities that meet Cogent’s Qualification Strategy, to:

· conduct their activities so that the aims of the Cogent Sector Qualification Strategy are implemented

· ensure that they make their role clear and separate this from their other functions, as far as is possible

· monitor their activities, so as to maintain the integrity of the SQS
· devote enough time and intellectual ability to their specific responsibilities   
· recognise and report any potential or existing conflict 
The possibility of a conflict or potential conflict may be declared by any Key Stakeholder as an entity, or any individual.

Managing Conflicts

In most cases, it is envisaged that simple measures will be enough to manage conflicts of interest.  It may be that the activity can be managed differently so that conflicts of interest are avoided. In other cases, a simple undertaking by an individual to prioritise the interests of Cogent’s SQS will be all that is required. Only in extreme circumstances where the conflict of interest may be so fundamental and unmanageable, will an individual be prevented from undertaking specific activities.
Monitoring the Policy
The policy and procedures will be reviewed yearly, to ensure that it is fit for purpose and that it reflects the types of conflicts that may arise, and how those conflicts are managed.
Conflict of Interest - Procedure

The procedure for reporting and managing potential or existing conflicts is as follows:

1. Declare Interest

Individual or Key Stakeholder to declare identified potential or actual conflict. 

2. Resolution of Conflict: 

A group discussion should take place. The purpose of the discussion is to reach a decision about how the conflict will be managed. Normally, at least three people should be involved at this stage.
The circumstances of the disclosure will dictate who is involved in the discussion. Generally, the discussion will take place between Qualifications and Reform Manager, a Development Officer and the Director of Education and Qualifications, unless they are involved, or close to the disclosure. In this case, an independent Director will make the decision about who should hold the discussion. It may, for example, be more appropriate for individuals working outside of the Education and Qualifications team to undertake this role. The individual raising the possibility of a conflict will also take part in the discussion, if this is appropriate.
3. Decision

Normally it will be sufficient to:

· gain an undertaking from the individual or Key Stakeholder to conduct their responsibilities so that the integrity of the SQS is maintained, as well as their own integrity

· reorganise activities and/or key functions so that the conflict is mitigated

If neither of the above steps is possible, another solution must be agreed by the discussion group.  The solution should be in proportion to the nature of the conflict; in extreme circumstances, activities may need to be monitored or even restricted.  The decision as to how the conflict is managed is final.

4. Log Conflict and Resolution
A declaration of interest form is provided for this purpose.  Two examples are provided below.
5. Monitor and Review Decisions and Actions
The log should be reviewed from time to time to ensure that actions forming part of the resolution have been implemented.


Conflict of Interest 
Declaration, Discussion and Resolution
	Person Raising Issue
	Date
	Nature of Conflict Identified
	Discussion 
	Resolution

	MN
	06/01/10
	A newly recognised AO (XX) has approached Cogent – it wants support to develop a new qualification for the Cogent sector (say, Polymer). 
Polymer qualifications have previously only been offered by an AO with whom Cogent has close working relationships (YY).  

There is a need for Cogent be impartial when dealing with XX and not allow present relationships with YY to influence any decisions made. 

	Date: 16/02/10

	Acknowledge the need to be impartial and supportive towards XX.

Meeting arranged between Cogent Qualification Reform Manager and XX to discuss Polymer qualification.

Does XX have a sound rationale that meets the needs of the Cogent SQS? If so, support qual development.
Long term:
Try to build up working relationships with XX, as with any other AO.

Include them in AO forums and any other meetings open to AOs.

All to self-monitor relationships with XX, in relation to other AOs to ensure that all AOs are treated the same.
Monitor as part of yearly review process

	
	
	
	Attendees:

JM
MH

MN
	

	
	
	
	Discussion Points:

It was felt that the potential conflict could be mitigated now that it had been brought out into the open. 
There was a need to remain impartial and supportive towards XX AO – all agreed.

 
	


	Person Raising Issue
	Date
	Nature of Conflict Identified
	Discussion 
	Resolution

	JM
	08/01/10
	AA (a contractor working for Cogent) advised Cogent that they are also working for another SSC, who has their own AO.
There is a potential conflict:

AA may have access to sensitive information from AOs that Cogent works with.
Can AA remain impartial?

	Date: 12/01/10

	AA agrees that this is a potentially sensitive situation.
AA assures Cogent of intention to remain impartial and also, to manage workload so that Cogent contract is fulfilled on time.
AA commits to self-monitor their situation and workload and let MH know if any issues arise or if they become aware of any other issues that need to be addressed.


	
	
	
	Attendees:

MN (Development Officer)
MH (Qualification Reform Manager)

AA (Contractor)
	

	
	
	
	Discussion Points:

AA needs to manage workload so that they can meet both commitments.

Is AA able to commit to being impartial and treat sensitive information as confidential?
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