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Introduction

The drives towards globalization and the impact of the information age are all around, often in
confusing abundance. Yet knowledge and ideas within this new economy can only add value to
goods and services if they are adequately harnessed. Within such a swirling idea-based
environment, businesses will (more than ever) need to stay responsive, competitive and
profitably succeed. There is a pressing need for a suitably equipped workforce, one that has or
can acquire re-skilling to meet these new challenges. New paradigms supporting dynamically
rich learning experiences are essential so that training can be delivered when, where and how it is
required. A web-based provision might therefore be a relevant and appropriate choice for
developments here, and immediately deployable to those firms most exposed to these overlying
and changing economic currents. I’'m thinking here especially of SMEs (Small and Medium
Sized Enterprises) of less than 250 employees which in both Scotland and the rest of the UK are
the predominant unit of business activity.

Nature of the Research

Much investigation and comment has already taken place with regard to the viability of online
learning developments for SMEs within the context of urban settings. I was interested to discover
to what extent would such a provision be applicable/viable within, say, a predominantly rural
setting and one in which there was already a very considerable and well-established SME
presence. The nature of rural areas certainly poses particular problems for workforce
development. The agricultural and service sector jobs that normally predominate here are often
characterized by a pattern of a high turnover, part-time and/or seasonal employment and act as a
counter-balance against training in general. In any event, conveniently accessible training is
limited, with far fewer opportunities for formalized events to be organized and delivered close at
hand amongst businesses often quite widely geographically scattered and/or out-of-the-way.
Adverse climatic conditions in remote rural areas may also further affect travel to urban based
training institutions during winter months.

To research the viability of online training options in such a setting, I chose the administrative
county of Aberdeenshire which in terms of SME related employment and turnover is amongst the
most significant amongst rural areas in Scotland. Within this process, I conducted a
comprehensive review of research findings, policy documents and official pronouncements that
already touched on the topic (Goolnik, 2001). In addition, and by way of original research at a
local level, I carried out interviews with a number of individuals who had a significant
training-related involvement with such businesses and surveyed a selected cross-section of firms
for their views.
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Character of SME Workforce Development

Both previously published evidence (Critical Research, 2001; Glass et al., 2002) across the UK
and my own study in Aberdeenshire confirm a significant involvement amongst SMEs with
workforce development. However, the leading characteristic of this provision is that it is
predominantly unceremonious and delivered/sustained in-house (Johnson, 2000). In some cases,
this is as a consequence of the specialized nature of the SME’s business which can in turn prove
to be a problem when it comes to discovering off-the-peg training options (Glass et al., 2002). A
greater and more general influence — reflecting the most important driving force behind any
venture undertaken by SMEs — is the desire to profitably survive (Gray and Lawless, 2000; Glass
et al., 2002); and there is consequently a certain attractiveness in the more informal, tailored,
bite-sized (learning object orientated) training and updating methods that address mainly
immediate "life-saving" problems. As well as offering a close fit to SMEs’ operational patterns in
a competitive marketplace, such provision also of course reflects the firms’ lack of resources in
terms of limited ability to provide staff cover (Gray, 2000; Glass et al., 2002) and devote finance
to acquire information and/or undertake learning on a larger scale (Critical Research, 2001). A
drawback of such practices is revealed in the normal absence of well-structured procedures and a
tendency to circulate experience and understanding in very haphazard and unpremeditated ways
(Marchmont Observatory, 1999). It means that approaches applied more systematically elsewhere
in larger businesses often fail with this type of firm to achieve a fraction of their full potential.

Naturally enough, the attitude of the owner/manager within a SME towards workforce
development is a highly critical factor in decision-making about training (Hawke, 1998; Dale and
Bell, 1999; Critical Research, 2001; Parker and Byrom, 2001). They will often take their cue
from interests and individuals that reflect the business experience of the sector in which they
operate rather the views of those outside it [i.e. universities, colleges and other training
advisers/providers] (Bolden and Terry, 2000; SFEDI, 2000). Within many of these circles, there
has been a good deal of negativity towards publicly inspired training initiatives and any
associated provision. Such programmes have often been seen as confusing, expensive,
inappropriately designed and supply-driven — guided more by non-business/political agendas
(Lester, 1999; Pye, 2000).

Flexible Provision

Certain generic training opportunities offered by external providers are still however of interest
to SMEs (see figure 1 below) — but only these courses are designed, delivered and supported in
ways that address their real and immediate needs, preferably close at hand, and delivered in a
cost-effective fashion (Gray, 2000; SFEDI, 2000; Marchmont Observatory, 2000; Goolnik,
2001).

Figure 1: Training Needs as Expressed by SMEs in Survey
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Furthermore, recent attempts at rationalisation of economic development services at both
national and local levels in Scotland — along with the emergence of new potentially useful
national bodies, policy initiatives and networks — should lead to improvements (House of
Commons Trade and Industry Report, 2001; Scottish Executive, 2001). Indeed, the advancement
of much more enlightened policies with regards to workforce training has received additional
backing from major research and recommendations just published under the auspices of the
Scottish Excecutive (Glass et al., 2002). Certainly, there now appears to an official appreciation
of past mistakes, with a detectable willingness to engage with what is presently unfolding and
adopt funding arrangements that lend encouragement to more tailored approaches (Scottish
Parliamentary Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Committee, 2002).

For what is clear from my study is that publicly funded educational institutions wishing to make
an impact in such situations do have to start adopting strategies that are honed to flexibly connect
with the world of this type of firm. [Indeed, private training providers already command a greater
respect because of such a willingness to engage]. Only a limited number (19%) of the 59
businesses that I surveyed had however experienced distance education as a means of delivery.
Yet (as can be seen from figure 2) just over two-thirds of those who had tried such approaches
found the results to have been within "not bad" to "very cost-effective" categories .

Figure 2: Feedback from Experience of Distance Education
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The emergence of the Internet has also aroused a significant amount of interest amongst the
SMEs researched — with 73% already obtaining a web presence and a further 15% considering
such a move (Figure 3 below).

Figure 3: Website?
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As can be seen from the following chart (Figure 4), by far the greatest use of the Internet by
owner/managers is for e-mail (37%), closely followed by searches (32%).

Figure 4: Internet Use
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Such means serve as basic channels for learning experiences and exchanges of information.

Peer-to-peer networking has traditionally been a feature of SMEs through gatherings of Rotary
Clubs, branches of local and nationally based trade associations, etc. By way of illustration, when
the firms surveyed were asked about how they found out about training opportunities the results
showed that they discovered the bulk of their information through such sources rather than
through colleges or universities :

Figure 5: Sources of Information about Training Opportunities
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Electronic communications now offer SME managers an attractive and on-going virtual option.
Indeed, such transactions are now a well-established feature of many SME occupations. They
offer, on a far greater scale, the immediate yet continuing and individualized assistance that has
already been observed as the overwhelmingly preferred workforce development option.
However, as noted earlier, such initiatives also need sound and concerned management if they
are to be truly effective! As one local training practitioner put it: "The Internet is an excellent tool
for distance learning and on-line support training. However, it can only be effective if it is
managed, structured and supported by qualified and competent staff, and those receiving the
training have access to the right equipment and software. Personally I think it is the way forward,
especially where you have rural issues." (quoted by Goolnik, 2001).

Changed Approaches from Educational Institutions
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Education is seen as having a mixed record when offering training (Gray, 2000). A leading
member of a SME interest group covering Aberdeenshire believed that "most of the training
offered by higher education institutes was originally designed for large businesses and they have
tried to modify it to suit small businesses. This hardly ever works...Few of those involved in
designing the courses have ever owned or worked in a very small business and most patronize
small business people. They usually have fixed courses based on what they can deliver rather
than what the businesses need. Only rarely will a college modify its courses to meet customer
needs." (quoted by Goolnik, 2001). Here is where private training organizations have an
advantage. In this respect I quoted the view of one consultant: "The good private training
providers ..are certainly more flexible — and they’ll go for the business." However, practitioners
from educational bodies interviewed as part of my research felt that institutional attitudes were
quite definitely changing with regard their relationship with SMEs.

If so, an opportunity presents itself here for such bodies, in active and sensitive negotiation, to
put in place an enhanced range of key business drivers. The latter would radiate from virtual
areas created for computer mediated discussions/collaborative working, knowledge
management/mapping, business intelligence/data warehousing, performance/expert guides with
more formalized distributed learning made available, delivered and supported in flexible,
accessible and cost-effective ways. As such, on-going forums could be established and facilitated
on topics of sectoral interest; with relevant knowledge and information effectively and
systematically developed, stored, made accessible and shared; and relevant training units worked
up in conjunction with interested firms + representative bodies and presented for wider take-up.
As Mayes (2002) puts it: "It is likely that greater insight into pedagogical innovation is to be
gained through focusing on the social dimension of communities of learners rather than
continuing to view the learner’s key relationship as being with the subject matter, or at best with
a tutor." Such a move might also be pushing against an opening door. My research amongst
Aberdeenshire SMEs revealed, for instance, that over a quarter of all respondents (27%) were
seriously considering or looking into the Internet as a training option; with 58% feeling that it
might well be convenient for their business (Figure 6 below).

Figure 6: Interest in Internet-Based Training
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Further awareness raising could produce a critical mass which — especially allied with possible
new funding arrangements — would then allow such options to be delivered at economically
attractive rates.

Having said that, growing and sustaining a SME customer base for such initiatives will also hang
on providing a trustworthy service (i.e. relevant, satisfactorily arranged and administered), with
various elements in the provision being made sufficiently comfortable, accessible, well resourced
and seamlessly intermixed. In particular, designs for learning should be linked to absorbing,
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digestible and reusable chunks of content, easily understood navigation, competent structural
organization as well as appropriate and qualitative mentoring/tutoring support. It will also need
to address issues of technical induction and ongoing IT help, local computing facilities/resources
and telecommunications connections.

Whether it is feasible for all staff in SMEs to study completely online is, I believe, another
matter. Some subjects would pose problems of a practical nature for online delivery and support.
In any event, my research in a rural area and that undertaken by Stokes (2001) in an urban setting
underscore the view that generally speaking a desire for social contact, a certain apprehension
about studying in isolation entirely by means of technology and the need to accommodate a wide
range of preferred learning styles are amongst the factors that suggest a range of avenues should
be made available. A "blended" approach to workforce development may well provide a
cost-effective answer here — one that provides online availability, technically supported access
and mentoring through their workplace or a network of local learning centers as well as periodic
face-to-face meetings. (Incidentally, such learning centers are already starting to emerge across
the land under the government-backed Scottish University for Industry scheme).

Conclusion

As Thalainen (1999) comments under the heading of ‘Combining Learning and Work’
"Flexibility is...the key word in training. Traditional training programmes based on class-room
teaching are no longer enough. Companies seek for more flexible solutions and also want that the
special needs of the company can be taken into account. ...[with a] flexibility in time and place
[and] a possibility to combine learning and doing business." Achieving the most effective portal
and interactive environment for ongoing awareness, updating, deepest understanding and above
all rewarding use by the targeted groups will however require careful planning by instructional
designers, information scientists, web and content developers. Again, I would emphasise the
essential need for sufficient preliminary discussions to take place with the targeted range of
SMEs. Ultimately, tackling these issues proactively as key planks in the provision offered by
educational institutions — as crucial elements in a continuing and wide-ranging lifelong learning
and business development strategy — would seem to be the most productive way forward.
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