[image: image1.wmf]Institute for Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

7-9 November 2007 - Glasgow, Scotland


Ethnic Minority Business (EMB) Exemplars:

Engaging EMBs in Public eProcurement 

Dr. Martin Beckinsale, Senior Lecturer in Strategic Management

Leicester Business School, De Montfort University, The Gateway, Leicester, LE1 9BH

Tel: 01612578231  Email: mbeckinsale@dmu.ac.uk

Monder Ram, Director, Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority Entrepreneurship, Leicester Business School, De Montfort University, The Gateway, Leicester, LE1 9BH
Type of Paper:  Refereed Research Paper 

Objectives: The research was conceived  as a 2-year policy driven DTI funded pilot initiative, with the objective of understanding how local council eProcurement (OGC, 2002 policy) could be promoted and engaged in by EMBs. The following elements are investigated from the perspective of 10 EMBs: the approaches to promoting public eProcurement; the development and identification of exemplar EMBs and the impact of engagement on both EMBs and local council eProcurement.
Prior Work: The research builds upon studies that have identified the comparatively low uptake of eProcurement amongst EMBs (SBS Boost Survey, 2004; Beckinsale and Ram, 2006) and poor relationships between EMBs and Business Support (Deakins et al, 2003). Imperative, is the work of MacManus (2002:12) who states, “One of the most serious inclusiveness issues facing government procurement offices today is the minority business owners’ digital divide.”
Approach: The study is part of a carefully documented programme of action research that has underpinned the initiative from design to implementation (Beckinsale and Jones, 1999). A critical realist perspective (Mingers, 2002) further informs the evaluation. All actors involved were benchmarked and interviewed. Another distinguishing feature is the application of Beckinsale and Jones’ (1999) network-actor theory to identify and understand engagement relationships. 

Results: The findings highlight the issues and difficulties EMBs have engaging in local council eProcurement. Factors include: size of firm and strategy proving germane; awareness of eProcurement opportunities among EMBs; local council variances to eProcurement; the complexity of business support interaction and relationships which support and shape eProcurement approaches and policy. Significantly, changes to ICT adoption causal factors, such as business support, altered the relationship between local council eProcurement departments and EMBs.

Implications: The examination of EMB and the building of relationships with local councils  offer distinct issues for councils and EMBs. The paper provides a detailed understanding of relationship building between local council eProcurement activities and EMBs and its implications and causes within the EMB community. The lessons that are learnt from the cases provide a framework which may benefit other EMBs.

Value: This paper contributes to a number of relevant domains. The policy domain provides a rich and dynamic account of the neglected issue of implementation in a key area of the SME population. The application and development of network relationships aids future EMB support. Finally, the paper is methodologically distinctive in its utilisation of action research with a critical realist approach as a means of policy evaluation; this is conducive to 'policy learning' and understanding EMB eProcurement.
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Introduction

This paper assesses a year-long Department of Trade and Industry (DTI now the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform) supported pilot initiative that aimed to promote the adoption of eProcurement capability amongst ethnic minority businesses (EMBs) in the North West region of the United Kingdom. It pursues three key issues. First, a theoretically informed approach to the implementation of eProcurement in EMBs is assessed; in particularly we consider the experience of utilising Beckinsale and Jones’ (1999) framework of relationship building with small firms in the context of ICT-related initiatives. Second, the dynamics of engaging with EMBs are examined in detail; this crucial in the light of the importance attached to this process in recent studies of policy initiatives and EMBs (Beckinsale and Ram, 2006; Blackburn et al, 2005; Johnson and Smallbone, 2003). Finally, the researchers’ role as evaluators operating within an action research framework is examined. They have been closely involved in all phases of the initiative, and have aimed to fulfill the dual purpose of effecting practical change and advancing knowledge of the dynamics of ethnic minority entrepreneurship in a particular policy context. 

Detailed expositions of SME policies aimed at ethnic minority businesses of the kind that will be reported on here have value in themselves given the scarcity of accounts on how such initiatives operate in practice (Deakins et al, 2003; Ram and Smallbone, 2003a). But over and above the explication of this DTI initiative, the paper operates at the intersection of three strands of academic and policy-oriented debates on procurement policy and small firms, the diversification (or ‘break-out) of EMBs, and approaches to the evaluation of initiatives targeted at ethnic minority firms. In respect of policy on procurement, Ram and Smallbone (2003b) highlight a number of developments that may have implications for public procurement and EMBs. These include influential government-sponsored reports on the capacity of public procurement to promote an equalities agenda; pilot projects involving local authorities in Haringey and the West Midlands; and the legislative stimulus afforded by amended Race Relations Act, which gives public authorities a statutory duty to promote race equality. The potential of eProcurement to advance this agenda has rarely been reflected upon. Of course, EMBs will need to ‘break-out’ of low value added market segments if they are to take advantage of procurement opportunities in the public (and private sector). ICT is potentially a valuable resource in facilitating this process (Beckinsale and Ram, 2006); but little attention has been paid to implementing the eProcurement systems that are increasingly required to tender for public sector contracts.  By closely scrutinising the process of implementation, we respond to calls for the evaluation of initiatives aimed at EMBs (Ram and Smallbone, 2002; 2003a). Although there has been a range of policies and programmes that have targeted ethnic minority firms (see Deakins et al, 2003; Ram and Smallbone, 2003), few if any have been subject to systematic evaluation. An action research approach to evaluation is adopted, which is particularly suited to the piloting of new programmes in complex policy systems (Sanderson, 2002).

In line with an action research approach, the paper is set out in a manner that reflects the interplay of insights from relevant literatures on eProcurement and EMBs, and actual elements of the intervention. Accordingly, the next section reviews the evidence on eProcurement and the challenges of implanting it in EMBs. The value of Beckinsale and Jones’ (1999) model in supporting the intervention is also discussed. This is followed by a section setting out the particular elements of the action research approach and more details of the context of the initiative. The findings are then presented in relation to each stage of initiative, reflecting the phases of the action research cycle (Thornhill et al, 2000). Conclusions and policy implications relating to the principal objectives of the paper are discussed in the final section.

eProcurement

It has been argued that business-to-business (B2B) ecommerce is even more critical to economies than business-to-consumer (B2C) ecommerce (Cunningham, 2002). Along with figures suggesting that B2B ecommerce is potentially ten times the value of B2C (Beynon-Davies, 2004: 325) then ICT innovations in this area have great potential for businesses. For the purposes of this paper ICT is defined as “any technology used to support information gathering, processing, distribution and use” (Beynon-Davies, 2004: 7-8). 

B2B activity is well defined with Cunningham (2002) providing a clear ICT related definition that highlights the use of public or private networks, including public and private transactions that use the Internet as a delivery vehicle for business transactions. Transactions may include financial transfers, on-line exchanges, auctions, delivery of products and services, supply-chain activities and integrated business networks (Cunningham, 2002). It is the supply chain activities and network relationships in the B2B context that are viewed as critical to this paper.

Traditional procurement, involving  “pre-sale activity of search, negotiate and order in the supply chain” is viewed as an  “important business process” (Beynon-Davies, 2004: 362). According to Rajkumar (2001), enabling the procurement process through ICT is defined as eProcurement. EProcurement is a key aspect of almost any business-to-business (B2B) ecommerce.

Documented eProcurement benefits tend to fall into two particular areas relating to efficiencies and efficacies. Typical efficiency improvements include: savings in the time taken to undertake procurement, reduction in possible errors and pricing, staff savings, decreased overheads or what Beynon-Davies (2004) calls  “knock-on costs” (Chaffey, 2007; Beynon-Davies, 2004: 366 and MacManus, 2002). Efficiencies gained will be dependent on the key technologies and web options utilised throughout the supply chain. Efficacy relates to operating improvements from improved flexibility, control, relationships and better information. EProcurement may well offer the opportunity to alter the choice of suppliers more rapidly in the face of changing market and environmental changes. The implications of adopting ICT within the procurement process are an improvement in information flow and, potentially, access to more and better information. As pointed out by Beynon-Davies (2004) and the OGC (2002) this may provide improvements in relationships between purchasing staff and the supply chain as well as improving service quality. The latter is one of the key drivers for public sector organisations engaging in eProcurement investment, adoption and development. 

eProcurement Categories and Technologies

The literature identifies a number of broad categories of eProcurement based initially on the traditional activities of procurement (Chaffey, 2007; OGC, 2002; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000). The categories centre on sourcing, purchasing and payment. Sourcing predominantly involves electronic RFQs (Request for Quotations) utilising electronic tendering systems or electronic auctions with the aim of sourcing on the basis of best price. Electronic purchasing is utilised to raise a purchase requisition order for desired goods or services. Finally, electronic payment involves matching electronic purchase requisition orders to electronic invoices. Critical to eProcurement activities is the standardisation of data especially in relation to coding schemes of commodities such that they relate to electronic purchase orders.

Technologies range from basic email to more complex arrangements such as extranets and electronic marketplaces. The literature (Beynon-Davies, 2004; Chaffey, 2007, among others) identifies a number of distinct models relating to suppliers, buyers, intermediaries or partnerships; each is summarized in table 1. Each model requires supply chain activities to be developed through varying ICT based technologies. 

Table 1: B2B Models (adapted from Beynon-Davies, 2004: 330)

	B2B Model
	Characteristics

	Supplier-orientated
	Involves one supplier and many potential buyers

Often involves use of e-shop or online catalogue

	Buyer-orientated
	Involves one buyer and many potential suppliers

Often involves e-tendering, bidding and eProcurement

	Intermediary-orientated
	Involves many suppliers and many buyers

e-marketplaces are a common element in the process

	Partnership-orientated
	Involves one buyer and one supplier

A relationship that develops through integration of information systems, most using Extranets


Daniel and White (2005) highlight a number of recent developments in information systems and technology that appear to promise the ability to significantly improve the linkages between trading partners. These include electronic hubs (eHubs), web services, widespread adoption of common Electronic Resource Planning (ERP) systems and enterprise portals. It would appear that, either used separately or in combination, these systems and technologies could reduce the proprietary nature of inter-organisational linkages and the relationship-specific investments required. Hence, public sector organizations will have opportunities to reconfigure their electronic linkages and supply chains with partners as market requirements dictate. 

eProcurement and Public Policy

Oliveira and Amorim (2001) studied the development of public eProcurement in Spain and Portugal highlighting three specific models for public eProcurement. The three models are the public model, the private model and the mixed model (public/private partnerships or PPPs). Table 2 summarises each model’s characteristics.

In October 2002, the UK Office of Government Commerce (OGC) Supervisory Board approved a strategy for the adoption of electronic procurement by central civil government. Importantly, the OGC defines eProcurement within the parameters outlined previously as “the use of electronic methods in every stage of the purchasing process from identification of requirement through to payment, and potentially to contract management.”

Table 2: Public eProcurement Models (adapted from Oliveira and Amorim, 2001: 4)

	Models
	Characteristics

	Public Model
	All eProcurement tasks (notifications, dissemination of notices and tender documents, submission of bids, electronic catalogues, reverse auctions, etc) would be run by the government

Most risky for government

Least likely to require significant legislative changes

Requires significant government resource

	Private Model
	EProcurement tasks are run by private entities.

Private company bears all the investment risks

Co-existence between public and private sector buyers is conceivable

Likely to require legislative changes

Price of participation likely to restrict certain groups such as SMEs

Significant regulation to support transparency, non-discrimination among suppliers, protection of personal data and corporate and trading secrets

	Mixed Model or PPPs
	Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) 

The eProcurement system is owned by public and private sector entities

The investment risks and the benefits of the project are shared

Prices charged for the use of the eProcurement services by suppliers and public sector entities to be reduced

Requires regulating and supervision authority and public contracting litigation rules  to be revised


The original eProcurement strategy for central civil government followed extensive research into how eProcurement can bring added value to departments' procurement activity, as suggested by Daniel and White (2005). The strategy composed of three main work strands. For the purpose of the initiative and this paper, only strand 3 is considered. The third strand examined the feasibility for an eHub.  It is this third strand that is critical to the engagement objectives of the eProcurement initiative in Lancashire with council eProcurement utilising an eHub, more commonly termed an electronic marketplace system.  A number of developments to support small businesses in engaging with public eProcurement have developed through supply2.gov.uk. 

The e-government agenda has been examined by Beynon-Davies (2005) and provides a framework for that particular agenda. The framework (figure 1) was developed via an examination of the Inland Revenue approach. However, the framework provides applications across government organisations considering both upstream and downstream activities. The Beynon-Davies (2005) framework was not designed to consider ethnic minority engagement. Primarily the framework takes a macro view of the e-government agenda. In order to consider EMB engagement, a micro view is required. Therefore, to develop this framework requires a detailed understanding of engaging with EMBs at the public level. Ineffectual understanding of the relationship dynamics and a lack of quantifiable and qualified relationship data would not lead to the development of a robust framework for future policy activity and would not lead to possible replication and adaptation of the approach. Therefore a framework to understand contextually specific relationships is required.

Figure 1: e-Government Agenda (Beynon-Davies, 2005: 5)
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Promoting eProcurement to EMBs: the challenges

The well-documented reluctance of EMBs to utilise ICT (Allinson et al, 2004; Ram and Smallbone, 2003a; Foley and Ram, 2002; MacManus, 2002) is a major barrier to the diffusion of eProcurement initiatives in this segment of the SME population. According to MacManus (2002:12) “One of the most serious inclusiveness issues facing government procurement offices today is the minority business owners digital divide.” Foley and Ram’s large-scale study found that adoption levels differed significantly with only 37% of micro EMBs having Internet access compared to 75% of micro non-EMBs.  It is likely that eProcurement activity will also be lower in EMBs compared to non-EMBs. The SBS Boost Survey (2004: 2) suggests that the rate of B2B activity in non-EMB businesses is slightly higher, at 6.6%, than the 4% of EMBs procuring electronically. The SBS Boost Survey (2004) also gathered data on the percentage of EMBs interacting with government through ICT. The figures for all EMBs suggested that 2.5% do use ICT to interact with government compared to 4% of non-EMBs. Of the 2.5% of EMBs the majority of interaction was identified among Indian and Black owned businesses. Michaelis et al, (2003) examined the national eProcurement picture and found that of total spending, 0.3% was with EMBs. This finding signifies a lack of engagement at the supply chain level with government and local councils.  

In accounting for the disparity between EMBs and other small firms, the size of the enterprise is likely to be an important factor. It is widely accepted that most EMBs are not just small, but very small firms (Ram and Smallbone, 1999; 2002; 2003a). This means that EMBs share many of the characteristics, problems and support needs of micro enterprises more generally, such as problems in raising finance and deficiencies in certain core management competencies, including marketing and financial management skills (Ram and Smallbone, 2003a). Michaelis et al, (2003: 7) support this view, and maintains “Ethnicity and gender of ownership generally have little bearing on the obstacles faced by suppliers to government. However, 81% of ethnic minority businesses … have less than 50 employees. The obstacles faced by ethnic owned businesses may therefore be due to their size not the nature of their ownership.”   
The kind of sectors that EMBs are concentrated in is a further barrier to participation in public sector supply chains. Despite generational change, many ethnic minority firms are still to be found in a relatively narrow range of economic activities (Ram et al, 2002); this will have implications for their current capacity to exploit procurement contracts. In the UK, EMBs are over-represented in the least rewarding areas of the economy. Michaelis et al, (2003) support Allinson et al’s (2004) contention that such a sectoral profile inhibits ICT adoption and eProcurement. Michaelis et al, (2003) also suggest that almost 40% of EMBs are in sectors that are not relevant to government procurement and eProcurement. But the question still remains why the other 60% are not attempting to engage. A number of further barriers to eProcurement activity were identified including bureaucracy (including too much paperwork and length of tendering process); contact (who to contact and specific marketing focused on small firms) and marketing. Michaelis et al, (2003:3) recommend the “use of Business Link to help businesses to market themselves through ‘selling to the government’ events and advice.” This recommendation is, on the surface, a valid one but as highlighted by Beckinsale and Ram (2006) and Johnson and Smallbone (2003) there are significant difficulties, in part based on trust, in mainstream traditional business support engaging with EMBs. 
It is well established that EMBs utilise business support less than the wider SME population (Deakins et al, 2003), thus rendering problematic the recommendation suggested by Michaelis et al, (2003). To counteract this difficulty in relation to ICT, CLES Consulting (2003) suggest ‘that language issues need to be built into the planning of ICT services from an early stage and an appropriate range of support mechanisms put in place reflecting the profile of the local EMB population and the nature of language support required.’ (CLES Consulting 2003: 36). Their research also highlighted the value of marketing through word of mouth, and recommended face-to-face engagement prior to the staging of events. Outreach workers facilitated word-of-mouth advertising; this was particularly effective in attracting new users of ICT. Beckinsale and Ram (2006) drew on this guidance in their role as action researchers on an initiative designed to promote the uptake of ICT by EMBs in Manchester. The next section elaborates upon a theoretically informed approach to establishing relationships with intermediaries involved in supporting EMBs

Understanding and Bridging Relationships

The initiative focuses on business support bridging a fundamental gap between local government and Ethnic Minority Business in order to meet the particular objectives. Supplier relationship management or the coordination of all supply chain activities of the company both inbound and outbound is significant in eProcurement activity whatever the solution (Beynon-Davies, 2004).

Network actor theory provides a particular means of exploring the patterns of such activities especially where social interaction within and between organisations (Conway, 1997) is required. Network analysis focuses on the configuration, nature and content of the set of internal and/or external organisational relationships. Conway (1997) integrates different disciplinary network perspectives (including Laumann, 1983; Mitchell, 1969; Tichy, 1979; and Scott, 1991) and develops a set of representations to analyse the complete set of relationships (also see Mody, 1990). The network literature identifies the significant elements of the network to be the actors, links and flows. Conway (1997) develops what he calls Focal Innovation Action-Sets which examine individual actors involved in a specific social network activity. Central to the framework is the examination of the sets of relationships involved in the activity. Relationship variables fall into six categories: relationship type (operationalised, social, and moral) (see Kanter, 1972); formalisation (extent of formal recognition); intensity (strength and frequency of interaction and flow of transaction content over time); reciprocity (balance and flow over time of transaction content unilateral or bilateral); multiplexity (the degree to which two actors are linked by multiple role relations (Tichy, 1979; Conway, 1997)) and the origin of the link.

As Taylor and Pandza (2003: 166) state “….the building and maintaining of networks is central to the success of the small firm.” The development of existing and new internal and external relationships is important to complement and/or replace relationships in line with current and future organizational strategy (Taylor and Pandza, 2003). 

While Conway’s framework focuses on the external relationships, Beckinsale and Jones (1999) recognized that the internal relationships within an organization may have some influence. Thus the Conway (1997) framework is adapted and developed to provide the full picture of the internal and external sets of relationships (see Figure 2). Taylor and Pandza, (2003: 165) state that the framework “facilitates the locating of actor networks in the context of the process, thus better visualising social interaction.”  

Beckinsale and Jones’ (1999) framework provides added value due to its stronger network detail and graphical representation of the internal structure; the internal relationship; internal to external relationship; the intensity of relationship; the flow of relationship and therefore, within the network, an overall relationship representation. The central segments represent the internal organisation of the firm, are positioned in relation to the external segments (see Daft, 1992: 81) and hence can graphically show the functions to which the actors are attached; map the internal and external links; map internal actors with other internal actors as well as externally and analyse the networks strategic links. 

The framework further provides the ability to map the actor activities and their interactions in order to identify the relationships that influence those mapped activities and outcomes. Beckinsale et al (2006) apply the framework to examine social interactions and Internet adoption causal factors among SMEs. Beckinsale et al’s (2006) study points to the value of the framework in understanding those internal and external actor networks influencing the strategic decisions made by individual firms. In doing so it provides an ability to examine those research activities (external actor activities) that have the objective of influencing practitioners (see methodology - action-research). 

Figure 2: Network Action Framework (Beckinsale and Jones 1999)

Methodology: Evaluation Through Action Research

The present research was conceived of as a pilot initiative, with the objective of understanding how eProcurement could be promoted amongst EMBs. The aim was to identify and engage 10 EMBs that would act as exemplars in respect of eProcurement and local authority contracts. In such circumstances, evaluation involves working collaboratively with participants in order to improve the process of implementation. As Sanderson (2002:13) argues in relation to the piloting of new programmes in contemporary complex policy systems, “the form of evaluation required is close to action research, with a focus on identifying how implementation can be improved, working closely with practitioners.” Such an approach is particularly apposite in the present study, where there is limited experience, both in academic and policy terms, of ICT adoption and eProcurement in EMBs. The role of the researcher in such a context is not just about observing and documenting a given phenomenon (in this case eProcurement).  Rather, scholars become active, “change agents, helping to create phenomena that did not exist before” (Kaplan, 1998: 91). The objectives here are to identify and examine eProcurement adoption among EMBs from predominantly South Asian communities in Blackburn and Preston. The network actor theory utilised in the findings maps the role of the researcher during the phases of the research activity.

By being actively engaged, the researchers learn not only about the idea itself and how to improve it, but also the causal factors for successful public eProcurement relationships with EMBs. In so doing they ground theory in practice. The content and sequence of the stages involved in this project are designed to enable an action-reflection cycle or spiral (Thornhill et al, 2000) where an assessment of eProcurement activities and experiences informs action in further stages of activity.  Overall, our action research approach was aimed at understanding causal factors for eProcurement engagement in EMBs and altering the experiences of business owners with the dual purpose of bringing about practical transformation and advancing knowledge in this field of enquiry (for example, Reason and Bradbury, 2000). 

 Table 4: Summary of Research Method Activities
	Phases
	Method
	Preston and Lancashire Engaged Actors

	Phase i: Preparing the Ground 

Outreach development; identify established EMB support intermediaries. Initial discussions with Business Link and EMB Support
	Qualitative Semi Structured Interview 
	Outreach Worker (eBusiness advisor Business Link East Lancashire)

	Phase ii: Benchmarking 

Activity to identify local EMBs with ICT and eProcurement potential. Possible Exemplars
	Quantitative – Structured Exemplar Framework
	A total of over 60 Businesses

EMB Support Actors

	Phase iii: Formal Engagement 

Engagement involved three sets of actors – EMBs; Council Procurement Departments and EProcurement Supplier 

The activities included: (i) finalising Exemplar identification; (ii) EMB interviews. Council EProcurement interviews
	Qualitative Structured 
	15 business owners provided qualitative details based on the Exemplar Framework

Preston and Lancashire  council eProcurement

Vantage/Lloyds TSB

	Phase iv: Events held to raise awareness of the initiative and importantly to link council procurement managers with EMB owners. Vantage, the public solution provider, was represented at each of the events
	2 Events held at central locations within Preston and Blackburn
	38 EMBs attended the two events

	Phase v: Delivering EProcurement Engagement. Each of the cases was invited to meet with Vantage (the solution provider for local council eProcurement). This stage involved formal meetings, observed by the researcher, with Business Link present
	Qualitative Digitally recorded meetings 

Qualitative Semi-Structured Interviews 
	10 EMB meetings with Vantage

2 interviews/meetings with Vantage


Figure 3: eProcurement Exemplar Framework Summary
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Characteristics Yes No
Are they representative of an industry sector in
which there are other SMEs who could benefit by
taking a similar approach.
Are they using particular advanced
eCommerce/eBusiness solutions that could or may
be replicated in other businesses
Are they addressing a particular eCommerce issue
such as improvements in supply chain
management
Have they implemented eCommerce/eBusiness
solutions with notable success i.e. economic
success
Have they engaged in e-procurement activities e.g.
e-tendering, e-auctions, e-marketplaces
They have achieved success in implementation
where others have failed (we would need to
identify why others have failed)

Table of General Characteristics Checklist

General Attribute Questions (Used to Categorise Businesses)
How old is the firm i.e. when was it founded?

How many employees are there?

Is growth important to the business?

Strategy Choices: Existing products / services or
New products / services & Existing markets or New
markets

What market/industry/sector  are you in?
Local/Regional/UK/Global Market?

What are your products/services?

Share of market/number of customers?

Do you use ICT to procure supplies/materials or to
tender for work/contracts?

Exemplar Attribute Questions (Used to Identify Exemplars)
Exemplar Attribute Questions Yes | No
Is ICT seen as important to the business?
¢ If Yes - Why is this so? (e.g. growth, nature of
industry/market/sector)
¢ What were the drivers for ICT development?
Do they have email communication?
¢ How is email used within the business and also external
to the business?
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Has the business interacted with Government initiatives
prior to this project?
¢ If yes with which initiatives and what was the outcomes
if any?
Did any difficulties/issues/problems arise from the
intervention?
¢« What were the benefits?

Does the business have a website?
¢ If yes what is the purpose of the website? Web address
http://www.
¢ How was it developed?
Does it achieve the business objectives?
¢ Ifyesin what way? If no why?
¢ Evidence of this?

Is the business engaged in ICT use in relation to any of
the following
¢« Email between your business and a buyer
¢ Email between your business and a supplier
¢ Requisition and authorisation documents related to
purchasing activities available electronically
¢« EDI - Electronic Data Interchange or XML
¢ Integrated purchase ordering and accounting systems
(may involve ERP systems)
¢ Electronic Payment Systems
¢ Extranets
¢ Electronic Marketplaces
If yes - have they proved to be beneficial to the
business?

Does the business engage in Internet sales either buying
through the internet for the business or selling business
products/services online?
¢« What have been the benefits of this?
¢ What impact has this had on the business?
¢  Why was the Internet seen as important in this regard
(i.e. buying and selling)?
¢« How was this achieved (e.g. Other government
initiatives, in-house developments, IT investment
through third parties).

Has the business engaged in procurement activities such
as tendering for contracts e.g. RFQs

¢ If yes what was the activity and the benefits?

¢ Where there any difficulties/problems?
Have you engaged in any e-procurement activity

¢ If yes any with local councils?

¢ What form does/has that activity take(n) e.g. e-

marketplace, e-tendering, e-auction or spot sourcing

Table of Exemplar Attribute Questions







The pilot initiative set out objectives that were multi-staged, which is conducive to an action research approach (Thornhill et al, 2000). The researchers gathered data during five phases of the initiative (see table 4 for details). Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used; such a ‘multi-method’ approach is particularly helpful in understanding how policies achieve their effects (Sanderson, 2002). The action research spiral (Thornhill et al, 2000) approach was adopted in each of the five phases of the initiative. They comprised: (i) preparing the ground (outreach development and planning meetings for to devise approach to delivery and subsequent phases); (ii) benchmarking (to establish use of ICT and eProcurement in firms based in target areas) and development of exemplar framework; (informal engagement with EMBs and other stakeholders); (iv) awareness raising events (to link council procurement managers with); and (v) solution provider engagement (activity to deliver opportunities).

The identification of EMBs in the Lancashire region, focusing on Blackburn and Preston, required an approach that did not rely purely on Business Link East Lancashire’s’ very limited EMB census data. which both the Small Business and Enterprise Research Group (2001) and Deakins et al, (2003) note as a significant problem. Initially, a total of 100 businesses were identified and targeted through benchmarking questionnaires. Data gathered during phase i included: general business information, current ICT adoption and procurement activity, views of business owners relating to ICT adoption and reasons why respondents had, or had not previously engaged with business support and local government procurement. The overall response rate to the questionnaires was 60%. The benchmarking data provided limited insight into eProcurement of EMBs questioned due to the sample available. Therefore, in order to directly engage with EMB and to ensure the identification of exemplar eProcurement EMBs engagement was made with specific non-mainstream EMB support agencies, the Asian Business Federation (ABF) and BwDBC's Business Resource Centre.
The activity, to engage EMBs with mainstream public agencies, followed Johnson and Smallbone’s (2003) targeted marketing of minority groups and monitoring by mainstream agencies delivery option. To identify and target EMBs the developed ‘exemplar framework’ was used by the Directors of the two support agencies (see Figure 3). EMBs were identified that had, firstly adopted some level of ICT and secondly were possible eProcurement exemplars. Consequently, to meet a key objective of the initiative, eProcurement exemplars were identified for a specific audience that have a high probability to learn and benefit from their eProcurement experiences and solutions. Less than 20% of the EMBs were possible exemplars. 

Table 4 provides details of the number of interviews and direct engagement that occurred across each phase. Interview numbers with each business varied, with some businesses requiring extra meetings with researchers and stakeholders in order to obtain data unavailable during the first meetings. The meetings, in all cases, utilised digital recording to record accurately (Saunders et al, 2003) the discussions and responses to semi-structured questions. Hence, in addition to EMBs, the actors engaged with across the different stages included Business Link (Preston), eProcurement solution providers (Lloyds TSB/Vantage) and Council eProcurement Directors/Managers. Monthly meetings were held and recorded with the outreach worker allowing gathered data to be discussed and analysis fed back to the practitioners including Business Link. This data provided insights in to the issues, planned actions, outcomes and experiences that would inform subsequent phases of activity. Data gathering therefore utilised both quantitative and qualitative methods; such a ‘multi-method’ approach is particularly helpful in understanding how policies achieve their effects (Sanderson, 2002).

The collaborative and engaged stance that characterises action research is inevitably at odds with positivistic notions of ‘objectivity’ and ‘generalisability’. In relation to objectivity, it should be noted that the politicised nature of evaluation per se must render problematic any claim that evaluation can ever be totally neutral and detached (Pawson and Tilley, 1996; Sanderson, 2002; 2003; Turok, 1991). The key objective of the current exercise was to promote policy learning in respect of eProcurement. In such circumstances, evaluation is more concerned with identifying good practice than maintaining the fiction of total (Sanderson, 2002). Accordingly, is kind of generalisation that is strived for is the realist endeavour of developing the evidence base on ‘what works, for whom and under what conditions’ (Pawson and Tilley, 1996:39).

Findings

The following sections present the findings in the use of the exemplar framework. Benchmarked data and gathered qualitative data from the identified exemplars are presented and examined in relation to eProcurement. More specifically, exemplar activity regarding previous or potential engagement with private and local council eProcurement provision is explored. Finally, an examination of engagement activity and delivery is made. 

Preparing the Ground

Developing the capacity to reach out to EMBs was identified at the outset as key to the engagement objective. Prior to the benchmarking activity two key activities were undertaken. The first, which the researcher was not involved in, was the appointment of an outreach worker who had formal support relationships with the EMB community in Preston and, to a lesser extent in Blackburn; the second, a series of meetings between the researchers and the outreach worker were held to devise an approach to the benchmarking activity. The appointment of the outreach worker came from a recognition that trust issues and a general lack of knowledge of local EMBs among mainstream support could hinder EMB engagement with business support providers. (CLES Consulting, 2003).

Meetings were held with the outreach worker and the initiative steering group (which included local EMB business owners) to consider current information on the EMB community; approaches to the engagement; questionnaire development for the data gathering activities and exemplar framework development. These meetings revealed very partial and incomplete data on existing EMBs in the two designated areas among mainstream business support. There was little in-house expertise on EMBs; current knowledge appeared to be reliant upon interactions with a small number of high profile business owners from ethnic minority communities. It was also evident that two non-mainstream business support agencies were likely to have greater formal links with likely eProcurement exemplar EMBs and EMBs that were adopting ICT. A consensus emerged on the need for direct interaction with EMBs and that for the initiative to succeed there was a need to identify contextually appropriate business support. Accordingly, it was decided that data from the following benchmarking activity would require input from identified EMB support intermediaries. Further, a regular channel of communication was established between the researcher and outreach worker. Consistent with the action research approach of the study, this exchange would provide an opportunity for reflection and exchange of experiences. In sum, two outreach elements were considered a key aspect of customised support for EMBs in order to increase the probability and efficiency of engagement and implementation (applied in phase 3). The preparing the ground network map (figure 4) addresses the need for reflection and significant consideration in the action-research cycle prior to engaging any external stakeholders or EMBs. Hence, the network is purely externally orientated in relation to individual EMBs. Throughout this paper EMBs will be represented and mapped only within the central ellipse of the framework.

Benchmarking: ICT and eProcurement Use By Ethnic Minority Businesses (EMBs)

Given the low-level adoption and use of ICT by UK EMB businesses (Ram et al, 2003; SBS Boost Survey, 2004) we expected the same to be true of EMBs in Lancashire. The following findings and discussion focus upon the ICT activities of these EMBs and consider the impact on eProcurement activity. 

Of those using email (see table 5) over 80% engage through this technology with both customers and suppliers. This suggests an ability to communicate with key stakeholders through electronic means. The responses from the EMBs provide a number of reasons for why they adopted email within their business processes.  The reasons focused on costs and business process benefits. 78% used email and limited IT/IS to reduce costs and also viewed the technology as a better way to communicate and collaborate with suppliers. All viewed IT generally as vital to business process efficiencies.

A key early finding of the benchmarking was that within the Blackburn and Preston region there was a significant difference in the make-up and sector orientation of South-Asian EMBs. Beckinsale and Ram (2006) highlighted the general orientation, within the North West ICT Pilot, of EMBs orientated around restaurant and retail (clothing and supermarkets). However in Blackburn and Preston there was still a significant number of restaurants in the area of retail, the businesses were far more diverse and orientated within a number of service sectors. The range and diversity of business activities was significant given the products and services local council eProcurement was looking to engage in. In general the key sectors of spending (procurement related) in Lancashire include building maintenance; construction; education and health; office products/stationery; transport and wholesale and retail (e.g. motor spares).

The low level Intranet use (see table 5) also supports a lack of integration of Information Technology (IT) and Information Systems (IS). This was not surprising given 91% of UK EMBs were small or micro firms (Levy and Powell, 2003) supporting Ram et al’s (2003) findings regarding low level ICT adoption by UK EMBs especially in relation to integrated IT and IS operations. However, remarkable use of IT as a communication tool rather than a business process tool showed progress from Ram et al's (2003) findings. 

Table 5: Summary of ICT Use by EMBs 

	ICT Use
	% of Preston and Blackburn EMBs

	Email
	91%

	Internet
	93%

	Intranet
	4%

	e-Commerce enabled
	7%

	Engage in eProcurement
	3.5%

	Electronic Invoicing
	16%


Significantly the low ICT use is evident for e-commerce and eProcurement. Only 7% of businesses had ever engaged in e-commerce and 3.5% in eProcurement activities. However, B2B invoicing (with suppliers) was utilised by 16% of EMBs. The low eProcurement figure suggests that the much higher electronic invoicing figure was based on email invoicing and is not part of an integrated eProcurement system. There was at this early stage of data gathering evidence of eProcurement potential i.e. at least a further 10% of EMBs questioned had technology beyond email that could provide eProcurement opportunities and solutions. 

The benchmarked data raises a number of themes and issues. Firstly, the largest population of businesses were represented by sectors predominantly in the areas of IT and manufacturing/retail and EMBs offering consultancy services. This factor begins to explain the higher use of email and the Internet for business purposes by UK EMBs, relative to the national perspective. These sectors are high users of ICT compared to almost any other (Levy and Powell, 2003). However, the use of higher-level eProcurement tools supports the national SBS Boost Survey (2004) data.

Formal Engagement with EMBs 

The benchmarking provided limited details relating to EMBs that may have the potential to engage in eProcurement and details of what those options might be. In order to begin gathering detailed data on businesses a means of sifting through the benchmarked company data, identifying unknown benchmarked businesses and obtaining additional detailed information. Importantly, informal links where made with two identified EMB support actors. Both had formal and informal links with the local EMB communities and to varying degrees had offered business support and ICT training to EMB owners. The two identified were, the ABF (Asian Business Federation - Enterprise4All) and the BwDBC's Business Resource Centre. Supported by Ram and Smallbone (2002), engagement with these two existing organisations that have established trust-based relationships with minority communities was viewed as critical to increase the level of engagement with ‘difficult-to-reach’ minority groups. Both agreed to assist in the engagement and development process of local EMBs and local councils. 

The network map (figure 5) indicates differing positions in the network of the traditional and non-traditional support agencies. The positioning was guided by benchmarked data findings which identified, with a 75% response rate, Business Link as a political body and 83% viewing EMB support intermediaries as a source of help and knowledge. Initially, both utilised the exemplar framework as discussed in the methodology section. Importantly, the EMB support activity and data led the research to businesses not identified in the benchmarking activity. Significant here is the fact that this relationship with the EMB support actors was purely informal. Their reasons for assisting on an informal basis was, as stated by the ABF:

Potentially, this initiative can only benefit our members….. It may also strengthen our relationship with the council.

The network map 2 (figure 6) addresses a fundamental requirement of achieving the research objectives. During this phase the EMB support actor contacted EMB members to clarify information and gather further data which was then applied to the exemplar framework, increasing the information intensity. The activity benefited from the formal relationships that the EMBs have with the two EMB support intermediaries. The BwDBC's Business Resource Centre Director stated that: 

I will contact them first. This may help to overcome any questions and to aid the formalisation of relationships between you [the researcher] and the initiative. 
Four types of exemplars were identified within the Blackburn and Preston EMB communities. Table 6 summaries the types identified and in the following sections the findings from each are presented and examined. All the identified exemplar EMBs operated within high value-added sectors further supporting the view of Beckinsale and Ram (2006) and Ram et al (2003).

Qualitative interviews with EMB owners were arranged through the EMB support intermediaries and not direct contact made through the researcher or Business Link. The following statement made by the owner of Protectafile vindicated the utilisation of EMB focused business support in order to engage with EMBs and identify potential exemplars:

I engaged in the first Tuesday events, as well as the ICT training events over the last 3 years held by the Business Resource Centre.

EMB support intermediaries held these events, highlighting evidence of targeted support for EMBs not necessarily available to the mainstream business community. 

Table 6: Identified Exemplar Types
	eProcurement exemplar types
	Case Study
	Summary of Characteristics

	Local Public/ Private eProcurement 
	A2B Taxis

Cable UK
	Has ICT systems in place 

IT enabled means monitoring and controlling operations 

Has tendered and won contracts with local councils

Internal ICT systems integrated

	Non-Local Public/Private eProcurement 
	Protectafile
	Never supplied local councils 

Does engage in online selling of its products to non-local councils 

Is engaged in eProcurement activity with UK councils

	Historic Public/Private eProcurement
	24 Hr Home Care

Javelin Computers

 
	Has in the past engaged in tendering and eProcurement activity 

In-house system is scalable to procurement activity online 

Business has used spot sourcing to purchase in the past

	Potential for Public/Private eProcurement
	Tile Mart

eProcurement UK

inksave.co.uk

BigLink.biz

Preston Motor Spares
	Has an ICT system in place to monitor stock and inventory along with purchases made

The in-house system is scalable to procurement activity online


Historically, Javelin Computers had attempted to engage in non-electronic council tendering. Javelin highlighted the problem of contract size and what they termed ‘European policies’ that meant small and micro firms could not tender or where not competing on a ‘level playing field’, a significant and relevant point supporting Michaelis et al, (2003) as EMBs tend to fall into this business size category. A lack of awareness of council tenders was significant among all EMB owners interviewed. Similar quotes from both Tile Mart and A2B Taxis make this point clear

‘How do we find out about tenders that Preston [council] are offering … there is nothing online that we are aware of.’ (Tile Mart, Business Development Manager)

‘We never know what is out there to tender for… normally word of mouth is how we find out.’ (A2B Taxi, Owner)

Administration and paperwork was raised as a significant factor by those EMBs which had either considered or directly engaged in preferred provider activities most notably 24Hr Home Care. The EMB had ICT in place to both engage in full eProcurement activities with front and back office integration but had, at the point of the initiative, only engaged in low volume spot sourcing eProcurement (Chaffey, 2007; Beynon-Davies, 2004). Their procurement strategy had identified the preferred provider approach with the local NHS Trust as a significant business opportunity. 24Hr Home Care, in 2004, engaged in the process but, at the time, failed to meet all requirements. Although engagement had led to small ‘spot sourcing’ sales, it was made clear that the systematic process was ‘…..cumbersome and extremely complicated given the paperwork and administrative requirements.’ However, 24Hr Home Care’s business manager made it clear that, although unsuccessful, they had not been deterred from pursuing the upcoming round of preferred supplier applications. They intended to learn from their previous experience. 

Formal Engagement with Councils and Suppliers

During the EMB qualitative engagement phase local council interviews were also arranged and held in order to understand their processes and opportunities for eProcurement among the identified EMBs. Both Lancashire County Council and Preston City Council engaged in this process (see figure 7: network map 3). It must be noted that Business Link was instrumental in arranging these meetings. 

Interviews with both EMBs and the local council eProcurement departments pointed to a number of key issues relating to why councils had not engaged with EMBs and vice versa, why EMBs had not engaged with councils. 


Both Preston and Lancashire councils clarified that they had limited specific data they could access to identify SMEs or EMBs. This is a concern especially where policy is driving towards increasing the accessibility of eProcurement amongst SME and EMBs. In the case of EMBs, Lancashire’s eProcurement manager was sure  they had no data fields to record ethnicity. It was clear that identifying existing EMB eProcurement activity through the councils would be impossible. Both councils did accept that in the case of SMEs and EMBs significant contracts were either out of reach or hindered by administrative red-tape. Preston’s eProcurement director stated:

The purpose of our eProcurement strategy is to make business easier and to make the place better……by better I mean less admin., less paperwork and simpler to engage. 

The eProcurement solutions of the two councils differ and are not at the same stage of development. However, it emerged during the interviews that the consistent theme or the current eProcurement activity was orientated around Oliveira and Amorim’s (2001) mixed model or public-private partnership. Both councils were utilising an eHub (The Roses Marketplace) to provide a private intermediary operated hub for trading and eProcurement tendering. The funding and support for the marketplace used ODPD Invest to Save and Vantage - Lloyds TSB public and private investment. Preston provided the most comprehensive of eProcurement solutions and opportunities via the hub (e-auctions, RFQs, tendering and eHub activities) whilst Blackburn was only able, at the stage of the initiative, to provide one-to-one transaction opportunities. Significantly the network map 3 (figure 7) indicates that Vantage have a formal relationship with both councils. Therefore the eHub activities focused around a common platform for trading amongst councils and suppliers (one-to-many relationship) as well as suppliers to suppliers (one or many-to-many relationships). The eHub therefore supports the inter-organisational supply chain relationships but also offers intra-organisational relationships to develop (Daniel and White, 2005). Discussions with Vantage also highlighted the limited ICT requirements of individual firms. Given low ICT take-up nationally by EMBs this is a significant and positive factor as full eProcurement systems were not required. Also having a common eProcurement solution was anticipated to ensure a simplification of solution provision.

Events

The event’s activities were designed to engage with the EMB business owners including the exemplars identified. The events themselves presented the council approaches at both the macro level and more importantly the micro level (i.e. eProcurement options – e-auctions, RFQs, tendering options) which were delivered by specific eProcurement directors from each council body (see figure 8). 

One purpose was to show how simple eProcurement with local councils could be. For the attending businesses it was clarified that all the business required was an Internet connection and an email account. Limited technological requirements where significant given low ICT adoption and use among EMBs nationally. Supporting the action research methodology the presentations utilised data gathered from the benchmarking and exemplar findings importantly to contextualise (sector specific) and tailor the events (functionality such as spot sourcing).

The events also included the eProcurement platform provider Vantage (Lloyds TSB), to explain how the particular eProcurement system used by councils in the North West, “The Roses Marketplace”, would work for them. 

From supplier registration to catalogue online and live will be 8 days. (Vantage/Lloyds TSB)


EMB owners, including Javelin’s owner were “pleasantly surprised” by the speed at which they could be online and live within the marketplace thus overcoming deficiencies outline earlier.

Tile Mart was one of the first EMBs in Preston to get involved in the pilot. The reasons were strong links with business support (Business Link) in the region and potential strategic benefits.

This is an opportunity too good to miss. There is low risk and if in a year no business has been secured Tile Mart has lost relatively little.  (Tile Mart, Business Development Manager)

Preston City Council’s eProcurement Director also announced a member training programme that would be orientated towards eProcurement activity members (i.e. those that joined The Roses Marketplace). The intention was to deliver training support through the appropriate EMB support intermediaries.

Delivering eProcurement

On completion of the events identified, exemplars were contacted with regard to their interest in formalising their relationship with councils through the Roses Marketplace. A small number had shown verbal interest during the events including Tile Mart and Cable UK.  The reasons given for their continued interest is evident in the following quotations:

There is no major investment in technology. The major investment is time, sorting out our catalogue of products electronically, thereafter managing it appears to be relatively simple. (Tile Mart, Business Development Manager)

a strategic opportunity to enter new markets and extend the eProcurement activity of the business. (Protectafile, Business Owner)

We have done business with local councils before; however major contracts are rare and we believe difficult to win. This opportunity does provide a different option to enter the council marketplace and also sell our products and services to a wider market. (Cable UK, Business Manager)

Prior to formalising relationships between marketplace provider (Vantage) and the EMBs, a number of electronic correspondences were held between Business Link outreach, the researcher and Vantage in order to reflect on events and the data on identified exemplars. This exercise gave rise to the identification of specific engagement opportunities that the intermediary website (Vantage – The Rose Marketplace) could offer to support individual EMBs. These opportunities included personalised support and online catalogue updates; EMBs able to offer spot sourcing opportunities to public and private Rose Marketplace members; tailored access (specific to EMB needs) to tendering opportunities with local councils. 

Network map 5 (figure 9) indicates, that the meetings held involved the researcher, the Business Link outreach and Vantage representative/provider. At no time, during this final phase, did the EMB support intermediaries engage. The map addresses a significant finding during these meetings: the important information flows were between the Business Link outreach and the EMB MD and not the provider. The provider simply offered answers to questions as and when they arose. The finding strongly indicates a strengthening of relationships between the engaged EMBs and mainstream business support. 

Summary Analysis of Relationships

As indicated in the network map 1 (figure 5), the intensity of information gathering and sharing was very high. The limited data available relating to EMBs in Preston and Blackburn meant a significant lack of diversity in information. Therefore data gathering required a contextualised approach as well as identification of engagement with key knowledge derived from EMB support. At this initial stage of exemplar identification no EMBs entered the network. The analysis highlights the importance of such specialist agencies, as they were able to provide greater penetration in the EMB communities (Johnson and Smallbone, 2003). 

The increasing number of network map 2 (figure 6) gives rise to an increase in informal relationships, increasing the diversity of relationships and therefore beginning the process of increasing the multiplexity of roles around the individual EMBs. Most notably, the information flow (reciprocity) between MD and EMB support changes direction as MDs begin to enquire about the initiative. Importantly, information and data gathered pertaining to council activities increased the openness of relationship between the researcher and Business Link outreach with regard to the EMB business owners.  The EMB support intermediaries were prominent in ensuring such relationships could foster. This continues to support Beckinsale and Ram’s (2006) view that outreach in a business support context can aid engagement, and therefore activities, between mainstream and non-mainstream business support.

The network map 4 (figure 8) indicates the focus of the events being on the MDs of attending EMBs. Significantly, the multiplexity of relationships changes, especially in relation to the EMB support who in this instance, see its relationship shift to obtaining information from the councils. This change is critical to future promotion of public eProcurement among a wider set of EMBs and importantly, to setting up an informal relationship between the actors. The event also provided Vantage with an opportunity to discuss roles and take questions in order to build an informal relationship with EMBs.

Delivering eProcurement requires increasing multiplexity in the relationships relative to the initial network map 2 (figure 6), which indicates much of the information flow in terms of volume and intensity towards the EMB support. Importantly, to get to this point both mainstream and EMB orientated business support have had to work together.  Across the five phases the reciprocity of information shifted from uni-lateral to increasingly bi-lateral again supporting the increasing involvement of EMBs in mainstream support activities. Although a significant majority of relationships were informal in terms of their intensity again across the phases, as depicted in each of the network maps (figures 5-9), the informal intensity increases. Most notably the intensity increases in the relationship between EMB and Business Link outreach. A relationship fostered by non-mainstream Business Support.

Conclusion and Implications
If the government’s mantra of ‘think small first’ in relation to public sector contracting is to be heeded, then small firms will need the capability to engage in eProcurement. The extent to which EMBs will be in such a position is uncertain in the light of their tendency to utilise ICT to a lesser degree than other SMEs. This paper has documented an initiative to support exemplar EMBs to engage in procurement, and to encourage others in the process. In so doing, it contributes to wider debates on relationship-building with small firms (Beckinsale and Levy, 2002), engaging EMBs in business support (Blackburn et al, 2005; Deakins et al, 2003; Ram and Smallbone, 2003a; 2003b), and approaches to evaluation that emphasise policy learning (Sanderson, 2002). Three objectives were pursued: the application of Beckinsale and Jones’ framework to inform the engagement of EMBs; an exposition of the steps involved in implementing the initiative; and a systematic application of an action research approach to policy evaluation.

The primary objective endeavours to identify sustainable solutions for EMBs to engage with local council eProcurement activity within the chosen EMB communities. The papers findings section utilised the Beckinsale and Jones (1999) framework to understand and examine relationship building across the five phases of the initiative. Significantly, the examination of the actor networks across the phases provides a detailed micro perspective that is lacking in Beynon-Davies’s (2005) e-government agenda. The Beckinsale and Jones (1999) framework depicts and offers an understanding of network characteristics not present in existing EMB-ICT examinations. The distinct approach spells out the means to draw diversity into mainstream support provision (Ram and Smallbone, 2003a). The findings support the need for a consideration of business support to be an addition to the Beynon-Davies (2005) e-government agenda between the supply chain and government organisation.

The second objective relates to the provision of a step-by-step account of the process adopted to engage EMBs and implement the different phases of the initiative. The findings reinforce the point that the impact of policy is critically dependent upon the effectiveness of delivery methods (Ram and Smallbone, 2003a). Accordingly, the appointment of an outreach worker and, more importantly, the involvement of EMB Support (ABF and BwDBC's Business Resource Centre) embedded in the EMB communities, proved invaluable. Pre-existing relationships in the local community undoubtedly increased EMB involvement and supported the ability of the researchers to identify exemplars. The involvement of local EMBs as exemplars was an important spur to the involvement of other locally based firms, the majority of whom had not utilised formal sources of business support. Each of the steps taken therefore heeded Oc and Tiesdell’s key requirements for EMB initiative, those of: awareness, sensitivity and credibility.

The application of an action research approach to policy evaluation in relation to EMBs was the final objective. Although numerous calls for evaluation have been made recently (Deakins et al, 2003; Ram and Smallbone, 2002; 2003a), the particular form that they might take has rarely been elaborated upon. This study demonstrates the worth of an action research approach, and maintains that this is particularly appropriate to the complex policy environments that often characterise EMB interventions. Properly conducted, evaluations based on the principles of action research can on the impact of policies, and the conditions that give rise to particular outcomes (Sanderson, 2002:14). 

A number of implications flow from the main conclusions. First, a theoretically-informed approach to evaluation of the kind adopted here can be helpful in the design and implementation of initiatives. In the present case, the Beckinsale and Jones (1999) model proved helpful in providing a mechanism for approaching the well-known challenges of engaging with EMBs. It builds upon Beckinsale and Ram’s (2006) earlier action research study, where the researchers modified a generalist ICT adoption model (Papazafeiropoulou et al, 2002) so it could be applied to EMBs. This process of active engagement enables scholars to confront the reality of theoretical ideas, and to more accurately identify the conditions for their successful implementation (Kaplan, 1988).  

Second, in line with the realist approach that has informed this study, due attention needs to be accorded to the context in which initiatives operate. Hence the particular conditions of the context, and manner in which they interact with the delivery methods (or ‘mechanism’), will have a crucial bearing on the success of the programme (Pawson and Tilley, 1996). The configuration of local business support, pre-existing relationships with EMBs, the role of the intermediaries (mainstream and specialist), and the level of resources devoted to the initiative mediated the delivery of the initiative, and hence were crucial to the context (and the evaluation).

Third, the experience of the initiative suggests that it may be possible to devise interventions that address the Small Business Service’s aspiration of both promoting competitiveness and tackling social exclusion (Ram and Smallbone, 2002).  Initiatives directed at EMBs tend to focus on the latter, and not altogether successfully (Blackburn and Ram, 2006). The active participation of EMBs shows that, in the present case at least, the digital divide identified by MacManus et al, (2002) could be bridged. Further, the kind of firms that were supported demonstrates that initiatives can be formulated that will appeal to firms that are intent on growth (with potentially beneficial consequences for the local economy). 

Finally, the involvement of diverse range of intermediaries (mainstream and specialist agencies, private sector solution providers, and researchers) may be at odds with the contemporary policy objective to ‘simplify’ business support provision. During phase iv, Preston City Council had suggested contextualised member training during the events phase. At the end of phase v, Preston City Council, Lancashire County Council, Blackburn Borough Council and East Lancashire e-partnership continued to engage with the wider EMB population in their localities through the ABF (Enterprise 4 All) seminar series based on approaches to winning government contracts and training. Therefore an initiative of the kind reported on here can provide technical expertise, a broader understanding of business support and organisational change, knowledge of cultural processes, niches within sectors, and informal support networks. In such potentially complex systems, evaluators need to recognise the importance of ‘practical wisdom’ and ‘informal’ tacit knowledge Sanderson, 2003), as well as contribution of technical specialists. It is a moot point whether such complexity can by accommodated within the business ‘simplification’ process 
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Figure 4: Preparing the Ground Network Map
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