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Using case studies involving client visits by a Business Link (BL) business adviser, this paper will firstly explore the history and development of Business Link and its business advisers and in the second part examine the proposed uptake of support and explore what really happened.

Bennett (2005), Mole et al (2006) and Johnson et al (2000) have reviewed the BL organisation as it has evolved in England. However recent changes introduced by central government requiring the implementation of the ‘information, diagnostic and brokerage’ (IDB) model are not so well documented.

This paper, drawing on doctoral research using participant observation and informal semi-structured interview, will reflect on the changes experienced throughout ten years’ employment by BL, specifically Business Link Essex. It is envisaged that the outcome of the research will build on the current knowledge base to help get an increased understanding of SME support and the potential impact a BL adviser can have on an organisation and its owner manager. 

In recent years, there have been changes which affect performance and outcomes. Initially two of the benefits to owner managers of using the BL service were that there was a matched funding scheme to encourage the use of consultants and the availability of a Personnel Business Adviser (PBA). These PBAs, generalists not unlike family doctors, were all highly trained and experienced. It was intended that they would develop long term relationships with their clients, identified as SME’s with growth potential. 

Contracts issued in the early 21st century by the government set quantitative targets for all BL franchise holders operating according to the latest method ‘information, diagnostic and brokerage’ model. In common therefore with many other public services, managerial processes have come to prioritise quantitative measures. One of the measurable parts of the process is that time per client has in practice been reduced.  Increased efficiency is achieved, inevitably at the expense of the long term relationships originally envisaged.

The research will reveal some of the issues arising when a BL advisor interacted with a business owner. 
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Development of Business Support

During the past thirty years the government has provided support to Small to Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) via different initiatives. ‘Although the Bolton Committee’s report in 1971 provided a rationale for the Small Firms Service, policy towards small firms began effectively in the 1980’s’ (Mole K et al., 2006). The Enterprise Allowance was the first policy to be introduced which promoted a process that allowed people to draw benefits while trying to start a  enterprise. The second scheme was the Enterprise Initiative. This operated from the late 1980’s. 

The Enterprise Initiative is a comprehensive package of DTI services, including the consultancy initiatives, regional selective assistance (RSA), regional enterprise grants (REG), collaborative research programmes, the small firms merit award for research and technology (SMART), the enterprise and education initiative, the managing into the '90s programme and the export initiative,(House of Commons, 1989). 

In the early 1990’s the policy shifted towards a new approach via the newly established Business Link (BL) network. At its peak there were 89 BLs operating in England, all endeavouring to bring their local business support community together through the process of a partnership operation. ’The local partnerships had to demonstrate that they were a partnership of existing suppliers of business support’ (Mole K et al., 2006). These partner relationships could include organisations such as the Local Authorities, Training and Enterprise Councils and Chambers of Commerce. It was this partnership, which in some instances had members that were being driven by different targets that managed the relationship between BL and the Department of Trade and Industry. ‘These complicated structures, with interlocking directorships, made for opaque decision-making’ (Mole K et al., 2006). 

One of the issues that the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) was trying to address with the introduction of the BL network was the confusion that previously existed with the numerous business support organisations. The Business Link Service Guide states:

One of the problems the Business Link network is trying to address is the confusion caused by the plethora of existing business support agencies. This is why they are developed as partnerships, involving all the existing providers of significant support services in a joint venture to meet customer needs.(Department of Trade and Industry, 1997):10

Since the introduction of the BL brand it has undergone numerous changes driven by government policy. It has also experienced a change in political party from Conservative to Labour.

Each year new organisations (start ups) embark on their commercial voyage, some failing while others successfully navigate the uncharted waters. The number of UK businesses that do not survive cannot be accurately recorded as Storey states ‘even more serious however is the absence of any single comprehensive data base covering all firms in the UK economy’ (Storey  DJ, 2002):16. This is not the situation in all countries. ‘In Germany, two main bodies represent business interests; the Association of Chambers of Industry and Commerce (DIHT), Deutsche Handleskammern, and the Handwerkskammern. The German Chambers are located throughout the country and enjoy a legal status requiring that all SME’s register’ (Lauder D et al., 1994
)
:11. While it is difficult to capture all the data relating to company start ups and closures in the UK during the year the DTI does publish a document, ‘Business Start Up and Closures’. This publication records the registrations and de-registrations for VAT. This document indicated that in 2002 there were 175800 registrations and 176000 de-registrations (Department of Trade and Industry, 2004) 03/111). This is the best proxy available for start-up figures.

In its early years, each BL was run as a partnership. One of the partners involved was the Training and Enterprise Council (TEC), which in all cases managed the local contract for BL. 

The TEC were local bodies set up by central government to allocate finance for business-led training and economic development. BL became their local business support and advise operation. With the TEC as local partners were usually local chambers of commerce, local authorities, and local enterprise agencies. This partnership process was intended to provide a ‘one-stop shop’ for business advice at a local level, remove ‘turf wars’ between local agents and provide strong support for chambers of commerce as local hosts, which was a concept dear to the heart of the then senior minister, Michael Heseltine (Bennett R and Robson P, 2004).

The guidelines issued in the original DTI prospectus tried to address many of the problems that existed in order to encourage partnership working to a common objective. The prospectus specified:

a) To bring integration and coherence between the main public sector suppliers of business services.

b) To achieve this by partnerships between these agents

c) To improve the overall professionalism and quality standards

d) To have a physical presence – an office or shop with maximum co-location of partners

e) To develop a network to cover the whole country

f) To combine DTI resources with local input from partners

g) But to move to ‘self-sufficiency’ as rapidly as possible; in part based on charging fees for services

h) To be bound by a contract to government, in partnership with other agents, thus aligning partners within a single framework set by the DTI.

i) To give primary emphasis to stimulating manager and employee commitments to training through a programme called Investors in People (IIP). This emphasised the acquisition of formal qualifications. (Bennett R and Robson P, 2004)860-861.
In April 2000 the department of Trade and Industry passed control of the BL network over to the newly formed government agency ‘The Small Business Service’ (SBS). This organisation was launched in an endeavour to fill a void, that of a dedicated agency to help small businesses and representing them within government. This new agency conducted a review of the existing BL network and took the view that the current structure had to be revised. The existing contracts at that time were due to expire in April 2001 and they took the opportunity to revise the contract including reducing the number of BL contracts covering England to 45. 

The main objectives of the SBS are:

To help all small businesses realise their potentional

To provide world class business support services to enhance the performance of small businesses with growth potential

To promote enterprise across society and particularly in under-represented and disadvantaged groups

To achieve the highest standards of service delivery and provide value for money




(Small Business Service, 2000) ADDIN EN.CITE 
In line with the guidelines on partnership working discussed above, the proposal submitted in respect of the ‘Essex Small Business Service franchise’ set out a consortium comprising:

Anglia Polytechnic University

Association of Essex Councils

Business Development Advisory Service

Business Link (Essex)

Essex Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Essex Training & Enterprise Council

University of Essex

Essex Economic Partnership

The Essex Economic Partnership was selected as the lead partner. This partnership established in 1998 included private and public organisations and its aim was to contribute directly to the creation of a more prosperous Essex. The related tender was successful and came into effect from 1st April 2001.

During the development of the 45 local BL operators they have had to overcome many obstacles. 

‘There have been a number of problems with accountability, turf wars and the attitudes of various partners, and concerns with the financial viability of individual BLs after the withdrawal of government funding, which covered start-up and establishment costs’ (Johnson S et al., 2000)
By 2006 the number of different Business Link Organisations (BLO’s) had been rationalised. 

Business Link is a network of 45 local operators in England (Bennett RJ, 2005).

The number of BLO’s, as they were called was reduced to 45. Each local franchise became a distinct local body that contracted directly to the Small Business Service (SBS). However the evidence from interlocking directorships suggested that only 58.1 per cent of BLO’s were really independent; 25.6 per cent had strong interlocking directorships with Chambers of Commerce. The role of the business adviser changed to emphasise brokerage and referral rather than direct help. The raising of fees was also de-emphasised. In deliver terms, there was evidence that the changes to BL made some impact on their performance (Mole K et al., 2006)
The latest change to the BL structure will take effect from April 2007. As from this date there will be a change in reporting structure. Each BL will not report to the Small Business Service (SBS) but to the Regional Development Agencies (RDA). RDAs were set up by the government at the end of the 1990’s.

Introduction of the RDAs

The Regional Development Agencies Act in 1998 established this new structure that of the RDAs.  Eight regions formally launched their RDA operation on 1st April 1999 with the ninth in London being established in July 2000. Under the Regional Development Agencies Act 1998 each agency has five statutory purposes which are:

To further economic development and regeneration 

· To promote business efficiency, investment and competitiveness 

· To promote employment 

· To enhance development and application of skill relevant to employment 

· To contribute to sustainable development 

(DTI, 2007)
In the East of England the RDA is EEDA, ‘East of England Development Agency’ which was set up in 1999. Their web site indicates that ‘ In very simple terms, the job of EEDA is to make the East of England a better place to live, work, visit and invest’ (EEDA, 2007)
The Business Adviser

One way that the BL’s make owner/managers aware of the business support that is available is via a business adviser who will visit the customer at his place of work. Ager (1994) states a PBA must be ’able to establish productive relationships with all types of entrepreneurs’ (Ager J, 1994). Today the business adviser has to establish a relationship with the owner manager at the first meeting. Mole and McMclaughlin suggest that ‘the first meeting will go well (however defined) when: the context plus generate mechanism produces a useful outcome’ (Mole K and McLaughlin J, 2006). During this meeting the control of the meeting may change from the business adviser to the owner manager. The problem to be discussed may affect the power of the parties involved. If the owner manager has a pressing problem he does not know how to resolve then the Business Adviser has the control of the meeting. ‘When the problem is urgent and difficult to solve…..then the context favours the adviser ‘(Mole K and McLaughlin J, 2006).

In my role as Business Adviser I would consider the relationship building exercise as a pivotal issue. Once established a free flow of information will normally occur.

We will now move on to address the second part of this paper where we deal with the empirical research.

Aim of the research.

With all the changes that have occurred over the years to the BL structure, it was the researchers’ intention to try and establish how this had impacted upon the business community. What relationship does Business Link have with the owner manager of SMEs and what was the take up of the support that was available? Time limitations precluded a longitudinal approach and a cross sectional methodology was adopted for this paper. 

The research set out in this ISBE paper is part of a larger research project, still to be completed, in respect of a Doctoral program. The author has worked for BL in Essex for over ten years and with permission from all parties was able to pursue the field research when visiting companies as part of his BL role. The BL data base from which visits are compiled has been regularly updated by both the purchase of outside data and also internal staff adding and updating the existing data as and when necessary. The total number of Essex companies listed is said to number around 64,000 though of course it has featured a high rate of ‘churn’ over the ten years of BL’s existence.

This field research was completed during the months September to December 2006. The eight small business cases featured in this paper were drawn from a total of 25 that made up the grouping for primary research. These 25 companies represented about one quarter of the companies actually worked with over that time period. Most of the companies asked proved willing to co-operate, only a handful declining.

To support BL in its endeavours to meet its targets it employed an outside telemarketing company. Their brief was to contact companies operating in the county to try and encourage them to meet with a business adviser. Companies included in this research project came from this telemarketing exercise and those met by the author at Business Link events between September and December 2006. The length of each interview averaged out around 1 hour 45 minutes.

The research group
The intention is to construct a small group that would give some indication of the uptake of business support following the visit of a business adviser. The study has focused on smaller companies employing under 10 employees operating in the county of Essex.

The participant company interviews although severely truncated are summarised below. Each summary commences with the information that the author received which in effect started the process leading to his visit. The following table was designed to give an overview of the company, the sector in which it operates, turnover, the number of employees, the age of the company, an indication of the age of the owner/manager, whether the interviewee was the owner and therefore the decision maker and finally the gender. A short record of the interview then follows. 

At the end of each interview an action plan was developed and this is recorded in the outcomes section. Three to four months later the client was contacted to see how much of the agreed plan had been progressed. The results are noted later in the paper.

Company one.

The company had requested help in the following areas:

1. Discuss how to replace a director who had recently resigned

2. Review their marketing strategy which they did not feel was very effective.

	Operating sector
	Construction

	Indication of turnover
	£¾ Million

	Number of employees
	7

	Age of Company
	16 years

	Age of Director/owner manager
	40 – 50 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male


The company had been trading for 16 years and the meeting commenced with the client giving an overview of their area of operation. Their client base comprised some well known blue chip companies who they had worked with over the years. When the topic of marketing was addressed the client considered relationship building and networking was the strategy that had worked well until recently. During the conversation, the cliché ‘working in the business as against on the business’ was noted and explored. The client reflected that he had not realised there was a difference although he fully understood now. He also commented that time management was another factor he had to consider as they were only a small company. Towards the end of the meeting he made the following comment:

I am certainly spending too much time in the business and not enough on the business.

The topic of the SWOT process was then introduced into the conversation and the client requested information on this exercise.

The meeting closed with the client offering the comment that it had had been ‘very useful’

Company two.

The brief I received before visiting this client stated: “The owner had taken over the business from his dad and needs to focus on marketing to a new client base due to competition.”

	Operating sector
	Construction

	Indication of turnover
	£20000

	Number of employees
	1

	Age of Company
	1 year

	Age of Director/owner manager
	30 -40 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male


This company was home based and it was not long after my arrival that I established that the brief I had received was inaccurate.

In reality the situation was that the client had been employed by his father but had decided to leave and start up his own company. He had purchased a franchise which should have given him a geographical area to promote the products. Unfortunately this was not being enforced by the franchisor and another franchisee was trading in his area. It was stated that this organisation although trading under the brand name was not working to the required standard and therefore this was impacting on the franchisors name and in turn having a detrimental impact on sales.

During the meeting the client would constantly ‘butterfly’ from one area to another but eventually return to the negative issues. However he did discuss the product and the USP (Unique Selling Proposition), the fact he had a very basic manual customer relationship program in place and his marketing ‘strategy’. When we covered the pricing policy it did appear that this was a little serendipitous. When we reviewed one customer and I quizzed him about the price he responded:

Cause I knew him I did come down a bit

The whole area of the financial management of the organisation was a little hazy. When we entered into the area of costing, his definition of profit transpired to be the contribution to the organisation before the deduction of all the expenses.

The ultimate area to be discussed covered the topic of future goals and his comment was:

I want to keep pushing, pushing and pushing and having load of little well loads of little pies

Company three

The initial enquiry stated that the client called in asking to speak to an advisor about a business issue with regard to the VAT threshold and whether they were going about their accounts in the right way.

	Operating sector
	Service Industry

	Indication of turnover
	£55000

	Number of employees
	2

	Age of Company
	2 year

	Age of Director/owner manager
	30 -40 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male/female


This was an organisation that was home based and in effect a husband and wife managed company. The launch of the business had been instigated as a result of one of the owners contracting a medical condition which resulted in them having to terminate their employment.  The owners considered that the purchase of a franchise was the best approach for them as they had not run a business before and considered they would need the support of the franchisor in the early days.  After 18 months of trading the second director terminated their full time employment to work in the business. Their comment to this change in life was:

Really loving, enjoying it hugely been working together

The company has grown and one of the issues that the Directors were having to face was the VAT threshold. As they mainly work in the domestic market this is presenting them with a major challenge as many competitors are smaller and therefore don’t have to impose VAT. When I asked what advice their accountant had proffered, it became apparent for some unknown reason they were not getting the support they needed.

The meeting then changed direction looking at other operational issues including the support that computers can provide as a company developed.

The meeting came to a close and the client said

Thanks you we have taken up loads of your time.

Interview four

The enquiry I received stated:

the owner is very interested to see what advice BL have to offer-says his business is very specialised-he is considering expansion but doesn’t want to be overworked-thinks the government should do more to help small business and lower taxation-he is in the process of developing a website with a view to increasing sales-set up as a sole trader became limited eighteen months ago.

	Operating sector
	Designer & Manufacturer of Jewellery

	Indication of turnover
	£750000

	Number of employees
	8

	Age of Company
	5 years

	Age of Director/owner manager
	30 -40 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male


The retail unit was located just off the main high street. It comprised a two storey building but only the ground floor was used to meet retail customers, the first floor being used as a workshop to produce bespoke products.  In today’s market the premises would be considered very small, the shop only being able to accommodate 3 or 4 couples. 

The owner started the meeting by advising me that he had just completed some shop fitting and the new image has appealed to young couples as they had noticed an increase in this market. He stated that he was keen to keep all his existing customers and build on this. He went on to say:

Youngsters it’s the engagement rings they spend the money on

Although the premises were located away from the main high street the owner did not see this as a weakness as he considered that clients sought him out as he considered he was in a niche market.

The conversation then moved into expansion of the property which was problematic as the building was a listed property.  Sales was the next topic on the agenda and it was agreed he had two main areas that of retail and trade sales. Towards the end of the meeting the topic of PR was addressed and his comment was

Open to it because you know if I can find a way to promote the business its great.

Interview five

The author met the directors of the company at a BL event. During the conversation it was agreed that I should call to see how BL may be able to support them as they developed their business.

	Operating sector
	Publishers

	Indication of turnover
	£55000

	Number of employees
	3

	Age of Company
	2 years

	Age of Director/owner manager
	30 -40 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male & Female


The directors were a husband and wife team. They had grown the company to a stage where they needed to move from their home to a small office unit nearby. 

One of the directors explained that they had both worked for a large operation but felt they would like to do something different and after trying to start up a couple of other concerns had now focused their efforts on the publishing company. They had realised that they may need support with the development of the organisation and had involved a consultant in the early days and he was still working with them as the company grew. The main area of operation was the production of magazines designed to target a geographical area. As the director said the magazines are:

A Parish magazine grown up or come of age!

In the early days of the first magazine the directors stated that they found that producing the finished article was easy and to find the required advertisers which paid for the publication was not a challenge. Everything just fell into place. The owner went on to say:

Can’t take a step back and be as innocent as we were.

However they had now come to realise that perhaps these early days had passed and they were having to work to develop the business. As with many small businesses, the owners kept a lot of the knowledge in their heads and they were in the process of reviewing how this could be disseminated to the staff. 

Future changes within the business included the employment of the owner’s daughter. They are having a meeting with her and the consultant to ensure a clear working relationship is developed. Following on from this topic, contracts of employment were reviewed then branding and the possibility of having one brand for all their publications.

The meeting closed on the topic of business planning and the fact that they were aware their plan needed updating.

Interview six.

The introduction to this client was a chance meeting at a BL event. The brief therefore was verbal to review the company in general.

	Operating sector
	Life coach/mentor

	Indication of turnover
	£5000

	Number of employees
	1

	Age of Company
	1 year

	Age of Director/owner manager
	30 -40 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	female


As the meeting developed it became apparent the client had confused a passion for helping people with a money-making concern which until recently had not been an issue which needed to be addressed. However this holiday period had now changed and money was increasingly becoming more important.

The client had been busy building up a comprehensive list of activities which included local radio, national radio and television appearances. However she had not capitalised on the opportunities which this exposure had presented.

She agreed that she had been busy trying to network and not looking at developing a strategy for producing income as well as raising her profile which had to change. Recently she had been asked to speak at a local school and again she had not used this to raise her profile and therefore the area of PR was then reviewed. It was interesting to recall a comment she made:

I seemed to be doing well with the eh the potential doing more speaking

And then added as an after thought:

I deserve to get paid.

As the discussion developed it was becoming clear that the emotional side was clouding her decisions as to whether to charge although outside pressures were bringing the subjects of charging to the fore.

The conversation moved between marketing, branding and other similar issues. The meeting drew to a closure with the topic of computers and the support this can bring to a developing organisation.

Company seven

I received a brief to visit this organisation via email. It read: Could you please telephone the client to discuss what training could be available to her office staff.

	Operating sector
	Overseas property agent

	Indication of turnover
	Would not give information

	Number of employees
	5

	Age of Company
	3 years

	Age of Director/owner manager
	40 -50 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	Male and female


I was let into this company’s office via the rear door which was badly maintained and therefore my first impression of the organisation was not very good. However once inside I was shown the main entrance which was by comparison quite impressive and immediately gave an impression of being in a foreign environment. At this point of time the owner advised me that she had completed most of the decorating.

The main issue facing the company was the decline in property sales in their target market (country). Another location was growing and replacing the decline in the target market and this was helping to redress the balance. However the property prices in this new market were considerably lower, therefore commissions lower. As a result they had to complete more sales together with a lot more paperwork just to stand still (turnover).

Further complications with reference to a senior member of staff who had just left and some major problems with their web site, which was one of the major selling instruments all contributed to the decline in profit. She went on to comment that the problem with the web site:

Cost us so badly, cost us so dearly.

As the conversation developed it became clear that there was little computerisation of the work completed although some of the accounting records were kept on a computer. The conversation then focused on this area. When the subject of computer back up was discussed it was obvious that the client did not know if this was completed.

At the end of the meeting the client made a very interesting comment which could suggest that she has experienced some difficult times:

All that I have learnt is that all that glitters is not gold.

Company eight.

The final company in this sample relates to a small retail shop. The brief received stated the owners are finding it increasingly frustrating that there are parking restrictions outside and constant road works which is affecting passing trade and access to the shop. There is parking nearby in a public car park. The shop is a short distance from the station.

	Operating sector
	Retail

	Indication of turnover
	£250000

	Number of employees
	6

	Age of Company
	20 years

	Age of Director/owner manager
	50 - 60 range

	Is interviewee major shareholder/owner
	Yes

	Gender of owner(s)
	female


When I arrived to visit the owners my first challenge was to find somewhere to park, the main car park was full and I eventually found a parking bay some five minutes walk away.

The organisation had been trading for over 20 years. I was advised that they had moved to their current location in 1990 and the partnership which currently existed had only recently been established when one of the previous partners left.

During the conversation it emerged that the shop had been used to provide ‘pin money’ with little management control. This was highlighted when the senior partner (as judged by length of time with the business) commented she was surprised at the turnover of the shop when this was discussed. The new partner was focused on growth and was concerned that the supermarkets were now selling quite a few of the products they sold, in many cases at a lower cost. To combat this challenge the owners had adopted a policy of devoting time to customers, ensuring that the product they purchased did not have any detrimental side effects. They liked to consider they had never rushed customers and as one of the partners stated;

Never been a pressurised selling shop and people appreciate that

The new partner did express some concern as to what was happening in the shop and was keen to introduce some new ideas to combat the decline in revenue. When the topic of purchases of stock was reviewed it became apparent that no one had the responsibility for this role. Therefore any possible reductions in costs were over looked. When I asked whether any discussions reference price had occurred with suppliers the senior partner commented

Never tried to be quite honest never even though about it

Over the years the owners had tried to respond to customers’ requests which had now resulted in having to carry a wide range of stock, some of which was the same but under different brands.

When I enquired if they belonged to any trade associations I was advised that the organisation belonged to an association and had done so for many years. When I asked what this association did and what they had done for the shop over the years no one could give an answer. It was agreed that this situation would be reviewed.

Marketing was then addressed and one of the partners then made the following comment;

When you have people that have lived in the area for 40 odd years and don’t know they have this shop in the area

The meeting was now coming to an end and the profile of the organisation in the local area was the final topic addressed.

Following the visit to the eight companies shown above an email was sent to the client summarising the actions which were agreed at the time. 

Outcome

Three to four months after the visit the author contacted the clients again by telephone. During the conversation reference was made to the email sent shortly after the visit which summarised the actions agreed to see if any of the plan had been instigated. 

A resume of the email plus the results of the telephone conversation are listed below:

Company one: Construction.

The email indicated information was sent on the following for follow up:

· Information on SWOT

· BL web site for events (networking)

· The Olympic web site (possible leads)

· Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) – arranged for KTP to contact them.

· Investor in People (IIP)

· Information on using a consultant.

The telephone contact made 3 to 4 months later revealed that the client due to work commitments had been prevented from taking up of any support. However they stated they will be revisiting this area in the future.

Company two:  Construction

The email indicated information was sent on the following for follow up:

· Development of a business plan

· Development of a marketing plan

· Different types of company structure (partnership, Ltd Company etc)

· The existence of the Local Enterprise Agency.

The follow up telephone call established that the client had contacted the Enterprise Agency and had established a relationship with this organisation.

Company three:  Service industry.

The email indicated information was sent on the following for actioning:

· Supplied the names of other accountants

· Asked an IT consultant to phone to clarify certain issues

· Supplied the names of three solicitors

· Sent information on using a consultant

· Sent information on directors responsibility

· Asked one of the Train to Gain team (basic training scheme) to contact the client.

The follow up telephone call established that the client had now changed to a new accountant, had reviewed the IT system but put everything on hold, they had met the person from train to gain organisation but had been unable to arrange anything. This is to be looked at again. While I was on the telephone they asked if I could revisit and an appointment was made.

Company four:  Designer
The email indicated information was sent on the following for follow up:

· information on PR

· information on using a consultant

· information on the Business finance available

The follow up phone call established that the client had not availed himself of any support.

Company five:  Publishers

The email indicated information was sent on the following areas for follow up:

· Business planning

· Employing people

· Directors responsibilities

· SWOT

· Developing a marketing plan.

· STEP

The client was already working with a consultant and the information provided was needed for the next meeting with the adviser.

The follow up phone call indicated that all the information had been reviewed and the information was incorporated into the meeting with their consultant. Towards the end of the phone call I was asked if I could call to discuss some new areas which had now come to the fore.

Company six:  Life coach/mentor

The email indicated information was sent on the following areas for follow up:

· Press releases

· Web site design

· Marketing plan

· SMS (consultants register)

There was also a comment re insurance and a follow up item.

The follow up phone call indicated that the client had worked on some of the areas discussed but not necessarily in any order. As a result it would appear that she had raised her profile but the main area of concern that of increasing revenue had not been addressed.  The client has asked if I can revisit to help her produce a plan.

Company Seven:  Overseas property agent

Following the meeting the following email was sent:

· Information on using an external consultant

· Information on the train to Gain scheme

· Information on the BL events – for networking

· Recommendation that immediate action occurred re a computer issue.

The discussion that occurred when contacting the client three months later indicated that they could not recall the visit and the conversation that occurred. No action had been taken.

Company Eight:  Retail

The action plan agreed as summarised in the email that was sent after the meeting indicated the following:

· The price paid for stock was discussed and it was suggested they should talk to supplies to see if a new price structure could be developed.

· A review was to be completed re the introduction of computers and then e-newsletters.

· The client was to speak to the train to gain team.

When the author contacted the company some three months later he was advised that the client had decided to move forward with the introduction of computers but would not be involving BL. They were still talking to suppliers with reference pricing. They had decided not to pursue the train to gain scheme.

Summary

This is an initial report of research activity and the beginning of making sense and identifying patterns. Eight companies have been transcribed out of a total of 25 in the main project.
	Company

number
	Take up of BL support
	Take up of other business support
	Operating sector
	Turnover

£

K=thousand
	No of employees
	Age of company
	Age of owner
	Interviewee major shareholder
	Gender of owner

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	No
	No
	Construction
	750K
	7
	16
	40 - 50
	Yes
	M

	2
	Yes
	No
	Construction
	20K
	1
	1
	30 – 40
	Yes
	M

	3
	Yes
	No
	Service
	55K
	2
	2
	30 – 40
	Yes
	M/F

	4
	No
	No
	Design and Manufacture of jewellery
	750K
	8
	5
	30 – 40
	Yes
	M

	5
	Yes
	No
	Publishers
	55K
	3
	2
	30 – 40
	Yes
	M/F

	6
	Yes
	No
	Life Coach
	5K
	1
	1
	30 – 40
	Yes
	F

	7
	No
	No
	Overseas property Agent
	?
	5
	3
	40 – 50
	Yes
	M/F

	8
	Yes
	Yes
	Retail
	250K
	6
	20
	50 – 60
	Yes
	F


The above table indicates that:

Turnover – 2 companies with a turnover of £750K did not implement any of the    recommendations (this excludes company 7 which did not wish to give its turnover figure)

Employee numbers – 4 out of the 5 companies that took up business support had 3 or less employees.

Age of Company – 4 of the 5 companies that had taken up the support available had only been established for 2 or less years.

Age of owner – 4 of the 5 companies that had implemented the support available had owners aged between 40 and 50

Shareholder – In all cases the interviewee(s) were the major shareholders

Gender – The 2 companies with a turnover of £750K were both male and both did not avail themselves of any support.

The results show that only two of the eight companies participating in the study had not taken any action. In telephone conversations, three or four months after the visits, some clients commented that the authors visit had stimulated them to look at areas not included in the original discussion. It is not known whether the two companies who reported that they had not taken any action had been stimulated by the visit to look at their working practices from a slightly different perspective. Further research outside the scope of this project would be needed to look at this area.

Of the remaining six companies, who had reported some implementation of the recommendations, one was already working with a consultant and was therefore receptive to external support. Three firms had requested another visit to review issues not addressed during the initial contact. The fifth company had started to implement some of the recommendations without involving BL and the sixth stated that, although they realized the need to implement changes, they had not done so by the time of the author’s last contact.

The author was surprised by the response from company seven, the overseas property agent. Despite having had, from the researcher’s perspective quite an interesting discussion, the client had no recollection of the visit. The meeting had identified the lack of a computer backup procedure. This was considered by the client a major area of concern and yet no action had been taken by them to deal with this matter.

This research is part of a larger, ongoing qualitative research project, and the author will be looking for evidence of wider patterns in the involvement of Business Link and the use of outside support.   
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