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Abstract

Objectives: This research was carried out to identify the needs for business support in terms of business advice, training and physical resources in two rural areas of the UK West Midlands, each including around 250 small firms.  Here the emphasis is on the aspirations of the owner-manager to innovate, internationalise and grow their firm and their related training and support needs.

Prior needs: This paper reflects the previous body of work carried out by the research team in rural areas to explore the development of eBusiness and the application of the Internet in SMEs, together with specific rural impacts.  It also builds upon the considerable body of work on development needs of small firms and on the emerging body of work on rural entrepreneurship.

Approach: The study was carried out via local researchers who administered a survey via face-to-face interviews, with included both structured and semi-structured elements.  The two areas were selected to provide useful comparisons given their similarities in terms of educational levels and the relative vitality of the business sector.  The results were analysed to identify key themes and trends and to develop insights into the perceptions of support needed to implement new product development and internationalisation.  Each survey included around 250 respondents, mostly enterprises with less than 15 employees.

Results: The data from the survey indicated specific support needs with innovation and internationalisation seen as key issues by owner-managers, with gaps in effective marketing capability and strategic planning fundamental to this.  Accessing expert advice and suitable finance for new product development was a recurring theme, as was a lack of understanding of how to make the Internet work for their businesses

Implications: The implications of this paper relate to the perceptions of the needs and characteristics of rural firms embedded in some rural policy.  The needs expressed by owners depended upon size, ambition and location - with many not identifying any need for support.  However those firms wanting to grow had specific needs for support and training, which were not currently being recognised or met.  In addition where initiatives did exist to try to meet some of their needs, most firms were unaware of these.  Those making and implementing policy therefore need to find better ways to design and market their initiatives more meaningfully to this group, harnessing local means and local knowledge to do so.

Introduction

“Within ten years, the West Midlands will be recognised as a world class region in which to invest, work, learn, visit and live and the most successful in creating wealth to the benefit of everyone who lives in the region.”(West Midlands Regional Development Agency)
This key aim for the West Midlands region has an underlying rural focus via the Rural Renaissance Framework and Action Plan (AWM, 2006).  This was based on wide-ranging regional and sub-regional studies, which focussed on different aspects of the rural economy.  This paper reports two such studies carried out in the southeast and the south west of the region, each involving around 250 firms.  The purpose of the research was to explore the training, advice and physical resources required by firms in these two rural areas.  In doing so, it also provided key information about the use of technology, links, sourcing of materials and customer base, levels of innovation and the way innovation occurred. 

The paper explores the research background for the study, firstly exploring why rural areas are identified as “different” from urban areas, then reviewing the implications for business advice and training before reviewing how this relates to the target areas for study.  The research aims were part of a wider agenda but the focus here is on the needs of rural firms, related specifically to training, development, growth and innovation.  The focus of the paper is therefore on the perceived needs of owner managers for support to sustain their firms via advice and training, which may help them to develop their firms and their own managerial capacities.  The key issues emerged as managerial capacity to innovate, plan for growth and for ways to internationalise their firm, with the more successful firms being the most aware of their needs for support.

What make rural areas different?

Those defining rural and urban areas as different economically and operationally often point to the nature and characteristics of rural economies.  To define the particular characteristics of rural economies, earlier studies have explored the different patterns of employment observed over time and in different locations, together with the particular nature of SME size and sector in rural areas (ONS, 2004; Green and Hardill, 2003; Countryside Agency, 2003; JRF, 2000).  Compared with their urban counterparts, rural businesses necessarily have different transport and logistic issues, with accessibility to resources, training, advice, and technology similarly a potential difficulty (DEFRA, 2005, p 13).  This is compounded by other business issues which apply in rural areas, such as the “small size of local markets; distance from national and international markets; and the limited size and nature of local labour markets” (summarised in Smallbone and Major, 2003).  
With the economy of rural areas no longer dominated by land-based industries in terms of either GDP or employment, agriculture is now only the occupation of a small minority.  This has led to specific issues for rural areas that have been recognised and targeted by policy initiatives addressing these changes.  However, the nature and effects of change on rural economies is still seen as an under-researched area (Harrison, 1993; Winter and Rushbrook, 2003) together with the evaluation of the attempts of policymakers to address rural change issues. (Smallbone et al, 2002).  

Here ‘change’ includes specifically rural issues leading to vulnerabilities in the rural economy.  As indicated, these include the decline in traditional land-based industries and a depopulation of rural areas, compounded by factors such as difficulties with the physical infrastructure, transport, IT access etc. (DEFRA, 2005).  Firms located in rural areas therefore face disadvantages in terms of lower levels of business support (Bennett et al, 2000; Smallbone and North, 1999) which are not addressed by ICT-based business support services as these are often inaccessible in rural areas more likely to lack broadband (Martin, 2004).  These specific rural issues are exacerbated by the effects of globalisation and the development of Information Communication Technologies (Warren-Smith and Jackson, 2004; Stathopolou et al, 2004; Smallbone et al, 2002; Chrisman et al, 2002; Lowe et al, 2002).  

The typical business identified in rural areas is more likely to be small or very small and concentrated in particular sectors. (Smallbone et al, 2002; ONS, 2004).  This micro-enterprise culture means that individuals may have a portfolio of low paying activities to support themselves.  Perhaps as a result, recorded unemployment rates in rural areas tend to be lower than the national average (Hodge, 1999; DEFRA, 2005). This is often accompanied, however, by relatively low wage levels and high seasonal employment (Hodge, 1999; Countryside Agency, 2003), even where the structure of rural employment has moved significantly away from agriculture, owing to the development of the private employment market in tourism. 

To address these issues, the development of rural enterprise has been a recurring theme, including the impacts of entrepreneurship and innovation on rurality (Gallagher and Mochrie, 2006; Stathopolou et al, 2004; Warren-Smith, 1999).  This has been coupled with the anticipated effects of ICT to potentially empower rural areas, e.g., through new access to services and markets, new communities and new cluster development, creating collective virtual communities and focussing on knowledge  (Van Horn and Harvey, 1998; DEFRA, 2005).  Warren-Smith and Jackson (2004) argue that the perceived need to encourage rural entrepreneurship has led to a plethora of government-funded (small) business support mechanisms, via Rural Development Agencies, Business Link/Training Enterprise Councils and other associations. 

Policy and initiatives have been criticised as being designed and implemented in a very "top down" way (Lowe et al, 1998; Laukkanen and Nittykangas, 2003), with solutions and initiatives often imposed from "outside" the areas where development is required.  The next section therefore looks at the support given to firms in rural areas and applies this to the West Midlands.

How have policies and initiatives targeted rural areas?

To meet the needs of rural areas at a macro level, the European Union has attempted to promote economic sustainability, together with the diversification and development of rural areas, by agricultural and rural development policies and by the implementation of appropriate structural funds.  This has also been reflected at national and regional level.  The need for rural economies to be restructured beyond agricultural policies has been further emphasised, to address the issues of depopulation and specific rural vulnerability to economic adjustment processes (Warren, 2004; Stathopolou et al, 2004) but the performance of policies, programmes and initiatives, supporting rural enterprise and innovation has not yet been the subject of sustained study (Chrisman at al 2002).

In the West Midlands, the regional development agency (AWM) suggests rural economic performance lags, and a two tier economy characterised by higher than average dependence on relatively low Gross Value Added (GVA)  “traditional” rural sectors, such that employment may be mainly in poor value added and low wage sectors with low employment in high technology industries.  To address these issues AWM and the councils across the region have implemented different policies and initiatives to address both farm and non-farm issues.  Some are reflected in the model proposed by Smallbone et al, (2002, 6), which defined six types of rural enterprise support initiatives, some of which overlapped, as follows: 

· Farm- and land-based initiatives including farm diversification schemes, sustainable development plans and the activities of the Farm Business Advisory Service in seeking to integrate business support for farmers into the mainstream.

· Other rural sector initiatives focusing on activities other than those that are land-based, such as village shops, tourism and high technology initiatives.

· General assistance programmes for SMEs in rural areas including initiatives where there has been an attempt to modify the content and/or delivery methods in response to the distinctive needs of rural enterprises.

· Specific types of business support targeted at rural businesses typically involving ICT training and/or marketing assistance.

· Initiatives focusing on the minority needs and/or disadvantaged groups in rural areas, such as the long-term unemployed or women.

· Strategic initiatives for rural regeneration, with business support in the context of a wider strategic approach to rural development

In exploring West Midlands regional policies for rural areas, some of Smallbone’s model is demonstrated in the food and produce specific initiatives, the tourist actions and the ICT based activities.  As a response to the situation described above, AWM is “working to create sustainable rural communities by improving access to opportunities and raising the number and quality of jobs available”  via a Rural Renaissance Framework and Rural Action Plan.  The Rural Regeneration Zone and Market Towns Initiative focus on regeneration in rural towns and hinterlands, while a food and farming delivery plan focuses on establishing new businesses and supporting growth in established firms.  The large numbers of small and micro businesses coupled with high dependency on a few large employers has led AWM to emphasise growth through modernisation, diversification and collaboration (particularly in the primary produce sector).  The key strategy here is that both current and future growth will originate from new rather than “traditional” rural sectors and that to be sustainable; there must be indigenous business growth from a re-skilled workforce.

These policies to upskill are implemented via initiatives to open up more widely accessible training opportunities, in order to meet “current and future skills needs of established, developing and new businesses” (Rural Renaissance Framework, 2006).  However, the pan also recognises the mismatch between   SME needs and the national policy emphasis on accreditation, affecting SME participation. The higher numbers of small firms in rural area also impact on the amount of training being done given the traditional lack of training in SMEs (Martin and Matlay, 2001).

This variation in training provision in the UK has been a continuous theme in the literature with smaller firms characterised as training informally and internally without links to qualifications (Kotey and Folker, 2007;Westhead and Storey; 1997).  Human resource managment is also more informal (Mason and Barrett, 2006;Ashton et al, 2005) and short-term in nature (Hill and Stewart, 2000).  This has also been linked to owner-manager characteristics and attitudes (Matlay, 2004) although there seem to be varying impacts on training times, rates or informality in family and non-family firms (Kotey and Folker, 2007).  Sector influences are also considered to be important with companies in newer industries expected to use more innovative learning methods, but there is little evidence to support this in practice (Dietz et al, 2006).  

The effects of links and learning networks have also been explored (Jones and MacPherson, 2005) with suggestions that if the firm is innovative then it is likely to be outward facing with encouragement for the development of ‘deeper and wider’ learning (Zhang et al, 2006). There are also significant age, educational and size effects that influence SME acquisition and assimilation of knowledge as it is companies with more than 15 employees, described as younger firms with younger founders, that have the capacity to absorb and use new knowledge – especially those with higher educational levels and clear growth objectives (Gray, 2006).  These aspects were incorporated in the survey process, underlying questions on how companies linked with other firms, where they sold goods and services and sourced them in return.
The training aspects were explored via the views of owner managers but it is recognised by the researchers that although this gives indications of their perceptions of company or personal skills and knowledge gaps, this may not reflect wider company needs.  Also, it may not guarantee that owners will implement training should the opportunity arise, given the paradigm of small business training (Matlay, 2004) which identifies the gap between stated needs and lack of training seen in SMEs.  This paper does not explore these aspects nor look at reasons for potential lack of formal training etc, instead it focuses on the owners’ views and applies this to the rural agenda.
Research questions

This study is set against the context of the rural business and its needs and part of the reason for its being carried out was to support policy in these areas.  To explore how well company needs were being met the following broad research themes were explored via interviews with owner managers and where possible other key staff:

1. Are training, advice and business support identified by rural businesses?  If so which issues are seen as of interest?

2. How do rural businesses link with suppliers and customers?

3. Traditional industries in rural areas are decreasing; are new businesses emerging to take their place?

4. Are there examples of innovation in these areas to illustrate rural entrepreneurship?

5. Information Technology is often characterised as a driver for innovation, how has IT been accessed and used by rural businesses?

In applying these questions other topics necessarily emerged, including the ambition to widen markets nationally or overseas as part of question 2, the capacity gaps hindering new products and service development and the gaps in marketing capability slowing more effective use of information communication technologies.  This paper focuses on the data related to questions 1, 2 and 5, with the data from 2 and 3 forming the basis for another paper

The innovation aspects were also informed by earlier reports that “hidden” innovation was happening in some companies, i.e., innovation by Shropshire-based businesses on behalf of other companies and then patented by companies that are not necessarily Shropshire-based (Nash, 2006).  Also, Bryson and Taylor (2006) suggest that the economy of the West Midlands is polycentric in nature; that innovation is not located in the larger conurbations but found in different area and different towns across the region, with “a new emergent economic geography of R&D based in the South East and West of the conurbation”.  

Given that the focus for the paper is in the areas of training and development needs, this led to five related ideas being used to evaluate the data collected and these form the basis for this paper:

I1 Rural businesses need training and advice in the view of their owners and managers

I2 Rural businesses need training and advice for growth and innovation

I3 Rural businesses trade locally with customers and suppliers

I4 Rural businesses need training and advice for internationalisation in customers and suppliers

I5 Rural businesses use IT to overcome geographical and transport difficulties in linking with others.

Sample: West Midlands perspectives in selecting the areas for study

The rural areas tend to have the largest stock of firms per 10000 population with South Shropshire being in first place (714) followed by South Warwickshire (661) (Bryson and Taylor, 2006).  In the south of these areas, local authorities wanted to explore the needs for training, support, advice and technology access, for the business population.  Shropshire and Warwickshire are both inland counties in England; Shropshire has the smallest population such that scarcity of population is an important factor at 0.9 persons per hectare (Nash, 2006) while the majority of the population in Warwickshire live in the north and centre of the county so that the south of the county is largely rural and sparsely populated.
Focussing on areas in the south of these two counties therefore offered similarities in terms of rurality and potentially a reasonable sample size for the survey with their larger stock of businesses.  Also, Shropshire, and Warwickshire are among the top 6 locations for education, based on the proportion of working age population with NVQ4 or above, so more interesting companies with new solutions for the rural economy issues discussed above might be expected to be found.  One difference in terms of rural activities is the proportion working in agriculture related industries.  Although the proportion reflects national trends in being low in both counties, agricultural employment is higher in Shropshire, at 5.5% of the total working population compared with 2.0% in Warwickshire and 1.7% for the region as a whole (Bryson and Taylor, 2006).

As with earlier research, both areas had large numbers of sole traders and micro-enterprises.  The quantitative study found slight differences in the sectoral comparison of the business community.  As can be seen from Table 1, although the Area B sample has slightly more graphic design and IT firms and hospitality companies, Area A sample has more construction firms.  Both areas had more agricultural firms than might be anticipated for the regional and county figures for agricultural employment.  Both had similar figures for other sectors, notably utility companies, professional service firms (finance, real estate etc), health and hospitality.

	Table 1 comparing business sectors % composition

	
	Shropshire
	Warwickshire
	Difference

	
	N=232
	N=258
	

	
	Area A
	Area B
	

	Agriculture
	9
	7
	2

	Community services
	8
	7
	1

	Construction
	12
	8
	4

	Education
	5
	6
	-1

	Electricity, gas, water
	2
	2
	0

	Finance real estate
	7
	8
	-1

	Graphic design/IT
	3
	9
	-6

	Health
	
	7
	6
	1

	Hospitality
	12
	14
	-2

	Manufacturing
	8
	9
	-1

	Transport
	2
	3
	-1

	Wholesale retail
	14
	13
	1

	Unclassified
	11
	8
	3


Methods

A survey was carried out by five local people in each area, trained to carry out the research by the research team at UCE.  This included qualitative research methods, interviewing, reflection and focus groups.  It also took the participants through the stages of data analysis to ensure that data collection and recording methods were understood and that interviewers were aware of the issues around informed consent.  These five researchers then went to visit companies, to take them through a semi-structured interview process based on the questionnaire but with flexibility to include other issues and ideas.  

The survey was devised with the aim of understanding business needs for support in the areas concerned, for regional and more local support agencies.  The key analysis for their purpose was that of business sector and size related to the participants’ stated needs for training and advice plus activities including supplier and supply sourcing and the nature of the customer base, innovation and the use of technology.  The survey had as its main focus the business support needs in terms of advice and training, based on a range of alternatives put forward by the local and regional authority.  This was tested via a pilot study with 10 firms and through review by local community-based organisations.  Questions were then added and amended so that the standard text of the questionnaire also had local contexts and credibility

The companies were found from databases of local business associations and from regional databases, which were searched and collated using insights from local community members who had more up-to-date information on company locations and current status. This survey was carried out with 258 respondents in South Warwickshire and with 236 in South Shropshire.  The respondents were mainly owner-managers, with some other members of staff also participating.  In the case of a family firm both husband and wife might take part, for instance.  The resulting data was then analysed and evaluated using appropriate software 
Findings

The findings are discussed in terms of the research aims but focus on the main themes being explored. Hence the findings included aspects not discussed within this paper.

T1 Rural businesses need training and advice in the view of their owners and managers

T2 Rural businesses need training and advice for growth and innovation

T3 Rural businesses trade locally with customers and suppliers

T4 Rural businesses need training and advice for internationalisation in customers and suppliers

T5 Rural businesses use IT to overcome geographical and transport difficulties in linking with others.

T1 Rural businesses need training and advice in their view of business owners and managers

This idea was supported to an extent.  The proportion of businesses for each area expressing interest in training and advice was similar, with around half of each sample expressing a need for training and advice (Area A 47% : Area B 55%).  This was skewed by the sole traders taking part, more of which did not want training or advice.  As with other studies, the smaller firms were least likely to show interest in training as seen in Table 3.  Again fewer small firms in Area A expressed their interest in support.

However, there were differences between the two areas in the stated needs of business owners related to advice and training.  Area B respondents were more interested in obtaining training and advice in most of the areas suggested with the exception of two topic areas - taxation and business planning.  Owner-managers expressed the view that these would have been useful earlier in the company life cycle but as the companies were now well established, more useful topics would be improve marketing or increase understanding as how to access and maintain finance more creatively.  The companies in Area A were of a similar age to those in Area B, however, so this does not seem to be the reason for the difference.  

	Table 2 comparing interest in training and advice

	
	
	Shropshire
	Warwickshire

	
	
	Area A
	Area B

	
	
	%
	%

	Finance and grants
	45
	60

	Marketing and profits
	43
	49

	IT & eCommerce
	58
	59

	Health and safety
	41
	44

	New product development
	32
	49

	Taxation
	
	27
	21

	Business planning
	24
	19

	Recruitment
	
	15
	21

	Management development
	12
	18

	Staff performance
	9
	26


It is also clear from this table that the ‘soft skills’ topics related to people management, recruitment, improving staff performance, management development etc, are less often cited as a training and advice need than the other categories.  This is again understandable given the number of employees in these firms (i.e., mostly less than 15 and presumably then able to deal with relationships more easily than a larger organisation).  The category with most interest in these topics was the group with between 2-7 employees, suggesting perhaps that the employment of staff in the first years of growth may be problematic for companies due to the need to adopt new legal requirements and new HR processes.  These processes of formalisation may be problematic (Barrett, 2007).

	Table 3 Area A and B : no interest in training or advice

	Size by employee total
	Area A Shropshire % within size group
	Area B Warwickshire % within size group

	
	
	

	sole traders
	62
	53

	
	
	

	with 2-3 employees
	50
	45

	
	
	

	with 4-7 employees
	47
	44

	
	
	

	with 8-15 employees
	41
	35

	
	
	

	more than 16 employees
	29
	39

	
	
	

	
	n=229
	N=258


T2 Rural businesses need training and advice for growth and innovation

This idea was supported more in Warwickshire than in Shropshire.  The key differences here were that those in Area B were much more interested in advice and training to enable new product (or service) development and wanted to know how to gain finance (e.g. for growth) and grants (e.g. for innovation).  They were also more interested in support for new product and service development, to develop more effective marketing and to find effective routes to capitalise on overseas links to export and expand their business.  

Where new products or services were identified what businesses felt unable to take forward effectively, these were

(i) a novel idea, developed in-company or in partnership with others

(ii) a new idea developed in response to customer or supplier needs 

(iii) an extension or a new version of an existing product or service developed in company or in partnership with others

(iv) an extension or a new version of an existing product or service developed as a response to customer or suppler needs

The customer and supplier links varied considerably from one firm to another but it is clear that although they could be a source of anxiety (new requirements from customers at very short notice) these same situations could give rise to new product and service developments, which owners recognised had potential beyond that situation.  Here the gap in support related to business advice and to training in specific skills to use new equipment or to use existing resources differently.  Owner managers were “stuck as to how to move it forward” “desperately needing specific support to train particular employees in the right skills to develop (the new product)” in the words of two manufacturing company owners 

By focussing on the companies with employees (i.e. by omitting sole traders), further analysis and review occurred with some follow up by researchers to the companies concerned.  These interviews identified particular themes, with owners seeking extra support for specific areas, i.e., to grow by developing new products and services, to grow by expanding the customer base, nationally and internationally and to grow by finding new business models (e.g., using information technology, expanding supplier base to reduce carbon footprint).

T3 Rural businesses trade locally with customers and suppliers

This idea was supported to a lower extent than had been anticipated by local support agencies, where the prediction was that firms would mainly trade with each other or with those bordering their area (which would take them out of the region).  Despite reported difficulties with transport and logistics in these areas, supplier data indicated that less than half of the businesses surveyed (44% in Area A and 40.5% in Area B) used local suppliers and those within a 30-mile radius.  The full findings are as shown in table 4.  There was not the scope or intent to explore the carbon footprint of businesses in the two areas, however, it is clear that some were unaware of more local suppliers who might be able to meet their requirements and presumably reduce the resulting carbon emission impacts.

A slightly different picture emerged when exploring customer links where more than half of all businesses had customers locally or within a 30-mile radius (59% in Area A and 51% in Area B). However, there were a number trading nationally and internationally, with 14% in Area A and 17% in Area B trading internationally.  Again, the survey was not able to go into depth in this area – the volume of trade being carried out locally v nationally, for instance, so more research would need to take place in order to gauge the effects of these links.

	Table 4 : External trade links 

	Customer Base
	Area A %
	Area B %

	Local to where you operate
	22.4
	19

	Within 30mile radius
	36.7
	32

	Nationally
	27.0
	29

	Internationally
	13.9
	17

	Not applicable
	0
	3

	Total
	N=233
	N=252

	Supplier base
	Area A %
	Area B %

	Local to where we operate
	13.5
	11

	Within 30mile radius
	30.4
	29.5

	Nationally
	35
	39

	Internationally
	7.2
	11

	Not Applicable
	13.9
	9.5

	Total
	N=237
	N=252


AWM also suggest that figures and recognition of rural innovation may also be affected by their tendency to link with those in adjacent regions rather than being integrated into the West Midlands economy, supporting activities located adjacent to the region and selling into markets outside the region.  Although not testing this formally, the links with customers and suppliers in adjacent areas and the comments that innovation resulted often from these links might tend to support this.  

T4 Rural businesses need training and advice for internationalisation in customers and suppliers

This idea was supported but again for specific companies rather than all firms.  As has been identified, some of the companies in each rural area had international customers and suppliers.   The more in-depth survey though showed this to be a mixed blessing, however.  An issue for companies was how to make international work more profitable since it might involve “a lot of work to fulfil an order just for one customer.”  Systems had been set up and processes adopted to encompass new orders of a German or French customer, but the firm then had little idea how to capitalise on that, to gain more business in that country or to develop an international plan. 

At the heart of the difficulty was a lack of understanding of how to market the company in a sustained way.  This had practical and immediate impacts.  One company had changed its brand just after carrying ort a large-scale advertising campaign, effectively losing any benefits that might have resulted.  This also affected their use of the Internet, where if contacts had been made or orders placed by a company overseas, this “caused us problems as we didn’t know what to do next” (computer company owner).  The use of the Internet was one aspect of a mixed use of IT.

T5 Rural businesses use IT to overcome geographical and transport difficulties in linking with others.

In each area more than half of those requiring training (58% in Area A and 59% in Area B) expressed a need for support – training or advice – to use IT and to engage in eCommerce.  This finding differentiated across types of companies and owner aspiration and competence such that this proposition was not borne out except for the more successful or ambitious companies.  The telephone was most often cited as the route for communication, with fax and letter still cited more often than online means by many firms.  However, larger firms and those working nationally and internationally and with a wish to concentrate on product development, all indicated online means as a way to contact and retain relationships with customers and suppliers.

There were gaps too in those with and without Internet facilities.  The majority of those businesses with no email address or website generally expressed no wish to become IT literate even if free courses were provided locally, as most of their work comes through word of mouth, leaflets or other means. There was “no benefit from using IT”.  However, many with websites expressed concern that they were not generally knowledgeable about how to fully use or maintain them.  In both areas some owners recognised that they needed help with the Internet and with overall marketing issues.  Tourism and hospitality businesses were most likely to make this comment in both areas.  In other companies however, the lack of marketing skills and knowledge was apparent from comments about how customers were obtained or retained, which demonstrated a lack of understanding of how to plan to market the firm or to implement a plan.  

Some businesses would like help to set up websites and market their business and would appreciate this being offered locally.  However, in both areas, owners were unaware of initiatives already being offered locally in their area, which would have helped them to gain necessary access or usage skills.  These were local broadband facilities, free or subsidized help to get online and courses at FE colleges or other venues to develop IT skills and enable eCommerce.  The marketing of these programmes and initiatives still fails to reach many of these it seeks to target and may need to be reviewed if these activities are to be more effective.

Summary of findings

The research was carried out to explore the views of rural small firm owners about their training and support needs.  The resulting data was evaluated against five propositions to try to identify key themes in SME support needs.  Each was partially supported by the data, but each needed interpretation against the size and sometimes sector of company.  Overall however, owners in these rural businesses did express needs for training and advice particularly to support growth and innovation.  Part of this growth was to develop their customer and supplier base, to gain extra customers and to reduce costs and ensure more effective supplier links.  Here businesses were more likely to have local customers but their own suppliers came from further afield.  Some sold directly to the customer but sourced from other companies so this might explain the apparent discrepancy here.  There were however some business trading internationally and nationally and others where the owner would like to do so but was facing key issues of how best to proceed.  Training and business advice was clearly identified to support these efforts.  

There had been expectations in some of the literature (summarised in Martin, 2005) and by regional and local bodies that rural businesses would be found to use IT to overcome geographical and transport difficulties in linking with others, despite views to the contrary (DEFRA, 2005, p 14).  This was not supported; IT was used mainly for offline activities (word-processing, spreadsheets, bespoke accounting packages etc) but not often used dynamically to link with other companies or with customers.  Where companies had websites, these were often informational rather than transactional, allowing follow up by telephone or by email rather than providing automatic routes to carry out activities.  There were however notable exceptions to this, most among those with more than 15 employees or those involved in IT and the creative sector. 

Discussion and recommendations

The research echoed previous work in identifying rural economy characteristics and in exploring the perceptions of rural SME owner-managers.   Companies did have issues related to transport and distance  -isolation, lack of young skilled workers etc and smaller firms were less likely to engage in training or to be interested in it.  The use of IT was lower than that cited for urban areas, and awareness of how to make technology work for their firm was also lower.  As indicated above these have been identified as common findings in rural areas, although the support needs not being met varied with size of company and location.  The more innovative firms seemed to be more likely to identify the need for extra resources and to look for support, for instance, for NPD or for accessing finance for growth.  Where companies had engaged in national or international work this had sometimes brought as many disadvantages as benefits so many owners “steered clear” however others were not deterred, identifying that if they received the right support it would enable them to progress these activities.

Specific indications related to size of company include support at the 2-7-employee stage to help companies formalise internal relationships, encouraging the development of soft skills.  Owners of companies of this stage identified a greater need for managment development than at other stages and for regulatory updates to help them to understand and interpret appropriate employment and health and safety laws related to the employment of new staff.

Further research might be useful to test whether these are characteristic of most small firms rather than being a particularly ‘rural’ phenomenon.  Rural areas are described as requiring help to “rural proof,” not only the provision of skills training, but also a reduction in information failures, particularly in knowledge intensive sectors (DEFRA, 2005, 18).  This study supports this suggestion; there were training and information needs envisaged by owners related to both skills training and information gaps in specific areas and these were not being met.  However, recent surveys (e.g., by Laforet and Tann, 2006) show less differentiation betweens sectors in terms of support needs and this might also be reflected here – in exploring mainly non-agricultural sector support needs, the findings might be as true for urban areas.

However it would also be useful to explore the effects of in-migration, given the links between recent population migration to England’s rural areas and high rates of new enterprise formation (DEFRA, 2005, p.8). This study did not distinguish between ‘new’ and ‘indigenous’ rural inhabitants in the review of owners but this might be a useful further evaluation, to see if those owners identified as more outwardly focused who were looking for support for innovation or were more aware of the potential of technology were also in-migrants.

Policies might usefully target innovation and internationalization issues in rural areas with specific actions to target and support companies to engage in these activities and to grow.  Given the lack of managerial capacity in the area of marketing this might be a good focus area and would underpin actions to develop IT and ECommerce.  Similarly, more resources might be directed at companies to support them through the first stage of growth, the employment of the first employee and he next few thereafter.  This seemed to be a difficult stage, which distracted efforts from core business activities and was note always carried out very effectively, as might be anticipated from the literature on the difficulties firms face in formalising informal practices.  This would include both regulatory requirements, health and safety etc as well as developing soft skills to manage staff effectively 

Limitations

The research was carried out to meet specific needs and as a result it did not take into account two important factors which impact on decisions to provide advice and training:

(i) the tendency already observed in small firms to identify training needs but then not carry out training (Martin and Matlay, 2001)

(ii) the need to identify commitment from owners, via discussions on costing or other practical considerations

Also, the research gives indications as to the trading profile of firms in these two areas but was not able to the investigate fully issues such as volumes of goods or services traded internationally and how well firms linked with the region as opposed to the local area.  In addition, the characteristics of the entrepreneur and types of company ownership were not a key area for review so the paper has not been able to explore links with earlier regional research exploring the female nature of enterprise in rural areas, or use the typology evolved for the West Midlands in that research (Roper et al, 2005).
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