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Objectives: 

· The focus of this paper is a group of SMEs engaged on a leadership programme (LEAD) which is supported by a virtual learning environment. 

· To demonstrate how the research undertaken for ISBE 2006 has developed into looking at how SMEs are using social technologies beyond LEAD

· To show how social technologies can prove beneficial to SMEs (particularly for remote workers and during growth phases)

· To show how e-learning has been successful within LEAD and look at implications for policy and SME ‘e-engagement’

Prior Work: This work builds upon research conducted for a paper delivered at ISBE in 2006 (“SMEs, Technology and social construction: a study of the use of an online forum”). Further research has been carried out with the same research subjects and tracks their use of social technologies beyond the original research focus.  
Approach:  LEAD is delivered in cohorts of up to 25 owner-managers of SMEs throughout the northwest of England.  The programme is delivered over 10 months and through a variety of interventions including masterclasses, coaching, action learning, business exchanges and is supported by a virtual learning environment. The research draws upon the data from nine qualitative interviews and ongoing ethnographic research with the LEAD cohort five.  

Results:  The results from the research show that social technologies can play a vital role in the internal communication of SMEs as well as enhancing business networks beyond physical interaction. The results also show how the proposed methodology of using online learning logs did not work and explores reasons as to why technological rhetoric is more optimistic than behaviour.
Implications:  This is a new area of research and one which can have practical implications for policy makers and knowledge transfer activities. This study also has implications both in the academic field for technology Sociologists and entrepreneurship scholars.

Value:  The Government has and is investing £millions on the development of e-learning. Within this there has been a strong emphasis on the development of e-learning for the SME sector which on the whole has been largely unsuccessful, sometimes resulting in spectacular failures such as the demise of the UKe-University. This paper is important because it demonstrates how SMEs are successfully engaging with social technologies and e-learning.
Introduction

This practical paper builds upon previous research presented at ISBE 2006. The research seeks to understand how an online forum has been socially constructed by a group of SME owner managers as part of their wider learning experience on a leadership programme, LEAD. The paper will give a background on this leadership programme, show how the research has been carried and will discuss the results of this research looking at the impact the technology has had on the delegates whilst also exploring the implications for researching SMEs and social technologies as well as policy implications for SMEs using social technologies and ‘e-learning’.
Background on LEAD

Leading Enterprise and Development (LEAD) was a leadership and management development programme delivered to small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in the North West of England. The programme was developed by the Institute for Entrepreneurship and Enterprise Development (IEED), part of Lancaster University Management School (LUMS), in partnership with Business Link Lancashire. It was fully funded by the Northwest Development Agency through the Alliance for Skills and Productivity with a total project value of £861,000. LEAD targeted the micro business sector, i.e. companies with less than 20 employees. Previous government initiatives had excluded micro business, despite their constituting approximately 90% of all businesses in the UK (Burns, 2007). LEAD aimed to contribute to raising regional productivity, competitiveness and skills by addressing issues of leadership within the context of the SME sector generally and in particular in the owner-manager’s business. It was designed to promote business growth and focused on both the leadership development of the owner-manager and the functional knowledge needed. LEAD was piloted as a research and development programme over two years from 2004 to 2006 and was delivered to 67 representing 65 companies delegates across four cohorts.
 The evaluation of LEAD showed the programme to have had immense benefits to each business and although the funding finished, the Institute for Entrepreneurship and Enterprise Development made a commitment to continue running the programme for SME owner managers. As such, LEAD runs annually from September to July delivering the programme to cohorts of approximately 25 owner managers.
LEAD adopts an integrated learning approach drawing upon a combination of formal and situational learning to develop both the owner-manager and the business through a variety of management and leadership development activities. There are four main elements to the programme which are represented in figure 1. A cross-cutting feature of the entire programme was the ever-present element of peer-to-peer interaction between participants, adding the opportunity for informal activity to occur around every session, however formal the delivery of that session. In order to support communication and peer-to-peer interaction between everyone involved in LEAD, an electronic discussion space (www.theleadforum.co.uk) was established. It was initially used for posting course information and organising social events. The programme team moderated the discussion threads, prompting topics for discussion on the forum. The use of the online forum is the focus of this paper.

[image: image2.jpg]



Figure 1: Elements of LEAD

Research methodology

LEAD is an ongoing research and development programme. Before we discuss the research pertaining to this practical paper on the use of the online LEAD forum, we will provide a brief overview of the larger research project in which this piece sits. In the previous three years, five cohorts have completed LEAD and each cohort has been extensively researched.  The focus of this research has predominantly had a dual focus addressing the formative and summative impact of LEAD. The formative research and evaluation has concentrated on a continuous development of the programme to meet the ever changing needs of SMEs. Whilst the framework of LEAD has proved to be largely successful, elements of the programme have had minor alterations in response to the clients’ needs. This ongoing evaluation process is integral to understanding how to continue to support a demand-led delivery approach which is responsive to participants’ feedback and needs. As well as providing evaluation the programme this formative research also looks at how SMEs and owner managers learn. The summative evaluation assesses both the economic impact the programme had on the businesses – an assessment which could also be scaled up to look at the regional impact – and also looks at the impact LEAD has on the owner-managers coming through the programme.  Previous cohorts from LEAD also engage in annual research which forms part of a longitudinal study into the long term impact of LEAD and owner manager’s leadership learning and development.

This paper focuses on the research carried out on the LEAD forum and builds on previous pilot research discussed in a paper delivered at ISBE 2006 entitled, “SMEs, Technology and social construction: a study of the use of an online forum”. The pilot research consisted of five qualitative interviews with delegates across cohorts one to four. The results from this research informed the piece of research carried out with cohort five which is presented here.  Cohort five began LEAD in September 2006 and immediately engaged with the LEAD forum.  Online ethnographic research has been carried out throughout cohort five’s LEAD journey. Additionally, between March and July 2007 qualitative interviews were carried out in the workplace of nine delegates. Each delegate from cohort five were given a private and confidential space on the forum whereby they could fill in a learning log. It was hoped that these learning logs would help the delegate’s to be reflective about their learning whilst also providing us with ongoing data. Figure 2 shows where this research sits in relation to cohort five and LEAD.
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Figure 2: Cohort five research timeline
The interview

During the pilot research a topic guide was used which focused on the online forum. However, by focusing directly on the technology theses pilot interviews were stilted and at times the interviewees struggled to make sense of and articulate their experience of the LEAD forum.  The research interview for cohort five was not structured and ran more like a conversation. The areas of focus loosely centred around three themes:

- The delegate’s experience of LEAD

- The contexts in which Cohort five communicated with one other

- How the interviewee communicated internally and externally within the workplace

Conducting these interviews allowed flexibility to modify the questions and consider what was appropriate in the context of specific situations.  The loosely structured style of interviewing we adopted for this research allowed for certain lines of enquiry to be explored depending on each individual’s account. It was our intention that the qualitative interviews would allow for different trains of thought and particular subject areas to be developed by both the interviewer and the interviewee. It was hoped that this method of interviewing would also lead to the interviewee giving explanatory accounts of their forum experience.
Results

The following section will draw together some of the results from the online ethnography and the qualitative interviews.  Where appropriate it will show how the research progressed from the pilot stage as discussed in the ISBE 2006 paper.  Due to the nature of this paper as a practical paper, the analysis provides only a limited engagement with academic theoretical frameworks.  The intention of the paper is to show how this research can make practical and policy recommendations rather than contribute to an academic debate in this instance. The results are presented under headings which refer to the results and at times offer recommendations as to how SMEs can engage successfully online in order to learn.

How the LEAD forum was used

Within the first two cohorts, not everyone embraced the online LEAD forum. In part this was due to the design and usability of the software which was changed and re-launched for cohorts three and four. This was also due to lack of confidence using IT in this way. Time pressure also played a part in participants’ reluctance or inability to use it. As the LEAD team gained experience of how to best communicate with the cohorts (sequentially), then it became integral to the communication with the latter cohorts. These cohorts saw the forum in helping to build the community and communicating with peers when they were away from LEAD. 

The LEAD forum was the main medium for communication between delegates on cohort five and the LEAD team. The cohort used it extensively and posts were made most days throughout the cohort’s time on LEAD. In main it was used to communicate times of events and to let the LEAD team know if the delegate’s were bringing guests to sessions;

“Okay we try to organise meetings or getting together, you know like that date in March or April.  You know that went on this morning so, yes, I look at my calendar and yes I can do those dates.”  (DC)

Some of the delegates who didn’t use it very often still saw it as a valuable resource;

“I don’t use it very often but value it as a resource because I know that I can contact anyone on the programme both staff and colleagues.” (BA)

However, it was also frequently used for more meaningful or ‘deeper’ posts and exchanges. In these instances it was used in the following situations:

· To discuss the masterclass content after the session either with the speaker or between the cohort

· To continue action learning online in a private space dedicated to the members of each action learning set and facilitator

· To ask one another for help with certain problems / situation

· To provide information to on another on themselves and any updates within the company as a result of LEAD

· To post and share other learning resources such as events / websites / podcasts

“The forum gave me the opportunity to discuss with members any issues they had in their businesses. And if other embers had experienced similar problems, the members would then suggest ways to resolve the problems.” (TB)

When and where the LEAD forum is used by delegates

When someone posts on the forum an email is automatically sent to each delegate (and the LEAD team) as shown in figure 3.


Figure 3: An example of an email when a new post is made to the forum

The email usually generates activity with delegates following the link through and many responding to it. Interestingly the forum is used at all hours of the day and night, weekdays and weekends. This shows that the delegates are using their email and the forum outside of ‘standard’ working hours. Some delegates access the forum when they are out of the country either on holiday or working abroad. It is interesting that when they make such postings, they talk about where they are. During one of the pilot interview one respondent who posted regularly from his business trips to Taiwan commented;

“I was taking Lead seriously, you know I was away for two weeks and it is there and plus you get the reminders, you get the messages.  So it’s easy to access from that side of it, it is pretty good I will give you that, the fact that you know what is going on, it makes it very easy to get on there.” (CB)  

However, not everyone uses the forum when they are at work and some of the delegates make a conscious distinction between what is ‘work’ and what is ‘LEAD’;

“I feel very reluctant to post when I am at work.  I have a feeling that it takes me away from the office.  So that is more of an issue about what I consider and don’t consider work.  So I will go on when we are making our official plans….But in terms of day to day stuff I don’t.  Maybe I should.  All my files are at home, there was something yesterday..…..any of the reading that I do I will do at home….”(BA)

Many delegates do however, use the forum inside and outside of work and comment on the usefulness of having the forum there to access when they aren’t physically together on LEAD. Some delegates commented on the possibility of having a fixed time where the community comes together;

“Maybe it could be good if we could like…say let’s go on the forum once a week between 6 and 7 something like that.  Because it is quite hard in work time.” (JA)

However, LEAD has been designed to meet the needs of SMEs and provides flexibility, having a set time may or may not be conducive to this flexibility.

The forum helps to build a peer learning community

The forum was set up to extend access to the LEAD community beyond the physical interactions. With this in mind the forum provides additionally to the programme rather than creating a virtual community.  Most delegates feel that the forum plays a vital role in building and supporting this learning community and comment that without it the physical side of LEAD would not be the same;

“It’s always nice to know more about people, some of the people I wouldn’t necessarily talk to ‘in class’, like it’s nice to think they’ve got families and hear about them. I don’t know if I would know that without (the forum)” (SC)
It is interesting that some of the delegates feel that the forum replicated ‘physical’ behaviours; 

“It is representative of what goes on in Master Classes.  You have got the same people who are always voicing their opinions in the Master Classes are the same people who are always voicing their opinions in the forum.” (BG)
This is an interesting observation given that there is much rhetoric within policy which suggest that the internet and ‘e-learning’ could be a leveler. We are not sure that the forum in this instance provides the space for people to make postings who wouldn’t necessarily ‘speak’ or contribute to a physical masterclass. For example one of the delegates did not engage with the forum at all herself but ensured that her PA used it to keep her up-to-date on any logistical arrangements. When cohort five physically came together at masterclasses and action learning sets this delegate was not embraced into or seen as part of the community. She also felt that she was in some ways ostracized although this may not be solely because she did not engage with the forum but it certainly was a contributory factor. 

Photos of the delegate played an important role in building the peer community

When a delegate makes a post a photograph of the person automatically appears next to the text, this is known as an avatar (see figure 4).  This simple technique has been a success in assisting the cohort to get to know each other and put faces to names. Many people have commented on the fact that they like the photos;

“I find that the photographs….you don’t necessarily remember peoples’ names but you see their picture and you remember who they are.” (BA)

The post shown in figure 4 is a response to a thread but Taylor makes a comment about the photos of his fellow LEAD peers.


Figure 4: Post by LEAD delegate cohort five

Despite the use and success of the forum, many delegates felt that it did not fill its potential

Research has shown that in relation to technology rhetoric is often more optimistic than behaviour (Peters 2003). As course designers and forum moderators we are pleased with the interaction the forum has supported and generated. However, some delegates feel that it could be used to a greater extent;

“I don’t think it is being used anywhere near its potential for us as the users to get the most out of it.” (BG) 
This delegate goes on to say; 

“I imagined that there would have been much more of ‘I have got this problem’, ‘or does anybody know what to do here’.  It is a lot more ‘pally’ and backslapping.” (BG) 

Some of the posts on the forum do ask for help or post a particular problem but the majority of posts are centred on general communication. We feel that without the general communication and the “pally” nature of the forum the posts asking for help would not happen, i.e. the community building is part of building trust which enables the community to ask one another for help. Figure 5 shows a typical post asking for help although there are posts particularly within the confidential action learning set areas which ask for help with regards to more sensitive situations. 


Figure 5: Post by LEAD delegate cohort five asking for help

Learning Logs were not as successful as hoped – does this mean the online forum is social rather than individual?

As stated above, each delegate had a space created on the forum which gave them access to a learning log.  When they started LEAD they were asked to fill this out and were prompted at intermittent times throughout the programme to update them.  These learning logs were not used to the extent to which we had hoped. Approximately a third of the delegates used them during the first month (September) but by February, no one updated their log even though they were asked to. It should be noted that LEAD is not an accredited programme so the delegates do not have to submit any course work or complete assignments, i.e. the learning log was an optional exercise designed to enhance their learning as opposed to being assessed.

“I had hopes that I would keep some sort of a learning diary which I have not done” (BA).  

Interestingly, in February, many of the delegates asked the LEAD team if we could set up a learning reflection day. They used the forum to discuss why this would be helpful for them; comments posted on the forum by delegates included; 

“I would appreciate reflective time as it is more time out of work thinking about implementing LEAD”.(BG)

“I have to say that, as time goes on, I find a reflective day would be very useful. I recently went through all my notes since day one and found many things I'd noted and forgotten that were good points….It would be nice to chat through everything we have done and also another coaching session would be good as this is something we use in life as well as our work.” SH

This may suggest that the forum has a role as a social technology rather than an individual space.

The LEAD forum has instigated social technologies being used in the workplace

Three of the nine interviewees have set up their own online forums within the workplace.  They all commented that using the LEAD forum showed them possibilities for using something similar to communicate with members of their team who were either in another office or on the road; 

“…the concept is so good that I have had one built for us….because our trainers are all spread out, the lads live all over Lancashire….I am getting lads all around the country now…Ben has built it all.  It is all secure, you can post questions on it and it will be used …..For serious questions.  We had one the other day, we only just sent everybody the information this week, but Mick has already put some stuff on with a technical question, which we then all try and contribute to if we can.”  (BG)

“…it was basically from LEAD…I just kind of thought I could do something like that because we are spread all over the place…For us in particular because we have a lot of experience…you can post a problem on there, which we used to do by email but the forum is much better because it enables us to respond…whoever dives in and has a go at it might hit the right answer.” (AM)

These delegates commented that email was not sufficient as it is very much a one way medium. A forum allows the users to see who has posted and to come together at the same time in asynchronously.

This is an area of interest for us and one which we will continue to research with these three owner managers to see what the impact of having social technologies used in this way has on them and their businesses.

Age a restriction?

One important implication to consider when implementing social technologies or forums into SME business support is the average age of business owners. Age wise most delegates on LEAD are over forty years old.  This may be because LEAD is not for start ups, but for businesses over five years old who are looking to grow, learn or diversify.  Across the five cohorts this criteria has typically attracted delegates of this age. Not wanting to make generalisations about age and IT competence the following analysis comes directly from quotes from the delegates.  Although there were a couple of very IT literate people on LEAD who used the forum extensively some people shied away from it. Some delegates gave this some thought;

“…maybe it is one of these generational things because the people who are working in LEAD there is a really interesting thing one of the radio networks we were talking about ….they had the use of the intranet….I can remember….and I guarantee that the majority of people on LEAD in this cohort, started work before there was any email.”  (DC)

“Because there are people in the group, who by their own admission are sort of technophobes.  Won’t use the email, not the way they were brought up, it is not the way to communicate.” (DC)

The forum contributes to peer communication but email could still have a role

The forum provides a good opportunity for across group communication. One delegate describes the forum as glue;

“…it keeps everyone together it is a glue. You meet up with the Master Classes; people are craving for another get together, something to share to consolidate.”(DC)
However one of the interviewees felt that she could be more personal using email;

“I don’t find I can be personal on the forum….I think that I would probably like to have everybody’s email address.  As opposed to having to put it on the forum, that is the way that I would prefer to communicate”. (TH)

We feel that if the delegates bypassed the forum and chose to email one another, the glue would not be achieved in the same way. Certainly, email has its place and sometimes email may be better placed for some of the logistical arrangements but the forum allows each delegate to see what other people have written and provides the opportunity for one-to-many and many-to-many communication as opposed to email which relies on the reply being sent to all the recipients

Changes made to the LEAD forum for cohort six

The actual platform of the LEAD forum is changing for cohort six. Currently the forum is an open source software and is vulnerable to being hacked. This year it will be hosted by the University with a very similar design and usability to how it has been previously. Building on from the way it has been used we are making additional changes to the forum, these include;

· Podcasts from previous delegates giving advice on how to get the best out of each element of LEAD

· Podcasts from coaches advising new delegates on what coaching is and how to use it

· Podcasts from the masterclass speakers before each session and a summary after each masterclass (these have been designed to be downloaded and listened to prior to a masterclass, for example listened to in the car on the drive to the University)

· Case studies from previous delegates on how LEAD has helped them

· More links to resources for those delegates interested in exploring further reading 

Implications for researching SMEs and social technologies

As discussed the LEAD forum was used by delegates to download lecture notes, communicate with each other and for the LEAD team to communicate with the cohorts. In this respect the forum was part of their experience and as such became invisible. (Hughes, O'Brien et al. 1998) suggest that invisibility of technology is ideal (p.3). Similarly, (Law 1992) uses the human body as an analogy of working technology;

‘For the healthy person, most of the workings of the body are concealed, even from them. By contrast, for someone who is ill and even more so for the physician, the body is converted into a complex network of processes, and a set of human, technical and pharmaceutical interventions.’ (p.5) 

Law goes on to say that a well managed bank or healthy body mask the networks that produce it. Much of the time we are not in a position to detect network complexities. (p.5). Addressing the LEAD forum in terms of a network has implications for the methodological approach. If this network is concealed because it is working it should be seen as more than the sum of its parts. In this respect the forum is part of the LEAD experience. Drawing upon academic theory on the invisibility of technology, if the LEAD forum is ‘invisible’ seen as part of LEAD then it may be seen to be successful.  

It is interesting to note that the evidence of the relative success of the LEAD forum lies in the use or non use of it. During the pilot interviews when questioned about the LEAD forum, many participants could not articulate their use or the perceived benefit of it. However, the usage by latter cohorts shows how they used it to ask one another advice and questions, talk about their LEAD learning and to arrange social events. This is an important observation which shows that not all evaluation can be implemented through interviews and questionnaires. It also shows how important it is for a delivery team to be involved in the demand-led evaluation. Further research is being carried out by the IEED on how e-supported environments can benefit SME communities.
The results also show how the proposed methodology of using online learning logs did not work in this instance. The forum was seen to be more of a social technology and as a resource to share rather than a private resource for the delegates to keep a record of their learning.  This may also be to do with the nature of SME owner managers and how they learn, i.e. practically rather than academically.
Outcomes of LEAD

The LEAD forum is just one element of the programme. Whilst this paper is not wholly focused on these outcomes we feel that because the LEAD forum is part of a wider programme, it is appropriate to show some of the results. The wider research and evaluation of LEAD shows positive impacts to the participants and their businesses.  For those interested in finding out more, an evaluation report can be downloaded from 

http://www.lums.lancs.ac.uk/Departments/Entrep/Projects/lead/evaluation. Copies will also be available at the ISBE conference or by email from the main author.  In short, some of the results of LEAD are as follows: 

· The average increase in turnover was approximately £200,000 per annum 

· One fifth of the participants set up new ventures in addition to the company they ran when they joined LEAD.

· Participants have gained confidence to take calculated risks / make changes

· Participants experience an increase in confidence and have an increased identity as a leader

· Owner-managers are delegating more, developing their staff and recognising the value of the team

· LEAD developed a trusted learning community between SMEs

Further research

The results from the research show that social technologies can play an important role in the internal communication of SMEs as well as enhancing business networks beyond physical interaction. Online resources can feature as part of SME engagement but they need to be carefully considered. LEAD and the LEAD forum will continue to be researched throughout cohort six (September 2007 to July 2008). Additionally, many of the LEAD delegates from cohorts one to five have joined a post LEAD alumnus called the Lancaster Forum.  The Lancaster Forum brings the group together once every two months and provides an online forum too.  Research will be carried out to look at how this online forum is being used given the longer time gap between physical meetings.
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There have been new messages posted on the Lead Forum since your last visit. They are in the following areas:��Masterclass Discussion - 2006/2007:�� HYPERLINK "http://www.theleadforum.co.uk/viewtopic/1163/" \o "blocked::http://www.theleadforum.co.uk/viewtopic/1163/" �Pauline Clare Masterclass Podcast!���Thanks�The Lead Forum Team��If you would prefer not to receive these notifications then please inform one of the Lead Forum team.





Qualitative interviews





Online ethnography





Cohort five start LEAD					                                LEAD finishes


Sept 2007			 			                                                July 2007





At 9th February 2007 10:03 � HYPERLINK "http://www.theleadforum.co.uk/viewprofile/131" �Taylor Nuttall� said: 


� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.lancs.ac.uk/lums/projects/lead/photos/t_nuttall.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ����
It's great to see all these smiling faces of you all first thing in the morning - it really cheers my day along. ��Reflective time in March - yes please - as Brian says dates soon though please. ��Cheers ��Taylor�
�






� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.lancs.ac.uk/lums/projects/lead/photos/d_cook.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ����
OK - time to get to work - I have a big pitch on Monday at Radio 4 to take over one of their programmes. We are down to the last 4 and have a good chance to win this. ��Surprisingly we have little pitching experience as most of our commissions are secured through written proposals. There's no powerpoint - it's round a table with four people from the network. I wonder if anyone who has had plenty of experience doing this has any good techniques or tricks that you use to really stand out and clinch the deal? ��Thanks in advance. ��David�
�









� The evaluation of LEAD consists of many different methods including interviews with each delegate before they started the programme, mid point and towards the end of the programme (totalling 150 transcribed interviews). A number of formal feedback days were run with each cohort to help the LEAD team understand the experience of the delegates and to make improvements for future cohorts. There have also been a number of questionnaires, conversations and emails which contribute to the evaluation. 
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