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Objectives: The purpose of this article is to examine how with the help of e-mentoring development work, higher education institutions together with SMEs can in a significant way support the development of characteristics related to intrapreneurship. e-Mentoring models applicable for SME use are explored in this study.

Prior work: Promoting entrepreneurship and strengthening SME activity to improve international competitiveness are indisputable objectives of the Lisbon Agenda and the EU Green Paper. These objectives are closely tied to education at tertiary level institutions and to research and development. One central objective is to develop the skills of entrepreneurs and SME staff. According to the Green Paper, alternative learning tools, such as mentoring in which entrepreneurs learn from each other, deserve special attention. ICT based learning tools tailored for SME requirements need to be further developed. The Central Ostrobothnia University of Applied Sciences has innovatively developed e-mentoring in educational and work networks.

Approach: Trends which make staff training reforms a topical challenge are evident in working life. The constantly changing skill requirements demand flexible, responsive, innovative models and new solutions, especially in SME staff development. 99.8% of all businesses in Finland are SMEs that employ less than 250 people. The fast pace of work in many companies does not allow for formal training outside working hours. However, a narrow skills range is particularly evident in SMEs.

Results: This article examines e-mentoring as a learning tool and a skill development action concept that offers a contemporary method for continuous and responsive on-the-job learning. Mentoring and interaction are supported through the deployment of mobile devices and web based technologies. Our study indicated that 73.6% of the entrepreneurs (n=113) responding to the questionnaire were interested in deploying e-mentoring to develop their competence at work.

Implications: e-Mentoring opens up new opportunities for flexible one-on-one, group or organisational border crossing mentoring as well as for creating virtual mentoring communities. The model best supports learning that has clear development objectives and aims to improve skills in a certain area of competence, e.g. marketing and computer utilizing. 

Value: Mentoring has been shown to be one of the most effective methods in developing and sharing skills. For this reason e-mentoring as one online pedagogical model is an excellent solution in developing SME skills and improving SME competitiveness. This exploration is part of the groundwork for a planned project with the Federation of Finnish Enterprises, in which a national e-mentoring network and programme for SME deployment will be constructed.

Keywords: e-mentoring, SME business, staff development, higher education, intrapreneurship 

1. Introduction

The constantly changing skill requirements in working life demand flexible, responsive, innovative models and new solutions, especially in SME staff development. Promoting entrepreneurship and strengthening SME activity to improve international competitiveness are indisputable objectives of the Lisbon Agenda and the EU Green Paper. These objectives are closely tied to education at tertiary level institutions and to research and development. One central objective is developing the skills of entrepreneurs and SME staff (Green Paper, 2003; EUR 22005, 2006). Trends which make staff training reforms a topical challenge are evident in working life.
According to the Green Paper, alternative learning tools, such as mentoring in which entrepreneurs can learn from each other, deserve special attention. ICT learning tools tailored to the needs of SMEs should be further developed to stimulate the understanding and take-up of such tools by entrepreneurs. In the spirit of the Green Paper (2003) entrepreneurs need to update and develop managerial skills to keep ahead in a changing economy, but long working hours make course attendance difficult. 

The significance of SMEs in the Finnish national economy is considerable. 99.8% of all businesses in Finland are SMEs employing less than 250 people (www.yrittajat.fi). The fast pace of work in many companies does not allow for formal training outside working hours. However, a narrow skills range is particularly evident in SMEs. According to research (e.g. Kotey & Folker 2007) staff development is a significant factor in the growth and success of an SME. 
According to report of OPM (Ministry of Education) 2007, in the coming years, the workforce will cease to increase annually and in fact will decline, thus the significance of workforce productivity growth will be all the more important as a growth factor of overall productivity. People as well as training and skills development, and the ability to create innovative and competitive operational models in companies and other organisations will impact powerfully on workforce productivity. The key issues are utilisation of information technology in production processes, improving asset profitability, and solutions related to logistics, organisation and management. It is obvious that the significance of entrepreneurship and business skills in maintaining competitiveness and economic growth will become increasingly important during the next several decades. The development of Finnish society is dependent on innovations in economic and business operational methods, for example, in management and productising (OPM, 2007). This development can be greatly supported through mentoring practices that are flexibly executed, deploy new technology, and strengthen intrapreneurship. 

The importance of entrepreneurship and its positive impact on job creation has been recognised in Europe (EUR 22005, 2006). In Finland there is a trend to invest in the innovative activities of higher education institutions as supporters of entrepreneurial motivation. Entrepreneurship is being further supported by strengthening the interaction between education and work and by developing educational methodology (KESU, 2004). The Central Ostrobothnia University of Applied Sciences (COUAS) has innovatively developed e-mentoring in educational and work networks. AVERKO, the Open Online University of Applied Sciences, administered by COUAS, can be considered a significant developer of e-mentoring in Finland. In AVERKO’s online mentoring model, (see www.averko.fi/onlinementoring), working life experts act as discussion partners on online courses, bringing an authentic working life perspective, problem situations, and thinking and practices to the teaching (see Helenius & Leppisaari, 2005). In the Virtual Polytechnic’s content production work, e-mentoring has been applied and developed as a pedagogical support for teachers (see Leppisaari & Vainio, 2006). e-Mentoring development work is continuing innovatively, especially from an SME staff development perspective, in which interest is focussed on the perspective of micro-businesses and SMEs. In this article SMEs are defined as companies with less than 250 employees and micro-businesses as companies with 1-9 employees.
2. SME staff development 

The building of a virtual corporate staff skills enhancing learning environment is a challenge for continual learning in order for learning to be ubiquitous. Wenger and Ferguson (2006) emphasize that learning needs to be within the reach of and available to all (just-in-time), connected to and meet individual needs (personalisation), be interactive, narrow the regional accessibility gap, reduce isolation, and promote networking. The position of SMEs is exceptional and in many enterprises today the pace of work is so fast that it is almost impossible to find time for a separate formal training course, that is, training outside the workplace. The need to be better equipped for the information society and the narrowness of skill areas are, however, especially apparent in SMEs. For this reason, the staff relies on various informal learning solutions to address the skill needs that have arisen (Wenger & Ferguson, 2006). Discussions and meetings are one example of these kinds of informal learning situations. Skill development will increasingly become learning that occurs in the workplace and in work communities, as there will be a growing emphasis on company-centred skill development (Hyvää työtä, 2006; Menestyvä Suomi, 2004). Greater emphasis will be placed on learning-on-the-job and learning through work (FinnSight, 2015).
DeViney and Lewis (2006) are of the opinion that the learning-on-the-job paradigm stresses the empowering of learners to create their own learning experiences and paths, as well as the use of technology to realise collaborative learning that is personal, easily accessible, and related to their own role. Effective learning in the workplace occurs more and more outside formally arranged training and requires new practices and solutions. Learning must address topical needs; it should be possible to access good practices and experiences in the workplace when there is a need for this. In this way, there is then room for learning in one’s own work. The collective sharing of work experiences and expertise should be supported. Contextual learning in the workplace or between workplaces is supported by the opportunity for dialogue between more experienced colleagues and novices (DeViney & Lewis, 2006). There is a growing consensus that entrepreneurs require a flexible, learner-centred and informal, tailor-made support in developing their learning (Perren, 2003; Stokes, 2001). On the basis of the above description it is obvious that there is a need for new forms of learning in the workplace and different solutions for organising staff training (DeViney & Lewis, 2006).
The above outlines in staff training development closely concern higher education. The Information Society Strategy (2007-2015) stresses the development of staff training collaboratively between higher education institutions and businesses. Measures the strategy singles out are, for example, improving skill levels of SME staff, encouraging work communities to adopt new innovative learning methods, and making the professional development of those already employed a central focus of higher education societal influence.  The applied research and development work of universities of applied sciences needs to be strongly connected to regional development work, the development of working life organisations, and take into consideration the needs of SMEs in particular (Osaava henkilöstö, 2006). 

The commitment of entrepreneurs to their work and continuous professional development can be studied through the concept “intrapreneurship”. Intrapreneurship includes an active and responsible attitude towards issues, colleagues and a commitment to a goal-oriented plan of professional development  (Koiranen & Pohjansaari, 1994; Tenhunen, 2002). Mentoring can be deployed to support the development of an entrepreneur’s intrapreneurship, thereby positively impacting on productivity growth.
3. e-Mentoring as a skill development support

Mentoring and coaching have been proven to be among the most effective skill development methods in working life. Mentoring strengthens the role of learning-by-experience and facilitates learning-on-the-job. As technology has effected important changes in the workplace and the nature of work, e-mentoring has become a viable alternative to traditional mentoring programs and seems to fit the new organisational styles of work where employees are dispersed across time and place (Guy, 2001).
 e-Mentoring, as one of several online pedagogical models, opens up new opportunities independent of time and geography for flexibly executed one-on-one and group mentoring, organisational border crossing mentoring, and for creating virtual international mentoring communities (Whiting & Janasz, 2004). Whereas traditional mentor-mentee relationships tended to be of the stable, long-term master-apprentice variety, the changing nature of technology, organisational structures, and marketplace dynamics have transformed mentoring into a process that extends beyond a single individual who represents a single function, organisation, or country. Individuals need to consider relying not on individual but rather on multiple, diverse individuals (Whiting & Janasz, 2004). Mentoring practices and interaction can be supported through mobile devices, web based technologies and programmes. 

e-Mentoring is a method for sharing and developing expertise that is readily applicable to rapidly reactive and real time learning forms (Hezlett & Gibson, 2005). Mentoring links learning to the participant’s actual workplace situation and is part of one’s daily work. Skills construction in developing mentoring can occur in collaboration with peers and the collegial network can function as a transmitter of expertise (Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2004). A more effective utilisation of the possibilities of e-mentoring in developing work communities and sharing expertise in the workplace currently seen as a topical challenge is retaining the tacit knowledge of the baby boomer generation in the organisation after this generation retires.

An entrepreneur can use mentoring to test out new ideas and mitigate risks. Typically the mentor’s support is made use of, for example, in the development of markets. There are also examples of the mentor’s activities as an expert group (techno mentor activity or business mentors), in which, for example, there is consultation on the company’s business plan. It is apparent that in addition to the already proven traditional forms of mentoring, there is a need for new models in which contemporary communication devices and digital tools are employed to support the professional development of entrepreneurs. 

It is essential to determine what kind of learning e-mentoring can be applied to as a support. The research appears to unanimously agree that e-mentoring can best be used to expand the possibilities of mentoring. A blended mentoring model is recommended, one which combines the best in traditional and e-mentoring (Stokes, 2001; Woodd, 1999; Perren, 2003; Clutterbuck, 2004). It is believed that e-mentoring can achieve the same advantages/benefits as can traditional mentoring programmes (Hunt, 2005; Clutterbuck, 2004), but its participatory possibilities and content advantages can best be deployed in mentoring patterns that take place in broader networks (Hunt, 2005). e-Mentoring appears to be applicable specifically to the kind of mentoring which includes clearly articulated learning and development objectives and has as its goal the sharing and development of expertise within a specific, restricted area (Leppisaari & Vainio, 2006). Mentors are able to more comprehensively support the personal growth of entrepreneurs in face-to-face meetings, during which more complex issues can be dealt with, whereas online communication between these meetings can effectively deal with shorter, fact related, topical issues (Stokes, 2001). However, as the tools deployable in e-mentoring develop, it is possible, for example, through the use of audio and visual to expand towards a more personal interaction between the mentor and mentee online. 

4. Pioneers: e-Mentoring cases in SME contexts

e-Mentoring programmes for staff development have yet to be executed in Finland, but internationally some experience of this new practice has been gained. Three internationally recognised e-mentoring programmes for staff development are briefly introduced below. 
a. Mentors Online – APESMA. The Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers, Australia offers its members the chance to participate in the annually implemented e-Mentoring for small business professionals mentoring programme (see www.apesma.asn.au/mentorsonline).  According to Rickard (2005), the programme aims to particularly support entrepreneurs who live in remote areas in business skills development. The programme begins by identifying performance shortfalls and then builds a development plan on this basis. The work concentrates on the business plan. Mentors Online is realised once a year, its duration is 3 months and 20 mentor-mentees pairs participate in the one-on-one mentoring implemented online. Interaction occurs exclusively through email. 

b. E-mentoring and SME: Mentorbynet Pilot (MBN). The Mentorbynet Pilot mentoring programme was implemented in SMEs in South-East England in a similar way to Mentors Online in Australia. It aimed to strengthen and develop the skills, knowledge and self-confidence necessary for success (Garrett-Harris, 2006).
c. Mentoring Owners of Micro Business in Nottingham (NBW- Nottinghamshire Business Venture). The Mentoring Owners of Micro Business in Nottingham mentoring programme (see Gravells, 2006) aimed to support small business (< 10 employees) in the Nottingham area through one-on-one online mentoring. There are 100 mentors in the programme’s mentor bank, each of whom has approximately 4 clients annually. This model, therefore, impacts 400-500 entrepreneurs each year.
5.  e-Mentoring models for SMEs
This article examines two e-mentoring models, one-on-one e-mentoring and peer e-mentoring. Later the study will be expanded to include group e-mentoring and e-mentoring communities. The e-mentoring models are largely based on traditional mentoring models; however, the means of communication and systems employed give them special features and expand the model selection naturally into a more communal direction. In e-mentoring programmes implemented so far, SMEs have typically used email as the primary or even exclusive communication tool. However, many electronic communication channels can be employed in e-mentoring, for example, email, various learning platforms (Moodle, WebCT), various real time software installed in one’s own computer, such as Internet telephone, video conference and virtual meeting and communication systems (e.g. Connect Pro). 

a. One-on-one e-mentoring In one-on-one mentoring a more experienced professional supports a less experienced colleague in issues related to professional development. There is an interactive reciprocal influence that aims to support professional development based on the employee’s own development needs (Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2004). Typical to this model is that both the mentee and the mentor learn and develop as a result of this interaction (Clutterbuck, 2004).

Traditionally mentoring has occurred as face-to-face meetings between the mentor and mentee and the process has often been long-term. Over the Internet, interaction in one-on-one mentoring relationships can be based on synchronic or asynchronous communication and by nature are ’lighter’. It is also a more short-term process focussing on, for example, areas of development ascertained through performance shortfall analyses. 
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Figure 1. One-on-one e-mentoring

b. Peer e-mentoring  Peer mentors are colleagues who share problems, strategies, professional and personal information, and support (Welsh, 2004). Interaction between colleagues, learning from each other, typically occurs between workers of equal status and tenure. A peer can often be the only employee available to answer questions and give advice (cf. Colky & Young, 2006). Mentoring traditionally relies on a mentor-to-mentee flow of knowledge, skills and/or attitudes, while peer-based learning is more dynamic, involves fewer power issues, and is not hierarchical in structure (Colky & Young, 2006).
The co-learner, co-mentoring relationship approach, is a two-way, non-hierarchical process of equality making mentoring reciprocal and mutual. Peer mentors do not carry the connotation of “authority figure” that mentors might (Welsh, 2004). In peer mentoring relationships both/all parties are positioned as co-learners or co-constructors of knowledge (Le Cornu, 2005). Peer mentoring can promote learning and synergy, a mutual exchange of ideas and experiences and cross-fertilisation and teamwork skills (McDougall & Beattie, 1997). Klasen and Clutterbuck (2004) consider peer mentoring a significant factor in an employee’s skill development. It facilitates the distributing of knowledge, career planning, receiving of feedback on one’s work, emotional support and friendship, and a two-way exchange of needs and interests takes place. The perspective here is one-on-one peer mentoring, but these elements and benefits can also be combined in peer mentoring that occurs in groups. Skills construction in developing mentoring can occur in collaboration with peers and the collegial network can function as a transmitter of expertise (Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2004).

Mullen and Lick (1999, cited in Le Cornu, 2005) use the concept synergistic co-mentoring for peer mentoring. They coined this concept to capture the essence of co-mentoring as a synergistic process that supports opportunity, dialogue, enthusiasm and change. While the term peer mentoring has become more common, it has remained largely unstudied, particularly when it occurs over the Internet. It should be noted that alongside one-on-one mentoring, peer mentoring can also be implemented in more expanded forms, in groups or learning communities in which the team members mentor each other  (Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2004). e-Mentoring brings new possibilities of combining peer-mentoring and a group approach.
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Figure 2. Peer e-mentoring. 

The e-mentoring models described above are viable options in SME staff development when there is a clear need to move from formal courses towards models that make use of expertise and peer guidance (Wager & Ferguson, 2006). SMEs prefer informal training to formal programmes as the former are more cost efficient, can be included in the daily work routines of the SME, and can be focussed on the actual and real needs of the employee (Kotey & Folker, 2007). SME training requirements are individual, contextual, experience based and arise from specific business needs (Rickard, 2005). From an SME’s perspective, e-mentoring’s reasonable price is an important added value factor, as is its flexibility, time saving nature and the opportunity to have content match individual learning needs (on demand) (Berge & Kendrick, 2005). Using earlier research literature, we have in Table 1 summarised (Leppisaari & Tenhunen, 2007) the advantages and development challenges of e-mentoring from an SME perspective: 

TABLE 1. Summary of the advantages and development challenges of e-mentoring in staff training using research literature (Leppisaari & Tenhunen, 2007).
	ADVANTAGES
	DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES 

	- flexibly available and affordable 

- enables continual professional development 

- strengthens the role of reflection in mentoring 

- supports mentoring’s processual advancement (more repeated contacts)

- develops working life skills (team work, web-based writing and communication)

-enables group mentoring and learning communities 

- enables international mentoring contacts 

- for some, is better than face-to-face meetings 

- facilitates the support of a mobile work force 
	- modify attitudes towards a new methodology 

-create and deploy a suitable user-friendly and collective interaction supporting technology 

- ensure privacy and information protection 

- define clear roles, responsibilities and objectives 

-organise orientation training and continual support  

- sustain the process with regular communication 

- ensure compatibility between mentors and mentees 

- increase individuality of interaction 

-improve IT skills and media literacy 

- use as part of a multimodal mentoring


6. Study

We are interested in how, with the help of e-mentoring development work, higher education institutions together with SMEs can in a significant way support the development of characteristics related to intrapreneurship. How to develop operational models and solutions that meet the spontaneous, individual learning needs of an employee, yet simultaneously support the sharing and development of collective expertise in staff training? Consequently, e-Mentoring models applicable for SME use are explored in this study. A topical question is what e-mentoring forms and digital tools do SMEs consider applicable to their situation? 

The e-mentoring needs and applicable operational models were surveyed in a questionnaire sent to members of the Federation of Central Ostrobothnia Enterprises in August 2007. The questionnaire was conducted electronically through the Webropol programme and sent to 984 entrepreneurs through the Federation’s electronic distribution list. Three days before the deadline a reminder was sent. Only 131 responses were received, making the response rate 13.3%, which is low for study reliability (cf. Lodico, Spaudling & Voegtle, 2006). However, if the nature of the target group is examined as busy entrepreneurs and the response rate is compared to other questionnaires the Federation has conducted, it can be considered adequate (personal information from M. Järkkälä 28.8.2007). 

A questionnaire for collecting research data was drawn up using the Webropol programme. M. Järkkälä, Managing Director of the Federation of Central Ostrobothnia Enterprises, was actively involved in this process. The questionnaire was designed to be easy to complete, as the entrepreneurial organisation stressed that busy entrepreneurs do not respond to long, time consuming and complicated surveys. Working life representatives and their perspectives were taken into consideration in the implementation of the study (cf. design based research, Reeves, Herrington & Oliver, 2005). The questionnaire contained four parts. The first part asked for background information, and the second mentoring experiences and perceptions of e-mentoring. The third part ascertained the entrepreneur’s development needs and the fourth suitable e-mentoring models. In addition to questions on background, the questionnaire contained five dichotomous scales, three multiple choice questions and four rating scales questions, in which respondents rated statements using a five step Likert scale (1= totally disagree, 5 = totally agree). The questionnaire also contained two open-ended questions. 
It has been suggested (see e.g. Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2005) that the attraction of rating scales is that they provide more opportunity than dichotomous questions for rendering data more sensitive and responsive to respondents. This makes rating scales particularly useful for tapping attitudes, perceptions and opinions of respondents. Open-ended questions, on the other hand, can catch the authenticity, richness and depth of response (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2005). The analysis of the research data consisted of both quantitative (percentage distribution, effect of background changes) and qualitative content categorisation based on the question themes. 

Of the respondents, 65.1% were male and 34.9% female. Micro businesses employing 1-9 people made up 82.3% of the enterprises, while 13.8% of the respondents represented enterprises employing 10-29 people. Only 3.8% were larger enterprises, however, no company employed more than 100 people. The large majority of respondents, 36.4%, were aged between 40-49, with the 50-59-year-olds (27.1%) the second largest group and 26.4 % of respondents were aged between 30-39. Businesses involved in wholesale and retail, motor vehicles and personal and household good repairs (19.4%) made up the largest industries. Manufacturing made up the second most represented industry (17.1%) and third place was held by real estate, rental and research services, business services (11.6%). This accurately reflects the region’s industries. The majority of respondents, 40%, had been entrepreneurs for less than five years. The second largest group consisted of those who had been entrepreneurs for 11-20 years (23.8%). Over half the respondents (56.2%) had a vocational educational background. The second largest educational background comprised those who had completed compulsory education (30%) and 21.5% had graduated from a university of applied sciences, while 13.8% of respondents held a university degree. 
The area of interest in the study focussed on opportunities entrepreneurs have to discuss and exchange experiences electronically. The starting point for developing an e-mentoring model needs to be the real, practical development needs of the entrepreneur, which were surveyed with the help of the questionnaire. This exploration is part of the groundwork for a planned project with the Federation of Finnish Enterprises, in which a national e-mentoring network and programme for SME deployment will be constructed. 
7. Results

This article examines e-mentoring as a learning tool and a skill development action concept that offers a contemporary method for continuous and responsive on-the-job learning. Mentoring and interaction are supported through the deployment of mobile devices and web based technologies and programmes. The web brings mentoring to the place where an employee can access a computer and has an Internet connection (cf. Hawkins, 2006). Almost all respondents (99.2%) use their own computer and have an Internet connection. Thus, the infrastructure provides an opportunity to take advantage of e-mentoring in professional development and participate in an e-mentoring programme. The key content tool utilised in SME e-mentoring is the business plan (see Rickard, 2005). It is interesting to note that 43.4% of the Federation of Central Ostrobothnia’s Enterprise’s respondents lacked such a plan. The questionnaire also indicated that those with a business plan update it industriously and as the need arises. 

7.1 e-Mentoring experiences and attitudes towards e-mentoring

The entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire had little prior experience of mentoring discussions. Only 12.3% had experience of formal mentoring in which a mentor is assigned to an individual as a support in professional development. However, there were more experiences of informal peer mentoring. Work related issues had been discussed with other entrepreneurs and much use had been made of their know-how (26.2%) with 60.8% having made some use. But 13.1% of entrepreneurs had never had discussions with their colleagues or made use of their know-how. 

Over half (56.1%) the entrepreneurs felt that e-mentoring provided them with a flexible opportunity, independent of time and geography, to receive support from someone more experienced in issues relating to practical professional development. This statement was totally agreed to by 14.6% and 41.5% partially agreed. Only 2.3% totally disagreed. It should be noted that 34.76% had no opinion, which might be explained by e-mentoring still being a rather unfamiliar and new practice. 

Our study indicated that the large majority, (2/3) 73.6%, of the Federation of Central Ostrobothnia Enterprise’s entrepreneurs responding to the questionnaire were interested in deploying e-mentoring to develop their competence at work. Educational background is not a significant factor in this matter. It can be discerned that women are slightly more interested than men in taking advantage of e-mentoring. Approximately one fourth (26.4%) of respondents are not interested in this method of skill development. One entrepreneur said: 
”Mentoring is confidential one-on-one work, which in my opinion is not suitable for the Net. It starts with a meeting and positive chemistry between two people.” 

According to Guy (2001), privacy has been seen as a challenge in e-mentoring as text based tracks are saved, unlike face-to-face discussions. Entrepreneurs are not always willing to write about their difficulties in chat columns. They also need private communication with the mentor. Privacy and confidentiality remain a fundamental aspect of any mentoring relationship. With the growing number of warnings about the security of e-mail, chat rooms, and other forms of online communication, privacy becomes a sensitive issue for e-mentoring partners. Reluctance of mentees to probe issues of organisational problems with mentors via e-mail can dampen enthusiasm for telementoring as a way to link mentors and mentees across distance and time. However, technical solutions are available to address this issue (Guy, 2001).
7.2 Skill development needs as experienced by the entrepreneurs

The majority of skill development needs entrepreneurs have in their own work relate to marketing (22 respondents). Increasing the company’s visibility was seen as a challenge. The second greatest need, with 13 mentions, was utilising the computer in business activities. In third place (12 respondents) was skill development in administration, for example, book keeping, budgeting and electronic invoicing. The fourth greatest area of skill development with 9 mentions included management (personnel leadership and supervisory positions) and product development. Other areas mentioned were time management in administrative tasks, finding business partners, networking opportunities and managing company growth and change. 

One entrepreneur felt that the greatest area of development in his/her new job was the ability to express ideas and think aloud ”in such a way that someone really listens and even if they don’t understand/internalise the idea would be able to present genuine (precise) questions”.

Of the entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire, 56.3% felt they had been able to seize the skill development challenges they had expressed. On the other hand, 43.8% had not been able to seize these. Of this latter group, 55.6% saw lack of time as the greatest barrier. Other obstacles were lack of skills, expertise, and expert and professional guidance, as well as insufficient resources. Furthermore, competition between entrepreneurs and ”defending one’s own corner” were mentioned as obstacles to professional development. 

”Knowledge and courses are available, but always in Helsinki. Costs rise into several thousands of euros. Sharing of courses/knowledge on the Net would be a good solution in many issues related to specialised areas of business.” 

Researchers emphasise (see e.g. Single, Muller, Cunningham, Single & Carlsen,  2005) that the purpose of e-mentoring is not to replace traditional face-to-face mentoring, but rather to increase specifically those mentoring opportunities that could not otherwise be implemented due to time resources and/or distance. This study was interested in whether or not Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs felt that e-mentoring provided solutions to their training needs and could alleviate obstacles. There was cautious optimism about the possibility of e-mentoring discussions eradicating the above mentioned obstacles, with 33.1% believing that e-mentoring could eradicate existing obstacles. Only 6.8% were totally negative, whereas 60.2% had no opinion. From the perspective of a busy entrepreneur tied to the workplace, what is significant is the result raised in the study conducted by Single, Muller, Cunningham, Single & Carlsen, (2005) in which 20 minutes of e-mentoring weekly, that is, 80 minutes monthly, resulted in the most satisfactory mentoring relationship. 

Entrepreneurs were asked did they identify performance shortfalls in their work for which they wanted mentoring/support discussion in the following nine skill areas: business plan updating, business operations growth, initiating export activity, succession planning, making financial administration electronic, investments (e.g. production machinery), marketing, recruitment, or other. Two areas were clearly raised above the others: mentoring was wanted in marketing (31.9%) and business operations growth (20.4%). The third area in which shortfalls were perceived and mentoring wanted was making financial administration electronic. 

The common themes in the development needs expressed verbally by the entrepreneurs and indicated in the above mentioned questionnaire performance shortfall list were marketing and developing financial administration, the latter considered by the entrepreneurs as a larger issue than just a question of making it electronic. Entrepreneurs highlighted management and product development as areas needing development in their own experience and content, but these areas were missing from the questionnaire’s performance shortfall list.

The Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire wanted to talk online with colleagues or a trusted mentor about many issues and matters relating to their work. Themes that were raised included management, sales and marketing, updating business plans, business operations growth and its management, a company’s expansion possibilities: ”...experiences and alternatives related to funding of growth would be interesting and necessary discussion topics”. Further discussion was wanted on personnel and pay issues, financial matters and financial administration, taxation and expenditure monitoring, time management, production, succession planning, the overall running of a business, staff training and motivation, establishing client relations, web shopping, and the difficulties and possibilities of networking. The quotes below indicate the discussion wishes of two entrepreneurs: 

”The right planning solutions right from the initial stages. They’ve been rather successful, but the uncertainty attached to new solutions is a heavy burden if there is no discussion with others.” 

”...everything is of interest; if an experienced entrepreneur responds, it is always a pleasure to listen to them.”

7.3 e-Mentoring forms applicable to entrepreneurs

The impetus for this study has been the objective to create workable e-mentoring models for SMEs. The study was very interested in how entrepreneurs saw each different e-mentoring model’s workability and meaningfulness. The pilot questionnaire was, however, confined to two models: one-on-one e-mentoring and peer e-mentoring. Later, when the questionnaire is expanded to national coverage, other e-mentoring models will be included, such as group e-mentoring and e-mentoring communities. As has become clear above, the technology, digital tools, deployed in mentoring is an essential component of e-mentoring models.  Many tools and communication devices, such as email, chat groups, intranet and video-conferencing, can be deployed in e-mentoring (Bierema & Hill, 2005). It is essential to consider case specifically what pedagogically meaningful and technically executable solutions can be applied. The study continues to be largely confined to the use of email as a tool in e-mentoring, while there really is no research available on the use of real time speech contact and social media in e-mentoring (Leppisaari & Tenhunen, 2007). 
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Figure 3. Interest of entrepreneurs in one-on-one e-mentoring.

As Figure 3 indicates, 8.5% of respondents were totally interested in one-on-one e-mentoring and the majority, 45.4% were somewhat interested. The 53.9% these two groups form indicates a clear interest in this operational model. Only 3.8% expressed no interest in one-on-one e-mentoring and 9.2% indicated they were somewhat interested. A third of the respondents had no opinion. The study showed that the most interested in one-on-one e-mentoring were aged between 30-59 and had been entrepreneurs for 1-5 years. The large majority were from companies with less than ten employees. This indicates that one-on-one mentoring is especially wanted by beginning micro entrepreneurs. 
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Figure 4. Preferred mode of communication in one-on-one e-mentoring.

According to the questionnaire (see Figure 4), the best method of implementing one-on-one e-mentoring is a discussion combining and asynchronous writing. 59.1% of those interested in one-on-one e-mentoring wanted that the discussion takes place through a mix of the two above mentioned means of communication. Men aged 40-49 who had worked in enterprises of less than ten employees for five years or less (23 respondents) or for 11-20 years (18 respondents) formed the majority in this group.  The second most preferred means of communication with a mentor was discussion by writing at a time convenient to oneself (34.5%). Of these 38 respondents, over half were women and just under half had worked as an entrepreneur for five years or less. Almost all respondents who wanted to discuss by writing with their mentor worked in enterprises employing less than ten people. Only 6.4% preferred talking with their mentor through speech contact in real time at agreed on times (i.e. virtual meetings). They were mainly men, half of them 40-49-year-olds and over half had been entrepreneurs for five years or less. 

Peer mentoring was defined by the questionnaire designers as: ”I want to learn from other entrepreneurs and also share my own expertise and experience in a group of my peers. I can benefit from my colleagues’ perspectives and expertise in my own development and questions.” 
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Figure 5. Interest of entrepreneurs in peer e-mentoring. 

Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs are slightly more interested in peer e-mentoring than they are in one-on-one e-mentoring with 14.6% totally interested and 52.3% somewhat interested (see Figure 5). Altogether, 66.9% of respondents, that is, 13 % more than those interested in one-on-one e-mentoring, were interested. Two thirds of the group interested in this model was women. Over half of those interested in peer mentoring were 40-49-years-old and had been entrepreneurs for five years or less. Almost all were from enterprises employing less than ten people.  Of those somewhat interested, 2/3 was men and the age group range was greater, encompassing 30-59-year-olds. Also, this group had worked longer as entrepreneurs, with a fourth having worked for 11-20 years in this position. 
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Figure 6. Preferred mode of communication in peer e-mentoring.

As Figure 6 shows, 63.5% of those interested in peer mentoring wanted discussion with other entrepreneurs to take place through a mix of asynchronous and synchronic means of communication online. The second most preferred means (33%) here too was writing online at a time convenient to oneself, for example, via email. At this point the respondents divided into two halves based on gender. A third were aged between 50-59. Only 3.5% of respondents wanted interaction with other entrepreneurs to be solely through real time speech contact online. They were all men. Half this group had worked as entrepreneurs for 11-20 years. The question can be raised, is gaining experience a factor that impacts positively on a willingness to participate in real time online discussions with peers? 
The above results showing little interest in real time discussions online in e-mentoring are of interest when compared to the fact that over half (58.3%) the respondents said they considered talking more preferable to writing when expressing themselves and reflecting on matters. We can conclude writing as being preferable to talking in 22.5% cases, divided equally between men and women. Of the respondents, 19.4% were unable to express an opinion on their most preferable means of communication. The study indicates that the Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire consider discussion by talking a more preferable method of expression and reflection, but on the other hand, they want to talk online by writing rather than orally. Is writing a more familiar method of communication on the web and /or are they lacking experience in real time online speech contact? 

Mentoring has been shown to be one of the most effective methods to develop and share skills. For this reason e-mentoring as one online pedagogical model is an excellent solution in developing SME skills and improving SME competitiveness. The clear majority of Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire, 89.6%, wanted the Federation of Central Ostrobothnia Enterprises to offer its members mentoring support through electronic communication. The educational background of the respondent does not appear to be a significant factor in a respondent’s interest in mentoring, as in both models the percentage was the same for all educational backgrounds. Over half the entrepreneurs disinterested in e-mentoring services had been entrepreneurs for over ten years. Only 10.3% of respondents had in mind a partner with whom they could engage in mentoring discussions. This indicates that the primary need is to collect a mentor bank while developing the model for entrepreneurs.    

In addition, when creating an e-mentoring model consideration must be given to whether peer mentoring takes place in cross-industry or industry-specific groups. Some of the performance shortfall areas perceived by the entrepreneurs and skill development challenges are common to all industries, although they may contain industry-specific special features, examples being marketing and management. A wish that mentoring be implemented industry-specifically was made in the questionnaire: Problems are those within one’s own industry, so mentoring and discussions should perhaps necessarily be conducted within the industry. A cross-industry examination of skill challenges may enrich perspectives, but on the other hand, questions can be examined in greater depth within industry-specific groups.  

8. Discussion and conclusions

e-Mentoring allows the learning process to be implemented flexibly in terms of time and place, enables boundary crossing mentoring, and meets the information society’s operational culture needs by providing a modern method of staff training.  For employees in SMEs, it may be the only support alternative in developing competences required for the job (cf. Woodd, 1999). The study showed that there is an evident need for a mutual sharing of experience and skill development among the Central Ostrobothnia entrepreneurs. The respondents to the questionnaire expressed an interest in using e-mentoring to develop skills. There was little difference in preference between one-on-one and peer mentoring models and practices, but peer e-mentoring was clearly slightly more preferable. The number of respondents as a ratio indicates that women entrepreneurs were slightly more interested in peer mentoring and discussion by writing. e-Mentoring was seen to be a useful and meaningful way to meet a need for ‘thinking aloud’, whether this was through writing or speaking. 

Learning and development with the help of mentoring can be supported in virtual learning environments through the use of diverse tools that support the process. The questionnaire provided important information on perceptions of the tools deployed in e-mentoring. For e-mentoring to be successful, it is essential that participants consider the technological tools meaningful as both tools and cognitive devices (Bierema & Hill, 2005). The questionnaire also demonstrated that entrepreneurs are able to identify performance shortfalls and expect e-mentoring to assist in overcoming obstacles to meeting development challenges in practice. ‘Precision mentoring’ to meet identified performance shortfalls and support the development of characteristics related to intraprenuership can be provided through e-mentoring. 

In e-mentoring in SME contexts, online communication is an efficient and effective means of bringing the mentor and mentee together and integrating work and learning environments. e-Mentoring involves relationships between individuals separated by time and place, opens up new possibilities for communication access across time and place. On the other hand, Guy (2001), for example, raises the problem of socialisation becoming more acute since mentor and mentee/mentees are separated. In developing this model it is important to examine how e-mentoring can meet the need of experiencing community that many isolated SMEs feel in their daily work. How do these models support the development of community, building a sense of community and the human aspect in which participants are connected to each other and able to share thoughts, ideas, and feelings? In particular, peer mentoring in groups requires a clearly constructed mentoring programme and operational model as the model contains complex, multi-directional interactive relationships and challenges (cf. Welsh, 2004).

In this article we have studied two e-mentoring models. These models form a foundation for creating more diverse models, as it is evident that in addition to one-on-one e-mentoring and peer e-mentoring, group e-mentoring and e-mentoring communities can be employed in SME contexts. Our results also touch on a need to strengthen the sense of community, for which peer mentoring was considered a more appropriate means of skill development than one-on-one mentoring in several cases. There more than likely are differences between the various regions in our country. Measured on many different scales, Central Ostrobothnia is one of the most entrepreneur intensive areas of Finland. The usability of various e-mentoring models will be evaluated in the next stage of our study through regional and national entrepreneurial questionnaires.  
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