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MARKET ANALYSIS AND MARKETING LEARNING : BACKGROUND PAPER

Introduction

To address the marketing theme cogently and comprehensively, it is important to recognise that marketing is a multi-layered process in which there are many stakeholders involved. It is not simply a device for pushing goods out into the marketplace, but needs to be carefully linked to a process of developing understanding – not only of the potential target market, but of those providers seeking to market goods or services. Promotional efforts and pricing policies are bound to be less effective if they do not, first and foremost, address the needs of the clients they are pointed towards. Similarly, they must also match the capabilities of the providers themselves, which benefit from a process of self-analysis that identifies marketers’ strengths and organisational knowledge base. Through successful positioning and product development, placing the services into the market is more assured of a ready response, and here learning is no different from other products and services in the marketing scenario.

The following sections reiterate the questions asked on the Marchmont Project Web site, (http://www.lifelonglearning.ac.uk) which aim to provide insights into the various stages of developing learning for the SME market. They may be loosely grouped in sequence, considering first the initial stages of market research as it is carried out by a range of stakeholder providers that aim to understand market needs. Once these needs – and providers’ capacity for delivering to them – are identified, we look at translation of market knowledge gained into products and services that will successfully cater for learners’ requirements. Finally, the completion of the process treats the marketing strategies themselves that are employed to deliver learning to its target clientele, including comparison of methods proven to be effective in reaching the market. Issues around the critical sustainability of demand rounds off discussion, to ensure that the market for learning that has been stimulated continues to best effect in future.

Lessons are drawn from common themes appearing in the literature base developed for the Marketing Learning topic which have been collated in the form of management summaries on the Website. It is the hallmark and challenge of an under-researched field that the documents reviewed represent a range of sources and subject areas, well populated by general marketing texts but with far less available in its specific application to learning in small companies. Nevertheless the resources selected largely concur in their treatment of recommendations despite their disparate origins, and some have elicited conclusions from related studies. They present a range of stakeholders’ viewpoints, are broadly comparable and provide useful insights into the many-faceted aspects of marketing learning. The resources are companioned with extracts from the Marchmont good practice database where appropriate to illustrate practical examples of what works and why. Discussion is also enriched by individual contributions of partners as available that treat in more detail particular issues.

Section 1 : Knowing the Market - what market research have partners used to better understand their market?

Market analysis incorporates a range of tools and techniques that, as observed above, most properly aim to define the characteristics of the potential service providers as well as the target market itself. Often these will involve a survey to be initiated wherein questions are constructed for the relevant target group, which may be either externally delivered or self-administered by post, telephone, in person or online. Several of the sub-questions below are purposively concerned with techniques for identifying and analysing needs which should form the basis of any marketing campaign. Others seek to confirm useful approaches for introducing the concept of learning into SMEs, including development of partnerships and collaboration where appropriate to build on existing market knowledge and understanding. Due regard for previous initiatives builds on practices that have shown some success in the past and whose lessons are seen not to restrict possibilities, but to provide further opportunities for positive developments.

The extent to which the provider undertakes training needs analysis?

Hill and Stewart4 undertook a major market survey of small businesses in the Northwest of England in 1996 in an effort to understand how well the Investors in People initiative had penetrated the SME training market and to guide future TEC strategy in the region. They identified four phases of a training and development cycle within which SME learning could be located, which included needs identification and programme design, development, delivery and evaluation. They found that only 8.2% of respondents carried out formal training needs assessment and 9.8% none at all, whilst the majority reported widest use of informal analysis and a combination of techniques. The TEC National Council5, by contrast, evaluated attitudes towards skills development and training in SME clients according to a range of parameters, including evaluation of individual as compared with business needs, identifying areas of future skills gaps, and assessing impact of training acquisition within companies. More details of their toolkit design and use for capture of organisational skills information is included in the relevant sub-section below.

FEDA6 recounts the experiences of nine colleges throughout the United Kingdom seeking to develop training provision to a diverse SME market. For colleges, where SMEs are not regarded as their core target market, training needs analysis (TNA) represents a ‘back to basics’ approach that helps to match relevance of course content to organisational learning needs. For colleges there is also an opportunity to pilot innovative flexible course delivery methods that more appropriately respond to timetabling considerations in SMEs, as determined from TNA implementation. The TUC7 experience of training needs analysis in the workplace presents another perspective, being closely linked to negotiations on behalf of individuals as part of their employment benefits. TUC learning advocates occupy a unique niche in bargaining procedures with management which aims to bring into alignment employees’ as well as employers’ needs, in an effort to widen participation amongst those workers whose requirement for basic skills training may have excluded them from workplace learning in the past. 

A paper from the DfEE’s National Skills Task Force9 looks at the formation of skills for work and at the role of individual cognitive maps from early years as a determinant of their attitudes to learning. Here again definition of training needs are highlighted in a recommendation to bring together careers advice with pre-16 education, to raise awareness of learning requirements, and the contribution of formal education, and to reduce anticipated skills deficiencies in the future workforce.

Online discussion supporting practice

The Technologies for Training Website (http://www.tft.co.uk) recommends first and foremost that a general point to note before purchasing any training is to ensure ‘training needs have been identified by comparing the knowledge and skills of staff with those required by your work’ (Andy Dean). In one of several thought-provoking discussion papers on the Marchmont site, Mike Morris speculates about introduction of technology to mediate an automated training needs analysis process that will ‘monitor learners’ data, identify training needs, provide relevant bite-sized chunks of learning, record its completion and enter it on the learning log’. To augment Ufi’s own vision of learning logs with an integrated TNA application should be a technical feasibility within ever-advancing ICT platforms.

What tools are currently used to analyse the market and is your organisation using these effectively?

Almost all the literature reviewed contains examples of market analysis tools and programmes that have sought to define the characteristics of their target group of potential learners, whether individuals or small businesses. The Campaign for Learning1 carried out a detailed survey of women’s attitudes towards learning, geared towards a selected sample from non-professional/technical socio-economic clusters with little experience of post-16 education and children of predefined age groups. The study aimed to identify barriers to learning as well as attractive channels to deliver positive messages to encourage lifelong learning amongst this target group. Attitudes devolved broadly according to age band and whether currently in employment although general agreement on the value of learning to individuals and families was elicited.

A variety of stakeholders in SME learning were targeted in several influential market analyses reported in the literature, including small firm advisors, training providers and SME owner/managers. Survey data were augmented with a toolkit designed to be administered in interviews with SMEs to assess their attitude, knowledge and understanding of skills and staff development, accompanied by relevant indicators. Studies were conducted regionally as well as nationally and also incorporated follow-up, in-depth surveys which provided more detail and a longitudinal dimension to the findings. Regional variations were found within percentage populations of small businesses according to size bands and sectors within a given locality. The resulting pictures of characteristics of SMEs were in general agreement on factors surrounding their attitudes towards learning:

· The ‘learning paradox’ identified by Westhead and Storey was confirmed: positive attitudes in SMEs do not necessarily result in increased learning activities

· Differences in perceptions are noted between learning advisors and SMEs over appropriate learning styles (where present)

· SME understanding varied of central government training advice and initiatives aimed to support their learning (eg Investors in People, TECs, Business Links)

· Absence of formal training programme as part of business plan

· Prevalence of external operating conditions (eg legislation, industry regulations) driving learning

· Insufficient funding available, state support and advice on programmes

· Preference for informal over formal learning

· Significant differences based on role differentiation/size of firm, growth rate, age of firm, supply chain position, independent or subsidiary status

· Bias of interest from manufacturing, rather than services, sectors

· Senior management staff : level, type and educational background 

· Individual employees: age, gender, educational background, socio-economic group, occupation, working conditions, employment status

· Positive correlation of training uptake with that of business development and expert services

· Perceived disadvantages of upskilling: increased staff turnover, dissatisfaction, raising of expectations

What tools are available to organisations to help them assess their own needs?

Can knowledge mapping tools aid individuals and companies to better understand their learning needs?

Research indicates that increasing self-awareness of learning needs by individuals as well as organisations is an important motivator for investigating training opportunities. Although the use of market analysis is well represented in the literature, not as prevalent is the use of self-assessment tools and techniques for an organisation to construct an internal profile of its learning needs and activities. These are established within dedicated marketing departments (through such mechanisms as SWOT analysis) but are not so widely known in smaller businesses, whose understanding of their interface with, and positioning in, the external marketplace may be limited. Similarly, knowledge mapping techniques are beginning to be introduced in larger organisations within the context of knowledge management (KM) practices. Here again however the awareness and penetration of the KM philosophy into SMEs are likely to take low priority amongst their many operational concerns, particularly in the case of computerised knowledge mapping tools where hardware and software requirements may be unfamiliar to time-pressed staff. 

In an effort to counteract SMEs’ perceived reluctance to engage with an organisational learning philosophy and improve communications between small businesses and government training advisors, Chaston et al3 trialled a computer-based planning tool designed to meet the learning needs of small businesses. The model had been developed from a core of management practices that had been validated as relevant to a large number of small firms in the UK. It included a scale for self-measurement of attitudes towards organisational and management development, learning environment and learning styles, with an eye to sustaining performance under then-current market conditions. The initial pilot testing phase was followed up with a survey of small businesses and their advisors, which revealed significant gaps in their attitudes to the effectiveness of a lifelong learning approach towards management development as well as understanding of organisational learning styles.

Other tools and models for self-assessment addressing the learning needs of small businesses and their advisors have also been developed, applied and companioned by surveys where appropriate. Supported by the local Training and Enterprise Council, Hill and Stewart targeted SMEs in the North West of England, to explore the extent of human resource development present and how the Investors in People (IiP) standard was influencing practice. The ‘IiP Small Business Handicap Hurdle Model’ was piloted in a selection of small businesses to validate survey results by depicting organisational understanding of learning as ‘fences’. When compared with survey results, it was found to provide an adequate measure of SME’s own state of preparedness for IiP and related initiatives and programmes. The Training and Enterprise Council National Council has also developed its own toolkit for identifying and correcting skills gaps within SME client groups, which includes surveys to be administered by TEC business advisors as well as self-diagnostic assessment matrices and checklists for SME owner/managers. The use of related key indicators to measure attitudes and practices to more general business development issues are particularly useful in gaining added insights on wider company employment policy. 

Online discussion supporting practice

Mike Morris places his consideration of automated training needs analysis within an overall context of ICT support for SME learners in managing their own agendas and needs, which can remove many frustrations that might otherwise lead to disengagement with learning. He suggests that ICT is an ideal way of putting the SME learner more in control of what they need to learn. Applications integration can enhance training selection by referencing it against learners’ expressed preferences and styles within a broad presentations of options available.

What lessons have emerged from the integration of business development services with learning?

Many commentators have noted improved success in marketing learning in small companies by positioning it within the wider context of business development services and practices. Alignment of training with strategic business goals is a recommended approach for integrating individual with corporate learning needs, and ensuring its contribution to a firm’s competitive advantage in the marketplace. SME owner/managers may be able to match staff training needs with specific hardware or software, but are less likely to place training within a holistic approach to management development that may include marketing, strategic planning and financial management. 

The literature identifies a number of business processes and characteristics in smaller firms that may act as indicators of attitudes and receptivity to training. Chaston et al note that studies on identifying obstacles to technology transfer in SMEs often point towards similar difficulties in take-up of training programmes, as each requires awareness of and engagement with information from external sources. Westhead and Storey further assert that the nature and degree of external uncertainty felt by the small organisation is a significant formative issue and a critical determinant of its outlook and operation. External legislative frameworks and operating conditions may influence immediate training requirements but are unlikely to alter fundamentally internal resource constraints of time, budget or task allocation.

Training providers and business advice agencies reviewed concur that business performance is a common concern of SME owner/managers to which skills development programmes make important contributions. The TEC National Council relates its toolkit on addressing skills needs to the wider context of business productivity, and seeks evidence of companies’ external orientation through their use of :

· complementary business advice

· participation in local and/or industry-specific networks

· engagement in training initiatives

· awareness of legislative requirements

· use of business plans and/or people management practices, including forecasting techniques.

The Further Education Development Agency recommends that colleges marketing training courses to SMEs build relationships with their local business networks and clarify the benefits of training and its relationship to firm profitability. It suggests that colleges develop business clubs and technology centres that can deliver flexible learning using open and distributed technologies, which may be more appropriate to the operational patterns of small firms and provide facilities not available elsewhere. Short programmes offering advice on ICT, funding, legislation, business and supply chain development may meet immediate training needs that can be extended over time. 

The Nottingham Business School8 surveyed SME participants in its Accelerated Business Development Programme to explore motivations behind company take-up of training. The sample were previously identified as being predisposed towards training through their existing use of expert services, defined as those with a high skill or knowledge base in which individual requirements were customised to clients’ needs. Immediate motivators were found to be short-term operational pressures which varied amongst respondents, but were broadly linked to personal and business 

developmental objectives. 

Policy papers reviewed from the National Skills Task Force research programme10 set training needs within a wider employment context that embraced inter/national, regional and local business and labour markets, industry sectors, and individual professions and occupations. The skilled workforce is seen as key to business development, and links are made between employers’ attitudes towards its reproduction and their longer term planning strategies. To improve effectiveness, these would need to take account of companies’ competitive environment and internal management systems as well as training infrastructure. Transferable skills that are not job specific however have low priority in small businesses, which are not readily able to lose marketable staff – whether during short-term training programmes or to other employers. The way forward lies in encouraging organisations to respond to environment change by ‘adopting new forms of work organisation and job design’ and introducing ‘more progressive and sophisticated forms of people management’.

Who else might your organisation need to talk to understand the market?

To what extent does your organisation collaborate with others who have an understanding of the market to share information and resources?

Networking towards understanding of the SME learning market may take many forms, and involve a range of stakeholders located at different stages within it. Gathering and sharing of market intelligence can occur amongst training providers, business advice and support agencies, industry sectors, local business partnerships or supply chains. There may be formal collaboration mechanisms set up to facilitate and support information exchange or informal meetings to bring together community groups. Where complementary agencies and initiatives exist, there is opportunity for a natural partnership in which roles should be distinctive to maximise perceived support to the learning market. Overlapping interests generate additional options for mutual developments in research or initiatives with greater capacity to reach SME learners. 

Government organisations such as TECs and Business Links are well placed to develop collaborative schemes at local level; they recognise SMEs’ active participation in local business groupings and trade organisations as indicative of an external market orientation that is often linked with positive training attitudes. Delivery of learning to networks of business clusters is also recommended as a positive marketing strategy by TECs. FEDA recommends that college training initiatives build on existing SME business networks wherever possible, to demonstrate their own industry awareness, underpin understanding of the client base and ‘fine tune’ course content to training needs. Where private sector supply chains bring tangible commercial benefits to member firms, they are also potent sources for word of mouth recommendations. Much existing good practice in ADAPT and other funded programmes has been charted in partnerships between TECs and college networks, which at community level can be augmented by Business Links, local industry bodies and district councils. Internally, improved communications and efficiency benefits are also felt within organisations by involving other departments in a collaborative marketing effort.

Trades unions provide an excellent illustration of how collaborative initiatives foster workplace learning in the unique niche learning advocates occupy under Gateway to Learning schemes. Union representatives can broker and negotiate work-based learning packages as developmental partnerships between employers, staff, unions, colleges and training providers, national and industry training organisations and central government, at national through to local levels. National Skills Task Force research also endorses the critical importance of inter-agency communication as a means of reducing the identified workforce skills gap by improving links between education and industry. It recognises the effects on individuals’ attitudes towards learning that are influenced by a range of different agencies throughout their lives, and not only during education and job recruitment. The efforts of unions in promoting workplace learning are confirmed in positive correlation’s found by the NSTF between the presence of unions in the workplace and general levels of training, especially through such initiatives as Bargaining for Skills and Employee Development Schemes. With a host of new schemes waiting in the wings to deliver UK lifelong learning policy, the report recommends partnership and coherence between them to ensure complementarily rather than confusion of provision.

Online discussion supporting practice

TEC experiences of collaborative learning in business networks have been fully endorsed and amplified by resources on the Marchmont Project Web site. The NETMet case studies represent good practice in learning network development in Ireland by SME owner/managers. Mike Morris reinforces the effectiveness of learning across networks and not only within one group, and recommends that they are driven by ends and not means, and build on existing networks (eg chambers, trade associations, topic related clubs, supply chains) wherever possible to add value.

Other Marchmont network members have recounted their own positive experiences in setting up and running local clusters based on common business needs within geographical localities (Mike Gill, Mary Arches), and have confirmed their positive contribution to dissemination of regional good practice.

Section 2 : How have organisations addressed the needs of the market?

Once knowledge of the SME learning market and its needs is achieved, the next requirement is to utilise insights gained to design and deliver learning programmes that integrate needs and provision. Measures to ensure a marketing match may result in traditional or innovative approaches to product development and delivery as long as they take account of expressed learning needs, and so are led by demand rather than supply-side targets. In the literature reviewed, there are examples where particular models for transfer of market analysis findings have been successfully implemented together with recommendations for improved effectiveness. Private sector models may also provide useful frameworks for practical approaches that have been tried and tested in the marketplace.

To what extent does knowledge of the market and its needs influence product and service development in many provider organisations?

The Campaign for Learning’s market research survey into women’s attitudes to learning included design and piloting of a dissemination vehicle for marketing learning, which was based on expressed preferences of the sample group. Respondents identified women’s general interest magazines as a suitable medium for promotion of learning opportunities, including case studies of successful learning experiences. By contrast, a significant gap between perceived market orientation and actual needs was noted by Chaston et al in their survey of TECs and Business Links’ understanding of marketing strategies for SME learning, where neither SME attitudes towards learning nor learning styles matched those thought appropriate by providers. TECs themselves stepped back a stage in their toolkit that assessed SMEs’ own understanding of upskilling needs, designing open and closed questions around common business circumstances affecting SMEs, inferring receptiveness to training initiatives from their responses and reviewing capacity for change.

FEDA considered approaches to SMEs based on their local market knowledge to provide SME training solutions appropriate to the perceived needs of their business community. The range of existing provision was analysed to determine gaps in the market which resulted in innovative pilot schemes tailored to the needs of local SMEs. Colleges were also encouraged to carry out their own skills audit to identify areas of strength which could be developed into specialist niches for targeted learning opportunities. Recognition that firms favoured an episodic, rather than a continuous, approach to learning was a significant step towards structuring more flexible provision. The Nottingham Business School fed back survey results from its Accelerated Business Development Programme learners to inform future course marketing campaigns, focus targeting efforts and build on successes achieved. On the basis of the skills gaps it observes, the National Skills Task Force recommends that schools careers services seek to work more closely with employers to ensure that under-16 education provision is better matched to the needs of the labour market. Its study of SME attitudes towards training concludes that a fundamental reorientation is required in order to produce underlying and long term cultural change conducive to learning, before appropriate policy measures can be designed and implemented.

Are there effective models for ensuring that market analysis and intelligence inform product development and delivery?

How might such processes be made more effective?

Included within the objectives of the Campaign for Learning’s market research was the identification and exploration of appropriate channels of communication for messages that would successfully re-engage potential women learners. By deliberately targeting a sample of respondents who were regular readers of this medium, the Campaign was able to design and pilot a marketing product whose familiarity ensured a positive response. Brooksbank2, in his exposition of marketing planning, proposed a four-phase framework for company self-assessment in which marketing objectives were built on preliminary analysis and informed subsequent strategy development, which was then implemented with the appropriate marketing mix of product and delivery. A final controlling phase maintained and improved effectiveness by feeding back marketing information and tracking performance.

In their papers, Chaston and Hill and Stewart each proposed models to capture and feed back market intelligence that would fine tune future delivery approaches with their surveyed target groups of SMEs and training advisors. Chaston made use of two models, one (The Way Ahead) utilising a scale assessing the attitudes of SME owner/managers and advisors to management development and learning styles. Discrepancies highlighted between these two groups resulted in a subsequent pilot project aimed to promote the benefits of a learning philosophy to SME employees for which the further CUCOL (competitiveness using competencies and organisational learning) model was developed. Early results from the pilot suggested that the CUCOL model was very effective in promoting positive attitudes to organisational and employee learning amongst SME owner/managers. Hill and Stewart’s research presented the Small Business Handicap Hurdle Model, in which a series of ‘fences’ were designed to denote and predict barriers to take-up by small businesses of the Investors in People (IiP) initiative. Using this model, researchers fed back findings from an earlier market survey on SME attitudes to training development and IiP, including interlinked considerations that combined internal culture and external competitiveness. By selecting and highlighting significant factors of common concern to the SME market and structuring them as a progressive framework, researchers succeeded in informing future approaches to SMEs by training advisors which were supported by subsequent case study trials.

The TEC National Council’s toolkit provides a selection of mechanisms available to their advisors to help them more closely define learning needs of individual SMEs. The materials offer a pick-and-mix approach that supports responses with contextual background information, including a ‘log sheet’ model for recording progress. Reports so generated on general, attitudinal and skills deficiencies within the SME clientele are then fed back to the TEC research team, to inform future strategy for service development. FEDA piloted in the colleges taking part in their study an audit research tool aimed to develop a local SME profile for their target market, and considered its results against the colleges’ current or future capacity to develop and deliver training before evolving a training strategy. The tool sought to characterise SMEs in the colleges’ local ‘Travel to Learn’ area by the type of training taken up, existing kitemarking standards held, budget available, relevant legislation, local support groups, the views of TECs and potential for future collaborative ventures. Priorities were determined by a mapping exercise summary including identification of training needs as plotted against college catchment area, regional characteristics, sectoral trends, SME length of time in business, perspectives of training needs and related evidence. 

The Nottingham Business School’s follow-up survey of motivation of SME clients engaging with its Accelerated Business Development Programme summarised their responses according to business sector, length of time trading, size of firm, role within firm, educational background, user type, needs identification and search technique for training programmes, and fed back results to inform its target marketing in future. Amongst National Skills Task Force reports’ recommendations were measures to improve young people’s awareness of training availability which included extending and broadening access to opportunities held on computer. It proposed development of a database which could be tailored to individual needs, based on self-diagnosis computer models developed for personal health care enquiries. Another endorsed successful experience of SME training in groups within industry sectors by confirming its position within NSTF policy and recommending additional funding. Further proposals addressed compulsory inclusion of training initiatives within annual reports, and development of a new ‘people management’ kitemark requirement within government-awarded contracts. 

How is it done in the private sector?

Lessons from private sector marketing initiatives are extensively covered by Brooksbank and tailored specifically to the needs of smaller firms. The underlying principles of marketing planning concern adoption of a strategic marketing philosophy, employing a comprehensive planning approach which includes the four management functions and ensuring that the process continues to evolve and develop throughout the life of the SME. The Nottingham Business School sought to apply classic buyer behaviour models to inform the rolling marketing programme to its Accelerated Business Development target clientele. Much of the uptake however centred round short-term considerations, was needs-driven and reliant on immediate informal feedback via recommendations, reputation, personalities and serendipity. A National Skills Task Force report considered the competitive and labour market environments impacting on organisational training in the UK, including: increasing awareness of global and international competition; use of ICT; a sustained shift towards more knowledge intensive products and services; and a shift towards shorter-term employment. The report places skills within the private sector as fitting within the contexts of competitive and product market strategies and choices about work organisation, job design and people management systems. Organisations having a strategic and innovative approach to business management, control their environments and anticipate change were more likely to train their workforce, particularly those with lower level skills needs. Clear links are demonstrated by such indicators as quality circles, employee appraisal systems, Investors in People, staff communication initiatives, use of problem solving, and teambuilding techniques.

Section 3 : Marketing learning

The literature puts forward with supporting case studies a range of marketing strategies that have been employed by the training providers and research programmes surveyed. Some, but not all, have been borrowed from private industry; others have been adapted and are more individually tailored to the perceived needs of the target market. These have met with varying degrees of success which in many cases has informed future marketing programmes. The ‘soft’ nature of training outputs as a general characteristic of management development in SMEs is not always amenable to standard marketing techniques, as they cannot readily sit within the same quantifiable approach as sales targets.

How do you let potential consumers know about your products and services?

What marketing strategies have partners found most effective?

The Campaign for Learning had devised its market research of women’s attitudes towards learning with a potential marketing strategy already in mind, based on the expressed preferences of its tightly defined survey sample. The themed women’s magazine product which was designed to address their learning needs itself acted as a channel for reaching the market with news and recommendations of course offerings and case study experiences. In his discussion of the development of marketing strategies, Brooksbank emphasises the initial need for marketing objectives to be set for each product and service that will fit in with the results of an earlier assessment of strengths and weaknesses. These should be framed in measurable terms wherever possible and assigned a time scale for achievement. Brooksbank recommends the formulation of a positioning strategy that will reflect the target market; the competitive environment and the distinctive market niche that the new product or service will occupy. The marketing mix of product/service is then designed to reach the market, the marketing effort is organised including information and tracking system and the strategy is delivered.

Chaston et al reported success in utilising their pilot CUCOL model to raise awareness of organisational learning and staff development amongst SME owner/managers and employees. The model combined a questionnaire survey with observations made in an assessment centre, and includes the services of a dedicated learning advisor who develops an overall organisational learning plan and subsequently guides the organisation through its implementation. Hill and Stewart assessed the effectiveness of Investors in People (IiP) training uptake through a multi-stage process which consisted of a preliminary questionnaire, follow-up interviews and design of a model to remedy shortfall identified via the survey findings. Piloted within several case study organisations, the model provided additional insights into attitudes towards IiP and recommendations as to how preparedness could be improved, as well as potential directions for its deployment in related contexts.

The TEC National Council developed its toolkit for skills understanding as a means of eliciting information and advice from small businesses on existing and potential skills shortages, and their views as consumers of training and development services available. The toolkit and associated support programme act to raise awareness amongst potential SME clients of the TEC portfolio of training and advice services, and subsequent data analysis is key to devising appropriate workforce development plans and strategies. College marketing strategies reviewed in the FEDA report employed a range of techniques whose effectiveness could be compared, and the mix adjusted where levels of response indicated changes were warranted. Evidence indicated that direct personal contact in the form of telephone calls and visits was strongly preferred by SMEs to mailshot promotion; take-up to advertising proved to be disappointing. The importance of a named contact in the SME was noted as was the popularity of flexible course provision. Open days and organised visits to colleges provided positive responses together with topically or sectorally focused centres, facilities, business clubs and events. Externally provided telemarketing campaigns and joint initiatives with complementary college departments were also found to be successful.

The Trades Union Congress (TUC) approach to union representation for workplace learning benefits through a well-developed infrastructure as channels of communication between employees and management. Learning provision can be offered as part of a portfolio of union-negotiated services to employees, and brokerage and advice offered to employers on individual appropriateness and benefits of selected training initiatives. TUC envisages a strong role for their workplace learning representatives in creating learning opportunities, matched by their own support from centre in campaigning, setting standards, high quality training provision, qualifications development, building networks and setting it within the context of statutory workforce entitlements. They seek to develop an effective communications and marketing strategy on lifelong learning by:

· devising a union brand for learning and movement-wide programmes, and

· carrying out opinion poll research to explore awareness of these amongst partner organisations, and to test the union learning market.

Unions increasingly explore learning partnership opportunities amongst their own network and in company with training providers from other sectors, and play an important role in their active promotion of and participation in a raft of new and proposed qualifications frameworks. In the workplace learning representatives act to: generate demand amongst members, provide advice and information on learning opportunities, identify and make a case for individuals’ learning needs, negotiate agreements, set up joint training schemes and initiatives, advocate employee development schemes and liaise with external agencies to provide additional support. All activities incorporate marketing and promotional strategies within a wide-ranging TUC vision for members’ learning inside and beyond the workplace.

The Nottingham Business School devised a marketing strategy for its Accelerated Business Development Programme using a six-stage process, which encompassed initial use of a combination of direct mail flyers, recruitment through intermediaries and magazine articles. Enquiry was followed up with letter and telephone, and an awareness seminar held to which enquirers were invited. Further interest expressed resulted in an interview process after which candidates were accepted or rejected.  General confidence gained in the course presenters and content during the process was found to be effective in achieving recruitment. 

Recommendations by the National Skills Task Force for marketing strategies to increase learning uptake include encouragement to industry sectors to establish voluntary training levies. They also propose extending professional ‘licence to practice’ training requirements, promoting the use of supply chains to upgrade product quality and skills levels, and extending the use of quality standards. Strengthening the roles of trade unions in workplace learning is a key recommendation. Demand-side measures include ‘long-term attempts to shift product market strategies upmarket’, and a quality of work campaign to change work organisation and promote job redesign.

How will your organisation be helping to market UfI?

Early piloting work to refine the concept of the University for Industry was underway by the time several of the more recent sources in this review became available, and these reflect providers’ forward thinking of their potential role in its delivery. FEDA pinpointed the call centre approach being piloted in the original North East Ufi project as of potential interest as a marketing tool to colleges providing training to SMEs. TUC Learning Services considers UfI to be of central importance in promoting and defining the union role in workplace learning and seeks an increasingly active part in its marketing and roll-out, proposing that it:

· promote UfI to members and employers

· develop and demonstrate a UfI ‘taster’ course for members, including the use of ICT to deliver workplace learning

· ensure workplace learning representatives can act as facilitators for members’ UfI access

· negotiate agreements with employers for UfI membership and access

· set up TUC/UfI access points in study centres and the workplace, unemployed centres, union colleges and regional offices

· link UfI to Individual Learning Accounts (ILAs) and union membership schemes

· acts to monitor and feedback information on quality of UfI provision

· develop a TUC/UfI facility for union education programmes linked to TUC Education online

· explore the feasibility of improving members’ access to quality software and equipment as part of union membership schemes.

The TUC foresees an active role in linking union learning initiatives (eg union Gateway to Learning, Bargaining for Skills, Union Learning Fund) to new national employee development frameworks including basic and key skills development, under the banner of TUC/UfI partnership. The National Skills Task Force also takes account of UfI in its look ahead to policy changes affecting future workplace learning, setting it in the context of earlier initiatives, reviewing early findings and highlighting areas for attention. Drawing on the experience of the UfI North East pilot, the NSTF considers that UfI will need a major marketing effort to stimulate the interest of its SME target clientele and that innovative use of ICT in training will not necessarily address market needs. At the time of writing planned budgetary provision seemed insufficient and the UfI ‘brand’ was as yet indistinct in the marketplace amongst a raft of new training initiatives; further developments in more detail were awaited.

Online discussion supporting practice

This workshop coincides with final preparations of potential UfI Hubs’ submission of business cases to the UfI for future funding, and common concerns to fledgling local partnerships have been aired in online discussion. Mike Morris considers a range of attributes to learning centre networks that would benefit from a robust ICT infrastructure and simple training product selection interface that would provide a ‘one stop shop’ to buy learning opportunities. Learning centre networks would act to provide products, high band width access and bookable facilities available to non-UfI training providers.

How do organisations sustain an interest in learning and what can providers offer to ensure continuous engagement?

Sustainability of interest in learning is best achieved by cultural change so that learning processes become embedded within internal management and practices of an organisation. Chaston addresses organisational learning as central to the Government’s application of lifelong learning in the workplace and refers to the ‘higher order’ learning style conducive to long-term SME competitiveness in the marketplace, in which company systems are set up to facilitate continuous learning. Hill and Stewart similarly include continuing participation in the Investors in People standard as a measure of its long-term success in meeting market needs. Colleges are recommended by FEDA to persevere in developing links and partnerships with their local business communities and training agencies, to sustain and build on their reputation as ‘preferred’ training providers and enhance their reputation for delivery of local learning programmes. TUC measures to include individual members’ learning objectives within the overall package of union membership schemes and benefits guarantee future awareness and continuing uptake of employee training opportunities. Finally, the National Skills Task Force examines the application of training audits, skills levies and legislative requirements to ensure long-term employer awareness of, attention to and continuing provision for workplace learning.
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