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1. 
SUMMARY REPORT

Introduction and background 

Between February and July 2004, the Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA) conducted a feasibility study on behalf of the DfES and LSC into the possibility of colleges and other LSC-funded providers delivering support for company innovation and development.  The study followed from an earlier consultation on the development of the concept and criteria for Business Innovation and Support (BIAS
).  

A policy rationale for BIAS

This research has been undertaken in response to development of a modern and responsive FE sector, as described in the Skills Strategy and Success for All and reiterated more recently in the DfES five-year strategy for children and learners.  These proposed that the capability of colleges and providers should be developed to offer a wide range of support for local businesses.  Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) have made great progress in developing responsive provision in defined specialisms to develop intermediate skills.  However, companies also need multidisciplinary support at a range of levels and in relation to their specific business contexts.  
Developing learning companies

Support that enables companies to develop new products and services and update existing ones is a key factor in enhancing competitiveness and productivity, especially in small firms.  BIAS could help to promote a prerequisite learning culture in companies – which embeds development and innovation as a core purpose.  This in turn may stimulate a demand for formal learning, which is more likely to be required, and better used, by organisations that see training in relation to real business needs.   FE could become the local source of this service if the substantial but ad hoc provision already in place were formalised.

Relationship to the ‘college for business’

The criteria for BIAS are derived the ‘college for business’ model, which suggested that a vocational mission was typified by five key dimensions underpinning the ability of the organisation to be responsive to the needs of the economy, employers and employees.  Two of these are concerned with stimulating demand for learning, these being:

· Support for Problem Solving and Innovation in firms;

· Involvement in Support Networks for SMEs.

The feasibility study was particularly concerned with investigating the development of support for these dimensions.

The study’s aims and method

The research considered:

· the potential benefits of the development of BIAS to firms of various kinds

· the place of the service alongside other forms of business support 

· the extent to which the service was in place and the steps that would need to be taken to consolidate and develop it

· the risks and advantages of developing BIAS in relation to the other activities of the college or learning provider

· the nature of support required to secure quality and capacity in its delivery.

The study considered a number of research questions to obtain evidence to inform policy on a suitable course of action for this work.   

Staff from 24 colleges and training providers acted as “research partners”, and undertook field work in their local area on the potential demand for the service, the role of FE in its delivery, and the position of BIAS in relation to LSC and RDA activity.  Internal, organisational issues were also considered, such as the nature and extent of current BIAS activity, barriers to its further development, and the position of BIAS within mission and strategy.  
Defining BIAS

A working definition for BIAS proposed that:

“Business innovation and support (BIAS) is support for company innovation and development, primarily intended to improve a company’s products and performance.  It typically involves consideration of a technical problem by means of applied research and development (R&D), which may draw on knowledge and expertise from a range of sources.  In many cases it may be concerned with the application of existing knowledge, which is new to the organisation concerned, rather than with leading edge technology or practice.  BIAS may be of benefit to both public and private sector organisations.”   

Findings

Employers views on the demand for BIAS

Over 140 large and small companies from a number of occupational sectors were interviewed.  Most were very interested in the possibility of BIAS-type support from the FE sector, although important caveats about the necessary quality of the service were expressed.  Some large employers with in-company R&D expertise, were doubtful about how helpful FE could be to their business, but saw the benefits to their supply chain. 
FE’s capacity to deliver BIAS

Employers suggested that FE could offer support for research and development, specifically in relation to:

· prototype development

· exploring the best use of manufacturing technology

· materials and equipment testing and optimising advances in technology

· obtaining client feedback to inform quality improvement

· IT networking

· website design and development

The target audience for BIAS

Three characteristics of the potential target audience for BIAS emerged:

i) Size

Small companies could benefit most from BIAS as larger companies may already invest in R&D, or have in-house capacity.  Small businesses lack the time and resources necessary for development and innovation activities and may have limited support networks, particularly in rural areas. 

ii) Occupational Sector

Manufacturing and New Media were suggested as particularly needing BIAS to support innovation in evolving sectors with many small businesses.

iii) Stage of business development

BIAS is more likely to be needed by new and growing businesses.  
FE’s distinctive role features

Employers saw distinguishing features that could be of benefit to BIAS as: 

· local knowledge 

· links to the knowledge and expertise in other organisations  

· a practical rather than an academic or ‘intellectual’ approach 

· access to subject specialists, with knowledge that could be deployed to great effect within a business context 
· (in some cases) technical facilities and equipment to illustrate the most up to date technology and its potential business use.  
Perceptions of FE

Employers’ perceptions of FE influenced their views on its capacity to deliver BIAS. Some employers recognised the potential role of the FE sector in providing BIAS, but the predominant view of the local business community that colleges are primarily providers of education and training for young people needs to be changed.  Concerns about quality and responsiveness were also expressed.  However, a significant minority of employers thought the college provided a reliable, practical and local service, with staff that could “talk the right language”.  

Views of local LSCs

Representatives of 13 local Learning and Skills Councils were interviewed about the role of FE as providers of BIAS in relation to Strategic Area Reviews (StARs) and the review of providers’ missions.  Overall, the development of a BIAS service was viewed positively, often in relation to employer engagement, but some thought that the LSC and the providers it funded should confine their role to the provision of teaching and learning. 

Views of the Regional Development Agencies

The research partners conducted interviews with six Regional Development Agencies and the London Development Agency.  Most RDAs agreed that there was a need for BIAS-type services and that many companies had not yet been reached. They were generally supportive of an approach to company development in addition to skills development, and BIAS was seen to be in line with this. The major caveats were the need for high quality, a full understanding of business needs, and planned partnership working. 

Other providers of support for business

Research partners asked employers about other providers of BIAS-type services they used.  Some providers were then interviewed.  

Business link

Business Link emerged as a well-known source of support, although views of employers on their usefulness were mixed.  All research partners interviewed representatives from their local Business Links about the need for BIAS and FE’s role in delivering it.  Responses varied considerably depending on how far the local Business Link, or the person being interviewed, was involved either in brokerage or in business development.  Those involved in brokerage were very supportive of BIAS in FE, but recognised that better understanding of what FE could offer was required.  

Universities

Not all HE interviewees saw a role for the university in delivering BIAS, but those that did saw what they offered as complementary to BIAS in FE.  The advantage of partnerships with FE was that FE had better contacts with small firms, who may be more comfortable working with colleges or WBL providers.  

Independent consultants

Employers reported variable experience of the independent consultants who provide BIAS-type advice.  Large companies in particular make extensive use of them, and many appear to be willing to pay substantial feeds for their services.  IT and business planning are the most usual areas for consultancy.  

Trade Associations 

Some of the employers interviewed had good links with Trade Associations, some of which offer technical advice in addition to more generic support.

Suppliers of equipment or materials 

Some suppliers offer an impressive service related to their products to ensure their correct use.  

Extent of BIAS in FE

All the research partners found that more BIAS activity was taking place than had been realised.  A range of previously unrecognised activity was discovered, mostly provided on a good-will basis or in return for payment in kind, rather than invoices being generated.  Because of the informal and uncoordinated nature of current BIAS activity it was not possible to give accurate estimates its volume.  One research partner that did attempt this, had 100 staff dedicated to employer-oriented activity, and estimated that between 2% and 5% of this was BIAS. 

Culture change

All research partners’ organisations had sections that were delivering BIAS or were committed to its development.  Most of these worked within a leadership ethos that recognised its importance.  However, it was generally agreed that the culture of important parts of the institution would need to change if optimum progress was to be made. 

Changing perceptions of the core business

Senior managers from the research partners’ organisations changed their views on whether BIAS was a distraction from or an important contributor to the “core business” in the course of the study.  Managers read the reports produced by their staff and were interviewed in the study.  This alerted them to what was already happening informally within their institutions and of its value as a form of employer engagement, and staff and curriculum updating. 

Delivering BIAS

The impact on other provision: risks and advantages
A fundamental tension in the further development of BIAS was expressed in that BIAS could divert attention of the best staff from teaching duties, but it could also involve staff in practical problem solving with and for local companies, keeping them up to date, giving them credibility, and providing valuable background material for assignments.

While maintaining standards of teaching and learning is extremely important, delivery issues that are pertinent to BIAS relate to appropriateness of the knowledge of the staff, and speed of response.  Unlike bespoke training, BIAS does not need to take place at a fixed time and place.    Securing release of ‘experts’ will require flexibility on the part of the staff and managers, but is not dependant on availability during regular timetabled periods and should be less disruptive of this provision. 

Infrastructure

A number of college wide systems would need to be reviewed or set up to support BIAS, these being quality management – linked to internal governance of BIAS, a co-ordinated database of employer contacts, appraisal and staff development systems and performance indicators.

Specific posts, with start-up funding, were seen to be required, for example:  

· a cross-college or cross-provider co-ordinator for BIAS work, who would conduct external market research and internal brokerage

· an administrator, to keep records, maintain databases, draft contracts etc.  

Skills for delivering BIAS

The skills required by staff involved in a number of BIAS-related roles include:

· Specialist, technical knowledge and skills in the areas of demand

· The ability to apply these in a business context

· Ability to develop practical solutions for companies and to communicate these effectively

Staffing

Staff are thought to have the necessary technical expertise and knowledge, but many lack commercial awareness, and understanding of the current industrial context and requirements.   It was proposed that staff skills should be audited to assess the match with skills required for a range of different roles relating to BIAS, including industrial liaison and marketing, internal brokerage, management and administration of the service, as well as direct delivery and practical problem solving.  

Facilities

Research partners in organisations that had benefited from recent investment from the CoVE programme thought their equipment sufficient for the BIAS task. Others felt that they lagged behind modern industrial standards in some areas and investment would be required if they were to be fully credible.

Employer engagement

BIAS was seen as an important form of employer engagement.  Talking to companies about their business needs and the extent to which BIAS could help meet them moved their relationship towards that of strategic partners, with mutual benefits.  

Paying for BIAS
The balance of opinion amongst both research partners and employers was that although there would need to be some pump-priming funding for developing infrastructure and capacity, the actual BIAS service should be provided a full-cost.  However, an initial subsidy for the service may be required as a means of both marketing it and giving FE staff experience of working with companies.

Partnership arrangements for BIAS

Scope for collaboration

There is scope for collaboration, especially with the universities, many of whom have established ‘spin-off’ companies, which work with smaller firms.  Some universities are keen to work with FE on the more practical problems resulting from their work because of FE’s greater involvement with small firms.  

There is also potential for partnerships with Business Links, although issues concerned with impartiality in passing on leads would need to be resolved. 

Consortia arrangements

The feasibility study considered the potential for colleges and other FE providers to work as consortia in the provision of BIAS.   Such arrangements could bring a greater range of resources and increase the chances of a company having its needs met promptly.  However the balance between the need for a fast response to a request for BIAS, and the need for a fair allocation of work between the partners, based on transparent procedures would need to be carefully managed. 

Development needs

Two categories of development needs emerged from the study: 

· staff development – with particular regard to increased understanding of modern industrial and commercial needs and contexts

· capacity development – especially in terms of the ability to manage, market and broker BIAS 

A “toolkit” for development

Research partners were asked to propose what a ‘toolkit’ to support the initial stages of BIAS development may need to contain.  Suggestions included:

· material for staff development and awareness-raising activities [to be addressed to LSC and RDA staff as well as providers]

· flow charts showing the steps required to set up a service

· tools for conducting a skills audit of staff

· sample contracts and task specification

· marketing material

· legal advice on insurance, liability, patents, confidentiality, copyright, etc.

· case-studies of BIAS activities and their positive impact on real companies

Support networks

Research partners also valued the approach adopted by CoVE programme, where networks based around subject or topic interests were provided.

Conclusions and issues

Avoiding competition and duplication 

Although a variety of agencies are providing BIAS and related support, the nature, quality and availability of their service varies with the locality.  There are some specific providers who offer support that FE could not match, but there are complementary services that only the FE sector could provide.  In most cases there remains a significant role for FE to play.  It would be important to map what is available in each locality to ensure that the BIAS offer is designed in the light of this and to FE’s position within the local network of BIAS provision.

A distinctive mission for some

While there is considerable potential for the development of the service within some FE providers, it would need to be carefully nurtured and may not be an appropriate focus for all.  Equally, demand for the service would need to be grown in collaboration with the DTI and the RDAs.  

Modernising FE

Establishing some FE providers with a distinctive vocational mission would be in line with current proposals for the development of a modern further education and training system.   The initiative would lead the way in developing an infrastructure and culture, which supports a college or provider mission that sees the employer as a customer as well as individuals.  It would be a key aspect of FE modernisation and reform in considering the role of FE in support for business.  The demand-side influence of employers and the economy would be strengthened through more equal dialogue and the establishment of mutual benefits between employers and providers.  It could bring about better integration between all aspects of business support in a local area through establishing inter-dependencies between the various bodies providing support.

Policy options

The findings of the feasibility study suggest a number of policy options:

1. Discourage existing BIAS activities, and their further extension
Advantages

· Does not require further support – financial or otherwise
· Clarifies the role of the FE provider
· Limits range of what the college/provider has to do
Disadvantages

· Does not make use of a valuable resource for the economy and employers

· Lessens opportunities for development of staff 

· Reduces the support available for business development

· Hard to enforce

2. Permit existing BIAS activity, allow the provider to develop it if non-LSC funding can be found for it, but do nothing to promote it.

Advantages

· Allows enthusiasts to develop without any financial or managerial support from LSC/Government

· Market forces will determine what is successful

Disadvantages

· Not a strategic approach – development may take place where there is already sufficient capacity, rather than where there are strategic priorities for development

· Could result in unhelpful competition and confusion for users

· No quality control

3. Positively encourage interested FE providers to engage in BIAS, but make no arrangements to offer special support or funding for its development.  

Advantages and disadvantages

· As 2 above, but with some responsibility (blame) attached to LSC if things go wrong
4. Work with some of the providers previously involved in the feasibility study in order to pilot a network of BIAS providers, and explore the extent and nature of the potential market for BIAS. 

Advantages

· Would make good use of the investment in training and development to date

· Would secure a planned and incremental approach to the development of the service

Disadvantages

· Would require decisions to be made about which of the research partners to include in the pilot

· Would need to enlist the support of other players – Local LSCs, RDAs, Business Link etc

5. Launch a nation-wide development programme on the scale of the COVE programme.  

Advantages

· Accelerated development of the service

Disadvantages

· Huge development task, and danger of poor quality

· Supply may outstrip demand

Recommendations

The findings of the feasibility study indicate that at least option 3 should be adopted. This would not prevent a move to Option 4 at a later stage, though care would have to be taken not to disadvantage the “early adopters” who might miss out on support later available.  Option 4 would be a valuable preparatory phase before option 5 was implemented, and even if Option 5 was decided upon, should take place during the six months before it could be fully operational.  

2.
INTRODUCTION

The origins of the feasibility study 

The Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA) has been conducting a feasibility study at the request of the DfES and LSC, which investigated whether there is a role for colleges and other LSC-funded providers in providing support for company development other than training and generic business support.  The study was conducted between February and July 2004.


The feasibility study follows from an earlier consultation
 undertaken by LSDA as part of its strategic research programme agreed with LSC.  The consultation involved:

· the development of the concept and criteria for Business Innovation and Support (BIAS
)

· consultation events on the above with local LSC staff, RDAs CBI, BCC, providers and other interested parties 

· a postal survey of providers on the current state of play in relation to the provision of BIAS

· a search for research partners to take forward the research in Phase 2.

Consultation events were held in every region of England and were attended by over 230 people.  There was substantial support for further exploration of the BIAS concept, but concern that there should be further investigation of the nature of the demand for BIAS and the implications for the FE sector in meeting them before progressing into a live piloting of the service.  

The DfES and LSC therefore decided that a feasibility study was required.  A number of research questions relating to the feasibility of developing BIAS were agreed between the LSDA, DfES and LSC, with advice from the project Advisory Group, convened by DfES.  These questions set the parameters for the study and were designed to produce evidence to inform policy makers on a suitable course of action with regard to the further development of this work.   

The research considered:

· the potential benefits of the development of BIAS to firms of various kinds, and to the local economy

· the place of the service alongside other forms of business support 

· the extent to which this service was in place and the steps that would need to be taken to consolidate and develop it

· the risks and advantages of developing the service in relation to the other activities of the college or learning provider.

It was anticipated that even if the research were to show that there is, or could be, a significant role for FE in supporting businesses in these ways, a development phase would be required.  Therefore, the study also considered the nature of support and development that may be required to secure quality and capacity in its delivery.

A policy rationale for BIAS

This research has been undertaken in response to the government’s modernisation agenda, particularly in relation to the development of a modern FE sector.  Four recent government documents are particularly relevant to the development of better support for business by the FE sector.

· In demand, from the Innovation Unit of the Cabinet Office, that drew attention to the implications of training being a derived demand, and the need to stimulate this demand as well as to provide responsive training.

· Success for all, from the DfES, and its recommendation that colleges and other FE providers should clarify and differentiate their missions.

· The Skills White Paper, that proposed that the COVE programme should be extended so as “to develop the capability of colleges and training providers to offer a wider range of support for local businesses”. 

· The Innovation Report published by the DTI, that identified that overall “UK innovation performance appears to be, at best, average compared to our major competitors”, and also that “Evaluation of past DTI programmes shows that innovative projects have a significant impact on the demand for skills.”  In this context, the report proposed that Business Link should “broker links between the companies involved in knowledge and technology transfer programmes and local education colleges when these are best able to provide the necessary skills and business development support. To complement this DfES intends to support the capacity of further education colleges to offer a wider range of business support services.”
A different kind of support for business

The Skills Strategy has proposed the capability of colleges and providers should be further developed to offer a wide range of support for local businesses.  Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) have made great progress in developing responsive level 3 provision in defined specialisms, but companies also need multidisciplinary support at a range of levels and in relation to their specific business needs.  While generic support for business development is relatively well established, support that takes into account the context in which the business operates and considers how products and services could be updated or improved is not readily available.  Customising support for the particular needs of businesses, especially for small businesses, requires a good understanding of the context in which they operate and may be prohibitively expensive for small companies
. 

The provision of support to raise business performance is a key factor in enhancing performance, especially in small firms.  While recognising the importance of workforce development and training, the primary focus of the study was not on training provision, but on the need for businesses to develop new products and services, and improve existing ones, in order to survive and thrive in a modern economy.  Considerable effort is being put into improving the skills of the workforce by improving the quality and relevance of training and securing better access to training for those at work.   The development of BIAS may be seen as developing a prerequisite learning culture in companies – which embeds development and innovation as a core purpose.  As a consequence, training is more likely to be required, and better used, by organisations that are introducing new processes, and developing new products or services. 

FE colleges, and some training providers, may be well placed to provide this service, and there is some evidence of substantial but ad hoc provision already in place in some colleges.    An earlier LSDA study investigated whether parts of the FE sector were already offering support for innovation (here used in the sense of ‘new to the organisation’ rather than ‘leading edge’) and if so what forms it took.  A range of these non-training activities is described in the LSDA publication “Further Supporting Business”.

Relationship to the ‘college for business’

In 2001, the LSDA proposed a model for the ‘college for business’, which was subsequently developed and tested by colleges in the Sussex LSC area.  This model suggested that a college with a vocational mission should have five key dimensions to its activities.  

Two of these dimensions are concerned with developing the supply of learning:

· Gateway to the Workforce provision, aimed at people preparing to enter or re-enter the workforce;

· Adaptation and Updating provision – training and upskilling for the existing workforce.

There are two further dimensions concerned with stimulating demand for learning:

· Support for Problem Solving and Innovation in firms;

· Involvement in Support Networks for SMEs.

A ‘college for business’ also needs an appropriate Mission and Infrastructure if it is to have the capacity to be effective in all these dimensions. 

Research into the BIAS model has been particularly concerned with the Problem solving and innovation and Support networks for SMEs dimensions of the college for business model, and used the criteria previously developed to describe these as criteria for BIAS.

Method

Staff from 24 colleges and training providers acted as “research partners”
, undertaking fieldwork in their local area, under the direction of LSDA.  These partners included organisations that were some way towards fulfilling the criteria for the ‘college for business’, especially in relation to the problem solving and innovation dimension of the model.  

The research questions
The research questions
 were grouped under six headings:

· General principles for Business Innovation and Support

· The potential clients

· Management and organisation of BIAS  

· Delivering BIAS

· Staff capacity and development

· Implications for the development of the sector.

The assignments

LSDA developed a series of four assignments
 that were undertaken by the research partners in order to suggest answers to a number of related research questions.  The assignments considered external factors, such as the potential demand for the service, the views of clients on the role of FE, and the position of BIAS in relation to LSC and RDA activity.  Internal, organisational issues were also considered, such as the nature and extent of current BIAS activity in research partners’ institutions, barriers to its further development, and the position of BIAS within their mission and strategy. 

Research partners were briefed about the BIAS concept and trained in research methods at an initial residential conference.  Subsequent review meetings were held after the completion of each assignment where the emerging messages from the assignment were discussed and further briefings on the next assignment were provided.  A second residential conference took place towards the end of the study in order to consult the research partners on the emerging overall findings, and their potential implications for policy.

Defining BIAS

For the purpose of the feasibility study, a working definition for this service was suggested.  This proposed that:

“Business innovation and support (BIAS) is support for company innovation and development, primarily intended to improve a company’s products and performance.  It typically involves consideration of a technical problem by means of applied research and development (R&D), which may draw on knowledge and expertise from a range of sources.  In many cases it may be concerned with the application of existing knowledge, which is new to the organisation concerned, rather than with leading edge technology or practice.  BIAS may be of benefit to both public and private sector organisations.”   

3. FINDINGS

3.1 
The demand for BIAS and FE’s role in its delivery

The views of employers, local LSCs, RDAs and providers of support for business were sought on:

· the demand for a BIAS service

· the form this should take

· who the main target group should be 

· whether FE should have a role in its delivery.

Views of employers 
The research partners interviewed employers from over 140 large and small companies from a number of occupational sectors.  Most of the employers were very interested in the possibility of BIAS-type support from the FE sector, and some were positively enthusiastic.  However, it should be borne in mind that those interviewed often already had good links with the research partner concerned.  Important caveats about the necessary quality of the service were expressed, and some large employers with in-company R&D expertise, were doubtful about how helpful FE could be to their business. 
Demand for the BIAS service
At one end of the spectrum some employers were highly enthusiastic about the potential benefits that a BIAS-type service would offer. 

The potential for a working relationship between the college and business is huge, if the college has a proper understanding of needs and credible personnel.  We could, for example, call on the college to assist with items such as Computer Aided Design (CAD) where we don’t have the expertise.

Would be very willing to give it a try if a problem arose which we didn’t have the resources to cover
FE does have a role to play in providing BIAS.  This could be in design and innovation and design for manufacture.  This could be a wide range of support from targeting potential customers with a specific design of product to examining methods of manufacture in an effort to reduce set-ups and down time.

Some employers were clear about what they saw as FE’s unique selling point.

Hands on stuff. In the vocational versus university debate, the college is at the top end of provision for practical skills.

Some were supportive, but with reservations.

The college could be a good business support, providing the community with skills, advice and technical support. I do feel that there would have to be a wide culture change to make academic staff far more business orientated and develop a comprehensive understanding of the business community.

Businesses are looking for a track record and quality of delivery for services and training.  

Need to employ known experts – ahead of industry

Would choose the college for BIAS for commercial reasons i.e. price, quality, product, but would not want to be a guinea pig in a new market!
Some felt that other agencies such as universities were better placed to help 

A manufacturing company employing few graduates saw FE as link into HE, with which it had little contact. Another manufacturing employer had existing links with HEIs

An arboriculture company was a subsidiary of a firm that already had its own research facilities at HEIs in UK and USA.
One large firm doubted that FE could be useful to them as they had their own internal support structures, but had concerns about the ability of their supply chain to respond to new demands. They were keen to raise the awareness of smaller firms about how FE could help them. 

The availability of advice across a spectrum of matters was valued by the proprietor of a Country House Hotel whose main contact with a college was the catering section, but also wanted advice on how to maintain a lake in the grounds. 

A difficult concept

Some firms had difficulty in getting a clear view of the concept being discussed, and indeed this was also the case with some of the research partners in the early stages of the work.  Distinguishing between BIAS activities and training sometimes proved to be difficult.  For example, it was only some way into an interview with one employer before he realised that the college could help with a non-training problem the firm was having with order processing and planning. 

In some cases the problem was a lack of understanding of what was possible, as one research partner observed: 

The level of expertise and specialisation currently available in FE was not something that many of the respondents had previously considered.  Interviewees perceived FE as a specialist in education and training provision, not a provider of business support services.  Overcoming this perception would be critical to the success of a Business Innovation and Support service. 

In another case, the reaction was coloured by other experiences of FE

As far as our specific training needs are concerned, the local FE providers are often not able to provide the right courses for our specific needs as they do not have the required number of students applying for those courses.

A few had negative views of the education and training system as a whole

Until funding organisations and the FE sector move their thinking forward and become more business-like it would be very difficult for them to provide BIAS because they really didn’t understand the business environment.

Forms of BIAS support required

Employers perceived many forms of support for development that the FE sector would be well placed to offer.

Research and development (R&D)

This is not readily available to SMEs and is seen to be extremely important to survival, especially in changing and fast moving sectors where the decline in large companies had removed the source of much R&D.  The role of the FE sector could be two-fold: 

· to provide support and innovation for an evolving sector 

· to recognise and cater for the particular needs of small business.

This could include putting companies in contact with others that had already tackled a given problem or possessed an example of good practice. 

Employers considered that FE could provide applied R&D support for:
· prototype development

· exploring the best use of manufacturing technology

· materials and equipment testing

· obtaining client feedback to inform quality improvement

· IT networking

· website design and development

· optimising advances in technology

The college as an ‘honest broker’

The relationship that colleges have established with employers was seen to be a great resource.  Employers remarked that FE could act as ‘honest brokers’ allowing employers to learn from other local businesses.  This function would be enhanced by FE’s knowledge of individual companies and their needs.  More generally, colleges could also help establish and service an employer networking facility that could be particularly useful to SMEs.

Mentoring

Some companies thought that the FE sector could be well placed to offer mentoring for local business start-ups.  This could help employers to conceptualise how they could develop their business by providing advice on new issues that arose as the organisation grew.  Very often this requires expertise that goes beyond that possessed by the founders of the business, as the following example from one of the research partners shows:

An organic food manufacturer had plans to expand significantly in the medium term, but felt that they would need further support to overcome these ‘growing pains’. While extensive support is offered to start-up businesses, the company identified a need for further support for growing businesses, which may need, for instance, financial advice to make sure that their growth is affordable. They were not aware of any such provision existing for them, and given the work that is already undertaken by the Business Centre, the college would be ideally placed to offer this expertise.

Technological support

Some of the employers interviewed had considerable technological expertise in-house and therefore saw limited advantages in this being offered by the FE sector.  It was also suggested that such support was readily available from manufacturers and suppliers.  However, companies without these links saw the FE sector as being well equipped to offer this support.

Market Research/Marketing

A number of interviewees thought that the local knowledge held by FE sector organisations would assist companies in their market research and marketing strategies. Some organisations wanted customised research material, which they themselves did not have the resources to produce, to enable them to identify where to focus their business growth.  The organic food manufacturer cited earlier expressed concern that the previous marketing advice they had received was costly and low quality because the organisation providing it did not understand their company or its local context.  Firms may have more confidence in market research provided by a reputable institution with relevant expertise and knowledge, such as the local college.

Human resource management and development

One firm called for the local college to take on the role of a recruitment agency, supporting recruitment for admin/office staff.  Another identified a need for advice and guidance on areas such as Disability Discrimination Act, Equality and Diversity that FE could be well placed to offer.

The target audience for BIAS

Three characteristics of the potential target audience for BIAS emerged:

iv) Size

Small companies may benefit most from BIAS.  Some larger companies already invest in R&D and know where to go for help, and some have built up in-house capacity.  Small business may not be able to spare the time and resources necessary for development and innovation activities or may not have established networks to exploit opportunities.  Small firms in rural locations in particular may not have access to local support networks.  It is also likely that companies with few employees have access to a narrow range of skills.  These employees may have only worked for one firm, specialise in a particular trade or skill, and so their experience of solving problems outside their current experience may be limited.

v) Occupational Sector

Interview participants observed that certain industrial sectors would benefit from targeted support.  Amongst these was manufacturing, where there was felt to be little support to enable the sector to survive through good R&D, and   New Media.  There was a view that there could be a possibility of harnessing CoVEs to brainstorm fruitful areas for future activities. 

vi) Stage of business development

Respondents thought that new and growing businesses are most likely to need the type of BIAS that colleges could provide.  By recognising the difficulties that businesses can face at start-up or when expanding, BIAS could support firms through various transitions.  This could range from providing a friendly and informed ear for local employers to talk through problems or ideas to identifying areas of potential growth on behalf of the company.  This may indicate that BIAS activity may not just be pertinent at the start-up stage but could support all companies that have a development need.

FE’s role in delivering BIAS

Employers identified a number of distinguishing features of FE that would be of benefit in the provision of BIAS.

· The local knowledge possessed by the colleges is key - FE brings a deep understanding of the locality, which could be important. 

· Colleges can provide local services to branches of large companies   

· In engaging other employers, colleges could act as a gateway to the knowledge and expertise contained in other organisations  

· FE provides fundamentally practical support rather than an academic or ‘intellectual’ approach 

· Colleges employ many subject specialists, whose knowledge could be deployed to great effect within a business context 

With regard to the value of the technical facilities and equipment owned by FE providers there was a conflict of views.  In sectors that relied heavily upon sector specific technology e.g. engineering, there was sometimes a fear that the FE sector was ‘lagging behind’ in terms of its facilities and the blame was placed on inadequate funding. However, in other cases firms felt that FE colleges would be well placed to give access to equipment they only required occasionally, or even to provide demonstrations of the most up to date technology and its potential benefits.  
FE’s capacity to deliver BIAS

Employers’ perceptions of FE varied considerably, and this influenced their views on its capacity to deliver BIAS. Their views related to some extent to the size and sector of the companies concerned, but there were also some general messages.

Even where employers recognised the potential role of the FE sector in providing BIAS, it was repeatedly stated that colleges would need to raise levels of awareness in the local community and educate their client group about the types of activities that could be undertaken by the college.  This could dispel the predominant view of colleges as primarily being providers of education and training for young people.  

One employer characterised FE as “trustworthy but inexperienced”, and the lack of experience in delivering services to a business market caused some employers to be reticent about engaging with FE on a wider basis.  The need for a culture change across the FE sector was seen as necessary, with greater professionalism and credibility in the delivery of direct services to business. 

Likely range and scale

Some employers observed that in principle the range and scale could be almost limitless, and there would be great potential to expand into new areas of development.  However, most also took the pragmatic view that it might be wise to refine activity to a particular sector where the greatest need existed, and where the college could offer guaranteed expertise.

It was suggested that there could be further refinement of the type of activities offered in different sectors: for example, the rural sector may find market research more useful than product research.   
Views of local LSCs

Representatives of 13 local Learning and Skills Councils were interviewed by research partners.  The role of FE as providers of BIAS was explored in relation to Strategic Area Reviews (StARs) and the local LSC view of their own and of providers’ missions.

BIAS and Strategic area reviews

The local LSC interviews provided insight on issues raised in relation to BIAS and the StAR process.   

A minority saw the StAR process as being solely concerned with learning and the direct support of learning and were not entirely convinced about the role of FE as a provider of business support


BIAS does not feature in the LSC strategic plan

StAR was more about the provision of learning rather than the provision of business support more generally, although BIAS could link with the process of supply and demand analysis


StARs only include BIAS indirectly, and it would have to be made more explicit if BIAS was rolled out

The majority saw that BIAS activity could (and most said should) be included in the process:  


BIAS was referred to in the LSC’s current business plan as an aspect of the employer engagement strategy.  We would want FE focussed BIAS activity included in the StAR process

Some saw a connection with their employer engagement strategies and the promotion and analysis of future demand for skills.  


Future reviews of provision should place more emphasis on employers’ needs, and this could incorporate BIAS type activity


Although BIAS had not been included in their StAR it could have been, as an aspect of employer engagement. The present focus was very much on training (“and associated issues”)

The majority of LSCs were interested and encouraging, whether or not they saw BIAS as part of the StAR process:


The StAR process was concerned with learning and skills, but the relationship between this and Business Link needs to be considered.  Business Link also needs to extend its work with Learning and Skills providers


StAR should complement BIAS development


Very supportive of the BIAS concept but demand for BIAS might not correspond to identified areas of skill shortages, and the StAR might have to be extended to include wider economic factors

Review of FE Mission 

Even local LSCs that were unsympathetic to including BIAS as part of the StAR process were content that BIAS should be included in a provider’s mission statement, if it accurately reflected their activities.  

One thought that BIAS could be included in the StAR, but was concerned about colleges moving away from a focus on teaching and learning.  Another did not see the mission review process being extended beyond teaching and learning.  One local LSC did not see FE as being connected with innovation, but agreed that equipment and processes could usefully be shared. 

The majority of local LSC staff recognised that BIAS could build on expertise, and could be a useful aspect of employer engagement.  Inclusion of BIAS in the mission would avoid that the service would not be seen as a marginal activity and ensure that links with the curriculum were made.

Overall, most of those interviewed welcomed the development of a BIAS service, often as an embodiment of employer engagement, but some thought that the LSC and the providers it funded existed only to provide teaching and learning.  In some cases, the same LSC was sympathetic to BIAS within the StAR process but not within mission review, and vice versa. 

Views of the Regional Development Agencies

The research partners conducted interviews with six Regional Development Agencies and the London Development Agency.  

RDAs’ views on demand for BIAS and FE’s role in delivery

Most RDAs were clear that there was considerable need for BIAS-type support and that many companies had not yet been reached with an appropriate service. They were generally supportive of an approach to company development in addition to skills development, and BIAS was seen as fitting in with this. The major caveats were to do with quality, developing a full understanding of business needs, and working in planned partnerships with other providers of support. 

One RDA saw the need for additional business support such as BIAS, but thought that it was important to ensure that provision was not duplicated and public money wasted. There were some important caveats.

The Colleges are well placed to deliver this service as they can complete the "loop" between change/knowledge and re-skilling but they must be committed and ensure they can deliver a first quality service before embarking on this type of project.

… Setting up the BIAS provision will be like setting up your own business – the market will need to be identified, business plan agreed, etc.
It was suggested that further research would be needed to fully understand how BIAS activities could add value to other sources of support.  It was seen to be an opportune time to undertake such a review, given the changes to Business Link.  The benefit of the service would be if it were being related to RDA priorities i.e. clusters and sectors to support economic development, rather than to the LSC’s skills agendas was noted. 

One RDA saw BIAS tying in with the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) and was very keen to see all forms of support connected up.

We would see colleges as providing training but then also some elements of business support and some elements of innovation and research type stuff. HE would be doing it for some sectors and some types of businesses and FE for other sectors and hopefully sometimes the two would join up. 

Another was very supportive of a BIAS service to industry, and saw it as linking with the FRESA implementation plan, and employer engagement activity generally.

A regional standard, “Action for Business Colleges” (related to the ‘College for Business’ model in Sussex), being developed in another region is being re-aligned to incorporate BIAS.  In this case, the RDA saw BIAS as helping to refocus on a demand-led approach, and thought the service should be related to the particular economic needs of the region and its localities though a consortium approach from colleges.

We are strongly in support of colleges working together in the provision of bias and of a consortium approach and a one-stop-shop’ for employers.

Another RDA saw FE as a core point of interface for business support, and

establishing the right relationship between FE and Business Link as crucial. 

It is important that there is a ‘tie in’ between HE and FE, though there is a distinction between the two the division is not clear-cut for businesses.  What they require is a seamless approach. There should be a joined up approach to business support – automatic tie in to other providers

It also gave an interesting perspective on the role of regional planning.

In terms of the relationship between local and regional priorities it was suggested that colleges look at priority sectors to consider how appropriate these are and how best to support them.  However, they would not be required to concentrate on those areas, if they were not appropriate.  They should “Consider what you can do, if relevant fine, if cannot offer then fine.”  In essence, regional priorities provide a baseline but what is important to the local economy should be pursued.

Yet another RDA made the plea for links between BIAS and other activity, in particular, a link between BIAS and the Sector Skills Development Agency and the innovation manager.

An economic assessment of the area has been undertaken. This is intended to inform investment planning and will identify underdeveloped areas with potential for economic growth and impact

Questions were also asked about regional scope.

We would hope to see a link of the development of BIAS and the region overall – that there is geographical economy of scale.  This would mean that regional priorities are considered when planning BIAS development and funding. Questions need to be addressed about where businesses can access BIAS services from, would they be restricted to the BIAS provider within their geographical area or could they access specialisms available from other BIAS providers throughout the region or country? Could this service provision cross LSC boundaries?

In general, the RDAs were interested in the BIAS concept and although there were some important conditions and caveats they were positive in their responses and supportive of the concept being further developed.  

Other providers of support for business

The research partners identified other providers of BIAS-type support in their local area, and interviewed a number of them.  They also asked employers which agencies they currently used, and their views on this service.  The commentary which follows draws on both these sources of information. 

Business link

Research partners interviewed a representative from their local Business Link.  There was a wide range of responses to the need for BIAS and FE’s role in delivering it.  Responses seemed to depend to a large extent on how far the local Business Link organisation, or the person being interviewed, was involved in brokerage or in business development.  Those involved in brokerage were very supportive of BIAS in FE.  

However, it was recognised that in some areas Business Link had not worked extensively with FE, and would need to establish better understanding of what it could offer and develop better working relationships.  Even where links were already good, it did not follow that Business Link had a clear picture of the provider’s expertise in anything but training. 

Universities

The recent Lambert Review of services to business provided by HE emphasised the importance of universities providing a BIAS-type service to companies.  It was therefore important for the research partners to consult with their local universities to seek their views on this provision.

Not all the universities interviewed saw themselves as being involved in BIAS, but those that did saw what they offered as complementary to BIAS in FE: 

“The university recognised that BIAS is complementary to the work they are doing with companies, but at the different end of the spectrum.  They supported the development of the service and felt that there could be joint marketing activities to provide companies with a single set of services” 

Or as another research partner stated

“Local universities are also potential partners.  Where FE colleges are unable to provide the technical expertise or staff, links with local universities could be extremely useful.”  

Some universities have formed regional consortia. For instance, Knowledge House, which is based in the North East, is a collaborative venture between the Universities of Durham, Newcastle, Northumbria, Sunderland, Teesside and the Open University in the North. They provide a rapid response service; free initial search and diagnosis and sources of assistance within universities. 

The advantage of partnerships between F and HE to the university was often that FE had better contacts with small firms, some of whom were more comfortable working with a college or training provider, even if the much of the work was subsequently passed on to a university.  

Trade Associations

Some of the employers interviewed had good links with their respective Trade Associations.  Some trade associations offer technical advice, but many operate at a more generic level.  For instance, in the construction Industry CITB provides support for Health and Safety, Company Training Plans, and IIP. However, CITB does have regional offices, which many such organisations do not.  By contrast, the paint research association can provide consultants and expert witnesses with experience of all aspects of paint and printing ink technology, but operates at a national and international level, and at the forefront of technological developments.

Suppliers of equipment or materials 

Some suppliers offer an impressive service related to their products and to ensure their correct use.  Examples given included a manufacturer of solder that gives on-site seminars and technical advice to engineering firms, and suppliers of hair and beauty products that provide a similar service to salons.  

Consultants

There are many independent consultants who provide BIAS-type advice.  These may be employed direct by companies or recommended by Business Link. The most usual areas of expertise offered appear to be IT and business planning. Firms reported variable experience of their suitability and quality.  Some employers value the flexibility of consultants and the fact that some of them are willing to spend time understanding the culture and needs of their business. Others have had a less positive experience, and would appreciate the stability and range of expertise available from a college.

Niche and regional providers

There are a number of local or regionally based providers who operate in a defined locality or range of expertise.  For example, the Groundwork Trust in Greater Manchester offer advice and support to firms on a range of environmental and green issues. They currently work both with FE and the local Chamber of Commerce.  EM Business Support (also in the Greater Manchester area) provides a range of business services to businesses owned or managed by ethnic minority entrepreneurs.  

Other more general providers of support exist in the regions, an example of which is the Business and Innovation centre (BIC) in Sunderland which provides business start ups, low cost accommodation service for micro start-up businesses, ICT, a process and product development unit, bookkeeping, business development, export, finance, market and research. Other organisations offering similar services are BL4 London and the East London Small Business Association in East London and Enterprise Plymouth Ltd (EPL) in the South West. 

Chambers of Commerce, the Small Business Service (SBS), the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and the Manufacturing Advisory Service are other examples of support agencies.  

Overall analysis of other providers and potential overlap

The general conclusion reached was that whilst there were some specific providers with whom it would be foolish to compete, there were often complementary services that only the FE sector could provide.    For instance, the proprietor of a children’s’ nursery preferred to receive advice on her planning from someone with an understanding of her work context. The issue to be resolved is to determine FE’s place in the local BIAS network.

3.2
Current extent of BIAS in FE and potential for growth

The research partners investigated the current extent of BIAS in their organisations, and the potential to extend it.

Current volume

Five of the Research partners’ organisations were engaged in little or no BIAS-type activity at the start of the study.  One large general FE College cited their focus on full-time vocational and other provision as the reason for the lack of development of this work, though the college concerned was anxious to develop both training and other services for local companies.  In another case the provider had a clear focus on the training needs of a specific industry, but had not looked at extending this to BIAS. 

One tertiary college had recently set up a Business Development Unit with established account mangers to link with specific local companies, but its BIAS activity was currently limited to the offer of a “surgery” for small businesses that included a facility for the loan of office equipment.  Another tertiary college had a more established business development unit, but non-training support offered was restricted to business planning and marketing. 

Another research partner’s organisation had an established business development unit with over 60 staff providing short courses and workforce development, but with little linkage between this and the rest of the college.

At the other end of the spectrum, five research partners were already providing BIAS services in a relatively systematic way.  Two large colleges in economic development areas had used European and other funding to develop a range of services, some of which were now provided at commercial rates.  In one of these, a central business support unit provides the interface with local firms and also managed contracts delivered by other faculties. 

One college had a significant volume of BIAS activity, but mostly confined to the engineering faculty.  Two ‘mixed economy’ colleges (offering both F and HE) were engaged in BIAS activities that had originally started in the HE part of the college, but had extended to FE provision.  In neither case had this been specifically promoted or co-ordinated, though it was offered at full cost. 

The remaining research partners’ organisations offered ad hoc BIAS services, often as a result of personal contacts between companies and individual members of staff and sometimes involving ex-students. In other cases the provision was more institutionally based, but usually ‘one-off’ activities. 

All the research partners found in the course of the study that more BIAS activity was taking place than had been realised.  A range of previously unrecognised activity was discovered, mostly provided on a good-will basis or in return for a payment in kind, rather than invoices being generated.  One research partner described this as being “part of general customer care”.  

Even where a research partner’s college had a well-developed and organised Unit tasked with employer liaison and support, it was usual to find that BIAS activity was taking place without their knowledge, possibly because it involved staff other than those providing bespoke training. 

The two consortia involved in the study each had individual members that undertook BIAS activity, but had not engaged as consortia in delivering BIAS. 

Because of the informal and uncoordinated nature of current BIAS activity the research partners were not able to give meaningful estimates its volume.  One that did attempt this, and that had 100 staff dedicated to employer-oriented activity, estimated that between 2% and 5% of this was BIAS. 

Examples of current activity

Numerous examples of BIAS-type activity were identified.

Technical Support 

A substantial number of examples were given of technical support for manufacturing and engineering firms.  These included:

· materials testing/calibrations for small engineering firms

· evaluating alternative materials e.g. moving from reliance on steel only possibly move to composites for some applications 

· manufacturing control software, production control 

· looking at batch production

· improving production process especially process automation 

· assessing machinery and equipment on employers’ premises and writing testing procedures for the organisation

· reviewing and research new materials 

· supporting product innovation 

Technical support was also offered to other sectors, for example:

· advice on the layout of kitchens and service areas for restaurants

· advice on problems with a lake in the grounds of a country house hotel

· advice on methods of controlling obesity in children 

· providing a materials testing service for a construction firm

IT related support

A substantial amount of activity appears to be concerned with supporting companies to install or make better use of IT, for instance:

· Establishing systems in a new training dept of a large firm

· creating software packages to employer specifications

· development of software and technology

· website design and development

· programming

Exploiting specialist expertise

Certain curriculum areas in some colleges are closely involved with businesses, either as a result of curriculum demands or because of the perceived value of their expertise to outside organisations.  Where there is a strong curriculum provision in Art and Design, BIAS-type activity is evident, in particular: 

· designing logos  

· assistance with design work

· help with marketing and developing a new image.  

Niche offerings

There are also examples of BIAS activities in particular niches, for example:

· fine painting and decorating

· expertise in coastal conservation and marine biology.  

· work with a large aeronautical organisation to assist in the development of new aircraft.

· consultancy with a large kitchen fitting organisation facing problems with poor quality installation

· consultancy on institutional culture

· helping a local school produce a sound recording of its choir

A package of services

Some partners mentioned offering a package of services to single companies or groups.  Examples included:

· new product development, developing a whole new range, opening up new markets, relocating to new premises, the effect of these on all aspects of business

· developing technical abilities both in terms of people and capital equipment, upgrades including software and data management

· business performance, environmental impacts, quality assurance, personnel issues.

· legislation and general business advice, discussions about funding grants and training

Supporting alumni and old friends

In many cases, the support is informal and provided to former students, or to companies with whom the individual lecturer or trainer has had a longstanding relationship.  For example, many providers gave informal advice to former students, now working/running small companies.  This was specifically mentioned in firms providing electrical installation and plumbing services.

Using student assignments

Some research partners identified BIAS-type activity being undertaken by students, in the form of ‘live briefs’ or projects:

· IT problems addressed through supervised student assignments. 

· In one college students on a business studies course have a “problems solving club” which welcomes real-life issues from local companies. 

· Students have been used as “mystery shoppers” or have conducted client satisfaction surveys.

Using college facilities

Substantial use seems to be made of college facilities in providing BIAS-type support, of including realistic work environments, such as the college training restaurant and similar facilities.

· Using the realistic work environment (a Hotel Training Academy) developed as part of the CoVE to support and trial product development.

· The use of a microbrewery to test new products for small brewers. 

Some research partners mentioned other resources that could be developed for use in BIAS projects including a working travel agency, a customer care workshop and a sports science laboratory.

Customised support for business planning
While advice on business planning may be offered as a generic service, some FE providers have specialised in working with companies in specific sectors, as diverse as child-care or furniture manufacture.  In these circumstances, their specialist knowledge of the core business gives the company confidence that their special planing needs are understood. 

Reciprocal arrangements

Advice is occasionally exchanged through an informal bartering system, particularly mentioned in relation to the development of Foundation Degrees, where a small company was given help to write a business plan in exchange for their help with the development of a Foundation Degree.

View of the FE sector
The research partners consulted with senior managers and subject specialists in their own colleges and training organisations to seek their views on the desirability of developing BIAS.

Culture change

All research partners’ organisations had sections that were delivering BIAS or were committed to its development.  Most of these worked within a leadership ethos that recognised its importance.  However, it was generally agreed that the culture of important parts of the institution would need to change if optimum progress was to be made. 

In many cases, the views of senior managers and the respective research partners on what the mission of the institution should and could be, and on whether BIAS was a distraction from or an important contributor to the “core business”, changed in the course of the study.  This has important developmental implications.  Most strategic managers read the assignments produced by their staff and were interviewed in the course of them.  This alerted them to what was already happening unofficially within their institutions and convinced them of its value as a form of employer engagement.  They also saw it contributing to staff updating and securing a more relevant curriculum for all learners. 

Similarly, at the start of the feasibility study none of the organisations included BIAS (as opposed to training) in their strategic plans.  However, when asked to produce a hypothetical three-year development plan for BIAS, several decided to do link this to actual planning cycles within the college.  

3.3
  BIAS in relation to other activities of the FE sector

The impact on other provision: risks and advantages

Many of the research partners identified a fundamental tension in the further development of BIAS.  While there is concern that BIAS could put some of the college teaching function at risk, in that it requires the services of staff who are often also the best teachers, there is an awareness that involvement in practical problem solving with and for local companies keeps staff up to date, gives them credibility with their students, and provides with valuable material for learning assignments.

On another level there was concern that, if they are to be self funding, providing BIAS services would involve taking a business risk and the financial security of the whole college operation could be threatened.  This was not so much because unmanageable loses would be incurred, but rather related to the possible reaction of the LSC and others to any loss, and the knock-on effect in terms of financial ratings and reputation. 

Specific benefits and risks were identified as follows.

Potential benefits

For the College

· Raises profile and strengthens image of the organisation – and raises employers’ awareness of what a modern college or WBL provider can offer

· Good method for engaging employers – a dialogue with employers about the overall well-being and developmental need of their company or a more fruitful approach that just talking in terms of training and qualifications

· Enables employers to influence the curriculum in a way they understand

· Might encourage companies to use other college services 

· Could result in additional requests for training and development 

· Creates a reputation for the college for delivering a wide range of services and as being an important part of the local economy – fostering a business to business (B2B) relationship

· Could broaden the range and diversity of college provision

For developing the capacity of staff: 

· Provide Industrial updating  - in a more effective way than a course, or industrial visit placement, and in a way that a firm welcomes rather than offering as a favour

· Enhances staff experience which can then be taken into the classroom  – staff gain insight into current commercial practices and the industrial environment, as well learning of new skills and processes

· Rewards staff – provides job-enrichment, and is attractive to some staff that do not enjoy either involvement in bespoke short-courses or working for further qualifications.

For learners

· Real market research that increases sector credibility and provides students with a realistic insight into job prospects and demands

· Increased sector credibility increases student job prospects

· provides more lively and realistic learning assignments

Potential risks

· BIAS work could disrupt the delivery of “core business”  – mainly through reducing the time that the most expert staff have for teaching

· Damage to college credibility if the delivery of BIAS was ineffective and the advice given was inappropriate

· Reduction of management focus on training and education could have detrimental effects on student achievement

· Creating competition for resources - space, equipment and staff 

· Funds wasted developing staff that may never be used, or only used for one off provision 

· Income may not match that lost from reduced teaching and learning

· Staff with the necessary interpersonal skills to manage such a service likely to be already in high demand.  They will need clear job descriptions and effective management to cope with two such diverse areas of work 
In essence, the main challenges to the introduction of BIAS may be structural and managerial.  Changes to the way in which courses are delivered – for instance increased reliance on teams, rather than individuals, and resource-based learning - could reduce the risk to teaching and learning.  The fact that BIAS does not necessarily need to take place at a fixed time and place may also enable the two type of activity to be woven together without damage to either. BIAS would also have to be well managed as business, with a clear view about providers' strengths and how these matched the market demand.  On the other hand, if some areas of specialism are weak, this issue needs to be tackled for the sake of the quality of the teaching and the learning, as well as in order to be able to offer BIAS in the area.  With appropriate support it could be tackled through involving staff in BIAS activities alongside others who had more experience. 
Whole college versus niche specialisms

Most research partners recognised that some vocational areas are better prepared to offer BIAS than others, and also that the nature of their local economy and the size of firms in various sectors would affect their initial BIAS offer.  However, most envisaged BIAS becoming an aspect of all vocational areas in time.  Some proposed a carefully phased approach that would check the market and the required resources before making a decision about further extension.  They make the point that if the service is to be demand-led they need to plan in relation to this demand as it emerges, rather than just in relation to the most well-prepared areas of their provision. 

With this caveat, many saw existing COVEs as being the natural starting point for further development of BIAS.

A few research partners were cautious about the nature of the service they could realistically offer and the need to give potential clients a clear picture of what they could expect from the service.  The need to refer clients to other agencies where necessary was also emphasised.  A very small number of research partners would only develop the service if finding guarantees were provided.  More were prepared to take a degree of business risk as long as LSC auditors understood this.

Current organisation of services to business

Current arrangements for direct work with employers fall into the following categories:

· those who organise employer-facing services at a departmental level 

· those who have a dedicated central unit that takes responsibility for services to business, but calls on departmental expertise for its delivery

· those who have dedicated central unit that both markets and delivers services to business. 

The existence of a central unit does not necessarily mean that it has traditionally included BIAS as part of its service to business.  However, all those with such units saw it as a platform for BIAS developments, while recognising that this would require new procedures, and new links with some parts of the college.  

Research partners saw the central unit as providing standard approaches to such things as contracts and quality assurance, and usually being responsible for initial marketing – though some thought that sectoral variations in the approach required some marketing to take place at faculty or department level. 

Those research partners currently without a central business development unit all saw the need to establish a system in order to both identify and collate existing BIAS activity and to provide a basis for future developments. 

Staff capacity and flexibility

Those whose central unit was also the primary provider of bespoke training found that the demand for BIAS services did not necessarily match the skills of the staff they had recruited to offer short courses, and so are starting to think of revising the way in which the unit operates. However, the contract of staff in central units was often more appropriate for BIAS delivery than those of staff on purely teaching contracts, and so consideration was having to be given to this when planning to use staff from other parts of the college.

Collaborative arrangements

Neither of the two consortia involved in the study has procedures in place for collaborative management of BIAS.  This was giving rise to discussion of what contractual relationships need to exist between member of a consortium, and what the procedures should be for allocating work between them.  A balance would need to be struck between making any procedures fair and transparent, and ensuring that there could be a swift response to a client. All this might require a manager working at consortium level as well as co-ordinators within each participating organisation.  This would of course be an additional overhead cost, though giving clients access to a greater range of services, and increasing the likelihood of their availability at a given time.   

Risks and advantages of different organisational structures 

There was a considerable consensus that a central unit that provided an external contact point, and internal brokerage and co-ordination rather than a monopoly of provision, was the best approach.  It was striking that research partners with very different starting points reached this conclusion.

On the whole the recruitment of staff specifically to offer BIAS services that would otherwise be beyond the expertise of the college was not seen to be a sensible approach, unless there was no other available source of the service.  Permanent, part-time staff were a different matter, particularly if in the rest of their time they worked in the sector concerned. In some cases, temporary help would be needed to cover for permanent staff or meet peaks in demand. 

Implications for the college infrastructure
Where central units already existed these were usually already allocated to an identified Directorate within the college, so little structural change would be required.  However, a number of college wide systems would need to be reviewed in order to take account of BIAS.  

Quality management

Because BIAS was currently taking place in an informal way in most colleges, it often escaped the attention of college quality systems.  This had the potential to put the institution at risk. One provider expressed concern that a customer might judge it to be financially more rewarding to sue a college than an independent consultant.  However, most colleges thought that existing systems could be adapted to cope.  One quality manager welcomed the opportunity to consider the implications, since he suspected that some off-site short course provision went similarly unmonitored at present.

Appraisal and staff development

One college drew attention to the fact that their current appraisal systems only examined skills that related to teaching and its management, and that the system would have to be fundamentally reviewed in order to include BIAS specific skills.  Other providers reported that current staff development tended to be weaker than it should have been with regard to employer-related (as opposed to student-related) skills.  But the view was firmly held that involvement in BIAS would itself be an effective form of development – particularly if the individual was initially “paired” with a colleague with more experience of liaising with employers or practical problem solving.

Skills for BIAS delivery

Research partners produced detailed analyses of the skills required by staff involved in a number of BIAS-related roles, these included:

· Specialist, technical knowledge and skills

· The ability to apply these in a business context

· Ability to develop practical solutions for companies and to communicate these effectively 

Performance indicators

There was concern that performance measures for BIAS would need substantial development from those currently used by external agencies such as the LSC and the Inspectorate to judge other aspects of providers’ performance.  Although it might not be appropriate to inspect the activity directly, checks could be made on such things as the employer databases and client contact software used by colleges, and the relevance of quality and staff-development systems, as described above. 

More positively, BIAS was seen as an important form of employer engagement – more so than an indicator that was “merely a record of numbers on training courses”, to quote one LSC.  

The recent LSDA report “Reviewing the impact of employer engagement targets,” offered a typology of the role employers might play with regard to post-16 learning.  The roles included

· employers as stakeholders

· employers as consumers

· employers as strategic partners

Research partners found that talking to companies about their business needs and the extent to which BIAS could help meet them moved their relationship towards that of strategic partners, with mutual benefits. 

Budgeting and financial controls
The balance of opinion amongst both Research partners and employers was that although there would need to be some pump-priming funding for developing infrastructure and capacity, the actual BIAS service should be provided a full-cost.  There is an important difference between being accountable for a budget that derives from public funds, and managing one that is part of a commercial business plan. The two approaches require different procedures and mind-sets.  

Strategic and operational plans

Research partners produced such plans covering the first three years of BIAS development.  They include risk analyses.  A sample of these is shown in Appendix 6.   

It was possible to fit these hypothetical plans into the current planning procedures, and forced research partners to consider important strategic issues, such as how much and which part of the institution to involve initially, and how to keep developments under review so as to being able to expand or reduce activities in the light of the market.  It also required a revisiting of many mission statements, where there was lack of focus on employers and the local economy. 

3.4
Partnerships and Consortia for BIAS

The study considered what might be the role and potential role of the FE sector in providing BIAS.  Three dimensions to this emerged:

· How FE could complement and enhance the service available to companies from other providers of technical and business support

· The relationship that needed to exist between FE providers and other strategic partners, such as the LSC and RDAs.

· The potential for colleges and other FE providers to work as consortia in the provision of BIAS. 

Partnerships with other providers

Business Link

The role of Business Link appears to be developing from that of a provider of various kinds of business support to that of broker. In effect, this provides greater potential for Business Links and FE to form a strategic partnership in order to provide a more holistic support for business across all local areas.

Should Business Link remain a provider there would be a need for  “service level agreements” between them and colleges to establish ground rules for day-to-day operation of the service.  The current relationship between Business Link and FE varies considerably by region. Some of the research partners reported that Business Link was very receptive to the idea of working in collaboration with FE in terms of BIAS provision and possibly mutual referrals.  In other areas, Business Link do not advocate direct contact from FE but rather see themselves as offering initial contact and diagnostics. 

Trade associations

In some sectors, Trade Associations are an important source of information and advice, though this may be on personnel rather than technical matters.  It is important for an FE BIAS provider to understand the support available from such sources sector by sector, but in most there appears to remain a FE role for support that: 

· has an understanding of the local economy

· links general business support with an understanding of the core business

· helps companies with issues that are new to them but not cutting edge. 

Universities

HE is identified as the other major national provider of BIAS services. The nature of this provision varies considerably by region.  In many cases provision is selective rather than operating across the organisation - some departments may have good links with industry while others do not.  Even where university Business Units exist they may have problems in working across the whole university. 

BIAS-type services offered by many universities relate to the research being undertaken by particular departments and are fairly specific. It may not be of direct relevance to the development needs of local companies.  Universities have a reputation for applied R & D that addresses complex issues and problems.  Some businesses feel that this provision is not suitable for their needs, or “too highbrow”.  One problem is that some “innovation centres” have the aim of promoting the commercial development of a university-led discovery.  Important though this is, it does not necessarily help a company that is trying to solve a practical problem, or to innovate and develop with regard to its own processes. 

In general HE seems interested in working in partnership with FE for BIAS provision. Some universities are keen to work with FE on the more practical problems resulting from their work because of FE’s greater involvement with small firms.  

Consultants

Significantly, employers are often willing to pay consultants considerable sums for their work.   In terms of partnerships and collaboration with consultants, there are mixed ideas.  Some research partners did not see themselves in competition with consultants providing specialist support, who would not be affected by the broader spectrum of BIAS provision that FE might offer.  Others see them as clear competition to FE BIAS provision.  

Suppliers of material and equipment

There was thought to be potential for partnership, because the supplier would usually only be able to provide advice across a narrow spectrum of the particular company’s products.  FE has a broader view and was seen as an ‘honest broker’, independent of the commercial pressures of suppliers. Employers value the independent view of colleges on new products and equipment and whether they would add value to their operations. 

Local and regional providers

There may be scope for collaboration with some of the local providers mentioned in an earlier section.  Some examples of this are currently in place, particularly with local Chambers of Commerce.

Conclusion

Although there is a variety of agencies, the nature, quality and availability of their service varies with the locality and the sector, and in most cases there remains a significant role for FE to play. It is therefore important that the local LSC, together with FE BIAS providers, map what is available in each locality and ensures that the BIAS offer is designed in the light of this. 

A strategic partnership with LSC and RDAs
No wrong door

Many of the research partners and some of the LSCs and RDAs were keen on the concept of “no wrong door”, so that any organisation requested for assistance that they could not meet would pass it on to someone who could handle it.  However, such approaches need to be considered alongside employers’ preference for having personal knowledge of their provider and experience of their track record.  Business Link was sometimes ambivalent about the degree to which colleges should have direct contact with employers without going through them as brokers.  Some colleges felt that since employers valued the personal contacts they knew these had to be used.  The issue was, therefore, that there should be a mechanism by which problems could be passed on to another agency if it was one they could not deal with themselves.

Rules of engagement

There was general agreement amongst providers, LSCs and RDAs that something like a set of “rules of engagement” would be useful describing the agreed role of the various agencies, the boundaries between them, and communication protocols.  This would ensure that the service was seamless as far as employers were concerned, reduce some of the confusion complained of by many firms, and avoid duplication.  Many respondents thought that Business Link was the natural agency to take overall responsibility for this, though there were regional variations in how there role and readiness was seen, and in the agencies who would have to be involved.  Most thought that the rules of engagement should be in the form of letters of understanding, rather than having contractual force.

Consortia of Providers

Two of the research partners were consortia, and some others were large multi-site colleges that also had some features of consortia because of their departmental structures.  Consortia clearly bring a greater range of resources to bear, and increase the chances of a company having its needs met promptly.  However, they bring their own problems, and should not be seen as an easy option.

One consortium (West Yorkshire) decided that there would need to be varying degrees of collaboration between the consortium members depending upon the service being offered.  They would compete over provision of full-time courses, collaborate with regard to workforce development, but operate as a formal consortium in order to offer BIAS.  They recognised that there might be a tension between the need for a fast response to a request for BIAS, and the need for there to be a fair allocation of work between the partners, based on transparent procedures. They concluded that there would need to be a consortium manager and an administrator, as well as link staff in each consortium member, thus adding to the overhead costs. 

Working in a consortium would allow individual colleges to play to and develop their strengths, to the benefit of clients, but this might work against the cross-college staff development that might occur where an individual college was aiming to provide of a range of BIAS services.  It was also important that at a senior level there was the same level of commitment to BIAS from each partner, expressed in terms of the institution’s mission. 

Another consortium (Sussex) was concerned about the legal position, and thought that a separate company might need to be set up in order to manage accountability and quality management issues.  They pointed out that as a consortium they found it more difficult to meet assignment deadlines than other Research partners, because of the need for inter-college meetings and liaison.  Sometimes, not all colleges were able to participate because of illness, inspections, and other pressures.  On the other hand it was always possible for others from the consortium to respond to make up for this.  This demonstrated how it might be possible to give a guaranteed service to employers. 

Other operational issues arising from consortia/partnership delivery

Identified by other research partners included:

· the risk of different Quality Assurance and monitoring systems operating in different partners

· varying costs of delivery

· clear mechanisms would be required for the sharing of income, and for the provision of resources

· institutions might be working to different targets and priorities

· there might be an imbalance of power across some groups

· there would be a need or a group identity, and an awareness that the reputation of the consortium rested on the behaviour of the weakest member.

For consortia arrangements to work there would need to be a highly effective communications system, and this in itself would have an associated cost.

3.5
Delivering and developing BIAS
Creating the infrastructure

The research partners all produced draft 3-year operational plans in order to identify what would be involved in developing and establishing BIAS in their institution. Most of them identified the need for a cross-college or cross-provider co-ordinator for BIAS work, who would conduct external market research and internal brokerage.  Many, but not all, of them already had such a co-ordinator for employer-oriented short courses, but all were clear that the BIAS co-ordinator would need to be separate.  Many also saw the need for this person to be supported by an administrator, who would keep records, create databases, draft contracts, and so on.  Most research partners did not see these staff as covering their costs in the early years, and therefore looked for some pump-priming support for these posts.

Another priority was the creation of co-ordinated databases of employers with whom the institution was in contact, and software that could keep a record of contacts made and actions taken.  Some had already commissioned the necessary software, but were aware that the internal systems required to make the system function effectively would require much further work. The system would need to link existing databases currently kept in different parts of the institution for different purposes (work experience placements, NVQ assessments, members of advisory committees, ETPs, invoicing for short courses, etc).  By extension, some LSCs and RDAs saw the need for databases held by different institutions in a locality or a region to be similarly linked, possibly using existing Business Link data as a starting point. 

One research partners also outlined proposals for the internal governance of BIAS, with appropriate advisory and management committees, linked in to an enhanced quality assurance system.  At an appropriate time these plans involved the agreement of the governing body to the inclusion of BIAS in the college’s mission, and a complementary internal marketing push in order to raise awareness amongst staff at all levels.

An example of a 3-year development plan, including appropriate risk analyses, is shown in Appendix 6. 
The issue of the internal management of BIAS operations, including the risks and advantages of integrated as opposed to freestanding units, was discussed in 2.3. 

Funding BIAS

A key issue is the extent to which it can be expected that the client company should meet the full costs of any specific BIAS activity.  There was considerable variation of views on this, from both companies and providers. 

At one extreme, some companies argued that BIAS should be heavily subsidised or even free.  

Companies who could benefit for the service may not be able to afford the fees.

It should be free; the manufacturing industry needs all the support it can get due to overseas competition
Others thought there was a case for a subsidy in some circumstances.

Not free to all – maybe by assessment of needs

A rural employer felt service should be subsidised, especially for SMEs
Many thought that there should be joint responsibility taken for funding the service, as both colleges and employers stood to gain from it

I’m happy to pay some, and I’m happy to take a discount from the government.

If the company could link the service to a direct profit then there should be a charge. In some instances both the FE provider and the company may both benefit, which is the ideal situation.

Commercial partnerships are a more effective way forward – using the capabilities of both the business and the college and both receiving the benefits – rather than a fee basis.

Needs motivation for both parties – should be equally funded
Some saw a case for initial subsidy as part of marketing the service

Should be free of charge until established then based on commercial rates once proven.

The service should be at subsidised rates.  One reason was that for initial contracts this would assist in generating business.  Charges could be increased after a period of time.

At the other extreme, some companies held the view that an initially subsidised service would set the wrong tone

The college should treat this as a commercial opportunity.

Industry should have no problems in paying for this service providing that the college is able to reinvest the money that it generates and that the resources are used to provide as large a skills base as possible for industry to take advantage of.

Public sector pricing tends to be either too cheap or too expensive but not at market value. There should be no distinction between private / public pricing.

A free service would arouse suspicion - there is a clear ‘you get what you pay for’ notion

One company was adamant that it would not use the service if government money were involved, because of the bureaucracy it was assumed would come with this. 

As far as providers were concerned, none thought that the service should be free though a number argued for free initial advice followed by a full-cost regime once a contract was agreed.  A number were concerned that firms in their locality, particularly small ones, would not be able to afford the full-cost of the service, and were used to a public subsidy of college provision.  Others argued that the example of subsidised courses and qualifications should not be followed, and even if an initial subsidy was available, the unsubsidised coat should be made clear from the start. These providers tended to argue that companies were already used to paying consultants and other companies full-cost for services of various kinds, and would assume that a non-commercial rate simply meant a “cheaper” service in all ways. 

To some extent, providers’ views were affected by whether their local employers had were used to receiving subsidies of various kinds, perhaps because the locality was a development area, or whether they and employers were used to working on a commercial basis. Overall, there was some optimism that a BIAS service could be self-sustaining once set-up costs had been met. 

Capacity issues

Staffing

Most of the Research partners considered that their staff had the necessary technical expertise and knowledge, but that many lacked commercial awareness, and understanding of the current industrial context and requirements. 

Research partners proposed an audit of staff skills, to be matched against the potential BIAS service.  The skills required for a range of different roles are identified, including industrial liaison and marketing, internal brokerage, management and administration of the service, as well as direct delivery and practical problem solving.  These analyses can be used to inform job descriptions, recruitment policy, and appraisal and staff development.  

Facilities

Some research partners, particularly those in organisations that had benefited from recent investment from the CoVE programme, thought their equipment sufficient for the BIAS task.  Some even argued that they possessed some facilities, in areas such as testing, rapid prototyping, design, IT and various kinds of marketing media, that small companies might lack. Others felt that they lagged behind modern industrial standards in some areas and investment would be required if they were to be fully credible. At a more mundane level, some had so much pressure to increase room utilisation for teaching that they felt they needed support in obtaining additional office or reception space for implementing a BIAS service. 

Achieving necessary flexibility and responsiveness 

Flexibility and responsiveness were identified as critical to the success of a BIAS service due to the expectations of business in terms of expecting a fast turnaround in the service they need. Several research partners tackled this in respect of Business Development units by creating charters or service level agreements that operated between a central team and Curriculum Managers in order to specify response times and minimum levels of service.  If extended to BIAS this would ensure that everyone involved would know what to expect and that requests would not be left to drift.  

Having a central point of contact would also be important in ensuring responsiveness since they could liaise with those best suited to provide aspects of the service. In some cases they are already authorised to go outside the college for help, often using an approved list of part-time staff available at short notice, rather than failing to meet an aspect of need or a deadline.

While one college argued for a separate unit with staff operating within agreed workloads rather than in traditional timetables, another strongly felt that the introduced systems should be embedded within the college and this could help ensure flexibility and responsiveness across the board. 

Meeting low-volume episodic needs 

Some colleges felt they were already capable of meeting low-volume episodic needs.  Techniques used included using contract staff employed on a project-by-project basis.  Some colleges had experienced problems in terms of trying to map these ad hoc requirements at the beginning of the year by allocating a certain number of hours to staff – problems were encountered if demand did not then meet staff supply.  However, some colleges saw it a important to build BIAS in to the staff's existing timetables.  Another possible solution was suggested in the form of future partnership of consortia working as resources could be pooled or shared.

Other approaches included using an exchange system with other providers who could best meet the client need, or costing into the service an allowance for when it was not in use.  Colleges may also need to consider whether the service requested was low volume but high value or vice versa.  One thought that it might be that diverting resources to the former could enhance the credibility of the college in terms of BIAS provision.  If this is the case it could be worth having a pot of funding available to carry out certain projects to test the market.

Legal and contractual issues

BIAS raises issues different from those that many colleges are used in their role of providers of teaching and learning. To some extent some potential pit-falls can be avoided through proper staff training.  One college warned:

“It is essential that professional liability is minimised through, for example, ensuring adequate professional indemnity, maintaining strict adherence to the concepts of advisory rather than executive responsibility – any decisions must remain the responsibility of the client.” 

Others emphasized that Colleges should not enter BIAS without robust legal support and advice.  Professional and product liability must be fully considered.  However, the relevant staff in some colleges already operating a commercial arm advised that present cover was adequate, or could easily be adapted to be so.

Intellectual copyright and patents advice would also need to be available, and in general Research partners had less experience of this.   However, some discovered that their local university had addressed these issues and was willing to provide advice.  Overall the conclusion was that

· appropriate insurance cover (both employer and public / professional liability) must be costed-in to BIAS business model.

· A support programme could provide general advice as well as specimen agreements and contracts but specialised local/sector based advice would still be needed

Some research partners were also concerned about legal agreements that might need to exist between collaborative partners. As some said

· Contract based? – There is a danger here of partnerships being bogged down in legal stuff but this does share the risk. 

The element of risk led some to argue that 

· “Need clear rules of engagement overseen by legal agreements/contracts and monitored by College’s Governing body” 

Some were prepared to act on the basis of fairly loose agreements, which required a substantial degree of trust but avoided bureaucracy. Many colleges would prefer the security of a legal agreement as long as the process was not over bureaucratic and time consuming.

There were powerful arguments in favour of their always being a “lead partner” in any collaboration, so that both accountability and efficiency could be promoted. 
Barriers to development

Staff availability

The problem of releasing staff from teaching duties in order to offer BIAS was raised by all the research partner organisations.  Some saw that this could be overcome by taking the business risk of under-timetabling some staff, on the assumption that income from BIAS activity would pay for this.  Others would only be willing to plan for this staff availability if sufficient external funding was available.  The majority saw the need for at least some initial funding if the service was to be tested out and developed. 

However, it is important to emphasise that the response to delivery issues revealed once again the difficulty in distinguishing between BIAS and bespoke training.  Many of the issues associated with such provision do not apply to BIAS.  There should be no requirement for:

· A viable class size to achieve economies of scale and a reasonable fee per trainee

· Finding space for formal instruction – either at the workplace or on college or hired premises

· Securing release of the lecturer or instructor at a given time over a period of weeks or days

Delivery issues that are pertinent to BIAS therefore relate to other issues, such as appropriateness of the knowledge of the staff, and speed of response.  Although securing release of ‘experts’ may still be problematic, it should depend less of availability during regular timetabled periods.

Institutional culture

Also universally mentioned was the issue of the current institutional culture. It was often suggested that this derived from the heavy emphasis in recent years on the participation and achievement of full-time students, which resulted in staff at all levels resistant to any activity that might not have a direct and immediate link to these crucial indicators. To overcome this barrier required leadership and clear signals from the top of the organisation and – by extension – from national agencies that needed to show that they valued this activity and recognised that it has a legitimate place. 

Some research partners saw the problem as even more fundamental - staff who argued that BIAS activity was not what they had been recruited to do.  On the other hand, some reported that their colleagues welcomed the prospect of involvement in this kind of activity more than involvement in full-cost short courses. 

Recording BIAS activity

Lack of cross-college co-ordination and even recording of BIAS activity was a significant issue, and all research partners said that they would use any initial funding to appoint a co-ordinator.  Most also said that they intended to create a single employer database and system of logging contacts.  Some already had this in hand. 

Staff expertise and commercial awareness

Most were optimistic about the existence of staff technical skills and knowledge, though some argued for the need for updating of these and/or the institution’s equipment.  However, BIAS was seen as a means of promoting this updating, which was in any case required for teaching purposes, rather than the need for updating being a reason for not engaging in BIAS.  A related issue was the need for an audit of staff skills from a BIAS perspective, and for the inclusion of BIAS activity in job descriptions.

More problematic was the lack of awareness in some staff of current commercial and industrial contexts and pressures, and their lack of experience of effective and diagnostic dialogue with employers.  One way forward was to pair such staff with experienced staff, or to use some staff as internal “brokers”, making the right connections between companies and subject specialists. 

The image of FE

Many research partners reported a problem with their image with employers.  Colleges in particular were often seen as only having a training role, or even only a role in full-time 16-19 provision.  There were also employer concerns about quality and responsiveness.  On the other hand, a significant minority  reported that their image was a positive advantage, since it represented a reliable, practical and local service, and staff that could “talk the right language”.  The problems of a negative image could be addressed through a combination of local and national marketing, that gave honest information about what colleges did and could do, without raising false expectations, together with good quality local examples of the service in action, that could be spread by word of mouth amongst the local business community. 

Most research partners recognised that their existing administrative systems and in some cases management structure would have to be adapted to be as effective for BIAS as they were in supporting the provision of courses and recruitment of students.  Many found little internal resistance to this possibility.  

Development needs

In the light of the above analysis, it can be seen that developmental needs might be met by a number of devices.  These can be categorised as follows:

Funding for development

Funding to kick-start the development of BIAS would be required for some combination of: 

· staff development – especially with regard to increased understanding of modern industrial and commercial needs and contexts

· capacity development – especially in terms of the appointment of co-ordinators within FE providers in order to manage, market and broker BIAS 

There may also be a need for an initial subsidy for the service – as a means of both marketing it and giving FE staff experience of working with companies 

A “toolkit” for development

Research partners were asked to propose what a toolkit to support rollout of BIAS may need to contain.  Suggestions included:

· material for staff development and awareness-raising activities [to be addressed to LSC and RDA staff as well as those within colleges and providers]

· flow charts showing the steps required to set up a service

· tools for conducting a skills audit of staff

· sample contracts and task specification

· marketing material

· legal advice on insurance, liability, patents, confidentiality, copyright, etc.

· case-studies of BIAS activities and their positive impact on real companies

It was suggested that some of this should be regional or sector specific. Much of the proposed toolkit could be provided in downloadable form on the web.  This would, for instance, allow draft contracts to be provided that could be downloaded and adapted for local use. 

Some research partners may be in a position to produce relevant material on behalf of the sector.  RDAs and local LSCs also offered to contribute.  It was emphasised by several respondents that the audience for any toolkit should include other key players, such as the LSC, RDA, SSCs and Business Link. 

More details of what such a toolkit might contain, produced by Research partners as part of an assignment, are given in Appendix 7
Support networks

Research partners valued the approach adopted by CoVE programme, where networks based around subject or topic interests were provided.  It was suggested that there should be support systems managed at both a national and regional level, and that extensive use could be made of the Internet, not least to share experiences and good practice.  

National awareness raising

Although some research partners argued for a national launch of BIAS, other were more cautious, being concerned about managing expectations.  They reasoned that a firmer foundation would be laid by an extension and more formal structuring of existing activities to the point where word of mouth marketing had begun, and where a national launch could be planned.

Nevertheless, most research partners were keen that two issues should be addresses immediately:

· the legitimising of BIAS as an important non-teaching activity within some colleges

· the image of FE amongst some employers as being primarily concerned with students in the form of full-time school-leavers.

Both these concerns could be addressed at a national level. 

4.
CONCLUSIONS AND ISSUES

There is a considerable degree of consensus that there is a need for better support for company development extending beyond the provision of training.   Greater productivity and competitiveness may be secured by stimulating ‘learning companies’, especially in the SME sector, which look to update and improve their products and services in order to stay ahead of the game, and survive and thrive.

However, while there is considerable potential for the development of the service within some FE providers, it would need to be carefully nurtured and may not be an appropriate focus for all.  Equally, demand for the service would need to be grown, in collaboration with other government departments, such as the DTA, and the RDAs.  

Nevertheless, such a development would be in line with current proposals for the development of a modern further education and training system.   The initiative would lead the way in developing an infrastructure and culture, which supports a college or provider mission that sees the employer as a customer as well as individuals.  It would be a key aspect of FE modernisation and reform in considering the role of FE in support for business.  The demand-side influence of employers and the economy would be strengthened through more equal dialogue and the establishment of mutual benefits between employers and providers.  It could bring about better integration between all aspects of business support in a local area through establishing inter-dependencies between the various bodies providing support.

Benefits to local small companies.
Most small companies do not have internal resources dedicated to the development of their procedures, products or markets.  Most would value occasional or ongoing help with “practical problem solving”.

Many have a particular problem with gaining access to “technical” advice, where “technical” could refer to engineering technology or the techniques of running a bakery or a children‘s nursery.

Although general business advice is more easily available, some firms value receiving this from an agency that also has insight into their core business. 

Firms value the pragmatic approach of FE providers, their willingness to engage with small-scale projects, and the fact that they are local and accessible (both physically and psychologically.) 

This project has provided evidence that firms find it more productive to engage in a general conversation about the factors that help them improve their business before discussing the contribution that training and qualifications can make to this.  Where they have valued the contribution of the FE sector to this training, they have also proved willing to engage in dialogue about how the sector could help with other developments that may need to parallel or even precede human resource development if the company is to prosper.

The following diagram illustrates three different kinds of development required in order to build a prosperous business.  They are presented as sides of a triangle to indicate that a lack of development in any one area can hinder the others, and therefore the building and maintenance of a prosperous business.







Benefits to the FE system
Staff involvement in BIAS type activities keeps them up to date with current industrial and commercial realities, and is intellectually refreshing. 

This is of benefit in their teaching role, and also provides a source of realistic and attractive student assignments. 

The staff involved in BIAS may not always come from amongst those that are currently engaged with employers through provision of bespoke training.  BIAS can draw on forms of expertise that go beyond those for which there is a training market and can encourage companies to network with other companies, so engaging staff in all aspects of the college for business, ie 

· teaching learners at the pre-entry to employment stage, 

· updating of the current workforce,

· providing applied R&D solutions through BIAS

· disseminating good practice from firm to firm through networking

Discussions with employers about their business and not just training needs can lead to much more productive employer engagement, because it takes place at a strategic level and is concerned with the development of the business not just the individuals working in it. 

Benefits to the economy

FE providers posses both intellectual capital and equipment / facilities from which local companies could benefit, and which could be made available cost-effectively. 

Involvement in BIAS-type activities would increase the ability of FE providers to contribute to local economic development, and would enhance their knowledge of the local economy and the businesses that make it up.  This intelligence could feed into local and regional planning. 

5.
Options for moving forward

There are a number of policy options that could be taken as the next step from this feasibility study.

Discourage the existing BIAS activities, and their further development.  

This could be done as part of mission reviews, and would involve arguing that the FE sector should focus only on teaching and learning – the provision of skills rather than any wider support for companies. 

Advantages

· Does not require further support – financial or otherwise
· Clarifies the role of the FE provider
· Limits range of what the college/provider has to do
Disadvantages

· Does not make use of a valuable resource for the economy and employers

· Lessens opportunities for development of staff 

· Reduces the support available for business development

· Hard to enforce

Permit existing BIAS activity, and allow it to develop if the provider wishes and can gain funding for it, but do nothing to promote BIAS.

This is more or less the current position.

Advantages

· Allows enthusiasts to develop without any financial or managerial support form LSC/Government

· Market forces will determine what is successful

Disadvantages

· Not a strategic approach – development may take place where there is already sufficient capacity, rather than where there are strategic priorities for development

· Could result in unhelpful competition and confusion for users

· No quality control

Positively encourage interested FE providers to engage in BIAS, but make no arrangements to offer special support or funding for its development.  

Examples of good practice could be collected and publicised as a form of employer engagement, and as a means of ensuring that staff were updated. Colleges who had confidence in their own business planning, and with a sound financial base, would probably take the business risk of developing BIAS for these reasons.  Some might be able to access special development funding from non-LSC sources.   

Advantages and disadvantages

· As above, but with some responsibility (blame) attached to LSC if things go wrong
Work with some of the providers previously involved in the feasibility study in order to pilot a network of BIAS providers, and explore the extent and nature of the potential market for BIAS. 

This extension of the feasibility study would involve making contact with companies not already working with colleges, making use of the developing brokerage service offered by Business Link, and covering a wider sample of sectors, firms of different sizes, and in different stages of development. Staff time within colleges would have to be purchased for this, but the central support from LSDA would not need to be as substantial as for the work to date since staff are already trained and experienced as a result of previous involvement. 

Advantages

· Would make good use of the investment in training and development to date

· Would secure a planned and incremental approach to the development of the service

Disadvantages

· Would require decisions to be made about which of the research partners to include in the pilot

· Would need to enlist the support of other players – Local LSCs, RDAs, Business Link etc

Launch a nation-wide development programme on the scale of the COVE programme.  

As with COVE it would not be the case that all colleges or all departments within colleges would be invited to participate.  In many cases COVEs would be a good basis for an invitation, but not always, since some have weak employer engagement at present. Funding might be used to provide a manager in order to co-ordinate and promote the service, and perhaps to subsidise staff development and even initial BIAS activity.  The aim could be to make the programme self-sustaining in a defined time, or it could be decided that the national interest was served by giving an on-going subsidy to firms of certain sizes, in certain areas, or in certain sectors. 

Advantages

· Accelerated development of the service

Disadvantages

· Huge development task, and danger of poor quality

· Supply may outstrip demand

Recommendations

The findings of the feasibility study indicate that at least option 3 should be adopted. This would not prevent a move to option Option 4 being implemented at a later stage, though care would have to be taken not to disadvantage the “early adopters” who might miss out on support later available.  Option 4 would be a valuable preparatory phase before option 5 was implemented, and even if Option 5 was decided upon, should take place during the six months before it could be fully operational.  

Maria Hughes (on behalf of the project team)

LSDA Research Manager

28.09.04
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BIAS should be included in the StARs, and its relationship with CoVEs and Action for Business Colleges should be considered 




















� For the purpose of the project and this report, the acronym BIAS is used when referring to the support and services being investigated. This is for the sake of convenience.  It is not implied that this term should necessarily be retained.  


� A report on the consultation phase is provided in Appendix 1


� For the purpose of the project and this report, the acronym BIAS is used when referring to the support and services being investigated. This is for the sake of convenience.  It is not implied that this term should necessarily be retained.  


� This is explored further in ‘Learning without lessons’ (LSDA) 2004


� A list of research partners is given in Appendix 2


� See Appendix 3 for a full description of the research questions


� See Appendix 4 for a full description of the assignments


� A further example of these is given in Appendix 5
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