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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Introduction, Objectives and Methodology

· This evaluation was conducted between August and October 2002 by JLH Consulting.

· It examines the performance of the e-Business Centre (e-BC) at the University of Paisley between January 2000 and December 2001 in relation to two projects subsidised by Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire and ESF and ERDF:
-
A training programme for unemployed and employed trainees in industry certified ICT / e-business training courses;

-
A programme providing e-business consultancy and support to SMEs (Innovation Challenge).

· The main objectives of this evaluation were:

-
To assess the effectiveness of the e-BC and its performance against its original objectives and the impact the programme has had on participating individuals and businesses;

-
To make recommendations for improvements which can be made to services in the area of e-business and support provided to individuals and businesses and regarding the future role of the e-Business Centre.

· In conducting this evaluation, we analysed the e-Business Centre’s records, spoke to staff at Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire and staff at the e-Business Centre.

· We also interviewed 17 out of 40 individuals who had been on the training programmes, 10 companies involved with the training programmes and 20 out of the 40 companies which took part in the Innovation Challenge programme.

Performance and Impact of the Training Programme 

· Overall, the e-Business Centre did meet its training targets since 20 unemployed and 20 employed trainees completed industry certified ICT / e-business training courses.

· The outcomes for the unemployed trainees were highly successful, with 18 out of the 20 trainees finding employment after the course, according to e-BC records.

· A weakness was that less than 50% of trainees passed Microsoft or Cisco examinations, compared with a target pass rate of 75% (as set out in the ESF funding application.) The relatively low pass rate can be explained by the fact that the main priority of the unemployed was to find employment and, once they had done so, they were less motivated to obtain the qualification

· Both the employed and unemployed students appear to have been satisfied with the quality of training provided by the e-Business Centre.

· In our survey, the unemployed trainees confirmed that the programme had been very beneficial and that for most of them the placements had been the most important aspect of the programme, giving them hands-on experience in using the technology, real life work experience and increased self-confidence.

· The employed students also said they had benefited from the training and that it had helped enhance their career prospects.

· The training programmes had less impact and ongoing benefit as far as the placement companies (for unemployed trainees) and employers (for employed trainees) were concerned, but nearly all of the trainees are still using the knowledge and skills gained from their participation in the courses at the e-Business Centre and consequently, there is on-going benefit to the economy.

Performance and Impact of the Innovation Challenge Programme

· The e-Business Centre achieved its objective of providing e-business support to 40 SMEs.

· At a relatively early stage, staff decided, probably quite correctly, that there would be limited take-up from SMEs for “technical or business strategy consultancy” and that more practical support should be offered to provide companies with an e-business solution.

· For 11 out of the 20 companies surveyed, the e-Business Centre had either got a website up and running or there was some other tangible output. In actually providing an e-business solution, the e-Business Centre did a lot more for companies than was originally intended.

· However, the companies’ experience of Innovation Challenge was very mixed – around half of the companies were very satisfied or reasonably satisfied with the project and around half had negative views on the service or were dissatisfied.

· The main reasons for the dissatisfaction with the e-Business Centre appear to be poor management of client expectations and poor performance in delivery, because the Centre was not initially funded or indeed set up to develop websites or other e-business solutions.

· The impact of Innovation Challenge in terms of business benefits appears to have been fairly minimal, though one new company was created as a result of the programme and two of the 20 companies surveyed indicated that the solution provided by the e-BC had resulted in cost savings.

Performance Against Strategic Objectives

· Overall the e-Business Centre met its quantitative targets, but in qualitative terms it had very limited sustainable impact on the SMEs involved and on the economy of the West of Scotland.

· The main economic benefit appears to have been that 18 out of the 20 trainees who were unemployed before attending the e-Business Centre found work as a result of participating.

· The Innovation Challenge programme only helped a very small number of SMEs really exploit the opportunities of e-business, and in our opinion did not succeed in breaking down the barriers which were identified as preventing SMEs from adopting e-business.

Key Recommendations

· Although the training programme and Innovation Challenge programme are no longer running, there are a number of valuable lessons which should be applied to the delivery of e-business programmes in the future.

· We recommend that the e-Business Centre should focus on providing ICT and e-business training to individuals and in particular in providing training courses for the unemployed.

· As well as offering technical training, we recommend the Centre might also offer training on customer service and the management of the IT function within companies.

· If offering courses to companies, we recommend the Centre should be more professional, providing companies with a detailed syllabus, a point of contact and feedback on students.

· We recommend that the e-Business Centre should not provide support for SMEs to develop websites or other e-business solutions in the future.

· We recommend the e-BC consider providing customised training / one-to-one consultancy support and practical training to business which have developed a site, but want to have sufficient knowledge to update and maintain it themselves. 

· Finally, we make several recommendations regarding ways in which the e-Business Centre might improve administration and reporting in future ESF and ERDF projects.

1.
INTRODUCTION TO THIS REPORT
Background to this Report

Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire commissioned JLH Consulting to conduct this evaluation of the e-Business Centre (e-BC) at the University of Paisley during August 2002.

The evaluation specifically covers the operation and activities of the e-Business Centre from January 2000 to December 2001 and the projects which were subsidised by Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire and by European Structural Funding (ESF) and European Regional Development Funding (ERDF) during this period.

How the e-Business Centre Developed

The e-Business Centre at the University of Paisley came about as a result of discussions between the University and Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire, with a view to develop further the University’s reputation as a centre of excellence for information and new technologies.

The Centre, which opened formally in March 2000, was Scotland’s first dedicated e-Business Centre – providing access to technology, expertise and staff resources to help small and medium sized businesses develop their e-business activities.

At that time, there was a vision that e-business would revolutionise the way in which companies do business and that such a facility would help the business community become and remain competitive in the digital age.

Objectives of the e-Business Centre

The e-Business Centre was set up to help SMEs in the West of Scotland to exploit the opportunities arising from IT and e-business. 

In doing so, the project attempted to break down the main barriers which were identified as preventing SMEs from adopting e-business including:

· Lack of knowledge and/or resources both for business managers and for SME training advisors

· Business managers’ lack time and skills required to investigate e-busienss developments

· The fact that at that stage there was no simple way of accessing information on e-business opportunities

The Centre aimed to address these barriers by providing the following services to SMEs: 

· Business orientated activities, training and services.

· Support of a project manager to facilitate the implementation of the `Innovation Challenge` programme.  This programme consisted of the provision of up to eight days advice and support towards the ultimate delivery of a working e-business site. The delivery was not prescriptive but could take the form of business consultancy, design advice or technical support. The programme was aimed at moving companies demonstrably closer to e-trading.
· The ability to demonstrate visible and tangible benefits achieved through e-business by local companies.

· Information and training courses for SME participants.

· `Hands-on` access for SME Managers.

· Peer group networking via an e-Business Club.

These activities sought to enhance the capacity of SMEs for innovation through increased use and (awareness) of ICT, thus increasing their competitiveness.

Targets

The Centre had the following targets:

Training Activities 

· Train 20 unemployed people for 12 weeks in industry certified programmes, followed by a 10 week work placement in an SME.  A key objective was for the knowledge gained during the training period to be directly transferable to the SME.  Unemployed beneficiaries were paid a weekly allowance. 

· Train 20 employed people in SMEs for 30 weeks in industry certified programmes, as in the unemployed programme, again it was expected the knowledge gained would be transferred to the SME.  

Innovation Challenge 

· Assist 40 SMEs through the `Innovation Challenge` programme to implement innovative e-Business projects. 

Project Costs

The overall project costs of the e-Business Centre were £639,000. Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire contributed around one-quarter of this – approximately £155,000. Other public funds – ERDF, ESF and the University of Paisley – contributed £434,000 and SMEs contributed approximately £50,000.

2.
OBJECTIVES OF THE EVALUATION

Objectives

The overall objectives of the evaluation of the e-Business Centre, as agreed with Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire were:

· To assess the effectiveness of the programme and its performance against its original objectives and the impact the programme has had on participating individuals and businesses;

· To make recommendations for improvements which can be made to services in the area of e-business and support supplied to individuals and businesses and regarding the future role of the e-Business Centre, its structure, management, delivery and resourcing.

Subsidiary Objectives

The subsidiary objectives of the Evaluation were as follows:

· To review the performance of the e-Business Centre against the initial objectives and targets established by SER and the European Commission;

· To review the activities undertaken as against the services originally envisaged, including training activities, support for SMEs through Innovation Challenge and peer group networking via an e-Business Club;

· To examine the marketing of e-Business Centre services and its effectiveness, the recruitment of individuals and businesses and the profile of participants; 

· To examine the take-up of services, any problems or difficulties encountered and reasons for these;

· To review any monitoring mechanisms put in place by the University of Paisley, their findings with regard to customer satisfaction, any key learning points arising and the extent to which these were implemented;

· To examine the number of individuals and businesses completing and not completing the programme and reasons for those not completing;

· To examine the destinations / outcomes for the unemployed trainees in the period after their course; 

· To obtain participants’ views on the quality of support received and any improvements they would like to have seen in the programmes;

· To obtain participating businesses’ opinions as to the extent to which their involvement with the e-Business Centre met their objectives, helped them adopt e-commerce and made a difference to the businesses;

· To assess the impact of the programme on individuals and businesses (as outlined in your brief)

· To examine the current employment status of the unemployed trainees to see whether they are still using the skills learnt and to measure sustainability of employment;

· To examine the current employment status of the employed trainees to see whether they are still using the skills learnt, whether they are still in company and the extent to which the course may have helped their personal career progression;

· To obtain businesses’ views regarding the financial costs of Innovation Challenge and whether this represented value for money;

· To estimate, if possible, cost per employee and cost per positive outcome for unemployed trainees;

· To assess the additionality of the e-Business Centre and, if possible, displacement and multiplier effects (dependant on availability and accuracy of baseline information and/or verifiable information on company performance);

· To obtain participants’ assessment of the potential relevance of the training courses and Innovation Challenge programme to other individuals and businesses now and any improvements or developments they would suggest;

· To obtain participants’ views on current market failures which might be addressed by SER and/or the e-Business Centre, the type of services and support companies need in the area of e-business, skills gaps and training courses required;

· To examine views on the e-Business Centre as the delivery agent and any suggestions or comments on future service delivery;

· To make recommendations on current services in the area of e-business and support which should be provided to individuals and businesses;

· To make recommendations on the future role of the e-Business Centre, its objectives, activities and targets (bearing in mind its current activities);

· To make recommendations on the structure and management of the e-Business Centre and resources required to enhance the capability of the Centre and maximise effectiveness of delivery.

3.
APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
Overview

The evaluation study involved three main stages of work:

· Desk research and interviews with staff from Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire and the University of Paisley involved with the establishment and operation of e-Business Centre;

· A survey of companies and individuals that participated in the programmes; 

· Analysis and feedback of study findings and recommendations and production of the final report 

Stage 1: Desk Research and Staff Interviews 

· First, we met with Lewis Niven, the e-Business Manager at Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire, to obtain his views on the performance of the e-Business Centre and to obtain background information including the original ERDF and ESF funding proposals and other relevant documents;

· We then met with Brian Cross, Tom Caira and Lynn Rowand from the e-Business Centre. The main purpose of these meetings was to get further background information including management reports and to obtain access to the project databases. Brian Cross was also able to comment on the performance of the e-Business Centre during the period, given his position as Business Development Director of the Technology and Business Centre at the University at that time;

· We also met Allan Findlay, who was involved in the management and running of the e-Business Centre and provision of services during the period under evaluation, but has since left the e-Business Centre to work as an e-business advisor with Scottish Enterprise Lanarkshire;

· In addition, we had telephone conversations with other University members of staff who had limited involvement with the e-Business Centre, including Ian Bishop, who was responsible for finance, and Mark Stansfield, who conducted a review of the Digital Advantage programme run by the e-BC.

· We then analysed the background information and examined the project databases to select and identify individuals and businesses to interview during the second stage of the evaluation.

Stage 2: Survey of Individuals and Companies

· The second stage of the evaluation involved interviews with individuals and companies which were involved with the e-Business Centre.

· We used the project databases to draw up a representative sample frame of individuals and companies to interview. 

a)
Interviews with Individuals / Trainees



· We envisaged interviewing seven out of 20 of the employed trainees and seven out of 20 of the unemployed trainees.

· In the event, we were able to interview nine employed trainees and eight unemployed trainees – slightly more than envisaged.

b)
Interviews with Companies Involved in the Training Programme

· We envisaged interviewing seven of the employers who had put employees through training at the e-BC and seven of the employers who had unemployed trainees on placements.

· In the event, we actually interviewed six employers of trainees and four placement companies – slightly less than envisaged. This was due to the fact that many of the individuals within the companies had moved on.

c)
Interviews with Companies Involved in Innovation Challange

· We planned to interview 20 out of the 40 companies which participated in Innovation Challenge and were successful in obtaining 20 interviews with participating companies.

Stage 3: Analysis and Reporting

After the research we analysed the findings and then drew up a draft report detailing our findings, conclusions and recommendations.

We then met with staff from Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire’s Innovation Team to discuss our proposed recommendations, before finalising the report.

4.
ANALYSIS OF E-BUSINESS CENTRE RECORDS

General Note

One of the main problems in conducting this study has been that there has been a complete change in personnel involved in the day-to-day operation of the e-Business Centre since the end of the programmes. This has resulted in some difficulties in locating electronic and paper files, and records.

Although the current staff have been very helpful and have called on the previous administrator, Linda Clark, for support, it has not always been possible to obtain the information which one might expect would be available. Whether this is because of problems locating files and records or due to inadequate record-keeping is not clear.

Overall Performance of the e-Business Centre

Overall, the records would seem to indicate that the e-Business Centre did meet its targets in terms of:

· Training 20 unemployed people for 12 weeks in industry certified programmes, followed by a 10 week work placement in an SME.  

· Training 20 employed people in SMEs for 30 weeks in industry certified programmes.

· Assisting 40 SMEs through the `Innovation Challenge` programme
Analysis of Project Databases

Unemployed Trainees

The unemployed trainee cohort consisted of 19 males and 1 female and the racial mix of the group was 17 white Europeans and 3 from other races. Just one of the students was disabled.

12 of the group had been unemployed for less than 6 months and 8 of the group had been unemployed for 6 months or longer.

At the time of training, 3 of the unemployed trainees were under the age of 25 and the remaining 17 were aged 25 or over.

	Analysis of the project databases indicates that 18 out of the 20 unemployed people were successful in finding employment after the course.




Of the two that were unsuccessful in finding work straightaway, one was ill and unable to work, though this individual did go on to carry out further training. The other individual was the second oldest on the course, had been unemployed for more than 6 months prior to beginning the course and is a non-white. 

According to the database, 7 out of the 10 unemployed trainees who took the Microsoft Certified Professional course passed exams and just 2 out of 10 trainees who took the Cisco course passed the CCNA exams.

Employed Trainees

The group of employed trainees consisted of 15 males and 5 females and all 20 employed students were white Europeans and none from other races. None of the employed trainees was disabled.

At the time of training, 4 of the employed trainees were under the age of 25 and the remaining 16 were aged 25 or over.

Analysis of the project databases indicates that 5 out of the 10 employed trainees who took the Microsoft Certified Professional Course passed exams and all of the 10 students who took the Macromedia course received certificates.
Innovation Challenge Companies

A total of 41 companies were listed on the Innovation Challenge companies’ database.

According to the information available, 37 companies paid the full contribution of £875 excluding VAT. Two companies did not pay, one company was refunded and one company paid half of the fee.

Analysis of Course Feedback Forms

Course feedback forms were distributed to each of the trainees by the Centre part way through the course and at the end of each course and the students were invited to complete the forms and give their comments.

Although we found the original forms, there was apparently no summary analysis of the forms by the e-Business Centre or no summary analysis could be found.

We conducted the following analysis based on the appraisal forms available to us 

Microsoft Certified Professional Course

Unemployed Trainees

· 7 out of 10 of the unemployed trainees on the Microsoft Certified Professional Course completed the full course appraisal form.

· 7 out of 7 felt the course met their needs well or very well

· 6 out of 7 students thought the teaching facilities were good; 1 thought the facilities were adequate

· 6 out of 7 of the trainees found the course demanding; 1 thought the level of delivery was about right

· All 7 students felt the tutor knew the subject extremely well

· 6 out of 7 students thought the length of the course was about right; 1 thought it was too short

· 5 out of the 7 felt enough time was allowed for practice sessions, while 2 felt more time would have been useful

· All 7 trainees said they would be happy to come back for other training

· 5 out of 7 students said their overall opinion of the course was excellent and the other two thought it was good

Employed Trainees

· 7 out of 10 of the employed trainees on the Microsoft Certified Professional Course completed the full course appraisal form.

· 7 out of 7 felt the course met their needs well or very well

· 3 out of 7 students thought the teaching facilities were excellent; 4 thought the facilities were good

· 6 out of 7 thought the level of delivery was about right, while 1 student found the course too demanding 

· All 7 students felt the tutor knew the subject very well

· 6 out of 7 students thought the length of the course was about right; 1 thought it was too short

· 6 out of the 7 felt enough time was allowed for practice sessions, while 1 felt more time would have been useful

· 6 out of the 7 trainees said they would be happy to come back for other training

· The students’ overall opinion of the course was either good or excellent 

· 6 out of the 7 trainees said the course had equipped them with the necessary skills to gain promotion or take on further duties within their company

· 4 of the trainees said they had been offered additional duties in relation to skills they had learnt on the course

Cisco Training Course

· 9 out of 10 of the unemployed trainees on the CCNA course completed the full course appraisal form.

· All 9 felt the course met their needs well or very well

· 4 out of 9 students thought the teaching facilities were excellent; 4 thought the facilities were good; and 1 thought the facilities were adequate

· 1 out of 9 of the trainees found the course demanding; 5 thought the level of delivery was about right; 3 students found it too easy

· 8 out of 9 students felt the tutor knew the subject very well, while 1 thought the tutor knew the subject quite well

· 8 students thought the length of the course was about right; 1 thought it was too long

· 8 felt enough time was allowed for practice sessions, while 1 felt more time in the lab would have been useful

· All 9 trainees said they would be happy to come back for other training

· 5 out of 9 students said their overall opinion of the course was excellent and the other four thought it was good

Macromedia Training Course

· 5 out of 10 of the employed trainees on the Macromedia Products and Multimedia Production Course completed the full course appraisal form.

· 4 out of the 5 felt the course met their needs well or very well, while one felt the course was too basic and did not meet his needs at all

· 2 out of 5 students thought the teaching facilities were excellent; 3 thought the facilities were good

· 4 out of 5 thought the level of delivery was about right, while the other student found the course too easy 

· 4 out of the 5 students felt the tutor knew the subject very well, but the student who was dissatisfied complained that the tutor lacked depth of knowledge

· 4 out of the 5 students thought the length of the course was about right

· All the trainees felt enough time was allowed for practice sessions

· 3 of the trainees said they would be happy to come back for other training (including the dissatisfied student, provided the level of the training course was clear at the outset).

· The students’ overall opinion of the course was either good or excellent, with the exception of the dissatisfied student, who thought it was poor

· Two trainees said the course had equipped them with the necessary skills to gain promotion or take on further duties within their company and two of the trainees said they had been offered additional duties in relation to skills they had learnt on the course

Analysis of Placement Forms

Views of Trainees on Placement

Unemployed trainees on placement were issued with forms capturing trainees’ comments on how useful they had found the placements.

Very few completed forms were available to us and those that were indicated a real mixture of views. The following are some of the comments given:

	“The placement was useful in giving me exposure to a working environment. [However] I was left to my own devices and felt I was only there to cover a temporary shortage in IT staff”

The placement “was very worthwhile… very good experience”

“Very little work experience with Cisco routers and other related products”




Views of Placement Companies

The placement companies were also asked for their views on the trainees and asked to rate the student’s ability to apply technical knowledge, their appearance and manner, the presentation and quality of their work and their use of their own initiative.

From our analysis of these forms, we would conclude that the trainees appear to have performed well overall. Furthermore, most of the companies which completed the feedback forms indicated they would be interested in taking on students on placements in the future.

Report on Beneficiaries of Support

According to the funding applications, a report on the overall achievements of the beneficiaries would be compiled by the e-Business Centre four weeks after the course and there would be a six month follow up report. 

We asked for a copy of these reports, but the new staff at the e-Business Centre were unable to find any electronic or paper copies of these reports. From discussions with Brian Cross, Allan Findlay and Ian Bishop, we believe it is unlikely these reports were ever written, though the files show that trainees were contacted soon after the course and then again about six months after.

Management Reports

We examined the monthly reports compiled by the e-Business Centre which contained statistics on the number of companies participating in Innovation Challenge and the number of days’ consultancy provided.

We found that the way in which these status reports was compiled changed in October 2001. Prior to that date, the reports contained high level summary information but there was no information on the number of days’ support received by each company. From October 2001 onwards, the reports contained details on the number of days’ support provided and still to be provided on all of the “live” cases.

Financial Records

From the e-Business Centre’s financial records, we were able to determine that company contributions had been paid by all 20 companies whose trainees attended industry certified training courses and that 38 out of 40 companies on the Innovation Challenge programme had paid the £875 contribution fee.

We were unable to establish precise costs for the training programmes and Innovation Challenge programmes, since the ERDF application included set-up costs for the e-Business Centre. Consequently, we were not able to determine the cost per employee and cost per positive outcome for unemployed trainees, as we had envisaged when we established the subsidiary objectives of the evaluation.

Conclusions

· There have been problems in locating some of the key e-Business Centre records, due primarily to changes in personnel involved in the day-to-day running of the e-Business Centre since the end of the programmes

· Overall, the e-Business Centre appears to have met its targets in terms of the number of unemployed and employed trainees receiving ICT / e-business training and the number of companies participating in Innovation Challenge

· The outcomes of the unemployed trainees were highly successful, with 18 out of 20 trainees finding employment after the course, according to e-BC records

· However, less than half of the trainees appear to have passed Microsoft or Cisco examinations, compared with a target pass rate of 75%

· Most of the students had a high overall opinion of the courses and the University, with just one student out of the 28 who completed appraisal forms being clearly dissatisfied, since this student found the Macromedia course too easy

· A report on the overall achievements of the beneficiaries of the e-Business Centre does not appear to have been compiled, as outlined in the ESF funding application

· There does not appear to be a definitive report showing the number of days’ support received by each company and what was done for each company, though the status reports compiled from October 2001 were more detailed and did contain information on support companies received after October 2001.

5.
INTERVIEWS WITH STAFF

Introduction

This section of the report contains the key findings emerging from interviews with staff from Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire and the University of Paisley involved with the establishment and operation of e-Business Centre. A list of the individuals we interviewed can be found at Appendix I.

Views of Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire

We interviewed Lewis Niven at Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire as part of this study. Unfortunately, Mr. Niven was not directly involved with the e-Business Centre until after the first nine months of its operation, so his comments on the development of the concept, the training programmes and the initial batch of companies on Innovation Challenge was limited.. 

Our findings were that:

· The e-Business Centre concept had originally been developed by Kevin Johnston and Stephen Armstrong at Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire. These individuals have moved to other positions – Kevin Johnston to Scottish Enterprise Edinburgh and Lothians and Stephen Armstrong to the University of Strathclyde.

· Mr. Niven was not able to comment on the training programmes, since this activity had finished by July 2000, prior to their involvement.

· As far as he was aware, companies supported on Innovation Challenge had for the most part received considerably more than the eight days’ support which the e-Business Centre had been contracted to supply

· Several of the businesses supported on Innovation Challenge had used the project to help define a new business concept 

· Some companies appear to have been dissatisfied, though this appears to have been due to poor management of their expectations, rather than lack of input or effort on behalf of the e-Business Centre

· As far as he knew, the e-Business Club did not get off the ground

· All the key members of the original e-Business Centre team had left the organisation – Allan Findlay to work with Scottish Enterprise Lanarkshire; Robert Rennie to work with SUFI and Linda Clark to work with LINK Scotland.

Views of e-Business Centre Staff

We interviewed Brian Cross, Tom Caira, Lynn Rowand and Allan Findlay.

· Overall, the staff felt the e-Business Centre had performed very well

· At the time, the Centre was the first to offer Macromedia training in Scotland

· The unemployed element of the course had been very successful, in their opinion, since a very high percentage of the unemployed trainees had gone into employment

· The target of having 40 companies participate in Innovation Challenge was demanding

· The timing was perfect for this service when it was launched, since a lot of companies wanted to do something and wanted inexpensive, impartial support, tailored to their needs

· There was some uncertainty of how to introduce companies to the Innovation Challenge process – some went through Scottish Enterprise’s First Steps into e-Business Workshops to give them a basic understanding

· Typically, objectives had been established verbally with Innovation Challenge companies, rather than having a written contract

· In their view, eight days’ support was often not enough for what the companies wanted and that on average more time had been spent with each company

· Initially the intention had been to provide companies with training and/or support with a technical and business strategy, but many of the companies actually wanted practical help to develop a website through Innovation Challenge

· In their opinion, the e-Business Centre evolved into a much better product / service because they focused on companies’ needs

· The e-Business Club did not take off. This was due to the fact that First Tuesday was starting to become important for “new economy” companies 

· The achievements of the e-Business Centre resulted in a lot of positive publicity

· Allan Findlay is not sure whether there is a need for the Innovation Challenge programme now, given that Scottish Enterprise has developed a range of e-business products, including ebusinessadvisers, which is very similar

· He is also not sure whether the University is really the right place to host a programme such as Innovation Challenge

Conclusions

· The staff feel that the e-Business Centre performed well and that the training elements of the programme were particularly successful

· With regard to Innovation Challenge, the timing of the launch of the programme was just right, when companies were looking for e-business support

· Objectives had been established verbally with companies on Innovation Challenge, many companies had received more than the eight days support which the e-Business Centre had been contracted to supply, but there still appears to have been some dissatisfaction with the programme – probably due to poor expectation management

· Initially the intention had been to provide companies with training and/or support with a technical and business strategy, but many of the companies actually wanted practical help to develop a website through Innovation Challenge. The e-Business Centre reacted to this and provided a website development service.

· The market has changed since the programme was developed and there are now a range of e-business services provided by Scottish Enterprise, so perhaps there is no longer a need for the type of support provided by Innovation Challenge, through the e-Business Centre.

6.
REVIEW OF E-BUSINESS CENTRE TRAINING PROGRAMMES

Introduction

This section of the report examines the performance of the ESF funded training programmes, from the perspective of both trainees and companies, and is based on telephone interviews conducted with unemployed and employed trainees and telephone and face-to-face interviews conducted with placement companies and employers. 

Appendix II contains the list of unemployed and employed trainees who were interviewed and appendix III contains the list of companies interviewed regarding the e-Business Centre training programmes.

Unemployed Trainees

A total of eight unemployed trainees gave us their perspective on the training programmes. Here are our key findings:

· Overall, the group felt that the quality of the training was very good and quite intensive

“The tutor… used up-to-date modern training methods and gave tips on how things would be done in a real world situation”

“It provided a good grounding”

· The quality of training facilities were also good, with modern, up-to-date equipment, though some of the Cisco trainees felt that there should have been more routers and switches

“The lab was excellent”

“There was not enough Cisco equipment”

· Most of the trainees said that the placement was the most useful aspect of the programme for them, giving them hands-on experience in using the technology and real life work experience which they probably could not have got otherwise

“Gaining experience in a company was essential”

“It enabled me to put what I had learnt into practice”

“It was very useful to have someone from the real world come in, break the kit and then ask the students to troubleshoot”

· Some placements had definitely turned out to be more directly useful and relevant to the course that the students had undertaken than others

“I used the skills developed on the course”

“I didn’t get to touch any of the [Cisco] product and I didn’t learn any new technologies”

“I got good experience with 3Com equipment, but no Cisco stuff”
· The trainees felt the programme had benefited their careers

“It created my career. Without it I probably wouldn’t have taken up networking”

“It most definitely benefited my career”

“It was the right move”
· There were very few negative comments

“Some of the feedback given was poor: group feedback and not individual feedback”

”There was no pressure to do the exams and I lost motivation”

· All the unemployed trainees felt that there is still a need for this type of programme

· The students made a number of suggestions to improve the programme, as follows:

“It would be better if the course ran over a longer timescale and there was more practical experience… rather like a sandwich course”

“More could be done [on the Cisco course] on troubleshooting networks”

“Novell networking could be offered as well as the Cisco and MCP courses”

“There appears to be a shortage of general engineers… perhaps there needs to be more general training on servers and different networking technologies”

“Training in VOIP and the use of streaming equipment”

[The Centre could offer] “more updated hardware from 1600 and 1700 series up to 2500, 2600 and 3600 series”

· In terms of outcomes, all of the unemployed trainees were successful in achieving employment directly after the training programme finished 

· Four out of the eight trainees were offered employment by the placement companies and three of the four who were offered contracts accepted them

· Just one of the three trainees who was taken on by the placement company is still working for the same company two years after the course

· Six out of the eight trainees are currently in employment. Of the other two, one is currently undertaking further studies and the other is looking for employment and is planning to obtain further training on network security and firewalls.

Employed Trainees

A total of nine employed trainees gave us their perspective on the training programmes. Here are our key findings from these interviews:

· Eight of the trainees found the quality of the training to be very good

“The tutor knew his stuff”

“The training was delivered very professionally”

“The training was of a very high standard, compared to other IT training courses I have attended”

“The structure and delivery of this course was of an exceptionally high standard”

· One was dissatisfied with the quality of the training received

“I appeared to know more than the trainer… I had the impression [the trainer] was very comfortable and knowledgeable on any internet and graphics application but anything beyond this, he was out of his depth… It was a waste of time and money.”

· All of the trainees felt the quality of the training facilities was very good, though a couple of students did mention that there had been some problems with set-up

“The hardware was very good. Everything seemed brand new.”

“The facilities were very good. However, on a couple of occasions PCs were not ready and set up to go in the morning.”

· Most of the students had found the training very useful

“The whole course was very useful, but the actual accreditation was the most useful thing”

“I use the graphics manipulation packages almost daily”

· The course appears to have made quite a significant impact for a couple of individuals

“Without the course I would not have been offered my existing job… It has made a big difference to my credibility with clients”

“It had a direct impact on me being offered the job I have and was the start of a change in career direction”

· The course had clearly been useful for a couple of the businesses

“The skills gained have been particularly useful in allowing [the company] to move from being just a web design company to providing on-line community and chat line services”

“My overall understanding is much more solid and it has inevitably improved my efficiency”

· However, changing circumstances had meant that one of the other businesses had not benefited as had been intended

“The training received did not prove relevant. Had the company stuck to its original intention of building a website, the skills developed under training would have been very useful”

· The following suggestions were made to improve the programme:

“More time should be spent [at the outset]… to make sure the course is absolutely relevant for companies, and that they have definitive plans as to how they are going to apply these new found skills.”

“Make it more practical… [less] theoretical and classroom based”

“There might be scope for customising training more specifically toward each company’s particular needs Perhaps this could be most efficiently achieved through use of on site one-to-one consultancy input.”

“More of the course could be delivered online”.

· Only one student made a comment about the specific type of training which could be provided, suggesting that web specific training will grow in importance and the e-Business Centre should focus on that

· Regarding whether there is a need now for these courses, all the students commented that there is undoubtedly a need for such training

· Interestingly, three of the students who were interviewed commented on a lack of suitable, affordable training for individuals to help them with their career development

“The cost of courses [are] prohibitive for an individual but affordable by most companies”.

“The cost of training and value for money for individuals is expensive”.

· Five of the nine employed trainees we interviewed are still with the same company, while four had moved on to new employers. All nine students are still in full-time employment.

Placement Companies

Four of the companies which took unemployed trainees on placements were interviewed as part of this study.

· The placements appear to have gone well, as far as the companies were concerned

[The student] “performed well”

“It was beneficial to [the company]”
· Overall, the companies were very satisfied with the quality of the training

“I thought the quality of training was ideal”

[The student] “appeared to have picked up a lot of knowledge”
[The student] “was technically very good”

“The training must have been good because [the student’s] background wasn’t IT”

“Industry standard accreditation was very important”
· The companies indicated that they find it useful to take on trainees on trial

“It gives you a chance to get to know people and know their capability”

“Customer service is pretty key in IT… and this makes the difference between adequate and excellent staff”

· One of the companies recognised the problem of finding relevant, interesting work which the trainee was capable of doing

“It wasn’t easy to give him project work… we didn’t have the time to spend with [the student]”

· The companies made a number of suggestions to improve the programme, as follows:

“There is probably more need for web development skills these days and internet/ intranet technologies”

“Web-enabled client-server applications are likely to be the skillset needed in the future”

“The Centre should offer more switched networks’ courses such as Building Cisco Multilayer Switched Networks”

“We have a requirement for Citrix Metaframe”

· In terms of outcomes, three of the trainees were offered employment by the placement companies we interviewed

· Just one of the three trainees who was taken on by the placement company is still working for the same company two years after the course

Employers of Trainees Sent to Study at the e-Business Centre

Six of the companies who sent employees to study at the e-Business Centre were interviewed during the course of the evaluation.

· Five out of six of the companies were broadly satisfied with the quality of the training

“The quality of training was extremely relevant and just what [we] needed.”

“It was clear that the course had been good and delivered what… [the student] and we thought was needed.”

“The quality of training was very good. The instructors knew their stuff and covered everything expected. It was certainly practical enough.”

· One of the companies was not satisfied with the quality of training

“It failed to live up to expectations. The instructors were disappointing in terms of their knowledge. [The student] knew as much as them on a number of topics.”

· Another complained that there was a lack of contact from the e-Business Centre

“We asked for a detailed syllabus and for a point of contact, but this information was not available. There was no mechanism to feed back to the company. This is quite a contrast with our experience of private sector training.”

· Overall the view of the companies was mixed with regard to the benefits of their employees attending the course. 

· Five out of six of the employees had left the companies very shortly after completing the programme.

“As [the student] left soon after the course, it is difficult for us to feel we got value for money. That is not to say that the course was not good, rather that the company gained little benefit.”

“In the limited time [the employee] was with us, she helped develop our website. There were undoubtedly benefits but on-going maintenance of the site suffered due to [the employee’s] departure.”

“There has been no tangible return on our investment. Even if [the employee] had stayed with the company, it would be difficult to see any area where attendance on the course could have benefited the company.”

· The one business whose employee has continued to work with them has undoubtedly seen benefits

[The employee] is now driving the company’s move onto server networks. He would not have been able to fulfil this function for the business without the training received.”

· Representatives from all six companies felt there is still very much a need for training and interviewees gave the following comments:

“Close one-to-one support in building a website and guidance on how to maintain and use that website to its full potential would be useful. Technical build of a site is one thing, but understanding how to ‘work’ the site from a commercial / business perspective is another.”

“Training should not be limited only to technical aspects but also how to manage this responsibility internally.”

“There is scope for greater practical application, on site at the company.”

“Web specific training will grow in importance.”

Possible need for training in “gaming packages, graphics and internet usage”

“We need training addressing our immediate needs, enhancing our core skills. Our needs are time independent and the need can happen at any time of the year.”

Conclusions

· Overall, both the employed and unemployed students appear to have been satisfied with the quality of the training provided by the e-Business Centre

· The unemployed trainees we spoke to were in no doubt that the programme had benefited their careers and had quite a considerable impact at an individual level

· For the unemployed, the placements had been the most important aspect of the programme, giving them hands-on experience in using the technology, real life work experience and increased self-confidence

· The main motivator for the unemployed trainees was to obtain employment and while they were successful in this, there is some evidence that they did not all follow through and successfully obtain the relevant qualifications

· The employed students we interviewed had also benefited from the training and in a couple of cases the programme had undoubtedly had a considerable impact on these individuals personally and enhanced their career development

· There was also evidence that the benefits for the trainees of being on the training programme have been long-lasting, with nearly all of the trainees continuing to use the skills which they developed through the courses at the e-Business Centre 

· The employed students appear to have been more motivated than their unemployed counterparts to obtain an accredited qualification, which would then enhance their career prospects

· The companies which took unemployed students on placement appear to have been reasonably well satisfied with the experience and the quality of the trainees, with three out of four of the companies that were interviewed offering trainees positions

· All four of the placement companies and five out of the six employers who sent employees to study at the Centre were broadly satisfied with the quality of the training provided

· However, there appears to have been limited ongoing benefit to businesses which had been involved in the programme, since only two of the unemployed students taken on appear still to be with the companies and only around half of the employed students are still with their original employers.

7.
REVIEW OF THE INNOVATION CHALLENGE PROGRAMME

Introduction

This section of the report looks at the performance of the ERDF funded Innovation Challenge programme. In conducting research for this evaluation, we spoke to 20 out of the 40 companies which had participated in this programme. A full list of those interviewed can be found at Appendix IV.

Nature of Support Provided Under Innovation Challenge

· 14 of the 20 companies we surveyed had used or planned to use Innovation Challenge to help them design and develop a website 

· Two companies had used Innovation Challenge to help improve their existing website

· One company received assistance in producing a promotional CD-ROM

· Another company received assistance with an online timesheet and reporting system

· One company received general advice and support on web technologies

Status of Projects

· 16 out of the 20 companies we interviewed said projects had been completed by the e-Business Centre

· One company decided not to proceed with its project at an early stage and another said it had not really utilised the service offered by the e-Business Centre (in spite of the fact that both companies paid)

· According to the companies, the e-Business Centre was still working with one company to complete its project and another company said they had only used one day of support and planned to ask for further support with their project

Overall Opinion of Innovation Challenge

· Overall, the companies’ experience of Innovation Challenge has been mixed

· 5 out of the companies interviewed were very satisfied with the project

· 4 out of the were reasonably satisfied

· 5 companies had mixed feelings and both positive and negative views on the service

· 3 companies were quite dissatisfied

· The remaining 3 companies did not have enough experience of the service to be able to provide a meaningful comment

Some Comments by the Companies

	“The way the consultants scoped out the project was very good and ultimately very helpful.”

“At the project start there was an inference that we would have a full ‘up and running’ website at the end. There were a lot of actions necessary, once the support was complete, which we had not been alerted to.”

“Overall there were some good and bad aspects. At the end of the day they now have a website but they had to put in considerably more effort than anticipated to achieve this and spend a further £2,000 as well.”

“The website was completed, however, I have serious reservations regarding its effectiveness. I attended a course at the UK Online Centre in Glasgow and they assessed my website. It did not come out of it too well.”

“I was very happy with the support provided by Innovation Challenge. It certainly provided us with the type of website we needed, which is now working well.”

“I was promised a lot, but in the end the programme failed to deliver.”

“They did a lot of work and we now have an online delivery vehicle which we didn’t have before.”

“Overall I was satisfied. We achieved what we wanted. I got the foundation of the website we wanted, but I thought we were going to get training as well.”




Strengths 

· The e-Business Centre was offering to help design and develop sites at much less than commercial rates. Many of the small companies which took advantage of Innovation Challenge could not have afforded to go to commercial consultants and web developers.

· Overall the project specification work up front seems to have been professionally handled.

· One of the companies pointed out that small businesses want a solution, not a strategy – so it was useful that Innovation Challenge took things beyond the concept and planning stage.

Weaknesses

· The companies which were recruited onto Innovation Challenge were ,by and large, very small businesses, unused to receiving external consultancy support, with very high expectations of what would be achieved within the timescales.

· A number of the companies were not made aware of the scale of the project by the e-Business Centre at the outset and what ultimately they were going to get for their money. 

· Several companies mentioned that the e-Business Centre was more reactive than they had expected and the companies had assumed that the Centre would be leading and driving the project, which was not always the case.

· It would appear some companies were not informed initially about the level of input which would be required from them in order to achieve a successful outcome. The response of companies to requests for information and the provision of content material also slowed projects down considerably.

· Contact with the companies through the project appears to have been rather limited and project management of individual projects was sometimes weak, because companies did not know how much more time and support they were due.

· Likewise, a couple of companies complained that the Centre had promised delivery by a certain date, did not contact the companies and failed to deliver its promises.

· Several companies mentioned the fact that students were used in the site development process, but although they appeared technically reasonably competent, they did not have any business / commercial awareness, which was a severe disadvantage.

· From the company comments, it appears not all the companies were aware at the outset that students were going to be used to develop their sites.

· There was some concern that companies had paid a reasonable amount of money for support and that the bulk of this support was then provided by students.

· Also, some mentioned that there appeared to be communication problems between the people planning the projects and the developers, with the result that some mistakes crept in and had to be rectified later.

· Quite a number of the companies said it would have been useful to have been offered on-going maintenance of the site after the initial work at an additional charge.

Benefits to the Companies

· Out of the 20 companies we spoke to, 11 had either got a website up and running or some other tangible outputs.

· Several of these companies highlighted the marketing benefits of having a web presence and hoped this will result in a greater awareness of their companies, and their products and services.

· However, few companies were able to point to measurable business benefits. 

· Two of the companies said that their sites were saving them money and one of these said the site had received positive feedback and he thought he might have got one or two new clients as a result of having it. For them Innovation Challenge was “definitely value for money”.

· Two companies specifically said that their understanding of websites and e-business had improved through being involved in the project.

· Another company said it had helped them “plan in a disciplined way”

· 6 of the companies did not feel Innovation Challenge had been of any benefit.

· One of these companies was particularly scathing: “It sucked in a lot of my time, cost us £875 and at the end we were no further forward with our original objectives.”

· Another said the only reason they had not complained was because of the amount of money involved.

Need for Support

· Most of the companies surveyed felt that there continues to be a need for low cost, practical support for SMEs.

Suggestions for Improvement

· Companies suggested that the e-Business Centre should take a much stronger commercial approach – not only to the overall management and running of the Centre, but also the project management of clients and commercial interpretation of impacts and benefits to client companies.

· As indicated earlier, companies suggested the e-Business Centre should be clearer at the outset as to the true costs of establishing a website and implications in terms of the resources required.

· It was suggested that there should be follow on training and support after projects to ensure that companies make the most of their investment.

· One company suggested that half a day of support should have been held back by the Centre and provided a couple of months down the line, to help ensure the company’s e-business solution was working as intended.

· It was suggested that companies would have found it useful to have training appropriate to their stage of development at the beginning of the project and at appropriate points during it.

· Another suggestion, mentioned by a couple of the companies for whom the e-Business Centre did establish sites, was that the e-Business Centre should offer help towards updating and maintenance of sites.

· A couple of companies said that the marketing of the e-Business Centre could be improved, so that companies are made aware of their complete range of services, from day release training courses through to graduate placements.

· One of the businesses said that the University should not attempt to operate in the area of web development, but should concentrate on research and development work, developing tools which the supplier community can use.

· Another suggestion was that the University should provide support to companies to investigate the feasibility of ideas, given that it is difficult for small companies to focus on and evaluate new potential areas of development, without compromising their everyday business.

8.
CONCLUSIONS ON THE PERFORMANCE OF THE E-BUSINESS CENTRE

Introduction

This section of the report contains our views on the effectiveness of the e-Business Centre, based on the evidence collected during this evaluation. In it, we examine the performance of the e-Business Centre against its original objectives and the impact the programmes have had on participating individuals and businesses.

Performance of the Training Programmes

· The e-Business Centre undoubtedly achieved its objectives in relation to the training programmes for unemployed and employed people – 20 unemployed received Microsoft and Cisco approved training and 20 employed trainees received Microsoft and Macromedia approved training.

· The training programmes appear to have been successful also in that all 40 students completed the course.

· The e-Business Centre was successful in finding training places for all 20 unemployed students. 19 out of the 20 students completed their 10 week placement (the one that failed to complete was due to ill health.)

· In terms of outcomes, the evidence suggests that 18 out of 20 (or 90%) of the unemployed trainees were successful in finding employment after the course, which is a remarkable achievement and above the target outlined in the ESF funding application.

· However, less than half of the trainees appear to have passed Microsoft or Cisco examinations, compared with a target pass rate of 75% within 3 months of completion of training and 90% within 6 months of completion of training, as outlined in the ESF funding application objectives. There seems to be as a result of a lack of pressure and/or encouragement from the e-Business Centre to ensure the trainees took the examinations.

· Our survey of unemployed trainees showed clearly that the programme had benefited their careers and had quite a considerable impact at an individual level.

· In a similar way, our survey of employed trainees showed that the programme had benefited their careers and in a couple of cases the programme had a considerable impact on these individuals personally and enhanced their career development.

· The survey also showed that the unemployed trainees who were interviewed are still working in IT and, with the exception of one person who is currently undergoing further training, all are still in employment.

· Again, very similarly, the survey of employed students found that most of the students are still using the skills learnt and all of those we interviewed are still in employment.

· Nearly all the individuals and businesses were satisfied with the quality of training provided by the e-Business Centre and found the courses relevant to their needs.

· The training programmes had less impact and ongoing benefit as far as the businesses were concerned, since only two of the unemployed students appear still to be with the placement companies and only around a half of the employed students are still with their original employers.

· However, nearly all of the trainees are still using the knowledge and skills gained from their participation in the courses at the e-Business Centre and, consequently, there is on-going benefit to the economy.

Performance of Innovation Challenge

· The e-Business Centre achieved its objective of providing e-business support to 40 SMEs, as outlined in the ERDF funding application.

· The project initiation documents indicate that a total of eight days’ consultancy would be available per company. From interviews with staff at the e-Business Centre and our survey of companies, it is apparent that many of the companies got considerably more than eight days’ support, but also that some got considerably less (in a couple of cases just one or two days).

· The project initiation documentation is not very specific as to the type of support that would be provided to companies. This is a major weakness. The e-Business Centre’s own early publicity (on its website) outlined that each SME would receive “5 days’ company specific support in the development of a viable e-business solution” and “a further 6 half day seminars covering the common aspects of e-business”.

· Other documentation indicates that companies would obtain “technical or business strategy consultancy”, while another paper states that “the process for the Innovation Challenge should remain flexible within a broad structure.”

· In practice, it appears that staff decided, probably quite correctly, that there would be limited take-up from SMEs for “technical or business strategy consultancy” and that more practical support should be offered to actually provide companies with an e-business solution. This meant, in many cases, that the e-Business Centre offered to develop websites for the SMEs.

· However, from comments from some of the companies, the e-Business Centre became too focused on providing a technical e-business solution and there was too limited consideration of the commercial and business implications. 

· As far as we can see, there was no written agreement between the e-Business Centre and the companies about the nature of the support that would be provided under the Innovation Challenge programme, the staffing (and specifically, the use of students to help develop the websites) and deliverables (specifically, the point at which each project would end.)

· These weaknesses in defining individual projects are, we believe, the main reason for the negative views expressed by a number of the companies and for the substantial over-runs in number of days taken to complete projects.

· The e-Business Centre did not adequately explain the extra costs likely to be incurred by companies over and above the £875 company contribution. Companies were then somewhat taken aback at the costs of hosting, maintenance and updating.

· Staff at the Centre did not maintain close enough contact with the companies during the projects and in a couple of cases the companies’ support appeared to finish too abruptly and clinically, and the companies were not aware that the support had finished.

· There is some evidence that the e-Business Centre may have been falling short in terms of the number of companies signing up for support by mid-2001 and the recruitment of businesses was accelerated.

· As far as we are aware, no mechanisms were put in place by the University to monitor satisfaction of companies on Innovation Challenge. Had such monitoring mechanisms been in place it might have been possible to address the concerns of companies on the programme and provide a more effective service to companies which were subsequently recruited onto the programme.

· In examining the monthly status reports prepared by the e-Business Centre, we were unable to uncover a comprehensive list of the number of days support provided to each company throughout the whole period of the programme. While this information was collated and presented from October 2001, the lack of detail on the amount of support given and nature of the support provided before that date is an oversight.

· Overall, the Innovation Challenge programme was probably helpful in providing viable e-business solutions to around half of the companies which participated, given the results of our survey. In many cases, therefore, the service did a lot more for companies than was originally intended. 

· However, the e-Business Centre appears to have performed very poorly in managing clients’ expectations and in delivery and, in our opinion, this is principally because the Centre was not initially funded or indeed set up to develop websites or other e-business solutions to companies.

· The impact of Innovation Challenge in terms of business benefits appears to have been fairly minimal, though one new company was created as a result of the programme and two of the 20 companies surveyed indicated that the solution provided by the eBC had resulted in cost savings.

· The programme clearly did have an impact in terms of increased awareness of ICT amongst many of the companies, though there appears to have been much less knowledge transfer than we might have hoped and the e-Business Club was never established.

· The Innovation Challenge programme appears to have had very limited economic impact and no substantial effect on the local economy in terms of employment and contribution to GDP. Lack of baseline data meant that we were unable to conduct any meaningful economic impact assessment.

9.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Future of the e-Business Centre

Training Programmes

1. The e-Business Centre should focus on providing ICT and e-business training to individuals which is not readily available elsewhere in the West of Scotland.

2. In particular, the e-Business Centre should consider running more extensive training courses for the unemployed, given its success in this area.

3. In addition, there may also be opportunities to offer subsidised, affordable training for individuals in employment to enhance their career prospects, which may be achieved through European funding and/or support from the Scottish Enterprise Network.

	Based on the interviews with companies and trainees, the type of training which seems to be currently in demand includes:

· General training on server architectures

· Training on network security and firewalls

· Training on web-enabled technologies and applications

· Training on design and integration of web-enabled database systems




4. The Centre should continue to provide recognised industry standard accredited courses, with more focus on internet, intranet and web development technologies.

5. As well as offering technical training, involving practical application and use of the technologies, the Centre might also offer training on customer service and the management of the IT function within companies as part of the overall package of training.

6. In our opinion, the e-Business Centre should provide courses to companies only where there is a need that is not being met by local trainers.

7. If offering courses to companies, we recommend the Centre should be more professional and commercial, providing companies with a detailed syllabus, a contact person at the e-Business Centre and feedback to companies on the performance of students.

Consultancy Programmes

8. We recommend that the e-Business Centre should not provide support for SMEs to develop websites or other end e-business solutions in the future. In our view, the e-Business Centre does not have the capability to deliver fully functional websites and there are questions whether a publicly funded service should be displacing private sector developers and distorting commercial market rates.

9. For companies that require a fairly detailed technical and business strategy, support is now available through Scottish Enterprise’s ebusinessadvisers’ programme, so there is probably no need for a continuation to the Innovation Challenge programme. However, there might be a role for the e-Business Centre in providing customised training / one-to-one consultancy input.

10. There may also be a role for the e-Business Centre to provide practical training to businesses which have developed a site, but want to have sufficient knowledge to update and maintain it themselves on a day-to-day basis.

11. We recommend that Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire should consider how it might support companies which may have had websites created by developers, but that do not have the capability of updating and maintaining the website themselves. (One possibility might be to offer a subsidised and approved ‘caretaker’ service, in conjunction with the supply community, until companies obtain sufficient knowledge and expertise to take over the day-to-day updating and maintenance of their own sites.)

12. If offering to provide customised training and/or consultancy services in future, we recommend that the e-Business Centre should clearly outline the objectives of the project, input which will be given, staffing, deliverables and costs in writing to companies.

13. In addition, if working with companies, the Centre must become much more pro-active and remain close to clients throughout the project.

Administration and Reporting

The administration and reporting of the e-Business Centre could undoubtedly be improved.

14. Feedback from trainees should be collated and summarised so that trainers and the Centre can consider the comments and improve courses.

15. Likewise, feedback forms from companies should be analysed and summarised so that the Centre can improve courses and service to companies.

16. With regard to qualifications, the e-Business Centre should exert greater pressure on students to sit examinations and keep in closer contact with students.

17. Where it is stated, as it is in the funding application, that a report will be produced on the overall achievements of beneficiaries of the programme, this must be done.

18. In future ESF and ERDF projects, monthly management reports should be produced for the whole period of funding using one consistent format. Where companies are involved, a comprehensive status report on a programme such as Innovation Challenge should show which companies are receiving support, the nature of the support they are being given and number of days support received.

APPENDIX I

INTERVIEWS WITH STAFF AT SE RENFREWSHIRE AND THE UNIVERSITY OF PAISLEY

	SCOTTISH ENTERPRISE RENFREWSHIRE

	Lewis Niven*

	


	UNIVERSITY OF PAISLEY

	Current Staff

	Brian Cross*

	Tom Caira*

	Ian Bishop

	Mark Stansfield

	Lynn Rowand*

	

	Former Staff

	Allan Findlay*

	


* Indicates face-to-face meetings; where no asterisk is shown these interviews were conducted by telephone

APPENDIX II

LIST OF TRAINEES INTERVIEWED BY TELEPHONE

	UNEMPLOYED TRAINEES

	Microsoft Trainees

	James Brennan

	Stuart Leaney

	Linda Murchie

	

	Cisco Trainees

	John Dorrian

	Michael Li

	Bob Thomson

	Andy Duffy

	Raman Rumjen


Interviewed 8 out of 20 unemployed trainees

	EMPLOYED TRAINEES

	Microsoft Trainees

	Mary Doonan

	Brian Harkeness

	David Sproat

	John Spinks

	Kenny Spelman

	

	Macromedia Trainees

	Neil Paterson

	Bob McLaughlin

	Elaine McEwan

	Kevin Singleton


Interviewed 9 out of 20 employed trainees

APPENDIX III

LIST OF COMPANIES INTERVIEWED REGARDING TRAINING COURSES

	COMPANIES WITH UNEMPLOYED TRAINEES ON PLACEMENT

	
	

	Fire Service
	Mr. Khorrami

	Harper Collins
	Maria Connochie

	North Ayrshire Council
	Tom Coulter

	Scottish Enterprise
	Christine Campbell*


	COMPANIES WITH EMPLOYEES UNDERGOING TRAINING 

	
	

	Angelfish
	Elle Gordon

	Bray Controls
	Frank Johnston*

	D&R Stevenson
	Graham Devoy

	Giles Insurance Brokers
	Colin Young

	Log in Café
	Caroline Gillespie*

	Sirius Concepts
	Garry Smith*


We had difficulty in obtaining interviews with contacts in the companies, since many of the contacts listed had left the companies.

* Indicates face-to-face meetings; where no asterisk is shown these interviews were conducted by telephone

APPENDIX IV

COMPANIES INTERVIEWED REGARDING INNOVATION CHALLENGE

	COMPANIES INTERVIEWED REGARDING INNOVATION CHALLENGE

	
	

	Advanced Data Services
	Robin Prior

	Cuba Vacations
	Joe Neillis

	Engineering Services (Paisley)
	Lee Arnold

	GAP Plant
	Paul Henderson

	Good Times
	George Cook

	Houston Traditional Kilt Makers
	Ken McDonald*

	In Touch Recruitment
	Malcolm Mulheron

	Kontakte Ltd.
	Stephen Irvine

	Loy Surveys
	Jim Loy

	May McMaster Fine Art
	May McMaster

	OnQuote Ltd
	Neil Woodhead

	Paisley Abbey
	Rev. Allan Birss*

	ROCEP Pressure Packs
	Robert Swandells

	Ross Wilson PR
	Ross Wilson

	Secure IT
	Robert Gemmell

	Silks
	Sandra Connolly

	Sirius Concepts
	Garry Smith*

	Soccer Millionaire
	Bill Ferrier

	Thomas Bryce Ltd
	Thomas Bryce

	Wing Ding
	Sandra Boothman


Interviewed 20 out of 40 companies participating in Innovation Challenge.

* Indicates face-to-face meetings; where no asterisk is shown these interviews were conducted by telephone
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