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Executive Summary

Introduction

1. This is the report of a study undertaken by SQW Limited on behalf of Scottish Enterprise Grampian (SE Grampian) to evaluate its support for the Ask the Expert Workshops. It was carried out during the period January to March 2006.  

2. The purpose of the study is to provide an evaluation of the effectiveness of support for ‘Ask the Experts’. In particular the evaluation aims to determine whether the workshops have achieved their strategic objectives and are providing appropriate support, and to determine whether the project represents value for money.

3. The objectives of the workshops are:

· to provide SMEs with appropriate business support relative to their particular circumstances

· to work with SMEs to develop a forward action plan building on the advice gained at the workshop

· to gain feedback on what other advice and guidance would assist SMEs develop their business.

4. The methodology for this evaluation consisted of a combination of two main elements: a) desk-based review of documentation, including project approval papers, beneficiary feedback sheets and relevant strategy documents; b) a mix of face to face consultations and telephone interviews with delegates, experts, project co-ordinators and partners. 
Conclusions
5. There are a number of key conclusions and development opportunities that can be drawn from the various inputs to this evaluation. 

6. We note that SEGr and ENET have been adapting the format of this project over a period of several years in the light of experience gained. Lessons learned have already been taken on board, and the current delivery model has arisen out of several years of experimentation. We commend the partners’ flexible approach.  

7. Promotion, marketing and delivery. Scottish Enterprise Grampian does not have a direct role in promoting or delivering the workshops: this is undertaken by Enterprise North East Trust. ENET, in turn, delegates much responsibility to the local rural partnerships which play a key role in sourcing experts, providing mailing lists, promoting the events and arranging appropriate venues. 

8. These local partnerships tend to have a lot of credibility amongst rural businesses: they are closest to their local business community and are best placed to identify potential clients (and indeed locally based experts). We see no reason why their current role in delivering the project should change. 

9. One question for SEGr, however, is whether it should continue to support ‘Ask the Experts’ in its current low-profile way, or seek pro-actively to publicise its support for local businesses in rural areas. Several of our consultees felt that SEGr was widely regarded as ‘an Aberdeen-based organisation for big businesses’: should SEGr do more to publicise itself as an organisation which is willing to deliver business support events in small rural communities, or is it content to maintain a low profile?

10. Project effectiveness. The ultimate aim of the Ask the Expert workshops was to provide rural businesses with access to advice, information and support in their local community. There are three strands to this approach: 1) providing information not readily available in their area, 2) allowing businesses to question experts in an informal setting, and 3) highlighting sources of information that may not have been considered but which are, in fact, highly valuable. It is clear from the evaluation evidence that these have been achieved.
11. However, the impact on business is difficult to assess given the nature of the intervention. There are instances of direct, positive impact (notably the participant who had completed specific work around intellectual property and improved her business plan as a direct result of her attendance at the workshop). We know that around one quarter of businesses who attend these events have subsequently instigated contact with ENET in order to seek further business support, and we make the assumption that this can be directly attributed to ‘Ask the Experts’. Beyond this, however, it is impossible to place a value on the tangible impact of the programme. 

12. Style and format of the events. The appropriateness of the style and the format of the events generated a generally favourable response. Many consider the ‘speed dating’ approach to be effective, as it provides the opportunity for all delegates to meet with all experts. This approach ensures that a number of areas of expertise are demonstrated which delegates may not otherwise have considered relevant to their own business.  

13. The ‘speed dating’ approach is not effective when numbers in attendance are low. However, the presence of ENET advisers has ensured that the format can be adapted on the night to suit the circumstances. The ability of the organisers to adopt a flexible approach and to alter the format of events to suit the circumstances is a real strength of the workshops.

14. The overall consensus amongst delegates, experts and organisers is that the style of the events is appropriate, and the benefits of bringing together local experts in a community setting are highly valued. 

15. Attendance. It is clear that attendance is regarded as a problematic area for the initiative. Some workshops have been very well attended; others have not. Project staff and partners are keen to know why attendance levels vary, and how numbers can be increased.  

16. Whether or not to charge for events such as this is a perennial subject of discussion. We do not pretend to have the ‘right’ answer to this question. However, the general consensus (amongst promoters, co-ordinators, experts and participants) is that – on balance – it would not be useful or appropriate to charge a fee for attendance. 

17. Value for money. We know that the total cost to Scottish Enterprise Grampian of staging ‘Ask the Expert’ workshops in the current year amounts to £9,000. This covers, amongst other practicalities, the cost of providing refreshments at each event. SEGr does not incur direct costs in terms of promotion or administration.

18. Of the total number of SMEs known to have attended a workshop to date, approximately one quarter went on to seek further business support from the key delivery partner, ENET. If we assume direct attribution (which seems reasonable), then the cost to SEGr of reaching each of these companies – based only on five workshops to date - is around £391. This figure will fall significantly once the full schedule of workshops has been completed. We consider that this represents extremely good value for money.   

Recommendations

19. This study has highlighted the positive components of Ask the Experts as identified by participants and key stakeholders. It has been a valuable initiative in reaching rural SMEs and assisting their businesses.

20. However, ‘Ask the Experts’ is limited by operating in relative isolation from other SE Grampian interventions and as a result, offers limited scope for scalability - a prerequisite for providing longer term benefit of strategic significance to the region. This is a limitation of its current form.  It also makes it hard to judge its contribution and value for money in relation to SE Grampian’s wider goals. 

21. In order to help address the issues of poor attendance to increase its scalability potential, we suggest the following:

· more emphasis on promotion at community level as well as from ENET

· link Ask the Experts with other SE initiatives and other community activities
· follow up after the events to monitor progress.

22. Our broad recommendation is that ‘Ask the Experts’ should continue in its current form. We do not believe it would be appropriate to charge an attendance fee. The role of local business partnerships in promoting and staging the events should be emphasised. Local partnerships could be encouraged by ENET to follow up with individual businesspeople who attend the workshops to identify examples of direct benefits and impacts arising from ‘Ask the Experts’.

1 Introduction 

1.1 This is the report of a study undertaken by SQW Limited on behalf of Scottish Enterprise Grampian (SE Grampian) to evaluate its support for the Ask the Experts Workshops. It was carried out during the period January to March 2006.  
Purpose of study

1.2 The purpose of the study is to provide an evaluation of the effectiveness of support for ‘Ask the Experts’. In particular the evaluation aims to determine whether the workshops have achieved their strategic objectives and are providing appropriate support, and to determine whether the project represents value for money.
1.3 This evaluation also considers whether action can be undertaken to reinforce strengths and remedy any identified weaknesses.
Methodology

1.4 The methodology for this project consisted of a combination of two main elements:

· Stage One – desk-based review of documentation, including project approval papers, beneficiary feedback sheets and relevant strategy documents

· Stage Two – a mix of face to face consultations and telephone interviews with delegates,   experts, project co-ordinators and partners. 

1.5 During Stage Two consultations we explored delegates’ and stakeholders’ views on project operation, its impacts and the lessons that can be learnt from performance to date. 

1.6 All of those consulted were very helpful and constructive in discussing their views on the effectiveness of the Workshops. We are grateful to all who contributed. A list of the individuals and organisations interviewed is provided in Appendix A.
2 Background

Project rationale and development
2.1 The original rationale for the project goes back three years, with research which indicated that new businesses, if they were going to fail, would fail at the three-year stage. This tends to be the time when start-up support to new companies is cut off. Scottish Enterprise Grampian sought a way of assisting companies through this crucial period without providing them with financial subsidy. 

2.2 It was recognised that businesses need advice in particular areas once they emerge from the initial start-up phase. In order to sustain and grow their business they benefit from advice on aspects of tax (VAT, income tax, PAYE, etc), sales & marketing and other elements of business development. SEGr asked the Enterprise North East Trust to assist in devising an approach to this issue.
2.3 In the original incarnation of the project, Enterprise North East Trust (ENET) developed a programme of one-day workshops on various themes. A series of evening networking events was also provided, at which new businesses could mix with older, more established companies. These were attended by a keynote speaker. A key feature of this original intervention, however, was that although feedback from SMEs was overwhelmingly positive (there was strong consensus that they sought this kind of support), turnout in the first year of these events was very poor. 

2.4 In the second year ENET tried a different approach, experimenting with various formats and times of day. SMEs, however, still struggled to find time to attend. 

2.5 In the third and current year, ENET has devised a further variation on its approach: to gather all the ‘experts’ together at once. SMEs with a specific problem or question can come along and be signposted to sources of help and expertise. Some participants, of course, may obtain all the answers they need at the event itself. 

2.6 The objectives of the workshops are:

· to provide SMEs with appropriate business support relative to their particular circumstances

· to work with SMEs to develop a forward action plan building on the advice gained at the workshop

· to gain feedback on what other advice and guidance would assist SMEs develop their business.

2.7 The first series of workshops was held earlier this year, in a range of locations across Aberdeenshire: in Ballater, Banchory, Banff, Maud and Stonehaven. The format has been slightly more successful than in previous years, and turnout has been a little better (though variable between locations). 

2.8 A further four workshops - in Inverurie, Ellon, Fraserburgh, Huntly and Aboyne – have been completed towards the end of the current financial year. These have targeted rural businesses, particularly farms.

Delivery model

2.9 A number of different organisations and individual ‘experts’ are involved in delivering the workshops, including: the Inland Revenue Support Team, HM Customs and Excise, solicitors, accountants, employment law specialists and local planners. 

2.10 ENET has undertaken responsibility for developing the content of the events and identifying and contracting with the various experts identified above. Local Rural Partnerships and Business Associations have been invited to work with the Enterprise Trust in identifying potential SME delegates within their area, marketing and promoting the events and identifying and booking appropriate venues. 
2.11 A ‘speed dating’ approach is used where possible, whereby each expert is assigned to a different table and groups of participants move between those tables at fixed intervals – allowing each group approximately 15 minutes with each expert.

Finance

2.12 The cost of providing Ask the Experts during 2005/2006 has been £9,000, supporting a client base of all rural SMEs based in Aberdeenshire. 

Strategic Alignment

2.13 Ask the Experts in aligned with the overall strategy of SE Grampian and in particular, the Rural Strategy Plan of developing, expending and sustaining the economy of rural Aberdeenshire.  The project also supports Aberdeenshire Council’s ‘Jobs and Economy’ theme, from the Community Plan.

Fit with Smart, Successful Scotland

2.14 The Ask the Experts Workshop contributes to the growing business theme of Smart, Successful Scotland.  In particular it helps support local start-ups by focusing on ease of access to information and encourages companies to seek advice and support in order to enhance their growth prospects. 
3 Evaluation evidence

Introduction

3.1 This section outlines the evidence gathered to provide an assessment of the immediate project outputs, project operation and areas of good practice. We consider evidence from a variety of sources; co-ordinators and key delivery personnel, experts, delegates, and workshop feedback sheets.
a) Consultations with co-ordinators and key delivery personnel 

3.2 In order to fully understand the operation and rationale behind ‘Ask the Experts’ we spoke with six local project co-ordinators (representatives of rural business partnerships) and key delivery personnel from ENET.
Project rationale
3.3 Consultees concurred that the main aim of the workshops is not necessarily for people to obtain all the information they need on that particular evening, but to become aware of who might help them in order to pursue their enquiries at a later date.  It helps local business people not only to gain the name of an individual to contact but also “put a face to a name”, which helps people feel more comfortable when following up their query.  As one participant said, “the process humanises the business support process”.  
3.4 Rural partnerships also felt that the workshops provide a useful opportunity for the ‘experts’ to meet potential new clients. This may well be true, but we also noted that several delegates expressed slight concern over this: their purpose in attending was to obtain advice, not to hear a sales pitch. 
3.5 All consultees considered the rationale as sound, and thought it was fitting that SE Grampian should seek to support this type of activity in relatively remote areas. 

Evidence of appropriate support

3.6 We received mixed views from rural partnerships about whether they followed up with attendees after the workshops to enquire whether they had enjoyed it or benefited from it. Certainly no formal follow-up procedure is in place, but many partnerships have indeed contacted participants on an informal basis after a workshop and received very positive feedback. The section on workshop feedback (Chapter 5) discusses this in more depth.
Style and format of the workshops

3.7 Consultees described the ‘speed dating’ approach, whereby an expert sits at each table with participants moving around within a set timeframe. This format is said to have worked well when numbers of attendees were sufficient.  A clear benefit from this approach is that the format takes people to experts that they might not have considered, providing ideas that may not have been developed otherwise. On the other hand, in some instances individuals monopolised the group and not everyone had a chance to participate in the time available.  

3.8 Consultees were unanimous in their view that the experts participating are generally very helpful and willing to attend. Experts do not receive a fee for their time (though they may generate future business for themselves). One local partnership cited difficulty in persuading solicitors to act as experts, as they are reluctant to give people advice in case it is regarded as legally binding.
Event promotion

3.9 Ask the Experts workshops are promoted as Business Gateway events. Generally, promotion of events was the responsibility of the local co-ordinator, with promotional materials sent out to groups of respective client lists. In some areas events were advertised in the local press.  

3.10 Marketing effort is shared by ENET and the local partnerships. The relative profile of the organisations in each locality tend to determine the approach. In some districts ENET’s profile is lower than that of the local partnership. In districts where the local business partnership has greater credibility and profile than ENET, it makes sense for them to lead the promotional drive.
Attendance

3.11 Attendance was flagged up as a significant issue, with numbers at some events being very small.  However, few had ideas about how best to tackle this issue. Holding events in the evenings was generally agreed to be the appropriate approach, as many businesses are unable to attend during the working day. However, something as simple as an important football match on television was cited by more than one consultee as a guarantee of poor attendance. 
3.12 One co-ordinator mentioned that to encourage more people to attend, the workshops could be linked to other community related events.  For example, the Royal Deeside Partnership has held several ‘Planning for Real’ exercises that have been highly successful in drawing people in. It is planning a number of such events for the future, and suggests that it would be easy for SE Grampian and ENET to join in. The Partnership also periodically organises community meetings at which local organisations can host a stand to market their services. This could help promote business support in local communities.  

3.13 It was also cited that events may be better attended in areas where there is a high proportion of business starts, and perhaps these areas could be targeted.

Outcomes

3.14 The workshops enable participants to gain good information and illuminate areas that they may not have considered before. The feedback received after the event has been positive and consultees were in no doubt that people benefited from the events in various ways. One particular example of a business benefiting from the event involved a local scheme for delivering organic vegetables boxes. Partly as a result of attendance they have now been able to develop their company and set up a shop.  

Learning and development

3.15 Figure 3.1 details the strengths and weaknesses cited by local co-ordinators and key delivery personnel.

	Figure 3.1 Ask the Experts: Co-ordinators’ view of strengths and weaknesses

	Strengths 
	Weaknesses

	· events are delivered in the heart of the community and participants don’t have to travel
	· expectation may be too high – “some people may go in expecting two hours of free advice but only get ten minutes”

	· opportunity to make contact with experts – providing useful advice
	· some people may feel intimidated when approaching experts in front of others

	· using local ‘community’ experts helped to break down barriers
	· low turnout at some events

	· informal atmosphere and well organised
	· format can lead to individuals in some groups dominating discussions

	· evening events are a great feature
	

	· experts are able to market themselves to potential new clients
	


3.16 Recommendations made by consultees included the following: continue to involve community experts; more involvement of the local business association in the organisation and promotion of events; recruit a facilitator at each table to ensure no one person can dominate proceedings; and encourage longer-established businesses to attend, not just new ones.
Charging for ‘Ask the Experts’
3.17 When asked whether it was appropriate to charge for such a service, coordinators’ responses were mixed. It was suggested that “if you charge a fee then people tend to perceive the event has more value - conversely, if you offer it free of charge they appreciate it less”. Another view suggested that it would certainly not be appropriate to charge start-ups, but that established businesses might be charged a small fee.  

3.18 It was also suggested that it would only be appropriate to charge a fee if a highly professional event with paid experts is being delivered, which isn’t really an approach for Ask the Experts.

3.19 In summary, it is evident that the local co-ordinators and delivery personnel consider ‘Ask the Experts’ to be making strong progress towards its aims, with many businesses demonstrating clear benefits from the advice.  Overall, the consensus is that Ask the Experts should be continued as a means of supporting rural businesses.
b) Consultations with ‘Experts’
3.20 It was clear from our discussions with two Experts that they were fully aware of the rationale behind the workshops: to make advice available to rural small businesses that is not normally available locally and in particular, those starting up - thus making experts more accessible to the public.  A key benefit of the workshop approach enables small businesses to acquire a range of information and advice in the one location. Generally, experts felt that the aims of the workshops were being met. They reported that many participants had made contact with them again after the event.

3.21 In terms of style and format, the ‘speed dating’ approach generated mixed responses in terms of its effectiveness. Some experts suggested that it resulted in some participants going through the motions, with no particular interest in speaking with some of the experts. Conversely, some tables generated too many questions, not all of which could be answered in the time available. On the other hand, it also encouraged participants to speak with individuals in fields of expertise that they may not previously have identified as relevant to them.  
3.22 Some experts have encouraged participating businesses to leave their details to allow follow-up conversations.  In addition, one expert maintained contact by sending businesses their company bulletin each month.  

3.23 Experts identified several strengths of the workshops, including: the range of experts available for advice; providing an opportunity for them to spread their message; highlighting that they are approachable; and enabling local firms to obtain access to information “under one roof”.  However, the weaker element of the events was that of poor attendance.
3.24 In terms of improvements, experts questioned whether enough advertising was done, and wondered whether more awareness raising should be undertaken. It was also suggested that existing businesses could also be targeted.

3.25 In terms of payment for workshops, one expert commented that this might reduce the numbers attending, particularly when a number of events had already been poorly attended. On the other hand, it was also recognised that if workshops required a payment, it is more likely that people would make the extra effort to attend and take it seriously.
c) Views of participants
3.26 Here we summarise our findings from consultations with two delegates who had attended a Workshop. (These views are supplemented in Chapter 4 by a desk based review of event feedback sheets completed by 35 participants.)
3.27 There were mixed responses from delegates regarding their experience and their motivations for attending the workshops. Some delegates went along with a specific question in mind, whilst others were driven by a general interest in what might be on offer.  One delegate was pleasantly surprised that the experts “were actually quite human, very open and not stiff-collared as expected”.

3.28 Some delegates were aware of other courses and had received support through other means, but at the time of learning about the workshops they were not specifically intending a form of training.  However, one delegate cited, “the workshop was really excellent, hugely helpful and enjoyable experience, have done quite a few courses but this is by far the best”.

3.29 In terms of impact, one delegate had started doing a number of things differently as a result of what was learned. In particular, she had completed specific work around intellectual property, had considered accreditations and improved her business plan. Had she not attended an ‘Ask the Experts’ workshop she would not have undertaken the same activities. She also highlighted that, eventually, the change made will result in a positive impact on business performance. 
3.30 Figure 3.2 illustrates the strengths and weaknesses of the Workshops identified by participants.
	Figure 3.2 Delegates’ views of Ask the Experts: strengths and weaknesses

	Strengths 
	Weaknesses

	· quality of presentations, “really exceptional”
	· not enough time allocated to each table

	· diversity of the group
	· some experts were using the workshops as an opportunity to tout for business

	· very effective format
	

	· variety of experts
	

	· “lets you see the human side of experts”
	


3.31 There were clear benefits evident from network formation, and in one instance a delegate had set up links to fellow participant websites and vice versa.  In terms of payment for such workshops a small token amount was considered as acceptable.  Just one barrier to attending was mentioned, suggesting that knowing about Ask the Experts in the first place represented an obstacle.
3.32 In short, delegates’ experience of the workshops was positive and the consensus was that consultees would attend similar events in the future.

4 Desk-based review of evidence

Workshop feedback sheets

4.1 This section summaries the comments and feedback from a number of ‘Ask the Experts’ events held at Stonehaven and Maud. The findings are based on a sample of 35 responses and are presented under five themes: 

· pre-event information

· venue

· presenter

· content

· learning and development

Pre-event information

4.2 The majority of respondents were informed about the event via email (59%), whilst just over one-third were notified by flyer and just 9% were made aware over the phone. In almost all cases the details of the event arrived in good time and were accurate. 

Venue

4.3 Participants were also asked to rate the venue. The main results are highlighted below:

	Table 4.1. Venue rating

	
	Very Poor
	Poor
	Good
	Very good

	Easy to find
	No responses
	6%
	23%
	71%

	Layout of the room
	
	
	34%
	66%

	Catering
	
	3%
	34%
	63%


4.4 In all areas the venue scored well, in each case with over three fifths of respondents citing it as very good.

Presenter

4.5 In terms of the quality of presenters and their respective presentations, all respondents felt that their style was ‘good’ or ‘very good’. Around two fifths (43%) considered the visual aids very good, whilst 4% cited them as poor:
	Table 4.2. Presenter rating

	
	Very Poor
	Poor
	Good
	Very good

	Style
	No responses
	
	47%
	53%

	Presentation/visual aids
	
	4%
	53%
	43%

	Handouts
	
	3%
	57%
	40%


4.6 One respondent noted, “even though I didn’t expect all the presenters to be useful to me, I found something of interest in them all”.

Content

4.7 The evaluation forms asked participants to rate the content of the event, graded from strongly ‘disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’:
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4.8 In most cases the majority of respondents agreed with the points highlighted, and no respondents ‘strongly disagreed’ with any of the areas identified. However, one participant commented that “… there was not always enough time to contribute with 15 minute deadlines”.  

Learning and development

4.9 Participants were asked to provide their views on the style of the event. Their responses included:

· “learning from others asking questions and the answers they received, prompted ideas”

· “easy to follow”

· “helpful to meet in small groups”

· “really useful – effective style of event”

· “easy to understand”

· “an appreciation of Business Gateway… ‘you are not alone’ ”

4.10 In addition, participants were asked about the main points that they took away from the event:
· “knowledge that others are in the same position”

· “the amount of help available”

· “will go to more events like this”

· “event exceeded what was expected”

· “it was good to chat to the other people and get to know about their businesses”

· “the experts certainly know what they are talking about.”

4.11 The following table provides a summary of the views discussed in this Chapter.
	Table 4.3  Summary of evaluation evidence

	Ask the Experts delegate experience
	· strong alignment with expectations

· enjoyable 
· suitable venue – “in the heart of the community”
· mixed responses on the “speed dating” type format

	Impact
	· building business relationships – networking


	Outcomes
	· more informed business planning
· follow up advice and support sought from experts

	Strengths
	· quality of presentations, “really exceptional”
· diversity of the group

· variety of experts

	Weaknesses
	· not enough time allocated to each table for questions
· low attendance at some events


Review of data held by ENET
4.12 To supplement our consultations we have reviewed relevant data and information held by ENET in relation to the Workshops. ENET have provided us with:
· a list of all delegates who have attended each workshop

· a list of those delegates who have sought, or been provided with, additional business support from ENET after attending an ‘Ask the Expert’ Workshop.

4.13 According to ENET’s records, the number of participants who attended each of the five workshops [complete at the time of writing] was as follows:
· Ballater:

10
· Banchory:
30
· Banff:

13
· Maud:

28
· Stonehaven:
19
4.14 The total known number of delegates at five workshops, therefore, amounts to 100.
4.15 ENET have maintained a database of all those they have had contact with since the Workshops, in terms of business growth and eBusiness assists. A total of 65 companies have been in contact with ENET after attending an Ask the Expert workshop, of which 23 instigated the follow-up themselves (as opposed to being contacted by an ENET adviser).
4.16 It is impossible to say with confidence how many of these businesses approached ENET as a direct result of their attendance at an ‘Ask the Experts’ workshop, but we can assume a reasonable degree of attribution. If all 23 of these companies did indeed seek longer term business advice or support as a result of the Workshops, then the cost to SE Grampian of reaching and providing initial support to each of these SMEs (given a total cost of £9,000 in the current year) is around £391. We would consider this to represent very good value for money. 
4.17 Since our initial consultations a further four workshops have been held: in Aboyne, Inverurie, Fraserburgh and Ellon (a fifth was cancelled due to bad weather). We have not yet seen data on attendance and follow-up from these workshops, but we consider it fair to assume that a similar proportion of participants will subsequently seek further business advice from ENET as a result of attending a workshop. The final cost to SEGr in the current financial year of ‘reaching’ each SME will therefore be much lower than the figure quoted above.
5 Conclusions and recommendations

Conclusions

5.1 There are a number of key conclusions and development opportunities that can be drawn from the various inputs to this evaluation. 
5.2 We note that SEGr and ENET have been adapting the format of this project over a period of several years in the light of experience gained. Lessons learned have already been taken on board, and the current delivery model has arisen out of several years of experimentation. We commend the partners’ flexible approach.  

Promotion, marketing and delivery

5.3 Scottish Enterprise Grampian does not have a direct role in promoting or delivering the workshops: this is undertaken by Enterprise North East Trust. ENET, in turn, delegates much responsibility to the local rural partnerships which play a key role in sourcing experts, providing mailing lists, promoting the events and arranging appropriate venues. 
5.4 These local partnerships tend to have a lot of credibility amongst rural businesses: they are closest to their local business community and are best placed to identify potential clients (and indeed locally based experts). We see no reason why their current role in delivering the project should change. 
5.5 One question for SEGr, however, is whether it should continue to support ‘Ask the Experts’ in its current low-profile way, or seek pro-actively to publicise its support for local businesses in rural areas. Several of our consultees felt that SEGr was widely regarded as ‘an Aberdeen-based organisation for big businesses’: should SEGr do more to publicise itself as an organisation which is willing to deliver business support events in small rural communities, or is it content to maintain a low profile?
Project effectiveness

5.6 The ultimate aim of the Ask the Experts workshops was to provide rural businesses with access to advice, information and support in their local community. There are three strands to this approach: 1) providing information not readily available in their area, 2) allowing businesses to question experts in an informal setting, and 3) highlighting sources of information that may not have been considered but which are, in fact, highly valuable. It is clear from the evaluation evidence that these have been achieved.

5.7 However, the impact on business is difficult to assess given the nature of the intervention. There are instances of direct, positive impact (notably the participant who had completed specific work around intellectual property and improved her business plan as a direct result of her attendance at the workshop). We know that around one quarter of businesses who attend these events have subsequently instigated contact with ENET in order to seek further business support, and we make the assumption that this can be directly attributed to ‘Ask the Experts’. Beyond this, however, it is impossible to place a value on the tangible impact of the programme. 
Style and format of the events

5.8 The appropriateness of the style and the format of the events generated a generally favourable response. Many consider the ‘speed dating’ approach to be effective, as it provides the opportunity for all delegates to meet with all experts. This approach ensures that a number of areas of expertise are demonstrated which delegates may not otherwise have considered relevant to their own business.  

5.9 The ‘speed dating’ approach is not effective when numbers in attendance are low. However, the presence of ENET advisers has ensured that the format can be adapted on the night to suit the circumstances. The ability of the organisers to adopt a flexible approach and to alter the format of events to suit the circumstances is a real strength of the workshops.

5.10 The overall consensus amongst delegates, experts and organisers is that the style of the events is appropriate, and the benefits of bringing together local experts in a community setting are highly valued. 

Attendance
5.11 It is clear that attendance is regarded as a problematic area for the initiative. Some workshops have been very well attended; others have not. Project staff and partners are keen to know why attendance levels vary, and how numbers can be increased.  
5.12 Whether or not to charge for events such as this is a perennial subject of discussion. We do not pretend to have the ‘right’ answer to this question. However, the general consensus (amongst promoters, co-ordinators, experts and participants) is that – on balance – it would not be useful or appropriate to charge a fee for attendance. 
Value for money

5.13 We know that the total cost to Scottish Enterprise Grampian of staging ‘Ask the Experts’ workshops in the current year amounts to £9,000. This covers, amongst other practicalities, the cost of providing refreshments at each event. SEGr does not incur direct costs in terms of promotion or administration.
5.14 Of the total number of SMEs known to have attended a workshop to date, approximately one quarter went on to seek further business support from the key delivery partner, ENET. If we assume direct attribution (which seems reasonable), then the cost to SEGr of reaching each of these companies – based only on five workshops to date - is around £391. This figure will fall significantly once the full schedule of workshops has been completed. We consider that this represents extremely good value for money.   

Recommendations
5.15 This study has highlighted the positive components of Ask the Experts as identified by participants and key stakeholders. It has been a valuable initiative in reaching rural SMEs and assisting their businesses.
5.16 However, ‘Ask the Experts’ is limited by operating in relative isolation from other SE Grampian interventions and as a result, offers limited scope for scalability - a prerequisite for providing longer term benefit of strategic significance to the region. This is a limitation of its current form.  It also makes it hard to judge its contribution and value for money in relation to SE Grampian’s wider goals. 
5.17 In order to help address the issues of poor attendance to increase its scalability potential, we suggest the following:

· more emphasis on promotion at community level as well as from ENET
· link Ask the Experts with other SE initiatives and other community activities
· follow up after the events to monitor progress.

5.18 Our broad recommendation is that ‘Ask the Experts’ should continue in its current form. We do not believe it would be appropriate to charge an attendance fee. The role of local business partnerships in promoting and staging the events should be emphasised. Local partnerships could be encouraged by ENET to follow up with individual businesspeople who attend the workshops to identify examples of direct benefits and impacts arising from ‘Ask the Experts’. 

appendix A

list of consultees

[not included in published report]
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