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INTRODUCTION

The Roberts Partnership was commissioned in November 2003 to undertake an evaluation of the Fife Gateway’s Business Information Service.  The objective of the evaluation project was to ascertain recommendations as to how improvements could be made to the service to provide greater value to the economic development of Fife.

The objective of this report is to provide recommendations to Scottish Enterprise Fife management as to how the information service could be improved and provide greater value to the economy of Fife and companies within that area.  Within each section recommendations are identified with further final recommendations being drawn from the project and the consultant’s wider involvement with Gateway services across the network.
BACKGROUND

The Business Information Service forms an integral part of the range of Gateway services.  It provides high quality business information to start up and existing companies with the objective of enabling them to identify new opportunities and new markets, improve competitiveness in existing markets and enhance potential for growth.  Whilst Information Service outlets exist across Scotland they vary considerably depending upon regional requirements, local delivery and experience of staff.

Business Information Centres have a defined remit to make available to clients:

· accredited Information Officers who will help in the identification of their (clients) information needs and provide a relevant evaluated response within an agreed timescale

· electronic and hard copy resources accessing company and market research information.  Assistance will also be given on funding, relevant legislation and business procedures

· access to local and national European resources through the local European Information Officer
· public internet access to enable individuals to access core products, Business Gateway website and any related websites

· signposting to other local and national providers of business support

To date the Information Service has been reactive to the needs of local companies with Information Officers responding to enquiries.  It has been difficult to evaluate in any quantitive way how this reactive service contributes to the local and national economy.  Currently the service is target driven with statistical analysis around the number of enquiries being the only real measure of performance.  This reflects little or no understanding as to how information provides value to the economy.  Any developments to the Information Service must, therefore, reflect a greater understanding/measurement as to how information contributes to performance and provides added value to the economy.
FINDINGS AND INTERIM RECOMMENDATIONS

The following section is concerned with the findings from the project.  Interim recommendations are contained at the end of each stage.

Business Gateway
Carron Smith from the Fife Gateway was interviewed to initiate the project.  This informal interview laid down requirements and expectations from Gateway personnel as well as contributed to the structure for subsequent interviews and appointments.
It was clear from discussion that much has been done to improve and integrate relationships between Gateway and SE Fife staff.  Information exchanges and presentations have been implemented over recent months resulting in a ‘feel good’ factor of improvement and understanding between the two organisations.  This deemed to have resulted in better enquiries, more satisfied clients and more integrated delivery of service by Gateway and SEF staff.
Business Information Advisers

The three BIAs were interviewed as part of the project.  Two of the Advisers are very experienced and have been part of the service for many years.  The third adviser joined the team relatively recently.
The three Information Advisers had very mixed views of the information service.  All were in agreement that the service was of value and contributed significantly to client performance/requirements.  There were however a number of concerns around the administrative and operational requirements of the service.

Information Advisers see a large part of their day dealing with inappropriate enquiries and relatively low level administrative duties (general answering of telephones, basic mail outs etc.).  The Information Advisers are the first point of contact for enquiries on the 0845 number and are therefore responsible for not only their own calls but those of others throughout the department particularly during lunchtime.  This lack of screening or handling of calls is a dilution of their professional status as well restricting their time for handling and dealing with enquiries.

Information Advisers feel that the majority of their working day is spent dealing with enquiries at the lower end of the scale (1s and 2s) with one adviser claiming that only 5% of their day is spent on Level 3 or ‘added value’ type enquiries.  This has led to frustration and a general feeling of being undervalued as Information Advisers.

The relationship with enquiring clients was considered to be good.  In some cases the relationship was built up over a number of months allowing the Adviser to provide greater value to the client as both parties gained greater understanding of what could be attained from working together.  
The interaction between Information Advisers and SEF staff was felt to be improving over recent months.  Presentations from BIAs had helped to ensure that SEF staff did have a greater understanding of the role and responsibility of the information service.  There was, however, a feeling that some SEF staff preferred BIAs to be kept at a distance from clients.  All BIAs agreed that working jointly with SEF staff and clients contributed to greater job satisfaction.
Working with Partner organisations seemed to be improving with the introduction of Business Gateway in 2003.  This was thought to be partially due to some Gateway staff being former Council employees.  It was felt that there was room for improvement with the Chamber as referrals were felt to be of a ‘poorer’ quality in comparison to the Council.
The information advisers felt that there was room for improvement in the service that they provided.  These included:

· screening the 0845 number

· dropping targets

· define better the value of information Vs targets

· consider the benefits to client targets/outcomes as opposed to SE targets

· consider more analysis to the benefit/impact of information

· the CCA analysis should not be seen as the only outcome benefit

· take away the ‘dross’ that could be handled elsewhere

· provide time for research

· ensure that the credit/contribution of information is truly considered

From this section a number of recommendations should be considered.  These are:

· filter the 0845 answering process to ensure that Information Advisers are not the first point of contact, this will protect their time and realign their position to ensure it is not seen as a ‘glorified’ telephonist/administrator

· protect the Information Advisers from dealing with low level enquiries which can be handled by administrative staff and ensure that standard/regular mailing are delegated.  These roles are currently time consuming and distracting

· allocate research time into the job description with outputs agreed to during the appraisal process.  This could be linked to economic forecasting and strategy/policy formulation

· split the Information Adviser roles and responsibilities, making one person responsible for lower level high volume reactive enquiries and two persons responsible for more proactive added value information research 

· there is perception that ‘the girls’ act like a mini call centre.  This slightly derogatory observation requires consideration if the Information Service is to be seen as an integral professional service
· raise the professional profile and value of the Information Service

Business Gateway Advisers

Two BG Advisers were interviewed as part of the project, one who was a true advocate of the information service and one who used it ‘at arms length’.

For the first adviser the service was used primarily with new clients on a need to know basis.  It was very much seen as ‘something’ that would be accessed if they ‘were looking for a particular thing’.  The service was not promoted as part of the general awareness raising of the Gateway services as it was felt that there was too much to tell during the early stages of client contact.  There was a judgement that client would be overwhelmed and subsequently turned off by information overload.
This adviser considered the information available from BIAs to be primarily about market research and referred to the term repeatedly.  There was a perception that market research information was of value to client companies but this was also tempered by a view that value was dependent upon experience and at times that could be mixed.  The adviser also felt that the client perhaps did not fully know that they could return for additional information requests or perhaps did not know when to go back to the information service.

The adviser considered there to be value in involving the BIA with clients and there was the opportunity to go out and ‘do more of this’.  This led to a discussion about the information service becoming proactive as opposed to reactive, particularly for Level 3 enquiries.  The adviser also felt the need to secure constructive testimonials from clients as well as possible information targeting for specific sectors and larger companies as well as economic trends.
The second adviser firmly believed that the information service was a fundamental tool of the Gateway service and key to all enquiring clients.  There was feeling that the service needed to be pushed strongly to clients to assist and develop their awareness, understanding and need for information as a strategic strand to the business development process, regardless of size and complexity of organisation.
At present the adviser considered the information service to be good but could be better.  Clients tended to have a mixed reaction to the service which was, in the main, very positive but could be better depending upon how tailored the service could be created.  The adviser strongly made the link between the business plan and information and felt that this should be the initial aspect of any client relationship with the Gateway services.
The service chain of client-business adviser-information adviser was raised by the adviser who considered the information adviser to be the link that makes the process work.  It was felt that the role of the Information Adviser required further defining to ensure that this central function operated more successfully.
This adviser felt that there was the opportunity for the Information Services to be considered a separate business unit within the Gateway services, making it a more specialist service.  This would align the service to Gateway and SEF strategies and possibly to core client sector strategies.

The use of the Business News sheet could also be improved by the information service as this is an established route to 1400 companies across Fife.

From this section a number of recommendations should be considered.  These are:

· define the role of the Information Adviser in the service chain (central or subsidiary)

· ensure/train all Business Adviser to have a clear and succinct appreciation of the value, role and function of information 

· secure testimonials from clients who have used the service, with case studies, and publish.  Create sector profiles with case studies
· ensure that business plans are created with information forming a key/integral part to ‘feed’ the plan

· consider the role of Information Services in the broader context of SEF, there is the opportunity for information to inform strategy and policy formulation

· use the Business News sheet to inform the wider Fife community about the Information Service using case studies

Scottish Enterprise Fife Executives

Two Executives from SEF were secured to contribute to the project.  The Executives were initially reluctant to participant, claiming that they would have little to contribute but their input was interesting and of value.  They were interviewed together.

Both Executives claimed that they did not use the information service as much as they should.  This was stated repeatedly and gave an indication that there was not a full understanding as to the potential depth/complexity of information or confidence that the service could provide information to the same level as an external consultant or specialist.

There was also a feeling that Account Managed clients would have intelligence or information sources that were more aligned to their requirements and indeed better that those available through the Information Service.  This was stated as an assumption but did indicate that a consultant could be hired or a specialist approached prior to asking if the Information Service could provide the relevant information.

This theme was repeated that Account Managed clients were likely to be undertaking or accessing required information sources off their own backs and that BIAs would be unlikely to contribute to this process.

The Executives both had good experiences of dealing with the Information Service and individual BIAs but there was a tendency to refer to the ‘girls’ in the Gateway.

It also became apparent that the Executives did not know the range of information sources that the BIAs could access and felt the Service did not market itself well enough.  They also stated that case studies would help to put clarity as to what they did and how their actions contributed to company performance.

Discussion with the Executives led to a number of recommendations being considered. These are:

· develop BIAs with specific sector expertise aligned to the needs of Fife Account Managed clients, i.e. golf, tourism, electronics etc.

· provide the BIA with a sector challenge to proactively inform key Fife sectors of industry trends, legislation, events, conferences
· develop sectoral briefings

· provide listings of technical databases that are available to be accessed

· integrate more with strategy and policy

During discussion with SEF Executives it became apparent that a more proactive approach from the Information Services would contribute at a number of levels.

Level 3 Client companies

Our methodology included telephone interviewing of a number of Fife organisation who has used the Information Service over recent months.  This client information was supplied by the Gateway and a decision was made to only contact Level 3 organisations during December.  The reaction from companies to contributing was mixed with several organisations being too busy to contribute or the named individual was unavailable.  In the end 12 organisations were contacted with 8 contributing to the project.
1. How did you find out about the Business Information Service?

(
Business Adviser (42%)
(
Advertising

(
Gateway staff
(14%)

(
Other (42%) word of mouth, internet 

2. Did you know what the Information Service offered to business?

(
Yes (62%)


(
No (38%)
What did you think it offered? 
an idea
3. How easy was it for you to ask for information OR put a question to the information service?

(
Very easy (87%)
(  OK
 (13%)   (  Awkward


4. Did the person answering you enquiry help frame or expand your question?

(  Yes (75%)


(  No (25%)
5. Did the information you receive:

· meet your expectations   (75%)
· exceed your expectations  (12.5%)
· not meet your expectations  (12.5%)
If not – why not    felt let down, could have done better
6. What value to your business was the information?

( Saved us time and money (50%)
(  Made us move forward quicker

(  Helped expand the business (25%)
(  other  (25%) not much value
7. How  would you rate the current Information Service

· Poor

· OK  (25%)
· Good  (62.5%)
· Excellent  (12.5%)
8. Would you consider any of the following to be an improvement to the service?

· information, sent out regularly about issues facing Fife businesses

· YES 85%


NO 15%

· information on economic trends and forecasts affecting Fife

· YES 85%


NO 15%

· a named contact that you can go back to on a regular basis

· YES 100%

· contact by e-mail 

· YES 100%

· contact by telephone

· YES 87%  

NO 13%

· face-to-face contact

· YES 75%


NO 25%

· membership to the Gateway and its services

· YES 62.5%

NO 37.5%

9. What other recommendations would you like to see incorporated into future activities?

Greater understanding of what they do
A number of recommendations from client companies can be considered and relatively easily implemented.  These are

· proactively providing information to companies

· proactively provide information on economic trends/forecasts

· provide a one point of access named contact

· use e-mail as preferred method of contact, backed up by telephone contact
CCA Customer Callback analysis

Eight Customer Callback sheets, which form part of the analysis undertaken by CCA, were provided by Gateway staff.  These have been scanned to identify any trends and recommendations.

In conclusion it is fair to say that a happy customer gives good evaluations.  If a client approached the Gateway with a request that cannot be fulfilled by the Gateway they tend to score the service down.  This was apparent with a number of rogue requests for direct financial help.

The majority of clients currently rate the service as excellent.  There is, however, an underlying issue of communication and follow through within the evaluations.
“we have not spent enough time in communication”

“you have to tell them about your business for them to respond helpfully”

“they did not follow up on certain aspects”

“they should keep in touch with you to ensure that you are still following your business plans and see how your business is progressing”

Although these are minor aspects, it does lead to a conclusion that the Information Service may have unclear operating parameters that could contribute to a lack of clarity as to its role and remit amongst client organisations.  This in turn could lead to their expectations not being managed or met.  

There is, therefore, a recommendation to further define, clarify and promote the remit and role of the Information Service for clients, Gateway and SEF staff.

Consultants Comments

The Roberts Partnership operates across a number of Gateways in its capacity delivering Think Plan Do workshops and seminars.  As a partner organisation we are in a position to observe how services differ between Gateways.  Across the Gateways it is fair to say that Fife does have a good reputation for its information service.  It is generally known that Fife has well experienced information advisers who have a wealth of knowledge and understanding of how information works and the skill to access it.  This point, as well as the fact that Business Gateway Fife operate within one regional boundary with a single information service access point, is an extremely positive factor.  
Other Gateways operate with young less experienced staff that consider the information service as an after graduation ‘stepping stone’ job with little prospect for career development.  Others operate with a number of information service access points which may adversely affect the opportunity to share information and play on strengths and weaknesses of personnel.
It is, therefore, our opinion that the Business Gateway Fife Information Service has a number of positive attributes that differentiates it from other Gateways:

· single regional boundary and one point of access to allow a single entry point for all enquiries and a flow of information between advisers

· information advisers with a wealth of experience and expertise that is not always found in other areas

· strong positive links with the Enterprise Company and the fact that both are housed in the same building

From this base there is the opportunity for the Information Service in Fife to develop strategically to increase the value of information and lead the way across the network.

CONCLUSIONS AND MAJOR RECOMMENDATIONS

The Information Service of Business Gateway Fife currently has a sound base that puts it in a good position for future development.  This project has reviewed and considered a number of opinions and viewpoints that has led to the conclusion that for information to truly contribute to the economic development of Fife there is the need to change the role and remit of the Information Service.  Other organisations, such a private consultancies and financial services see information as central to their policy and planning processes as well as informing both internal and external customers.  This approach could be applied to the Business Gateway Fife Information Service.
Scottish Enterprise Fife is in a position to consider the following recommendations which, if implemented, could have immediate, intermediate and long term impact as to how information is used and valued.

Logistics
· filter the 0845 telephone answering process to ensure that Information Advisers are not the first point of contact, this will protect their time and realign their position to ensure it is not seen as a ‘glorified’ telephonist/administrator (immediate)
· protect Information Advisers from dealing with low level enquiries which can be handled by administrative staff and ensure that standard/regular mailing are delegated.  These roles are currently time consuming and distracting (immediate)
Business Information Adviser – role and responsibility
· split the Information Adviser roles and responsibilities, making one person responsible for lower level high volume reactive enquiries and two persons responsible for proactive added value information research activity (intermediate)
· allocate research time into the job description with outputs agreed to during the appraisal process (intermediate)
· consider the role of the Information Service in the broader context of SEF, there is the opportunity for information to inform/contribute to economic forecasting and strategy/policy formulation (intermediate)
· develop Information Advisers with specific sector expertise aligned to the needs of Fife Account Managed clients, i.e. golf, tourism, electronics etc. (intermediate)
· provide the Information Advisers with a sector responsibility to proactively inform key Fife sectors of industry trends, legislation, events, conferences and develop sectoral briefings (long term)
· consider moving the Information Service from Business Gateway to Scottish Enterprise Fife (long term)
Client interface

· secure testimonials from clients who have used the service, with case studies, and publish.  Create sector profiles with case studies naming clients and identifying how information added value to their organisations (intermediate)
· proactively provide information to companies with Information Advisers taking a key role of informing SEF Executives and client organisation (long term)
· proactively provide information on economic trends/forecasts with Information Advisers taking a key role of informing SEF strategy and policy makers (long term)
Further discussion of the above recommendations with Scottish Enterprise Fife will be required to allow action planning to take place.
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