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Abstract

In this paper the authors present an evaluation of a virtual action learning piajéec
in 6 different countries so as to better inform those involved in $MBager
development as well as researchers seeking to develop greater insitghtthe
process of action learning and its outcomes. The project was set up witimEidg
as a test of the principles of action learning in a virtual environmengvatuation-
led approach was utilised. On the basis of this pilot, areas for furtresareh are

presented, including those relating to evaluation-led projects.
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1 Introduction

It is widely recognised that small and medium-sized enteg(SMES) play a vital
role in creating a dynamic and successful European econongd kath the ever-
increasing and overwhelming legislative, political and competdismmands, SMEs
are having to respond by accelerating their rate of leatmntigadaptability to equip
them to compete in the digital economy. Research shows that inveoivame
competence development activities has a positive effect on individvits’
competitiveness and performance (Observatory of European SMEs, 200&véiow
a British Chamber of Commerce survey identified that existkils deficiencies in
sales, management and administrative staff were adversettiadf competitiveness

in almost one third of those small firms surveyed (Bolden, 2001).

In this paper the authors present evidence from a virtual actiomriggroject so as
to better inform those involved in SME manager development as svedlsearchers
seeking to develop greater insights into the process of actioningaand its

outcomes.

The project involved action learning sets in 6 different countrieeanEtJ. On the
basis of this pilot, areas for further research are presenésigrbprinciples from the
literature were adapted to meet the specific needs identifielfferent groups in the
different countries and also to enable its application in a virtaainounity. The
proposition presented to SME entrepreneurs on the programme wasvtaga plan
for change in an area of organisation of strategic significdtherce, the programme
was more restricted than a standard action-learning programoe changes were
not expected to be implemented during the trial but participants eme@uraged to
continue the process beyond the 12-week trial. The action-learroggaprme was
based on virtual working but did involve short face-to-face workshops &t stages

during the 12-week programme.

A multi-method approach was adopted for evaluation. The project waseesmbe
‘evaluation led’, with evaluation progressing alongside the projech fiesign to

finalisation. The focus in this paper is to explain the basis ofi¢isegn of the virtual
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action learning process and report outcomes as perceived biakiedadders. This
leads to the identification of areas for further researcivedsas practical measures

for those seeking to develop the approach.

2 Executive development for SMEs — design principk

Research by Bolden (2001) reported that increasing competition andmieeelt of
markets are major concerns for small businesses. The factengebeo be the most
important for the future survival and growth of the firm are the lwéipas and skills
of the owner. As many SMEs are already in a state ohbssi maturity, Bolden
argues that attention should now be directed towards helping these cesmpanive

and find new ways to innovate and deal with change.

The SME environment differs from that of larger organisations asmda result
different requirements are placed on training. Obstaclesataihg in SMESs, based
on prior research, are summarised in Table 1 along with the impfsafor

programme design.
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Table 1: Barriers and Considerations for Learning and Consequences for thetrogramme

Barriers/ Considerations Programme Requirements

LEARNING

Increasing competition and development of markedsnaajor concerns Involvement in competence development activities &gositive effect on the individual SME's
for small businesses (Bolden, 2001). competitiveness and performance (Observatory obi@an SMEs, 2003).

Formal methods of teaching and learning are noesmarily the most Informal learning constitutes the most importantywd acquiring and developing the skills apd
appropriate way of engaging, motivating and tramsfg knowledge to competencies required at work (Eraut, 2000)
today’s workforce (Williams, 2003). Formal trainiig not the best wa
of learning for SMEs (Attwell, 2003).

The primary concern within SMEs is keeping the camprunning on a Training has to be focused on the specific needleoénterprise (Unisys, 2005).

day-to-day basis (Cranfield, 2005). Active learning focuses on solving real problemd #me learner’'s experien¢accounts for as

“Enmeshed in the practicalities of running their inesses, SME leadersmuch as the teacher’s knowledg&nowles, 1984)
have lost any interest they may once have had éorétical issues”
(Inglis, 1994).

Time devoted to learning is considered by manyoas time (Unisys,| “When individuals are involved in the learning pess dealing with issues of relevance to their
2005) careers they become motivated learfi¢Bray, 2002).

To get effective motivation the learner should beip the centre of learningthe starting point
must be a question from the learne(Unisys, 2005)

The programme should have a measurable impact nwithé organisation and should pe

Learning is a cost, and the SME owner does notagisvconsider it as affordable and value for money (Bolden, 2001).

an investment for the futur@Unisys, 2005).
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SMEs are driven primarily by profit (Hilton & Smit001)
SMEs expect impact on bottom line (Unisys 2005, ASID02)

Promotion — no matter how good the training andpsup material.“It has to be carefull

commercial benefits of business improvement (hamaercial benefits can be promoted
secondary benefits once the main commercial messagegot thought). The aim is to m3
SMEs actually want to take part in the initiativedato make them see management develop
as integral to good business practic@ilton & Smith, 2001).

KNOWLEDGE

SMEs use a short term approach, they only set wgirsing action plan
when they face real problems (Unisys, 2005).

Just-in-time (JIT) learning fulfils SME short teiinformation needs (Unisys, 2005A¢proaches

time frames they use by relating learning oppotiarsiand benefits to these shorter time frame
Stanworth et al (1992).

Time pressures (Ashton & Sung, 2002)

“SMEs like courses to be flexible and modular sat thhey can dip in and out, taking ‘bite-size
pieces (a few hours at a times) as they see fitagritheir workload permits{Unisys, 2005). Dug
to time pressures close locality of programmedsis enportant (LSDA 2002, Kirby 1990)

“eLearning is beginning to have an impact on leamend particularly
those demanding flexibility, accessibility and cectivity” (Bisoux,
2002). ‘Growing pressure in many industrial societies tentify the
most constructive and cost effective ways of ukifigas a resource fo
learnin"g (Guile, 1998).

Some of the advantages of e-learning directly addithe needs of SME's: flexibility, co
benefits, location is not a barrier, freedom to kvar own pace, less disruption to work schedu
(Unisys, 2005)
r

Much of the knowledge developed, often by the owmanager, remain
tacit and unshared. The new kinds of knowledge ‘@eit’ and
‘developmental’and are practical as opposed to being theoretictiey
are derived from action and experience. (Willia2@03)

s Communities of practice could support inter-firmllgboration (Van Winklen, 2003).

Learning can be better supported in settings dabotation, where they interact with each ot
and learn from each other (Esnault and Ponti, 2004)

ACTIVITY

SMEs are generally action orientated and learndiygd(Kirby, 1990)

The Action learning method remsi that the problems to be solved are real.ofi€sey are not
manufactured for the learning situation. Action neiag is a method for individual an
organisational development... people tackle imporiasties or problems and learn from th
attempts to change things(Pedler, Brook and Burgoyne, 2003).

to learning, training and development in small firmeeds to take account of the shorter planni

i
promoted and delivered to be effective. It musttgaconsiderable lengths to highlight the

as
ke

ment

5t
les.

ner

W
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SOCIAL PRACTICE

Isolation of the enterprise owner is a barrier éarhing. Learning is @ An informal environment should be built to aid netking. The network should provide a forum

social activity (Esnault and Ponti, 2004) for exploring ideas with peers, and give suppoihttividuals (Birchallet al 2004).

Network learning broadens access and participaifoBMEs in real-life learning environments
(Ponti, 2004). Network technology offers the opportunity to faafk, strengthen and connect
SMEs in order to build and enhance networks of fess at the regional, national, or

international level”(Esnault and Ponti, 2004)

Source: Table adapted from Birchall, Hender & Alecer (2004).
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Bolden’s (2001) research identified that business owners/managens|eadard
reflecting on context-specific work and real-time problem-solvinghiwi a
community of practice in their sector as providing probably thelest vein of
learning. Recent theories (see for example Beard and Wilson, Z¥aghmend that
full participation through active contribution to the learning experieilscenost
beneficial to adult learning. Moreover, ‘in an adult class the stigdlexperience
counts for as much as the teacher’s knowledge’ (Knowles, 1984).athords with
the view that today learning from experience is allowing taesition from work as
knowledge production to work as ‘meaning making’ (Burgoyne, 1995). This igie
reinforced by Beard and Wilson (2006: 19) when they say that erpafikarning,

of which action learning is part, is ‘the sense-making procesgtofe engagement
between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the envimbhme
Hence, we agree with the authors (2006: 19) that ‘experiential digarnrepresents
the transformation of most new and significant experiences and imatepcthem
within a broader conceptual framework.” This was seen by the dPr8jeering
Committee as being the most appropriate approach to meet the pragramm

requirements shown in Table 1.

Consequently, after considering the essence of the programme rezpisemTable
1 and the emphasis on communities of practice and learning fromexnqgee(Kolb,
1984), an approach akin to Revans’ (1982) work on action learning wasedelby

the steering committee comprising partner organisations.
In designing the action learning programme, four principles were coedidesential:
1. Each person joins in and takes part voluntarily.

2. Each participant must own a managerial or organisational prodxhemhich
they want to act.

3. Sets, or groups of action learners, meet to help each other think thheugh

issues and create options.

4. They take action and learn from the effects of that action (Peidétr 2003).

The following assumptions were made by the steering committee:
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1. Action learning sets are particularly useful for chief exeest in small
companies faced with complex policy decisions;

2. Executives find it difficult to discuss the situation, float ideasl seek

feedback within their own organisation;

3. Executives want their actions to be based on objective thinking wisish
been submitted to the scrutiny of an informed peer group;

4. Executives need to know that all the feasible options have been genanai

evaluated:

5. Other executives operating at a similar level must have faummdelves in

similar situations and will be useful advisers, consultants and confidants.

Action learning groups or ‘sets’ made up of people having diverse lmacikdg can
be intellectually stimulating due to the extensiveness of irempany exchange that
occurs between the diverse company cultures present. Oliver,TRgks and Taylor
(1997) suggest that different backgrounds offer the best potengdium for
stimulating cross-fertilization. Hughes points out that ‘working hwstrangers,
individuals are more open and will self-disclose, or crititiesr own organisation
more freely than in a more familiar group. Because each membgnorant about
others’ organisation he is better able to ask penetrating questionsnpered by
beliefs about the insolubility or inevitability of others’ circuarsces’ (Hughes, 1983,
p.74). He further suggests that the greatest difficulty in estamdishuch groups is
that it always takes longer than planned. Another difficulty oftelowrtered is that

of defining a suitable problem upon which to work.

The requirements of the set adviser, facilitator or coach are describediby1864:

12) as follows: ‘Skilful, knowledgeable and resourceful [the set adviser] is theagene
factotum who ‘services’ the set. The set adviser knows the action learningspaiades
steers the set through it. The adviser ‘facilitates’ in the sense of witiegls,

procuring and briefing tutors, making external contacts, looking after thetidsg

and giving moral (and sometimes material) support to the set’. Although the set

adviser may be very active during the initial stages, as the set moves fudtbeint
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project and members start to take control of their own learning, the set adedsr ne
to assume a much lower profile (Inglis, 1994).

Whilst it appears that action learning addresses most of theaeumnts of learning
programmes for SMEs, the project was based on the premise thatl ction
learning would be even better suited. Some of the advantagesarhigde— such as
flexibility, cost benefits, freedom to work at own pace, less dismpto work
schedules — directly address the needs of SMEs. However, it was recolgaidbdre
are some disadvantages, among them the need for self-disciplinega$éoneliness
and dealing with large quantities of electronic materialghdes these are the reasons
why a recent survey of management training and development ibKhd-rance,
Germany, Spain, Denmark, Norway and Romania found that ‘as gletube is made
of e-learning and it is ranked as the least favoured approattothyHR and line
managers’ (Mabey and Ramirez, 2004).

It was also recognised that, when adapting an action leaprnogramme to an
electronic format, the pedagogic baggage that both tutors and teaamgr is clearly
a barrier that needs working on, as is developing differentpetgeonal tools of
communication and style (Bray, 2002). Ingratral (2000; 2002) also warn that care
must be taken with both hard (hardware, software, administration, fahaupport)

and soft (human relationships, communication, goodwill) critical success factors

According to Salmon’s (2000) framework, an e-learning programmeeg@dscin a

number of stages:
1. Access and motivation;
2. Socialisation;
3. Information exchange;
4. Knowledge construction;

5. Development.
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Birchall et al. (2007) propose that knowledge-based trust is iargom the early
stages. Team members should be made aware of the experiencargredecice of
each individual as it relates to the roles to be undertaken. Thipeent of a team
charter which explicitly identifies important types of tearamber behaviours has a
role to play as well (Symons, 2001; Birchall et al., 2007). A supportivaie aids
trust, where ideas are shared freely, conflict is based onasie and not on
personality issues, conflict resolution is open and perceived |gsafal problem
solutions are well understood and mutually accepted. Explicit vealialn of
commitment, excitement and optimism help create this supportiwateli(Birchall et
al., 2007).

For SMEs in particular, research has found that the potentigthwledge exchange

is highly dependent on the level of trust (Birchall and Giambona)doming in

2007). SMEs fear opportunistic behaviour from competitors and need confidence
either through trust or formal legal mechanisms, that othasfwill be cooperative

and not take competitive advantage of knowledge-based exchange. When
communities of practice reach across organisational boundariesujaaradtention
needs to be paid to building trust (van Winkelen, 2003). Van Winkelen found that
sharing news, documents, questions and answers about important issuesisat be

to build trust and openness. Personal information such as photographs and family

information can also help build relationships.

3 Design Considerations Underpinning the Programme

At an early stage in the project the 6 partner country dekegaét to identify and
agree a set of design principles based on their background knowieddikeeature
searches. These 8 principles, listed below, had a major influence on |asesrdeci

1. Design ways of work that can change and evolve

2. Introduce external ideas about how the group can be effective
3. Allow people to participate in different ways

4. Create public and private spaces for working/communicating

5. Deliver value for everyone
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6. Combine familiarity and excitement
7. Create a rhythm in the pattern of collaboration

8. Adopt practices to make virtual collaboration successful

At this stage there was no commitment to action learninch@sapproach to be
adopted. Subsequent to the meeting at which the principles were drawrgujolé

the programme design, the partners organised meetings with ®\MSsdrtain their
needs. This shaped thinking prior to the next project meeting whased on a

review of prior research, consideration was given to action learning apraacip.

This led, in turn, to a set of considerations which have been grouped in Table 2 as pre-
programme issues under the headings of task design, group design, processofacilit
and infrastructure. These reflected key issues identifiethdypioject delegates from

the literature review but included some elements seen as afupartrelevance to

action sets networking across language boundaries.
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Table 2: The design considerations for the SME action learning programme

Pre-programme issueg

Participant feedbac

Faoilifaedback

Task design Pre-filling forums with | To some degree, Strategy training is
useful content can be aaccess to online welcome to SMEs of
useful motivator. resources was new. | every size in all

. countries.
The online tool and
resources were SME managers want
interesting. concrete solutions, no
. theor
The material was y
considered to be at the
right level of
difficulty/complexity
Group design Smaller groups are Came into contact with The need to finely tune

easier to work with
and more dynamic.

Larger groups aid
networking.

Communities of
practice need critical
mass (20 people)

SMEs with similar
challenges to some
degree.

Good contribution
from all team
members.

Matching people with
diversity would lead to
mutual benefit.

Consistency of
groupings leads to
more networking.

to the needs of the
target group.

Existing networks
probably look for
something new from
the programme.

Diversity increases the
need for different
treatment by the
facilitator.

Prior knowledge of
each other and
common interests
increases the
likelihood of
networking.

The process

Face-to-face
workshops essential
for building
willingness to engage.

Time and space
needed to discuss
business problems.

Relationship and trust-
building needed for
effective action
learning.

Facilitation is needed
to support networking.

The environment
impacts on
networking.

In a multi-language

environment, language

use will impact on
networking.

Tasks between
workshops would lead
to networking and
collaboration.

Trust development to
some degree.

Introductions across
national groups and

more time needed to
effect networking.

Need for an online
process format to keef
participants engaged.

Facilitator needs
familiarity with the
process.
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Facilitation Face-to-face and Generally felt that Need to define the
online support is online assistance was| role.
needed. available.

Responses to questionsNeed for SMEs to
need to be practical, | appreciate that
not academic. knowledge-sharing is a
vital part of the
process, not just
eknowledge-receiving.

The facilitator needs tg
set the pace and creat
energy in online
activities.

It is important to share
ideas between
facilitators.

Need to monitor
participant progress.

Infrastructure SMESs need to be Time on the first
introduced to the session for more
technology and hands-on with the
resources as soon as application sought.
possible.

Problem with access, o
navigation, speed and| Navigation on the
operation will create | Website could be
barriers to learning. | Simpler.
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The steering group decided that the overall aim was to supportnsiBgers in the
development of a plan to introduce change in their organisation to respdhd t
strategic issue identified by each manager. This resulted idalelopment and
agreement of a commomadmapas the guiding document to enable the project
partners to create an SME virtual learning community adoptingradétl approach
based on the principles of action learning.

The programme format was to comprise 3 face-to-face meeuiith e-collaboration
in-between. The first was to follow a preliminary survey of needs and would dkeal w
team building, problem identification, resource availability anthater for working
together. The electronic environment was tailored to support tesmasdions as well
as giving a structure to the problem-solving process and accesgotmation
resources to provide ideas and stimulus through one partner’s eyLible second
meeting was to provide an interim review, while the final would enplans to be

shared and discussed, as well as reflection on the process.

Given the innovative nature of the programme, as far as technology was concerned it
was decided to put an emphasis on interaction. The technology to be used for the
delivery of the programme was chosen mainly on the basis of its flexibilityt, i.e

could be tailored to suit the programme’s needs.

5 Evaluation Approach

A mixed method approach was adopted for evaluation. Evaluation was ngtisee

as an appendage at the end of the project but rather it was aalip@g of it. This
resulted in an evaluation not just of the final project outcomes Isot @ the
implementation process at each stage in the project, i.e. atifiegregaluation of the
project. This allowed the Steering Group to take correctiveoractn case
implementation stumbling blocks were encountered which could compromise the final

outcomes.
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The framework used took into account collaborative elements and plaulti
requirements coming from diverse stakeholders, as our particjpanésmade up of
94 SMEs across Europe. Of these, 22 were located in the UK, 23mdble 9 in the

Netherlands, 7 in France, 12 in Greece and 21 in Spain.

Hence, our approach comprised the following elements:
« Discussion with and a questionnaire survey of project partners;
« Discussion with and questionnaire survey of facilitators/set advisers;
¢ Questionnaire survey and focus groups with participants;

* Review by partners in the project.

The main focus of the evaluation process was of course on the resfoBBHES
participating in the programme along with those facilitating sets.

The outcomes as reported by participants are detailed in TaWhil3t the response
rate of participants to the survey was limited, it does give abeurof pointers.
Particularly noticeable is the score (mean 4.33 on a 5-point gpaé) to the view
that lessons learned have applicability to the job role. This éneouraging outcome
as one of the key aims of the project was to improve thebdaypaf participants to
more effectively access and use tools for personal and team knowhethggement
to support their business needs. The contributions to learning comingthemSME
managers are also significant (mean 4.00) — something recdgaigewhere in
studies of SME learning. But the environment clearly has to supportothsuch
learning to be effective and so one might assume that the ovexadif face-to-face
and virtual learning did provide sufficient opportunities to meet pelsoeeds.
However, the response to virtual working is less positive (meagr 8c88). This may
reflect the slow uptake of this during the life of the program (more data andsiliscus
follows). But it may also show that the benefits to SME managersiot so easily
ascertained without more experience and development of competancgsg the
medium. The extent to which participants felt a long-term relationship wakdenge
which would help sustain their own business is limited as is trisweba participants

(something important for the development of long term relationships).
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Table 3: Outcomes — questionnaire survey of partipants

Question Mean score Standard
. deviati
1 — Strongly disagree eviation
5 - Strongly agree

Participating in the SME programme brought me icdatact with SME 383 1.05
managers who seemed to face similar business issnes : )

| felt that contributions made by other SME managéuring the SME 4 0.93
programme were a valuable part of the learning :
The SME programme has created new links to othsinbases for me 3.29 0.86
which | am likely to maintain in the future ) )
The balance between existing resources and discusgeraction 4 0.93
opportunities in the SME programme was about right )
The SME programme has been effective in creatingt tbetween me 3.46 0.98
and other SME managers ) ’
Online assistance was available between workshdEnw needed i 306 075
during the SME programme : )

| feel that completing a programme involving viftuateraction hag 338 124
helped me assess the likely value of virtual irtéoa to my business ) )
Following the SME programme, | would consider usingtual 333 113
interaction to extend the way our business netwaiits other SMEs ) )

| feel the programme website gave me access tames® | wouldn’t 375 0.90
otherwise have been able to get to ) )
The tools and resources which the SME programme ga& access tp 433 0.70
were interesting : )
The material in the SME programme was presentédeatight level of 4.29 075
difficulty / complexity for me ) )

| feel | will be able to apply the things | haveateed on the SME 4.33 056
programme in my job-role : )
The SME programme has offered me tools or learmihigh will make 3.92 0.65
my business more successful ) )
Things | have learned from the SME programme willken me change 3.83 0.96
some of the ways | manage in my business ) )
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In addition to the questionnaire survey, project partners in each couverteyinvited
to carry out focus groups with participants. A briefing was mredifor the meetings
that included topics of relevance to this paper. The combined resthis survey and

focus groups are included as column 3 in Table 2 as ‘participant feedback’.

These data show us that although the online environment has a degoseltf, its
use was limited and certainly the main benefit to SME mandigersthe programme

seems to have been derived from face-to-face activities.

The implication of these resulting comments is that more thme available in a
single day kick-off needs to be spent on group formation and relaiobshding in

a face-to-face context prior to launching on-line discussion and détatzy well be

necessary to find levers to create the need for such discussion — these [gpeapsca
have spent their time getting to grips with the tasks and thesbaithe technology
and not to have been ready for any intense interaction using théeednver, they
did not appear to have the ‘burning issue’ for discussion necessamnyi¢de them into
the medium. This is something that the facilitators might paye attention to in

future programmes.

Whilst there is the suggestion that if the duration of the programme had been extended
greater virtual working would have resulted, it is unclear why iipostulated and
what actions on the part of the providers would stimulate this. One might even suggest
it is unlikely that such working would increase given the alressdgblished ways of

interacting outside an e-environment.

The facilitators had an evaluation exchange which resulted in theeots relating
to the action learning process that are summarised in TabbduPn 4, as ‘facilitator
feedback’. Unsurprisingly they supported the action learning approaciplaced
emphasis on the importance of the facilitation role. The commdigstreome of the
practical difficulties in facilitating diverse groups and prgsapproaches which may
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assist in bringing together groups into meaningful dialogue.dieer from both the
facilitator comments and the SME participants that technolsgstill potentially a
significant barrier to effective virtual learning communitiédso maintaining the
momentum of virtual action learning sets is an issue facinbtd#ars as is how best
to deliver elements of the facilitator role, some aspects lo€hware a matter of

timing.

Table 2 gives an overview of the difference between issis=drare-programme by
those responsible for delivery and both the programme participantseafatilitators

post-programme.

Whilst in its first meeting the steering committee placedsiderable emphasis on
aspects of virtual learning, once the action learning approachlecded upon, the
emphasis seemed to be on effective team learning rather thastruéture design,
functionality and operation (Table 2, column 2). SME managers (column 3rappe
have achieved desirable ends without engagement to any degraevirtual
environment. The facilitators (column 4) appear to have felt somemddgquate in a
virtual environment. Overall, one might see SME managers undi¢iae denefits to
be derived from virtual working with facilitators unable to influenteeir
engagement. Whilst the design considerations focused on creatirgngaging
learning environment, the principles established were not effctiranslated into
practical steps. This may well be illusive given the loss aliangchness in virtual

environments and the loss of spontaneity in an asynchronous mode of working.

There was also a degree of divergence in aims for the prografoneSME

managers, assistance in tackling problems was the primeoaienfagement. The
facilitators sought to aid this process. However, overall the anoge aimed at
testing means for supporting SME managers in their developmengkhttoel use of a
virtual environment. The managers appear generally to have nemndezs. The
steering committee was able to draw lessons although théatacg appear to be
somewhat frustrated by the project failing to make the vigoglronment an integral

part of the learning process.
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6 Practical Implications for SME Virtual Action Le arning

In this section we present the key lessons identified by alpribject partners in a

review meeting following the evaluation study:

1. SME leaders welcomed an active learning experience whichcthég relate
to their own business situation and also the networking opportunities from

face-to-face workshops;

2. If open recruitment methods are used there is likely to be asdivef SME
participant backgrounds and difficulties are likely to be encouhténe
designing sets and fully applying the action learning principlésbkshed
from the literature. A pragmatic approach was found necessaryder t
ensure a viable group of companies and a workable programme respanding t

company needs. Facilitators were key in making this work;

3. The front-end process in setting up a cross-company action learning
programme demands considerable effort and attention to detailed planning
covering: objective setting; developing technical competence;dibgil
relationships and ways of working. But SME managers have limited t
available to engage in this kick-off process and also have a dwoung on
solving their own problems rather than preliminary work to enable that process
to take place. Efficient ways of achieving this front-end process e be
further developed and codified. One approach worth considering is the
introduction of SME managers to the personal and team knowledge
management tools on an ‘as needed’ basis throughout the programme rather
than trying to develop competence before the main programme staids. T

would add a further dimension to the role of the facilitator:

4. A roadmap capturing steps in design and development of action learning
enabled the briefing of partners and facilitators and a degfreonsistency in
approach to be achieved across the different sets. However, ddipite e
including facilitator training, those facilitators who were manémately
involved in the process of constructing the roadmap seemed at a clear

advantage when working with their SME set;
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5. Facilitation is challenging where the facilitator is required develop
competence in a new technical system whilst at the samdduitigating the
learning processes of others. A more effective approach to developing
facilitator competence might have been to run a pilot with just amgr
with facilitators observing and being trained throughout the protissever,
this may well not have been acceptable to the SME participants unde

observation. Also it would have made international networking more difficult;

6. At early stages in the programme facilitators need to higehc engaging
SME managers in virtual discussions rather than taking a morevgassl

responsive role;

7. The SMEs were aware of the experimental nature of the prograbun
nevertheless were intolerant of the few technical glitches thergh when
the problems arose there was a swift response from the IT suiE
expectations of the technology need careful management;

8. Face to face events seemed well received by participants edindo fbe
essential. One consequence of introducing such events may be thdt virtua
working is less likely to be effective at early stages ofkimgy together in
action learning sets. However, virtual working could possibly teen better
fostered through setting up small sets and helping participaniaedef

milestones with agreed tasks to be completed collaboratively;

9. The SME participants seem unused to seeking evidence to suppsrbmteci
making by reference to any written materials. The introducticema#-library
will only seem relevant if they are then introduced to the lsneff
information resources in supporting decision-making. The participants found
these resources interesting but their use in decision-making apipeited.
For future projects ways of encouraging managers to give greate
consideration to the need for evidence-based research in decisiargmaki

should be examined;

10.The adoption of native language for SME sets impacted on the involvement i
the international community. As a result, whilst the local groupdenggod
progress, the international network was not used to aid SME problemgsol

In consequence it was not possible to test what benefits migj#tiled from
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such cross-border collaboration. A somewhat different overall appvozdi

be needed if cross-border sharing is being sought;

11.The action learning programme set out to assist managers ptitéog@ction
plans for their enterprises. The programme had a relatively Ifleoand was
not long enough for progress to be reviewed following implementation of
plans. Future projects using this approach could benefit from @mdsd

period to allow the full action cycle;

12.A clear proposition relating closely to SME business needs isssegeto
attract SME participation and progress towards the stated @malso
considered to be important in maintaining motivation and involvement. Quick
wins and short presentations by participants are useful meansnknatieg

motivation. The facilitator is key is establishing this way of working.

The evaluation seems to have shown that, overall, the project waslgraba
ambitious in its aims. The SMEs were expected to take on mafiemfes than can
be easily absorbed alongside everyday work. The facilitators alsoerequired to
master a complex set of resources that were made avaiatiie SMEs with which
they themselves were unfamiliar and certainly were not iaglisn their own
everyday work. Despite this, however, the project overall is sesuncasssful in both
meeting and addressing the development needs of SME participaatsdatiding to
the understanding of how action learning can be implemented in vigaaling

communities.

7 Limitations and Further Research Needs

The evaluation process seems to have found no evidence to question the findings from
earlier research summarised in Table 1. Pointers from writet@ction learning

formed the basis of programme design.

However, the limitations of the research must be borne in mind, namely that:

* anumber of participants dropped out and no data is available from them
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« the ‘voice’ of those who did not respond to the surveys is obviously missing

e problems were encountered with the technology

These are issues which would need further investigation.

The principles established for effective action learning inteiwest do not
immediately translate to an electronic environment or to virdgébn learning in
different cultural settings. In particular, problems with m@stetechnology interfere
with progress in achieving the main purpose of action learning. Epeat in
developing the necessary IT mastery is a source of frustratigime-poor SME
managers. A better understanding of the processes of gainingrynasuld guide
practitioners. This could build on research into the psychological taspetT, such

as technology acceptance (see for example Birchall et al., .20@f@ymation
resources can offer a greater evidence base to support decisimg:ntdowever,
managers have traditionally had limited access to such suppora@rear ill-
equipped in its use. Research could usefully examine the role of atfommesources

in decision-making and the attitudes and behaviours of managerpamseso richer
information. This might look to the information sciences as wellez$sion sciences.

A better grasp of how action learning sets could operate virtuallyld then be a
likely outcome of such research. It would additionally give a grestderstanding of
how to build and sustain online communities — something of benefit to both
practitioners and researchers in developing clear guidelinésefaole of facilitation.

This could be achieved through close observation of such working grangsetker
non-participant observation or action research approaches. This could beddien
prescriptions (Salmon, 2000; Symons, 2001) and research into communities of

practice and work on teams and team development

The longer term impact of SME executive engagement in actionirgais an area
for further research. Questions relating to how action learmogrammes which are
seen as having an immediate success have a lasting impdet degree to which

they develop entrepreneurs’ competence for reflection and its impac

Page 23 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria

entrepreneurial behaviour need further investigation. Further cbseauld ideally
be interdisciplinary in nature so as to embrace the differespeetives presented by

various disciplines.

Finally, whilst this project involved managers in different cuatusettings, these
cultural differences and their impact were not explored. Thignisarea for more

detailed research.

As far as the evaluation process itself is concerned, an @rdarther investigation
would be the challenge presented by getting the most out of the ofiagata
collected. Also, evaluations should address the reasons why, follagiagd actions,
a lack of buy-in and understanding arises. A stronger action plan wavd
definitely benefited the project, although the evaluation studgecgglly in its
formative phase, should have possibly placed stronger emphasis oontbgtwal
issues, with specificity and relevance to each different camkxdetting at the

forefront. This is certainly an area which needs further investigation.

Page 24 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria

References

Ashton, D. and J. Sung (2002upporting Workplace Learning for High Performance

Working (International Labour Office)

Attwell, G. (2003)Report on Brussels Seminar: Exploring Models and Partnerships
for Elearning in SMEs. Developing New Pedagogies and Elearning in SR&psyt
on a seminar on Exploring models and partnerships for elearninilis,Sheld in

Stirling, Scotland and Brussels, Belgium, in November 2002 and February 2003
Beard, C. and Wilson, J.P (20@®)periential LearningLondon, Kogan Page)

Birchall, D., Giambona, G. and Gill, J. (to be published in 2007) ‘Who the@wther
side of the screen? The role of trust in virtual teamsTrust and New Technologies:
Marketing and Management on the Internet and Mobile Me@iampshire, Edward

Elgar Publishing)

Birchall, D. and Giambona, G. (2007) ‘SME manager development in vigaalihg
communities and the role of trust — A conceptual study’, forthegnm Human

Resource Development International

Birchall, D., Hender, J. and Alexander, G (2004tual Action Learning for SMEs —
a review of experiences gained through the ESeN Proféehley Management

College

Bisoux, T (2002), ‘The E-learning EquatioBizEd July/August 2002, 40-45

Bolden, R. (2001) ‘Leadership Development in Small and Medium Sizedpfrés:

Final Report’,Centre for Leadership Studigg&xeter, University of Exeter)

Page 25 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria

Bray, J. (2002) ‘Virtual Tutoring in Hospitality: A “Learnt Syste of Professional
Practice’,International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Managemaédi(1), 21-

28.

Burgoyne, J. G. (1995) ‘Learning From Experience: From Individuatdvisry to
Meta-dialogue via the Evolution of Transitional MythBersonnel Review 24(6),

61-72.

Cranfield University (2005%ix classic barriers to growth and how to overcome them

(Cranfield University School of Management)

Eraut, M. (2000) ‘Non-formal learning, implicit learning and taknowledge in
professional work’, in Coffiel, F. (edJhe Necessity of Informal Learnirfgristol,

Policy Press)

Esnault, L. and Ponti, M. (2004)he theory and practice of computer supported

collaborative learningEQUEL Project Position Paper

Guile, D. (1998) Information and Communication Technology and Education

(Institute of Education, University of London)

Kirby, D. (1990 ‘Management Education and small business development: an
exploratory study of small firms in the UKJpurnal of Small Business Management

28(4), 78-87

Knowles, M. (1984)The Adult Learner: A Neglected Speci€blouston, Gulf

Publishing)

Hilton, M. and Smith, D. (2001frofessional education and training for sustainable
development in SMEf_uxembourg, Office for Official Publications of the European

Communitie$

Page 26 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria
Hughes, M. J. (1983) ‘The Mixed Set’, in Pedler, M. (edgdtion Learning in
Practice (Hampshire, Gower).

Inglis, S. (1994Making the Most of Action LearningHampshire, Gower)

Ingram, H., Biermann, K., Cannon, J., Neil, J. and Waddle, C. (2000) ‘Intengglizi
Action Learning: A Company Perspectivdhternational Journal of Hospitality

Managementl2(2), 107-115.

Ingram, H., Sandelands, E. and Teare, R. (2002) ‘Cases in e-Enabiesh Ac

Learning’, Training and Management Development Methddég4), 127-142.
Kolb, D. (1984)Experiential Learning(Englewood Cliffs, Prentice-Hall)

Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA, 200®2prking towards skills:

Perspectives on workforce development in SRESearch report

Mabey, C. and Ramirez, M. (200Beveloping Managers: A European Perspective

(London, Chartered Management Institute)

The Observatory of European SMEs (20@3)mpetence Development in SMEs

Report no. 1

Oliver, C., Pass, S., Taylor, J. and Taylor, P. (1991), ‘Who CroshkzestiMost on

MBA Programmes?’Journal of Industrial Training23(3), 8-15
Patton, M.Q. (1997Vtilization-Focused Evaluatign{Thousand Oaks, Sage)

Pedler, M., Brook, C. and Burgoyne, J. (2003) ‘Motion Picture®&ople

Management9(8), 41-44

Ponti, M. (2004)Towards a conceptual framework for analysing the sustainability of

elearning networks in SMERBositioning paper for the ENSeL project

Page 27 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria

Revans, R. W. (1982Yhe Origins and Growth of Action LearningBromley,

Chartwell-Bratt)

Salmon, G. (2000)E-moderating: The Key to Teaching and Learning Online

(London, Kogan Page)

Symons, J. (2001) ‘Coaching in Place and Space: A Case Studyuyd Gacilitation

Using a Blended Learning Approach’, (Henley-on-Thames, Henley WorkipgrPa

Unisys (2005) Final Report: E-Learning in continuing vocational training,
particularly at the workplace, with emphasis on small and medium entesprise

(Directorate General for Education and Culture EAC-REP-003)

van Winkelen, C. (2003)nter-organizational Communities of Practjcg@V/orking
Paper, elearningeuropainfo.com,

http://www.elearningeuropa.info/index.php?page=doc&doc_id=1483&doclnggst

accessed 3 May 2007)

Williams, S. (2003)The Learning Manager: Knowledge, action and social pragtice

(Henley-on-Thames, Henley Working Paper)

Page 28 of 29



Conference ICL 2007 September 26 — 28, 2007 Villach, Austria

Authors:

David W. Birchall, Professor

Henley Management College, School of Management Knowledge and Learning
Greenland, Henley-on-Thames, RG9 3AU

David.birchall@henleymc.ac.uk

Genoveffa (Jeni) Giambona, Research Fellow

Henley Management College, School of Management Knowledge and Learning
Greenland, Henley-on-Thames, RG9 3AU

jeni.giambona@henleymc.ac.uk

Gillian Alexander, Project Manager
University of Exeter, Holnicote Annex, St Luke's Campus, Exeté{l RLU,

G.Alexander@exeter.ac.uk

Page 29 of 29



