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The skills level debate – the need to deliver higher order skills in the context of marketing in SMEs 
Abstract

Objectives: To illustrate how discursive practice in SMEs helps shape skills development in the SME marketing context, More specifically this paper questions whether there is a requirement simply for the ‘nuts and bolts’ of learning by doing or for higher order learning to be able to deliver differing skills levels. The paper also aims to assess the importance of social aspect of learning, especially networking and to challenge and imagine aspects of marketing leadership and strategy and other critical skills-reliant concepts.

Prior Work: Much work has been done on skills training and development for SMEs over a last few decades and the same can be said about the skills debate in the UK in its broadest context but also within the SME context. The delivery of learning and the development of skills and competencies have been part of this. 

Approach: The approach taken falls within the social constructivist paradigm. Discourse Analysis was employed to make sense of data generated from a small sample of SME and support agency participants. The study employed the semi-structured interview that, when transcribed, provided research texts that were then analysed through a Discourse Analysis lens. 

Results: The discourses that emerged in the study suggest the importance of networking, development events and experiential learning of theory that is then put into practice. These are seen as key to skills training success. This paper underlines the importance of critical, social (collective) reflection that is an essential part of learning to learn and metacognition through experiential development and the use of tools such as critical incidents as effective learning episodes. This is especially the case when developing higher order skills. 

Implications: The study identifies that learning in SMEs is not as straightforward as some might imagine and that there are implications for the design and delivery of education, training and development for SMEs but also for providers, especially in the area of higher order skills development. 

Value: This paper is of value to managers, educators, trainers and developers through further understanding of the skills development and learning, especially in the SME marketing arena, to help them better understand the learning process.

Keywords: Entrepreneurial and SME Marketing; Skills and competencies; Higher Order Skills; Discourse Analysis; Discursive Practice.

Introduction 

Historically in UK SME education, training and development there has been a lack of consistency. For example, as McBride (1998, p.20) suggested over a decade ago, assessing and implementing training needs “led to the UK lacking a flexible and long-term policy to address problems of skills needs, demographic shifts and changes in the character of employment”. Despite recent changes to UK Government SME and enterprise support, most notably the scrapping of the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) by March 2012 and their replacement in England – the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) - there is still a requirement to meet different management, training and development needs in the marketing context. Hurley (2010) suggests that the new regional growth bodies are an “unproven innovation” and will need Government start-up support in order that they can become self-sustaining. This stems from a report for the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) that suggests that funding and existing know-how will be needed. Money will be available from a Regional Growth Fund (RGF) which means that there will be money available but this will cover many areas. This includes any practical meaning as, for example, with training needs and skills shortages, which requires further understanding. The overall aim is to foster “a strong environment for business growth” (BIS, 2012).
This paper is derived from a study that explored the ways that participants use marketing-related discourse to inscribe their behaviours in a complex ideological system, immersed in social worlds. The standpoints that the participants of this study combine, adapt, juxtapose or shape to fit conditions to their everyday lives were exposed. The research texts contain metaphoric and other references that negotiate key tensions leading to confrontation and resistance to the dominant orthodox marketing form. Marketing realities were found to be more critical than at first assumed. A schema was developed that portrays the relationships between these actors and this social arena. There was an assessment of themes that emerged from the narratives of participants and, within each theme discourses were used to describe participants’ worldviews. This study provided a new way of seeing marketing in this context and developed the relational, orthodox and critical schema of SME marketing. Within the study this was also applied to education, training and development, which informs thinking on a range of issues such as flows of information, relationships, network coordination, skills development and specific competency requirements. 
Aim of this paper 

This paper aims to illustrate how discursive practice in SMEs helps shape skills development in the SME marketing context, More specifically this paper questions whether there is a requirement simply for the ‘nuts and bolts’ of learning by doing or for higher order learning to be able to delivery differing skills levels. The paper also aims to assess the importance of social aspect of learning, especially networking, and to challenge and imagine aspects of marketing leadership and strategy and other critical skills-reliant concepts.

Methodology 
This paper has emerged from a study that employed a qualitative and interpretive approach to researching SME marketing while at the same time exploring the implications for education, training and development. The study explored how the subjective individual can make sense of particular social arenas. Adopting a social constructivist approach involving the researcher and participants (small samples, 7 SME and 7 support agency practitioners), the study offered some clarity of the SME marketing and education, training and development context where perceptions of marketing phenomena involved shared SME socio-cultural artefacts. To illuminate new ways of seeing marketing, the primary research involved these participants in the study located in the North East of England. The primary, qualitative research employed a semi-structured interview that, when transcribed, provided the bulk of the research texts that were then analysed through a Discourse Analysis lens. This allowed recurring themes to be identified which contained identifiable discourses. The themes and resultant discourses emerged from the texts to illuminate aspects of marketing in an SME context, as well as aspects of marketing education, training and development which included the training need and skills level debate.
Findings and discussion around skills development and requirements for SME marketing 

It was clear from the study that the extant nature of orthodox marketing’s central model, known as the 4Ps, was for the SME participants (owner/managers or directors) obvious and in the background while for the participants involved in support services this model was still central to how they see marketing education, training and development for SMEs. However, both types of participant perspectives included relational components, particularly networking. Critical marketing issues, in the light of Critical Theory and the turbulent business environment, can also be seen in the discourses of the study. 

The discourses suggest that participants in the study are being shaped by (discursive) practices that are part of marketing skills requirements and development. One of the themes that emerged from the study had particular relevance to skills development and the potential requirement for higher-order marketing skills and competencies: This theme was labelled ‘functional and technical skills are not enough’. This theme and resultant discourses are addressed below and discussed in relation to relevant points from the literature. The theme considers the difference between skills levels from basic technical skills through to more complex managerial and entrepreneurial skills development. Whether skills should be developed or bought is an integral part of this kind of consideration. Skills were explored in relation to marketing specifically and to management more generally. There was no suggestion that training was the only way to achieve success with skills – far from it. From this discussion 5 discourses were identifiable, 2 of which were found to relate to the area of experiential learning. In this section of the interview it was suggested that there is an argument for the provision and preparation of technical skills for SMEs in a number of areas of activity, marketing included but that the provision of and preparation for technical skills misses the idea of the incorporation of critical reflection. In order to counter narrow vocationalism it was stressed that it was necessary that people are able to think beyond a point. However, it was suggested that there was a danger that employees and employers would resist anything that they perceived theoretical, impractical or irrelevant and perhaps go for a served-up diet of things that can be immediately applied, regardless of depth of benefit, with potentially useful concepts from the social sciences - psychology or sociology or applied fields for example - are rejected for such reasons. Some views from the 4 areas of the literature and a brief taste of each of the 5 discourses follows.

1. Thinking critically

The size of the business matters when considering types of skills required (for example Firat et al, 1995, Stokes, 1997). Entrepreneurial and opportunities driven owner-managers and (not customer needs-driven as traditional marketing is based upon)  will have intrinsically different motivations than the more extrinsic motivations of large firm managers and their smaller firm counterparts and this would affect the way they deal with strategy and planning issues (Carson et al, 1995). It has been recognised for some time that the entrepreneur might move toward an administrative orientation as the business develops (Birley and Gibb, 1984) and this would necessarily affect skills needs perceptions. Skills require detailed knowledge but background knowledge is a prerequisite for thinking critically and imaginatively. Transferable personal skills allow knowledge and understanding to be used effectively and appropriately at work with other people. Barriers exist to achieving critical thinking (Entwistle, 1984). The learning process involves passive and active learning. Conditioning and trait modification, information transfer and cognitive and information processing lead to new ideas and problem solving by insight and understanding which in turn involves pre-existing knowledge and conceptions, motivation, critical thinking, and memory (Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983, Entwistle, 1984, Nisbet and Shucksmith, 1984, Kolb, 1984).  Seeking alternative modes of thought and behaviour from which a standpoint is created through thinking critically is undermined by the demand for a vocational orientation in curriculum design demanded by students and employers. Certainly there is more than one school of thought in this area, for example the Learning Styles School and the Approaches to Learning School, neither of which is free from criticism (Cuthbert, 2005). Whichever approach is taken, the exclusion or even derision of social science inputs in favour of the provision of preparation for technical skills misses the opportunity to incorporate critical reflection. 
In marketing education, generally there has been an over-emphasis on practice and a lack of critical approaches to marketing theory that can then be linked to marketing practice. What is needed is more rigor, accompanied by relevance rather than treating the student or trainee as ‘the customer’ and providing simplistic frameworks (Burton, 2005). Critical marketing studies should be included in the curriculum (Catterall, Maclaran and Stevens, 1999). Because thinking critically reflects the real life working situations managers are in there is a need to evaluate existing theory critically to help managers create novel solutions (Brownlie, 1997). There is, therefore, space for gender, ecology, race, politics, morality, ethics and other social issues on the marketing curriculum. This would require critical reflection where experiences are thought about in the wider social contexts (Catterall, Maclaran and Stevens, 1999). Spillan and Parnell (2006) suggest that the literature is replete with the notion that market orientation in SMEs is a key factor related to performance and that inter-function activity is needed for to achieve effective market-driven strategies. SME performance is affected by critical management factors and here there is a relationship between such factors and SME characteristics and those of owner-managers. There is a need to develop operational and strategic “basic management skills” but that “vocational training programmes should be tailor-made to meet the need of the SME sector (Pansiri and Temtime, 2008, p.259). In an African SME study these authors found that there is a lack of awareness of consultants and what they can offer and are therefore under-utilised but are also too expensive for SMEs to use. Somehow “the most critical problems must be given priority, therefore understanding perceived critical management factors will help design and develop programmes”. 
Discourse 1 - The discourse of ‘being able to think is critical but this is not necessarily critical thinking’

This discourse reveals the more limited expectations of some of the participants of this study. The SME participants had something to say about going beyond the basic skills a small firm might need. Ann, (the MD of a business supplying educational toys to nurseries but is also interested in child development) had highlighted the need for employees to be aware, to be ‘WIDE EYED’. Ann is therefore not purely a basic skills advocate and recognised that: ‘there’s loads of trendy terms around; blue sky thinking, thinking out the box…I guess what I would like from somebody coming to me fresh from university is somebody who is WIDE EYED and wide awake and able to think, to grab an concept to run it, to be excited to understand what I mean when I’m talking about…’.Ann wants people who are able to grab a concept, run with, and be excited about it. Ann’s business is steeped in ethical issues and Ann sees ethical relationships at the core of marketing for her business.
Jack, an SME principal of an Internet-based computer accessories business wanted more from his employees than mere mechanical performance and wanted people to be able to think for themselves and be more than robots, to analyse for themselves. However, Jack only goes so far with this. I alluded to a time when employers wanted people who they could mould into what they wanted, people who would fit in. Jack was the opposite of this and stated, ‘I’d prefer thinking all day to be fair…… he needs to be able to analyse that and tell what he needs to do. However, this is all to do with the business of business. I asked about sexual politics, ethics, and the like but Jack rejected this for the practical by stating, ‘….no, no I wouldn’t think so at all… just come in and get on with it’. Jack seemed highly pragmatic and could see the need for people to think beyond the immediate task in hand. I pressed further and mentioned finance and VAT but Jack stayed focussed on the functional and saw the need for considerations such as health and safety. 
On the adviser side, Sid, now an adviser but with considerable experience of running his own SMEs, understood my questioning in the way I intended. He immediately said, ‘Narrow and deep strategy as it were’. I emphasised the dangers of developing only technical skills where participants ‘would resist anything that would be too theoretical, too impractical, and too irrelevant ….’ For Sid ‘there is too much narrow…narrowness and depth of like individual expertise and this, this is part of the reason for subject areas, like marketing, being sort of diluted’. Sid was adamant that ‘broadening of the scope of subject area’ is the way and that ‘people, people who start businesses probably the most successful ones are these broad minded people who truly can be deemed as entrepreneurs em…rather than the err more narrow minded’.

I asked Peggy, an adviser but also a partner in a small firm in the funeral sector, the same kind of question and her response was well beyond the basics. For Peggy ‘it’s no good just giving the technical knowledge ……knowledge and the technical skills if that person doesn’t have the competency to then take them on board and apply that learning’. Peggy believes in ‘training needs analysis of each individual’. Peggy emphasised that as an adviser ‘you’ve  GOT  what e v e r their competency level, whatever their ability to apply that learning and one’s gotta drill under… learning styles and communication preferred methods. Whatever …… there is a degree of technical and knowledge skills, technical transfer, knowledge NEEDED’. I pressed a little further on it being ‘more than just knowledge transfer’ and Peggy replied that when she was doing the CIM diploma at ‘Newcastle Poly……I argued, I argued at   e v e r y   s i n g l e  l e c t u r e I went to’. Because of her strong opinions and marketing background, this meant she felt she could give better examples than those that she was given. The emphasis on these words told much of what Peggy was about - challenging convention, which was also reflected in her recruitment activities and the need for real experience. Peggy felt that the marketing manager position needed more than ‘theoretical knowledge’ because a raw graduate would ‘drown within a month, they would, they would just back up and back up in reality’. Peggy is emphatic about this. An emphasis was put on competency levels and the idea that technical knowledge and knowledge transfer are ‘NEEDED’.
Another of the advisers, Heather, was aware of the ‘almost automated’ approach to management because that is exactly what she appeared to be about. Her central role is one of being a business coach, as well as being a business adviser. Heather believes that ‘everybody can move to their full potential, whatever that potential is’ and this helps them to work better ‘within organisations’ by having ‘reinforced skills’ if they are helped ‘to be the people they can be’. I wrongly suggested this to be a mentor but Heather rejected this by stating ‘No, no mentors, mentors tell people what to do – a directive…’ Heather explained the difference by stating that mentors say ‘in my experience this is what we can do, I’ve seen this situation before, this is how we can handle it. I will take this work away from you now and I will do this and you will follow by my example’. COACH is non-directive, non-judgemental…we work with the individual…to help them go through change, whatever that change might be’. Heather used the example of someone working in a marketing job that is basic skills-based only. The coach’s job is to ‘work with them… to move to their own solutions and answers which is obviously much more powerful than being told what to do’. Heather saw this is an interesting kind of empowerment in the work place in order to find solutions to problems and the development of the individual and by extension the business. Heather as a Business Coach has a lot of self-belief that is needed to bring more out of people. Heather appreciates basic skills that are an ‘almost automated’ approach to management but Heather helps people develop ‘new skills, new needs and new ways of doing things’. 
2. Experiential development, social learning and critical reflection 

There is concern in the literature that narrow experiential ‘learn by doing’ attitudes may prevail and evidence that suggests that senior managers learn accidentally through informal interaction, development coming through the ‘school-of-hard-knocks’. There is support for more formal approaches to learning and development to be integrated with the more informal ones but the concern is that senior managers are less likely to support training and development for managers and staff even though they might recognise the need for training and development (Smith and Whittaker, 1998). 

Experiential learning (Kolb and Fry, 1975, Kolb, 1984) is linked to motivation (Entwistle, 1984) and can have an effect on entrepreneurial or ordinary small business creation. The life-long learning and education of Knowles (1980), sees adults engaging in a process of continuing self-development. Linking real life situations or prior theoretical material to visualise theoretical information is at the heart of this process (McGuigan and Weil, 2007). Experiential Learning involves concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. Typically, solutions are arrived at through tutor facilitation and skills are developed in this way (McGuigan and Weil, 2007). Experiential Learning helps acquire and apply knowledge, skills and feelings in an immediate and relevant setting but can also involve a direct encounter with the phenomena being studied i.e. direct participation in the events of life, sponsored by people themselves. Learning styles can be based around the model that sees learning styles shaped by social, educational and organisational socialisation from school to early adult work and personal experience and integration (Honey and Mumford, 1982, Kolb, 1984). Learning is a holistic process within Kolb’s learning framework where there are transactions between individuals and the environment and knowledge is created and built upon (McGuigan and Weil, 2007). Kolb has also been integrated with other models and it is a useful tool in helping learners to learn and apply skills (Nisbet and Shucksmith, 1984)
An alternative to Kolb, the critical reflection model, encourages students to debate their experiences within larger social systems (Catterall, Maclaran and Stevens, 1999). This is similar to the social and conversational model of experiential learning that sees learning and influence are part of an ongoing negotiated process and challenges the view that the learner learns in isolation, thoughts having real social character (Taylor and Thorpe, 2004). Networks are clearly important for, amongst other things, problem solving, knowledge development and knowledge transfer (Deakins and Wyper, 2006). Learning is therefore a process of co-participation, depends on socio-cultural and historical factors, and is part of a social constructionist and activity theory perspective and in this sense, it is a departure from the Kolb approach and involves critical learning events and the social characteristics of entrepreneurial learning (Cope, 2005). Ordinary SME owner-managers can learn from the behaviours of entrepreneurs. Higher level learning can be achieved through critical learning events and the ‘school of hard knocks’ combined with lower level, routinised, adaptive learning provide both a ‘thinker and doer’ learning journey (Cope, 2005). Critical reflection can be added to Kolb’s model resulting in critically reflective practice moving marketing forward as a discipline. 

Discourse 2a - The discourse of experiential learning of theory through practice and simplicity for clarity 

Charlotte, (the MD of a business that is essentially a private business club that helps develop other businesses) saw beyond skills and training and expressed a ‘bigger picture’ worldview. I asked what Charlotte thought the stakeholders would need and Charlotte went back to her idea of marketing being plonked in place ‘regardless of whether people understand it or not’. What is needed, in her opinion, is for people to ‘educate themselves about the role of marketing and the marketing mix within their business function’. Charlotte used the word science again as well as the word s p e c i a l i s m s in terms of people developing over time and developing their own language and hiding behind it. For Charlotte, in a changing world ‘there are still certain things you should know’. However, people get confused and that is ‘why they need clarity …’ for understanding the environment. ‘……it’s about s i m p l i f y i n g...yes it’s about clarity and why marketing’s important……’. Whereas if it was more practical I think you’d get …a better TAKE UP and BUY IN and emm…you’d have a more satisfactory delivery I think’. Charlotte’s emphasis is on both s p e c i a l i s m s and on s i m p l i f y i n g. Charlotte is an advocate of experiential learning. This does not deny theory (theory is okay as long as it is meaningful to practice, Charlotte and I had agreed) but does, in Charlotte’s view, require simplicity in order to achieve clarity and requires practical outcomes to be successful, as emphasised by the words TAKE UP and BUY IN. Charlotte is here arguing for people development in order to develop the business. The emphasis placed by Charlotte on the stretching of s p e c i a l i s m s is an indication of her belief that within specialisms such as marketing, jargon is a potential barrier to development. With the emphasis on s i m p l i f y i n g this is Charlotte’s solution. 
Discourse 2b - The discourse of ‘experiential learning is key to skills training success’

I asked what should education, training and development, either of people or the business, be about. Ann was particularly vocal in this area, but concise. With Ann the word IMAGINE is emphasised, said deliberately, loudly. Thinking critically is fundamental to what her company does anyway, so Ann was tuned in to this but believes in experiential learning as evidenced by her chosen words, ‘and it’s about being able to think, to question, to challenge and to IMAGINE’. Ann appeared to see this as the ‘what if’  world.’ And with that, we want to give ‘what if’ to children and to the companies that we sell to’.  I pushed her to distinguish between individual and business development and she did not think there is a distinction. Ann appeared to believe in ‘team players, you need people with good interpersonal skills with an all round …em…ability to engage with people.’ This means customers or other team members and Ann asserted, ‘We believe very strongly in a team base and everyone needs to contribute to that’. 
Charlotte was very responsive to a much more critical way of thinking. I talked in terms of narrow vocationalism and critical reflection. Charlotte understands this immediately as ‘Thinking skills?’ I pressed a little further on critical reflection and thinking as well as our previous conversation about simply plonking things into positions that might not work. For Charlotte it was a question of ‘BALANCE in a team’ and explained that you need a, ‘high degree of …skills, a highly experientially driven …emm…and a critical, critical effect in the leaders’. Charlotte believes this is missing from many small companies so you need ‘people who are not restricted to one thing’ but that ‘there are some people who just want to do a job and they don’t want to think…and what they just need is to have the skills to do the job. FULL STOP’. 

3. Skills can be bought in

Perhaps because it is too obvious but there is little in the literature on SMEs buying in skills and services. There is, of course, a lot of work that has been done on SME support and the role of Government in particular but also for small business associations, universities and others where learning programmes for innovation and knowledge support are needed (Vega, Brown and Chiasson, 2012). For example there is an abundance of literature on SME skills needs and management competencies requirements (for example Carson and Gilmore, 2000) and barriers to SME skills development (for example Lange, Ottens and Taylor, 2000). The call “across the political spectrum” suggests that “a highly skilled workforce is key to increased competitiveness and sustainable growth” with “new skills initiatives aimed at ...SMEs” which “comes as no surprise” given the “pivotal role in sustaining employment and creating income and prosperity” (Lange, Ottens and Taylor, 2000, p.5). 
The recent changes in the UK in support for SME development alluded to at the start of this paper are of course important not least because of the limited resources in SMEs. Education, training and development programmes have to be seen to be cost-effective if SMEs are to be helped to be adaptive. To this end, programmes have, for some time, attempted to facilitate the grafting on of managerial skills for development as well as addressing lower order technical and administrative skills shortages and development. Moreover, the entrepreneurial, managerial and technical-functional roles that the key SME manager must assume for managerial effectiveness requires varied skills. Thus, a fusion of varying types of skills or competencies across a 'spectrum' are necessary but not always possible within one individual. The manager has to be capable of adaptation of marketing techniques and seem to indicate that this is part of overall skills development. The alternative is to provide such skills externally. Lambrecht and Pimay (2005, p.89) report on policy measures in the Walloon region of Belgium regarding the buying in of private consultancy services, subsidized by public support. While consultants received favourable evaluations from SMEs (qualitative) there was no evidence of “significant influences on net job creation, turnover or financial indicators” (quantitative). This study found shortcomings of the profusion of support services and a lack of integration of what was on offer. In a study designed to look at both ‘soft’ (for example improved ability to manage) and ‘hard’ (for example profitability) outcomes of external advice to SMEs, Ramsden and Bennett (2005, p.227) found that it was not so much size of the SME but the type of external adviser that had an impact on satisfaction. Reputation (including brand) of private providers of advice appeared to have a positive association but public sector advisers “need significantly to improve their consistency and better relate marketing to their capacity to deliver”. 
The expected take-up of e-commerce and skills needed has to be seen in the light of how SMEs operate (Taylor and Murphy, 2004) but the emphasis on IT helps managers compare performance against that of their peers (Dibrell, Davis and Craig, 2008). SMEs lack scale but with the advances in IT and communications technologies there should be better opportunities to select an external service provider with quality, breadth and depth of skills that will enable the expansion (or contraction) that an SME desires. The SME can then build in an accelerated fashion through outsourcing but there is the inherent loss of control and concerns about reputation if the external resource causes problems (van den Berg, 2009). However it has been argued that by 2003 external business advice in the UK had grown then plateaued and any growth in the use of such services had been modest (Bennett and Robson, 2003). This eventual decline in the use of advice can be seen as a build-up to changes made to Business Links and other support by 2011. There is now a good deal of interest in knowledge transfer in SMEs, especially in the area of e-collaboration which would need to be collaborative if managers are to embrace technology-based training (Harris, 2009). For Desouza and Awazu (2006, p.32) managing knowledge in SMEs “is a critical capability.....because it helps them leverage their most critical resource”. It is not just the transfer of knowledge per se but the skills involved in using such knowledge effectively and efficiently that will make up for the lack of other resources such as “land, labor and capital” but SMEs “have to be creative in working around ...limitations in order to manage knowledge”. Trez and Luce (2010) have looked at specialised marketing capabilities in SMEs in relation to inter-firm relationships and inter-functional processes. These authors suggest that organisational structure and ways of integrating structures influence the development of strategic marketing capabilities through information sharing and the integration of processes and resources. 

Discourse 3 - The discourse of ‘skills are important but can be bought’

Only two of the participants of this study were inclined to discuss the buying in of skills. Beth, a partner in a kitchens and bathrooms business, agreed immediately that skills are important but my explanation about narrow vocationalism and my hints that people need a more critical and reflexive approach to work did not really have any impact. For Beth knowledge of the industry, products and knowing your market is what counts. Beth was not interested in training courses but agreed that ‘interpersonal skills’ are important to the business. Beth confirmed that, ‘If it was over and above what I’ve already mentioned, we would get somebody in to do it’ for resource reasons and ‘So we would actually go to somebody who was an expert……We wouldn’t necessarily go and join a course’. I attempted to get Beth to consider the narrowness of this approach but got nowhere with this line of logic. I asked about ‘thinking outside of the box’ kind of management to which Beth explained that her business has the skills for some things that are required, like advertising locally. It ‘would be telling a story…it would be telling people…what we did and what we would want the information that they needed to know…’ It was clear that Beth wanted to keep things basic and simple. 
Jane, a support agency participant was the only participant to agree with Beth, possibly because Beth’s business is relatively new, (Beth has years of experience involved with a substantial SME but has recently started afresh for various personal reasons) and Jane, at the time of interview, was in the role of adviser to new businesses. I asked Jane about narrowness, critical perspectives and a stress on certain words such as c r i t i c a l. As I spoke, Jane appeared to agree. Jane used some emphasis of her own on certain words and was obviously thinking and weighing things up as I was talking. Jane believes many training packages could do with losing ‘some of the important theoretical stuff’. Jane’s experience of small businesses in the North East is that the owner-managers want to maintain control and that of them ‘not wanting to sell any equity in their business and so on.’ So instead, another way of bringing in the necessary skills and competencies is by ‘collaborations or strategic alliances which will help YOU. Almost buy in the skills’. Jane’s emphasis on YOU is a reflection of the self-help inherent in this context but sometimes there is no choice. Jane appeared to believe that some people cannot be trained in certain things. Rather than trying to train people to be sellers (when really, they are crafts or arts people who are good at designing or create products but not necessarily good as selling) the answer should be to set up some form of collaboration and get someone else to sell. 

4. Delivering marketing education, training and development to SMEs through networking and social interaction 

Social interaction has for some time been seen as fundamental to SME and smaller business marketing. This has taken the form of network marketing that allows the firm to be viewed within its social context. Both traditional marketing and traditional entrepreneurship have neglected this and its success is dependent upon the skills/competencies of the individual that are developed in part by networking. Networking (personal, social, business, industrial and marketing) is an end in itself, partly because of limited resources in SMEs and also that SME owner-managers think differently to their counterparts in other organisations. Networking is used as a tool for meaningful marketing (Gilmore, Carson and Grant, 2001). In a study of strategic decision making in Chinese SMEs, Huang (2009) found that this process was less theoretical and complex than suggested in traditional marketing but also that owner-managers rely heavily on personal networks for to identify opportunities and to obtain information and advice. In a Dutch study Kirkels and Duysters (2010) highlighted personal networks as a means to obtaining access to external knowledge which is especially useful where the SME lacks the necessary characteristics to allow knowledge transfer optimally through a brokerage system. 
The ways in which SME owner- managers think also leads to innovative activity across the marketing spectrum and this does not follow the traditional marketing routes (O’Dwyer, Gilmore and Carson, 2009). Owner-managers appear to prefer informal networking and interactive marketing methods which can become part of education, training and development. Owner-managers and entrepreneurs can give something back by becoming involved with networks, as influential figures at gatherings, for example as a guest speaker at an event. Pressure on resources makes directed private study an attractive proposition in any educational setting but this is not without its detractors. Internet education has so far been undirected but this is changing with changes to the Internet. Clearly, the use of web sites for delivery of course material is well under way. Interconnectivity to banks of educational material for learning support is a key issue (Catterall, Maclaran, and Stevens, 1999). However, within the context of the SME learner, learning objectives and pedagogical considerations are different from those involving the mainstream student. The SME manager as learner, more than most, is the opposite of the passive learner of the past. The social aspect of learning is clearly important to SMEs. It is perhaps not too surprising that SMEs have been slow to take up the Internet as a learning tool but there is the likelihood that the Internet is used to build contacts and in that sense, it is part of networking and of their business effort generally (Blackburn and Athayde, 2000).

Discourse 4 - The discourse of training to network and networking through development events

An advocate of training in the marketing area is Jack, another of the SME principals (of an Internet-based computer accessories business). Jack was interested in all stakeholders and was certainly interested in training to develop – if the training has immediate relevancy. Training staff to know how to network (which would help the business) is, for Jack, very relevant. Jack finds ‘contacting the right persons in the organisation, getting your information to that person’ difficult and ‘if someone in my organisation had knowledge of how to do that, the ability to do that, that would be invaluable’. This has resonance with the notion in the literature that networking can be used as a form of interactive marketing. Despite being the principal of a web-based small firm there was nothing from Jack (or any of the other participants for that matter) on the use web-based learning or directed study using web-based resources. Rather it was social learning that was emphasised reflecting the idea from the literature of SMEs and smaller firms being immersed in a social context with learning taking place there. Experience struck a chord with Naomi, a co-principal of a legal administrative and secretarial support start-up business. I had met Naomi at a business club-type event with a guest speaker (‘giving something back’) and an unusual but very effective format. Naomi was impressed with the format, though not the buffet or the facility, but never-the-less had felt it worthwhile in helping to network as well as get something from the event where, in her words, ‘they’re trying to sell themselves really, that’s what you go to these events for’. Naomi got things from other people like the ‘guy who’d…been before…and to try and…things we’re going through at the minute…moment…there was a lot of good stuff came out of that…’ Naomi was still thinking about the event we had met at and whilst she thought that an evening course might suit her and her partner, her mind was still on the business club event and meeting business people in that way. For Naomi, ‘what we need is probably acquired from people like that and …we did enjoy being there…’

Discussion and conclusions 
This paper aimed to illustrate how discursive practice in SMEs helps shape skills development in the SME marketing context, More specifically this paper questioned whether there is a requirement simply for the ‘nuts and bolts’ of learning by doing or for higher order learning to be able to delivery differing skills levels. The paper also aimed to assess the importance of social aspect of learning, especially networking, and to challenge and imagine aspects of marketing leadership and strategy and other critical skills-reliant concepts. Networking combined with developmental events can be a potent mix and linked to the importance of critical and social (collective) reflection might be the key to the development of higher order skills.
This paper has suggested that the central model of traditional marketing, the 4Ps, was, for SME principals, extant but in the background but this was much less so for the agency advisers who still saw it as central to training and development in SMEs. However, both types of participant discussed aspects of marketing that were relational and to an extent could be described as critical. There was clear understanding of the difference between basic, technical skills and higher order managerial and entrepreneurial ones and that to an extent both levels of skills could be bought in – training being not the only way to obtain knowledge and skills. There was general agreement on the dangers of narrow vocationalism and the need for people think beyond a point.
The 5 discourses raised in this paper from 4 areas of the overall theme can be seen shaping the participant responses in the study. The first was about being able to think being critical but that this is not necessarily critical thinking. This does involve motivation, imagination and seeking alternatives which can rail against the demand for vocational-oriented curriculum design and perhaps the answer lies in the need for simple frameworks that allow real-life issues to be addressed, aided by critical reflection. In this way SME market-driven strategies can become a reality if there is a positive relationship with owner-manager characteristics. In this sense vocational training needs to address critical management and marketing factors problems. The evidence from the study suggests that SME owner-managers want themselves and their employees to be more than robots but, depending upon the nature of the business, there are limits to what being critical in marketing and management terms might be. There was recognition also on the part of the advisers that there is a need for SMEs to go beyond the narrow - to be broader and deeper thinkers and go beyond mere technical knowledge and for people to meet their full potential where the development of the individual is linked to the development of the business.
The second of the discourses was about experiential learning linked to clarity and simplicity. There was recognition in the study for the informal ‘learning by doing’ and ‘school of hard knocks’ kind of approach but also support for more formal approaches, linked to motivation and learning styles of which Kolb and other have written about so extensively. This fits with the need for real-to-life, concrete reflection and also critical reflection but also the social and conversational models of experiential learning where learning is co-participation resulting in problem solving, knowledge development and knowledge transfer. It is within this that critical learning events and reflection can take place and be combined with the ‘school of hard knocks’ and lower-level, routinised skills ‘thinker to doer’ learning journey. People in SMEs need to educate themselves about the role of marketing in the business and there are things that should be known understanding will come with clarity and simplicity. This does not deny theory but if people (and hence the business) are to develop then things need to be clear and simple.

The third and clearly linked discourse is about experiential learning being key to skills training success. Thinking critically (as in the first discourse) is fundamental to certain types of business where, for example, ethical practice is intertwined with the running of the business. In such cases there is a need to think, to challenge and to imagine. This can be done more effectively when aided by experiential learning. In this scenario there is no distinction between the individual and the business and there is a need to engage with people and be team-based where there is a balance. There needs to be thinking skills, which are high degree skills that are experientially driven and are critical to effective leadership but can be encouraged in all of the people in the business, the problem being that not everyone wants to be a leader and some people are content to have the skills to do the immediate job.
The fourth discourse suggests a general agreement that skills are important but that they can be bought and brought in from the outside of the business. This is clearly the case to an extent. Governments and other organisations have been keen to graft managerial skills to technical and basic skills for business development but this is not always possible, especially where there may be only one owner-manager who then has to do everything. There needs to be a degree of adaptability with the possible inclusion of external help. There have been problems with integration of support services but also the quality of help which needs to improve, especially from the public sector side. Technology-based training needs to be collaborative and is in a state of flux but management and the transfer of knowledge appear key with possibilities with inter-firm relationships and networks and inter-function processes if integrated and organised well. The limited amount of evidence from the study suggested knowledge of the industry or sector is essential but technical or administrative skills could easily be bought in but for development, interpersonal skills (that cannot be provided on a training course) are the problem, but whatever is done it needs to be basic and simple. From the adviser side the view was one of loosing theoretical inputs even if seen as important and although owner-managers wish to maintain control, collaborations and alliances can help bring in the desired skills and expertise. Certain people cannot be trained anyway, for example some are makers not sellers and it is better to get someone else to do the selling in that scenario.
The fifth of the discourses was about training to network and networking through development events and so involves social interaction and networking. Given that it is understood that owner-managers think differently from the traditional marketing way of counterparts in other often bigger organisations, it is not surprising to see the influence of personal networks where problem-solving, knowledge and advice is sought. This is especially useful where the owner-manager or SME generally lacks the characteristics to develop what is needed and so some sort of brokerage can be used. This leads to greater innovation across the marketing spectrum but not through traditional marketing routes. Networking events or gatherings and involvement (sometimes ‘giving back’ as a guest speaker for example) are generally well established but web-based ‘happenings’ have a way to go. In the study, training and developing staff to network was seen as crucial as part of what marketing can be. There were no references to web activity but rather an understanding of being social – the SME being immersed in a social context.
References

Bennett, R. J. and Robson, P. J. A. (2003), “Changing use of external business advice and Government supports by SMEs in the 1990s”, Regional Studies, Vol.37, No.8, November, pp.795-812.

Birley, S. and Gibb, A. A. (1984), “Teaching small business management in the UK. Part I”, Journal of European Industrial Training, Vol.8, No.4, pp.17-24.
BIS (2012), “Local Enterprise Partnerships”, Department for Business Innovation and Skills, available at http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/economic-development/leps/
Blackburn, R. and Athayde, R. (2000), “Making the connection: the effectiveness of Internet training in small businesses”, Education and Training, Vol.42, Nos.4/5, pp. 289-298.

Brownlie, D. (1997), “Beyond ethnography towards writerly accounts of organizing in marketing”, European Journal of Marketing, Vol.31, Nos.3/4, pp.1-16.

Burton, D. (2005), “Marketing theory matters”, British Journal of Management, Vol.16, No.1, pp.5-18.
Carson, D., Cromie, S., McGowan, P. and Hill, J. (1995), “Marketing and Entrepreneurship in SMEs”, London: Prentice Hall.

Carson, D. and Gilmore, A. (2000), “SME marketing management competencies”, International Business Review, Vol.9, No.3, pp.363-382.
Catterall, M. Maclaran, P. and Stevens, L. (1999), “Critical marketing in the classroom: possibilities and challenges”, Marketing Intelligence and Planning, Vol.17, No.7, pp. 344-353.

Cope, J. (2005), “Toward a dynamic learning perspective of entrepreneurship”, Entrepreneurship, Theory and Practice, Vol.29, No.4, pp.373-397.

Cuthbert, P. F. (2005), “The student learning process: learning styles or learning approaches?”, Teaching in Higher Education, Vol.10, No. 2, pp.235-249.

Deakins, D. and Wyper, J. (2006), “A longitudinal and dynamic approach to entrepreneurial learning”, Proceedings of the 29th ISBE Conference, November, Cardiff, pp.1-14.
Desouza, K. C. and Awazu, Y. (2006), “Knowledge management at SMEs: five peculiarities”, Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol.10, No.1, pp.32-43.
Dibrell, C., Davis, P.S. and Craig, J. (2008), “Fuelling innovation through information technology in SMEs”, Journal of Small Business Management, Vol.46, No.2, pp.203-218.

Entwistle, N. (1984), “Contrasting perspectives on learning”, in Marton, Hounsell, and Entwistle (1984), The Experiences of Learning, Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, pp. 3-23.

Entwistle, N. J. and Ramsden, P. (1983), “Understanding Student Learning”, Beckenham: Croom Helm.
Firat, F. A., Dholakia, N. and Venkatesh, A. (1995), Marketing in a Postmodern World”, European Journal of Marketing, Vol.29, No.1, pp. 40-56. 
Gilmore, A., Carson, D. and Grant, K. (2001), “SME marketing in practice”, Marketing, Intelligence and Planning, Vol19, No.1, pp. 6-11.

Harris, R. J. (2009), “Improving tacit knowledge transfer within SMEs through e-collaboration”, Journal of European Industrial Training, Vol.33, No.3, pp.215-231.

Honey, P. and Mumford, A. (1982), “Manual of Learning Styles”, London: P Honey.

Huang, X. (2009), “Strategic decision making in Chinese SMEs”, Chinese Management Studies, Vol.3, No.2, pp.87-101.

Hurley, J. (2010), “LEPs will need Government start-up money”, The Telegraph, 9th December, available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/businessclub/8189584/LEPs-will-need-Government-start-up-money.html#
Kirkels, Y. and Duysters, G. (2010), “Brokerage in SME networks”, Research Policy, Vol.39, pp.375-385.

Kolb, D. A. (1984), “Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development”, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Kolb, D. and Fry, R. (1975), “Towards an applied theory of experiential learning”, In Theories of Group Processes, ed. C. L. Cooper, London: John Wiley.
Knowles, M. (1980), “The Modern Practice of Adult Education. Andragogy Versus Pedagogy, Eaglewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall/Cambridge.
Lambrecht, J. and Pimay, F. (2005), An evaluation of public support measures for private external consultancies to SMEs in the Walloon Region of Belgium, Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, Vol. 17, No. 2, March, pp.89-108.

Lange, T, Ottens, M. And Taylor, A. (2000), “SMEs and barriers to skills development: a Scottish perspective”, Journal of European Industrial Training, Vol.24, No.1, pp.5-11.
McBride, Peter (1998). Forty years on: a problem revisited. Education and Training, 40, 1, pp. 20-22.

McGuigan, Nick and Weil, Sidney (2007). An integrated case study in auditing: an exercise in experiential learning. In N. M. Meyers et al (eds) Proceedings of the Second Innovation in Accounting and Corporate Governance Education Conference. Hobart, Tasmania, 31 January-2 February.

Nisbet, J. and Shucksmith, J. (1984), The Seventh Sense, Edinburgh: Council of Research in Education.

O’Dwyer, M., Gilmore, A. and Carson, D. (2009), “Innovative marketing in SMEs”, European Journal of Marketing, Vol.43, No. 12, pp.46-61.

Pansiri, J. and Temtime, Z. T. (2008), “Assessing managerial skills in SMEs for capacity building”, Journal of Management Development, Vol.27, No.2, pp.251-260.

Ramsden, M. and Bennett, R. J. (2005), The benefits of external support to SMEs – hard versus soft outcomes and satisfaction levels”, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol.12, No.2, pp.227-243.

Smith, A. and Whittaker, J. (1998). Management development in SMEs: what needs to be done?. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 5, 2, pp.176-185.

Spillan, J. and Parnell, J. (2006), “Marketing resources and firm performance among SMEs”, European Management Journal, Vol.24, Nos.2-3, pp.236-245.

Stokes, D. (1997), “A lesson in entrepreneurial marketing from the public sector”, Marketing Education Review, Vol.7, No.3, pp. 47-55.

Taylor, M. and Murphy, A. (2004), “SMEs and e-business”, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol.11., No.3, pp.280-289.

Taylor, D. W. and Thorpe, R. (2004), “Entrepreneurial learning: a process of co-participation”, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol.11. No.2, pp.203-211.

Trez, G. and Luce, F. B. (2012), “Organisational structure and specialized marketing capabilities”, Marketing Intelligence and Planning, Vol.30, No.2, pp.143-164.

van den Berg, E. (2009), “Outsourcing for SMEs – a myth or a successful reality?”, Credit Management, June, pp.24-25.

Vega, A., Brown, D. and Chiasson, M. (2012), “Open innovation and SMEs – exploring policy and the scope for improvements in university-based public programmes through a multidisciplinary lens”, International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research, Vol.18, No.4, pp.457-476.
1

