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Action Led Business Improvement Programme
The Sector Skills Councils Pilot Programme

In 2005 The Sector Skills Councils as a result of the research by HMC decided to investigate the use of Action Learning as a viable medium for engaging with SME owners who are typically time poor.
Sector Skills councils decided to fund three pilot programmes based on the principles of Action Learning.  CITB ConstructionSkills were appointed project managers for these programmes.  The programmes were based in Guildford, Nottingham and Glasgow.    BFL won the tender which required us to develop a programme on which 10 participants from a wide variety of industry sectors would engage.  

We developed a programme which was spread over 5 months and we recruited 10 delegates to the programme (a Baker, Architect, Quantity Surveyor, Accountant, Digital Animation Company, Financial Services Company, Knitwear Company, Clothing Manufacturer, and a Shop-fitting Company)

The programme involved 2 full day workshops (beginning and end) interspersed by three ½ day sessions.  In between these formal sessions BFL had one to one session with each delegate.  
HMC were appointed to provide an independent evaluation of each of the pilot programmes.  Once the programmes were complete HMC reported back to the Sector Skills Councils.

We were delighted that not only was our programme deemed a success our format was also recommended as the preferred way to deliver an Action Learning Set.

Some Outcomes
· MD of Architectural practice initially wanted help with continuing to grow his business.  However the programme identified that his real issue was not growth but how to reward his three associates who had helped him grow the business.  For historical reasons two thirds of the share holding of the firm was held by two, English based, directors who had no input into the Scottish business.  Whilst there was a shareholders agreement in place for the gradual transfer of shares.  The timeframe involved was totally inappropriate for the Scottish practice.  The MD feared that his trusted associates would be poached as he was unable to offer them a stake in the business.
The programme helped this MD to investigate the options and develop a strategy which would allow the English based shares to be transferred across.  Within 6 months his strategy had delivered full ownership of the business to Scotland and his three associates are now shareholders and directors in the practice.
· The knitwear company was growing rapidly, however the owner was being over worked as he tried to maintain control.  His health and family were suffering as a result.  He received no support from his bank or local enterprise company, despite employing over 65 people in an unemployment black spot.  The programme gave him the confidence to switch his bank to a more sympathetic and proactive bank, which were prepared to facilitate his expansion plans, which included the purchase of new machines to increase production capacity.  He also went back to the enterprise company and was able to put forward a case which justified him being appointed his own account manager.  
· The MD of an Edinburgh based Financial Services Company was initially concerned with succession planning as she wished to retire and pass the business on to her two children.  During the course of the programme it became evident that a more pressing problem was profitability.  The programme helped her identify and gave her the confidence to approach their clients and secure their fees on a monthly retainer.  This had an immediate and positive impact on the firm’s profitability.  In addition the programme helped surface that neither of her children wished to take on the business.  She therefore changed her plans and set about identifying suitable buyers.
Following the success of the pilot programme we were convinced that it could be effectively applied to the construction industry
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With that in mind we run a pilot programme based in Lanarkshire which was aimed purely at the construction industry.  This programme was supported by SE Lanarkshire, Scottish Building and was funded by CITB ConstructionSkills and the North and South Lanarkshire Councils.
There were 6 participants, all owner/managers representing a Fit-out contractor, M & E Consultant, Flooring Contractor, Scaffolding Contractor, Quantity Surveyor, and Systems Networking Contractor.
As you can see none of these businesses was a direct competitor of each other.

Their issues ranged from: how to recruit a new management team, how to get the existing senior managers motivated, succession planning and growing the business.  
The programme used the proven 5 month model.

Some Outcomes

· The flooring contractor:  developed a real focus to his business.  He recognised that demand for high quality hardwood flooring in new construction was declining in Central Scotland.  This resulted in him looking further a field where his expertise was in demand.  He has subsequently opened a supply only business in Dubai and he is now chasing lucrative contracts there.
· The Network Services Company lacked real focus and was unsure what services it offered and which markets it should operate in. The directors had engaged with business gateway on 2 previous occasions without success. Since completing the programme the company has identified a niche for itself in supplying mid tier electrical contractors who don’t have in-house design and system integration skills.  This has seen the company double turnover, whilst maintaining its margin, in a year.

· The Scaffolding Company was growing rapidly but the owner/manager was taking responsibility for running all aspects of the business, from tendering to project management and everything else in between.  In the past he had struggled to identify people he could trust to delegate responsibility to.  The programme helped him identify and articulate his own deep held values.  By applying these values to his current people and in all recruitment he was able to identify and recruit a like minded contracts manager who he has successfully delegate operational responsibility.   This has created space and time for the owner, to concentrate on growing the business.
From this we currently have two other ALBIP programmes currently running.  One is based in Lanarkshire and the other is based in Glasgow.  Both of these programmes have six delegates on them and again are drawn from across the construction industry.
ALBIP Set 1

Drainage Company

Joinery Business

General Builder

Facilities Management Company

Demolition Company

Property Maintenance Company

ALBIP Set 2

Multi-disciplinary Engineering Consultancy

Quantity Surveying Practice

New Start Repair & Maintenance business
Specialist Fit-out Contractor

Construction focused Recruitment Firm

Construction Management Consultancy

Your time commitment

Meet and Greet session                         3 hours (evening)

Full-day workshops                                2 x 8 Hours

Half day workshops                                3 x 4 hours

One to one sessions                               5 x 2 hours

What does it cost?

The programme would normally cost £5,000 per delegate. The total cost to each delegate so far has been £500 plus vat because Scottish Enterprise and CITB Construction Skills have provided 90% of the funding. 
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