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Abstract
Many managers of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are more concerned about survival rather than growth. There are consistent findings that indicate managers in SMEs do not respond favourably to offers of external training interventions and government policy now recognises the value of informal learning and demand-led intervention. A social constructionist approach is suggest to consider engaging and working with SME managers. A framework for consider SME ‘worlds’ is considered before the case of one SME is examined. Using data from three different sources, the various positionings are considered.  The case shows how from an apparently antagonistic view of external training, the manager was prepared to allow a coach/mentor work with him toward his vision for expansion and growth.  A problem-centred process allowed identification and tackling of key issues of concern; it also allowed alignment of storylines and the identification of new tools for strategic understanding. As an ‘outsider’ the coach/mentor could open up a conversational space, helping the manager build absorptive capacity. As the basis for business development is established,  the value of training could be recognised. The manager’s views on quality and standards are explored. In particular, there is criticism of the NVQ framework in the context of the dynamics of his industry. The idea of ‘economically valuable skills’ is contrast with personal interpretations of the requirement for a high value service. Conclusions are provided concerning engagement  and stretch with SMEs, future funding and the definition of skills development.
Introduction

It has been consistently recognised that many managers of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are more concerned about survival rather than growth (Gray 2002). As a consequence, SMEs have a poor record in responding to training initiatives (Matlay, 2004), and many SME managers are highly sceptical of the benefits of such initiatives with some even antagonistic. The crucial questions considered in this paper are firstly, how can the interests of managers of SMEs who fail to engage with the offers of external training initiatives be attracted to such offers? Secondly, how can this attraction serve to strategically stretch the thinking of SME managers towards a more benevolent view of training? In this paper, we will begin by briefly considering recent UK policy to stimulate demand for learning and development in SMEs with the particular emphasis on the importance now given to informal learning and employer-led development. We will then provide a framework of possible SME ‘worlds’ (CEML 2002)  with respect to learning and the provision of development activities. This will serve to highlight the possibility of engagement of managers in one ‘world’ so that they can move to another. We will exemplify this by following the trail of Mark the Hairdresser from initial non-engagement and outright scepticism and antagonism towards learning and development (‘Training, it’s a load of b*****ks!’) to attraction into a programme for his own development and engagement with a mentor, his ‘Suit’. It is a trail which eventually turns hot. We will discuss the implications for SME policy and practice, in particular, the need to consider the infrastructure of support in terms of informal relationships that work softly on building relationships with SMEs (Ramsden. and Bennett, 2005).
SME Learning and Development

Stewart and Beaver (2004, p. 3) suggest that in the UK there has been  ‘a long history of government interventions’ which have both sought to help SMEs survive and prosper. However, there are consistent findings that indicate managers in SMEs do not respond favourably to such interventions. In particular, formal training initiatives such as Investors in People, vocational qualifications and programmes brokered by Business Links only attract marginal interest from SMEs, even where awareness and understanding of initiatives is relatively high (Matlay 2004). One possible cause of such lack of interest is that managers themselves are unlikely to hold qualifications (Johnson 1999); another is that the underlying principles of formal training do not directly connect to existing operating environments of SMEs nor the lives of those within them (Ram 2000). Both of these feed an absence of a training culture, at least in formal terms (Fuller-Love 2006). Nevertheless, such an absence should not be taken to indicate a failure to train and learn in SMEs; for good or ill, all SME managers and their staff learn but this is usually through informal methods and processes (CBI, 2003). Thus informal learning in SMEs occurs by doing, exploring, experimenting, copying, problem solving, opportunities taken and lessons from mistakes made in the process (Gibb,1997; Beaver et al., 1998; Dalley and Hamilton, 2000). Learning in SMEs is mainly an everyday phenomenon and possibly has no ending, therefore whatever experience people acquire in their everyday life, ends up as part of the learning process (Billett 2000). Further any learning by SME managers is also likely to feed into his/her community where the learner is part of the environment and the change process rather than being remotely isolated “spectator”. Such learning, by necessity, also draws on the help and assistance of a host of others including family and friends, and professional help such as bankers, solicitors and accountants which forms the ‘network-interdependency’ of a SME (Gibb 1997).  As Beckett and Hager (2002) proclaim, such learning is both holistic and organic with a stress on the importance of dispositions and abilities. To this extent, learning by managers in SMEs also has the strong potential for organisation learning.

In policy terms, there is growing  recognition that it is informal learning that should be given prominence. Evidence of the recognition of this by the UK Government can be seen in the Action Plan for Small Business (SBS 2004) that seeks to provide a more ‘joined up’ service and a new set of initiatives on a broad front that attempt to stimulate demand and work with informal learning, using brokers to ensure a match between SME needs and provision. For example, there is a trend towards provision of demand-led support using informal learning (DfES 2005) where recent a programme of management and leadership development, brokered through local business links, provided ‘tailored support and funding for managing directors’ in SMEs. The national evaluation of this programme (LSC 2006), based on a telephone survey of 500 participants, suggested some success in engaging and delivering provision to ‘new’ employers, i.e. those SME managers who had little previous history of responding to initiatives. Crucially, this process involved an assessment of needs completed by an intermediary to form a Personal Development Plan. It required face-to-face contact which allowed managers to elaborate on development needs of which they were already aware but significantly in 60% of cases, some needs of which they were unaware. This assessment was crucial since it also stimulated demand and desire to undertake development with 64% suggesting that without this process, they would not have completed the activities identified. This moves highlights the importance of intermediaries and brokers (Bosumafi and Gold, 2006; Thursfield et al, 2004) and enacts what  the Council for Excellence in Management and Leadership advocated, the necessity to join the SMEs ‘in their world’ (CEML 2002), providing support that reflects their personal aspirations and ambitions and enables managers to take ownership of their own development.

If gaining access to ‘their world’ is the first step of engagement,  the next step must be an understanding of that world. Devins and Gold (2002) have suggested that such understanding needs to be informed by a social constructionist approach which recognises the importance of talk and interpersonal communication in the making of worlds and relationships with managers and within their organisations. Particular versions of reality and truth both enable and constrain how SMEs can operate and these are created and sustained by the language used and the coordination of meaning between the various participants. Interactions between SME participants provide the meanings which become embedded into ongoing ways of talking and acting which become accepted as a reality or truth. One of the crucial truths that seem to dominate life in an SME world is the method of performance measurement. For example, a simple process of measurement against a bottom line is likely to reinforce a focus on operational activities and prevent consideration of the long term and use of systemic measures of performance. Garengo et al’s (2005) recent systematic review of literature relating to performance measurement in SMEs seems to confirm this situation. Thus most SMEs have very little for a proper and fuller analysis of performance, so even if more complex approaches are tried, implantation is seldom completed or correct. Measurement is mostly responsive to problems as they emerge, reinforcing once again the simplification of measurement, often to retain a status quo and the sense that order and a version of normality has been preserved.
Thus as argued by Gergen (1994), what is accepted as real within a particular context has no ‘truth’ claim beyond that context and this helps to explain both the uniqueness claimed by SME managers and the differences between the responses of managers to the offerings from others for their development. In order to explore these ideas of uniqueness and differences between SME worlds, we sought to develop a framework to help understanding of the various possibilities of appropriateness and timing for learning and development. These are summarised on a grid shown in Figure 1, where the learning axis shows possible preferences ranging from highly informal learning (1) to highly formal learning (5). The key factors that influence preferences on this dimension might be the place where learning occurs, the social setting of learning and who is involved tolerance and willingness to work with abstract ideas, how long any learning activity can last and how immediate any changes through learning are expected to become apparent. The horizontal axis is concerned with the provision or supply of activities ranging from highly operational (1) where survival and the constraint of current operations are the priority, to highly strategic (5) where managers are able to move towards long term planning, using more systemic approaches to performance measurement and seek more strategic learning. The factors that affect provision includes how long learning occurs, the time need for provision to impact on work, the way managers think about the future and the extent of possible stretch, the way performance is currently measured and targets set and the ownership and cost of provision.
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Figure 1

The grid suggests 25 possible combinations or ‘SME worlds’, clearly a gross simplification. However, it does rather complicate our understanding of learning and provision. Thus, pure entrepreneurism that occurs quite ‘naturally’ without external support might be understood as a movement from L1P1 along the floor of the grid to L1P5. Intervention from others is hardly required however, if external help is desired, perhaps a mentor can be employed (L2) where learning is still relatively informal but provision becomes progressively more strategic and stretching (P2-3-4-5). A crucial element here is the disposition of managers towards the growth and performance of the organisation based on current concerns, issues and desires; in other words, the SME world. Bosumafi et al (2006) suggest that Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory of learning can be useful to consider interactions with SME managers in such circumstances. In particular, for those that engage with and interact with managers such as brokers, mentors and coaches, a consideration of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) can guide the exploration an SME world leading to a consideration of how appropriate provision can stretch learners towards the ‘buds’ or ‘flowers’ of development (Borthwick et al, 2003). Figure 2 represents possibilities. 
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Figure 2: Vygotsky’s ZPD and SME worlds

The diagram shows the movement from World 1 to World 2 where each world is composed of a set of core capabilities, shown as the inner oval and a ZPD, shown as the outer boundary. In World 1, the outer boundary sets the limits of understanding, beyond which a manager would not or could not be prepared to go given current interests and understanding. However, through attention to core capabilities, a movement into the ZPD is possible with the support of a mentor or coach, a process referred to as scaffolding  (Hobsbaum et al, 1996). Through the successful completion of tasks new meanings are constructed and the SME World is expanded such that eventually, and in tune with the interests of the SME manager, a movement to World 2 becomes possible. Indeed, it is possible to consider a succession of possible movements, each of which represents an ongoing reconstruction of meanings that make the SME world. In the case that follows, we consider how these ideas can be used to explore the work of Mark and his Suit.  
Methods
In line with the social constructionist stance taken in this paper, our approach to working with methods is to find ways of making meaning with various participants, each with their own versions of events, a reflection of their membership of differing linguistic communities (Gergen 1994). We are seeking to capture the making of storyline that centres around Mark while only having limited access to Mark himself. Therefore, we sought a working relationship with those that did have access; principally Brian, Mark’s mentor throughout the duration and beyond a funded project of SME Management and Leadership Development, but also Kent, who undertook the initial engagement with Mark to attract him into the project. In all cases, meanings are made in conversation through utterances that consider the interests and concerns of those to whom they are directed, referred to by Bakhtin (1986, p.71) as the ‘real unit of speech communication’, and the responses. Failure to construct conversations is also a failure to make a relationship between each party, including the researchers. Within such conversations, according to van Langenhove and Harré (1999), there are two discursive processes at work. Firstly, there is a process of ‘rhetorical redescription’ (p.15) whereby events and institutions are made intelligible through the construction of an ongoing story. Thus, offers of help for Mark, initially backed by public funding, need to be presented to Mark persuasively, in line with his interests, to move the story on. The second process is that of ‘positioning’, taken up by participants in a conversation and linked to the occasion or ‘storyline’ at hand. Participants position themselves and each other and what they say and do are relatively determinate according to the kind of incident taking place. Thus, in the case below, Mark is a hairdresser who positions Brian, his mentor, as a ‘Suit’, a person within the conversation occurring who can handle others deemed to be beyond the understanding of Mark. He simultaneously positions himself as someone who cannot handle such others. Conversations proceed according to positions adopted, adjusted or challenged in tandem with the making of a storyline through the process of ‘rhetorical redescription’. 
We sought access to such conversations but could not do this directly. Here we can distinguish between the conversations between Mark and Kent and then, Mark and Brian as first order positioning (following van Langenhove and Harré,1999) and those between Brian, Kent and ourselves as accountive; that is, they were first order conversations about the conversations Brian and Kent had with Mark. It is from within the latter conversations that we mostly obtained our data, although we were able to meet with Mark for our own conversation on one occasion, in which case, we had accountive conversations with Mark about Brian and Kent. These conversations provided the data be further subjected to our analysis and offered as an utterance to others, now reading this paper.
Kent and Mark
At the start of the project in 2005, Mark was an owner-manager of hairdressing business in a medium-sized town in the north of England. The son of a plumber, Mark had become a hairdresser straight from an ‘all-boys’ school 30 years ago. He established his own business 21 years ago and by 2005, this consisted of two salons and 28 staff. Mark ‘knew he was sitting on a goldmine but has never been able to exploit it’, recognising the constraints of the owner-manager where the need to work ‘in the business’ was preventing him from ‘working on the business. This was causing frustration. Mark continued to ‘cut hair four days a week from behind a chair’. However, what was interesting about Mark’s talk was the working of elements of a narrative identity and life-story (Winslade, 2005), a personal positioning to construct the sense of just what kind of hairdresser Mark was (van Langenhove and Harré, 1999). Coming from working-class origins, Mark presented himself as the ‘thick hairdresser’ but ‘passionate about the industry’ seeking to provide customers ‘with a journey, not just a haircut’. However, having come so far, Mark recognised he was ‘stuck and struggling’, even though he saw the potential and had the desire for growth.
Despite the constraints, Mark was not unaware of the possibility of external support. Through a connection to a network of advice (Gibb 1997), his bank manager, Mark was able to access Business Link. He made contact by telephone and Business Link responded by sending details of a ‘course’ – ‘it ain’t for me that!.  Crucially, this provides further evidence of the failure of external support agencies to engage appropriately with SME managers; it also reinforced Mark’s caution and scepticism of government funded training. His failure to respond positively to the ‘papers’ sent about a course is a failure by the external agency find co-ordination with Mark’s interests and concerns. This was positioning at a distance and in effect, it reduces the external agency and their position offered to ‘nonsense’ (Gergen 1995, p.37). This can be partly explained by the preference and need for such agencies for generalised offerings that offer the potential to engage with large numbers of SMEs, often in the context of targets set by government departments. Thus such agencies seem to avoid the particulars of SME worlds, makings offerings which are detached from such worlds. They avoid the need for the making of a conversational space and negotiation ‘within a context of argumentation’ (Shotter 1993, p.52). Generalised offerings of external agencies carry a strong potential for detachment from SME worlds and thus are likely to be ‘alien’ to those worlds. As suggested by Bakhtin (1993), ‘All attempts to force one’s way from inside the theoretical world and into actual Being-as-event are quite hopeless’ (p.12), suggesting that generalised offerings could feed assumptions within external agencies that impoverish understanding and reduce SME worlds to objects, a stance lacking ethics. According to Bakhtin (1990), what is needed is a flesh-and-blood, embodied 'presence' in the process of meaning-making which provides the ‘organic woveness’ in a shared world:

‘..only the other human being is experienced by me as connatural with the outside world and thus can be woven into that world and rendered concordant with it’. (Bakhtin 1990, p.40)
In 2005, Mark was eventually contacted by Kent, an intermediary working within a national Leadership and Management Project that began April 2005 which provided a grant of up to £1000 for SME managers to undertake training. Intermediaries engage with managers who then undertake a training needs analysis, resulting in a personal development plan (PDP) which identifies the development required. There are payments to consultants for completing the engagement process and reviewing the learning. Indeed it was possible to see this process in two stages. Firstly the attempt to call on managers in particular locations, to attract them into a more formal approach to learning and development - we called such people ‘door-knockers’
. Secondly, a successful engagement by the ‘door-knocker’ can then lead to new connection with someone else, considered to be appropriate to help the manager. 

Kent was particularly skilled at approaching and engaging with managers as a door-knocker. We know from previous research (Bosumafi et al 2006) that this requires persistent efforts, sometimes indirectly, to achieve a bodily ‘presence’ with managers and then considerable rhetorical skills of conversation, drawing on multiple layers of stories, jokes, chit-chat and anything else to hand, to ensure a  path to engagement which could be completed, resulting in an agreement for development. This proved to be the case with Mark, where contact by telephone was only made after five attempts and a meeting was arranged.

Mark may have rejected the offer of a course from Business Link but he was now on their database as an SME that might be interested in support but was ‘hard to reach’. While Kent had now reached him, the first meeting had to deal with the caution that had developed as consequence of previous encounters with external support. Kent quickly found that Mark was a ‘straight talker’ on such matters and it was during this first meeting that the utterance ‘Training; it’s a load of b*****ks’ was made. In making this utterance, Kent as an outsider was attuning himself (Rommetveit 1990) to Mark’s interests and concerns. However, it became clear that Mark was not antagonistic to training per se but that provided through external funding. Throughout his life as a hairdresser, Mark had recognised the value of skills both technically and in terms of customer relationships in the creation of ‘the journey’. Kent’s positioning is crucial; he has to seek to align himself with Mark, agreeing with ‘some of his comments’ about the external agency. He explicitly ‘disassociates’ himself and his own ‘private training company’ from the public external agency, rhetorically redescribing the available funding to switch the frame of understanding. Now Mark is ‘entitled to £1000 like anyone else’. He even pre-empts potential resistance (Watzlawick 1978) by offering to ‘deal with all the crap (paperwork and politics)’ that Mark had previously experienced. Of course, paradoxically Kent has to re-associate himself with Business Link to get his payment for the completion of Mark’s ‘paperwork’, a Personal Development Plan. The latter was completed after 4 further meetings, providing the conversational space in which Kent could try and understand Mark’s needs and the potential for learning, i.e. a move into the ZPD. 
Having ‘built a relationship’ with Mark, Brian is then identified as a mentor/coach to provide further assistance. This opens a degree of indeterminacy and Mark becomes ‘nervous’ but Kent provided the necessary support during this process and a ‘breakfast in a café’ was arranged. The plan agreed between Kent and Mark now becomes the basis for new positioning between Mark and Brian. Already there is shift; Mark is no longer positioning himself as ‘stuck and struggling’, he now has a plan for change and Brian can explain how his experience will assist and support. 

Mark and Brian

Following the ‘café’ meetings, Mark and Brian moved to implement the PDP. While Mark had indicated the need for more ‘foundation and structure’ for his business, initially he remained ‘sceptical’ of external support. Brian focused on achieving ‘quick-win tactical initiatives to improve the current business performance, countering the current reactive stance which often meant poor relationships with suppliers and late payment of bills. This would also establish ‘credibility and confidence’. He had quickly identified ‘major inefficiencies’ in current operations that were causing cash-flow problems; indeed, the business was a ‘mess’. However, Brian quickly recognised that there was significant potential for growth based on Mark’s passion and values. The problem-centred process allowed identification and tackling of key issues of concern (Gold and Devins 2004). 
A key change needed was establishing a supervisory infrastructure to allow Mark more time to focus on operational and financial performance. Weekly meetings were held, sometimes off-site to ensure that some degree of separation could be made for work ‘on the business’.  This also allowed the conversation to switch to how the vision could be achieved by improved business performance. In particular, Brian could align his offering with Mark’s concern for the customer ‘journey’, thus opening new possibilities for his storyline. Brian did this discursively by providing a new set of tools (Vygotsky 1978), the language of strategic thinking and business performance. This included such terms as: strategic differentiation, customer value drivers, client profiling, KPIs and business performance dynamics. However, tools alone were not sufficient; they had to be accompanied by action and specific changes that provided evidence to Mark that improvement was possible. Brian achieved this through a flesh-and-blood, embodied 'presence' (Bakhtin 1990), which prevented any ‘impoverishment’ by attending to Mark’s concerns and desires and the cultural context of their production.
One consequence, which came within three months of the relationship, was a the positioning of Brian by Mark as his ‘Suit’, someone who could ‘clear up the mess, providing him with the support and ‘foundation’ to work towards the vision which he now clearly articulated to expand the business, indeed to ‘build an empire’ based on 10 salons across Yorkshire. It was by paying attention to problems in current operations that Brian could gain the trust required to help Mark.  Brian’s ‘outsideness’ both physically and culturally, provided a ‘powerful factor in understanding’, allowing him to ‘surmount the closedness and one-sidedness’ of ‘particular meanings’ that existed in Mark’s world (Bakhtin (1986, p.7). The conversational space allowed Brian to ‘raise new questions’ which Mark’s organisation could ‘not raise itself’. At the same time, this process did not force Mark to accept unwanted dominance: ‘Brian doesn’t tell me what to do! I am full of ideas’.  However, for such ideas to flourish, allowing the ‘goldmine’ to be exploited, Mark needed the space that was now being created with Brian within which knowledge could be made available, initially relating to key business disciplines but soon to move towards stretching strategic considerations. In this way, Brian was helping Mark build absorptive capacity into his business (Thorpe et al 2005). 
The space created for strategic conversations, combined with the use of new tools for actions, quickly resulted in an improved understanding of customer value drivers, effective promotional campaigns and improved use of salon capacity. An infrastructure of supervisors, allowed Mark to spend more time not cutting hair. Brian provided coaching to support this but Mark was now able adjust his storyline and self positioning; he was learning to be a leader rather than the ‘thick hairdresser from Batley’. A vision for expansion was in place, with a short-term plan for one new salon and a further 7 by 2010. Crucial to this was the development of a defined ‘Mark Riley Experience’ and brand profile, with clear attention to quality standards. The value of training was clearly recognised:
1. Brian was appointed as business advisor, coach and mentor

2. Supervisors were coached to support 

3. A training academy established to support business expansion

These striking differences from Mark’s initial comments on training warrant further consideration. The following was obtained during our interview with Mark:
	
	‘We’ve always trained..always had a night school, always taught…but we were never getting ‘owt back for it. We were shovelling it all in..but then they were gone. There’s no structure or formality to it…and a lot of these bigger companies who are coming now, they’re just taking over. At the moment, hairdressing is in fruition, part of the well-being market..you know, the keep fit, the hairdressing, the health shops, things like that. It grows something like 10% each year…the concepts all changed..telling you, …340m visits to salons,  massive. We have always trained our own staff in the background, we have never believed in college, because college have not got those quality and standards. The problem is, the things that are taught, it is not about a haircut…it is not about that any more…..now, it’s the journey. When you walk in this door, it’s like, what happens to you in that hour to when you go out, it’s the customer service, it’s everything. People ask me about my quality and standards…and it’s never good enough, me family know that, staff know that. I can always make it better. When you are training people, you want them to be better…I just feel I can give the industry something back..and I care, that’s why. Our industry, it were coming in at 30% leaving each year..we used to have to send them somewhere else to get their NVQ level 2s..then were approached by Brighouse’




As a section of Mark’s talk, we can discern a number of features that connect to his interest, where both credibility of facts and the presentation of a case are constructed (Potter 1996). Within this short extract, we notice how Mark begins by positioning himself as a spokesperson of experience for his industry. Various linguistic devices are use to make this point to capture engagement (Labov, 1972). Thus he argues that training, while a basic commitment, fails to provide value or pay back. The contrast between ‘always’ and ‘never’ provides emphasis. In the face of competition from larger organisations, the industry needs to smarten up. One of the most interesting features here is the dialogue around ‘quality and standards’. The ‘college’, the ‘somewhere else to get their NVQ Level 2s’, do not have them. Another ‘always’ and ‘never’ contrast is employed to emphasise the point. He continues to position himself as the voice of ‘Our industry’, suffering the consequences of the ‘problem’ and the loss of ‘30% leaving each year’. In this respect, Mark’s talk reflects current debates on skills, standards and the forces that require attention. Thus, the recent Leitch report (2006) highlights the relative weakness, despite improvements, of the UK skill base in contrast with comparator nations and need to focus on ‘economically valuable skills’. However, there have been persistent doubts that the NVQ framework has the support of employers (Raggatt and Williams 1999) and that they are designed for the support of skill development (Grugulis 2003). There is also the issue of just   the term ‘economically valuable skills’ means to employers when we consider how the operation of the so-called “low skills equilibrium” (Wilson and Hogarth, 2003). It may be entirely rational remain low skilled on the basis of the structure of markets, financial models and pressures, cost controls and standardization. Neo-fordist principles of work design may mean that higher level skills may not be necessary (Lloyd and Payne 2004). However, for Mark, the implication of changing ‘concepts’ is to problematise the very basics of the ‘haircut’  and ‘the things that are taught’ such as NVQ Level 2,. We can see here the articulation of ‘economically valuable skills’ as a very personal interpretation:
· the journey
· what happens to you in that hour to when you go out
· the customer service
· it’s everything
Mark attempts to provide a view of hairdressing service which will take his business forward and current conceptions of skills, as expressed in NVQs are really not considered sufficient. For Mark, quality and standards, far from being expressed as pre-determined outcomes, becoming instead an indefinable, emphasised by another ‘never’, ‘always’ contrast. The customer’s journey is also Mark’s journey of continuous improvement to his service. This highlights something that received scant attention in Leitch (2006), i.e. it is the definition of the service or product which determines the requirements for skill (Bloom et al 2003). Through this value-adding process, Mark is seeking to define his services to a higher specification than that implied by ‘what is taught’. Mark’s positioning within his storyline of business development contains personal and moral attributions which connect him to and draw upon wider social forces (van Langenhove and Harré 1999).  
Mark’s reference to Brighouse considers how the the college
 can also become aligned with the storyline by supporting Mark in establishing an hairdressing academy. While this did require considerable negotiation with Brian with the collect and the Learning and Skills Council, there was considerable interest from the college to ‘try something different’. So, rather than go ‘somewhere else’, Mark’s business now includes a training academy for 20 trainees, forecast to expand to 50 as the journey towards the vision unfolds. As a result, Mark can select trainees against his criteria which reflect his aspirations for growth. Business development drives training.
Conclusions
While we have focussed in this paper on the story of one SME, Mark, we would like to suggest that the implications stretch far beyond West Yorkshire. Firstly, as ‘hard-to-reach’ SME who nevertheless had long frustrated aspirations for growth and development, it required the embodied  and persistent efforts and presence to secure engagement into a process of management and leadership development. Like many SME manager, Mark did not lack awareness of support, but his experience of distant offerings failed to attract him. And yet, for nearly 20 years, Mark had suspected that his business was also a ‘goldmine, waiting for exploitation. Furthermore, it was not in the classic high growth sector that this opportunity was possible but based on the vision and aspiration of the manager. Mark was a ‘three-legged gazelle’, requiring support for take-off.
Secondly, once support had been agreed, coaching and mentoring could be provided to work in tune with the capabilities, interests and desires, stretching into Mark’s ZPD. Once again, this future could only be constructed dialogically, but by doing so, also created the space for conversations to become more strategic. By the end of our own conversations with Mark, he had reduced his haircutting to three days and had extended strategic conversations to four managers.
There is also the issue of public funding for the support received. At the start of the process of engagement, Mark could access £1000 to provide for his own development as a manager and leader. Within three months, he was prepared to continue to pay for this development from his own funds. Crucially, he could measure the value he was obtaining from his work with Brian. Indeed, from an initial position of little understanding of any kind of measurement of business performance, through his work with Brian, he had been introduced to and used a range of different measures including the impact of training on the business. This was part of a more general stretch in strategic understanding that was now possible. In future, public funding for SME development needs to carefully consider how values and measurement are included in the development process. 
Finally, and crucially, business development was the rationale for Mark’s management and leadership development and the subsequent the training initiatives for his staff. Like many employers, he was not impressed with formal qualifications. Instead, it was his self-positioning as a passionate believer in his industry, who wanted ‘to give something back’ and the construction of a future story for his business that provided the backdrop against which skills development could be referenced. This is in contrast to Government policy that suggests skills development from the outside to support business development on the inside. The adventurous targets of Leitch (2006) for 2010 require more serious attention to the desires and aspirations of SME managers, which can only be accessed from the inside.
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