ICT SME FOCUS GROUPS REPORT - SPAIN

Introduction
This report describes the focus groups held in Spain as part of the ICT-SME project (Leonardo) which explored the reasons for the lack of take-up of e-learning in European SMEs. The research done in the first phases of the project (literature review, cases studies and surveys) provided a series of insights related with the use of ICT for learning in Spanish SMEs:

Learning culture

· The learning culture in SMEs continues to be one of the most important factors in the adoption of ICT for learning, however there is considerable variation from sector to sector and company to company.

· Formal learning and training: there is a limited range of training available and access to it tends to be limited to directors and technical staff

· Informal and individual training: although it constitutes the principal type of learning among employees, it is rarely recognised by managers.

Infrastructure

· Technical infrastructure: the infrastructure relating to ICT and student support is frequently deficient.
·  Networks and innovation: the use of networks varies considerably, and the use of networks to support ICT use varies form country to country and between sectors, although their potential is generally recognised.

Use of ICT

· People and training needs: the learning styles and needs of employees are rarely taken into account in the use of ICT for learning.

· E-learning: in many cases ICT are not used at all in SMEs and the so-called e-learning is rejected as not appropriate, there are a variety of myths relating to the nature and potential of ICT in this context.

· Pedagogical processes: there is a need for appropriate pedagogical use of “e-learning” in SMEs.
The objective of the focus groups was to examine and contrast some of these insights in order to incorporate the conclusions to the analytical studies that are being developed as part of the project.  .

.

Methodology


The studies that were produced in the project in the first stages were the basis for the focus groups and using these a series of questions was developed table used to structure the focus group.  The participants were all experts from different fields related with the subject of the project, from public institutions, organisations related with training for SMEs and also from the world of e-learning.

The sessions began with a brief presentation of the project so far.  Then a brief introduction outlining the major insights of the literature review, the case studies and the survey was presented. The session was then structured by a series of questions made by the moderator to the participants and in each round of answers each participant was able to contribute to discussion and comment on the reflections of the other participants.

These questions began with the definition of terms, and especially the term e-learning and what the participants understood by the term.

The other questions asked the participants to reflect on the relationship between the learning and SMEs and then the following questions explored the principal results of the project so far and focused especially on possible solutions to some of the problems that had been encountered.


The people invited to the to focus groups were as follows:
Focus group 1

	Carlos Laguna
	ONCE Foundation

	Elías Amor
	General Director for Training and Professional Qualifications, Valencian Government Training and Education Agency



	Francisco Rodenas
	General manager Comatel/ Horta Sud SME Federation



	Maribel Soler
	Directorate General for Commerce, Valencian Government



	Pepe Esteban
	Local Development Agent, Pobla de Vallbona



	Beatriz Romero
	E-learning manager, Santillana



	Antonio Manglano 
	Manager, FORINTEC consultants



	Benet Delcan
	Director Company Training, Florida


Focus group 2
	Adam Mendelson


	E-learning manager  IESE

	Carmen Viorreta


	Training manager,  Confederation of Spanish Social Economy Companies (CEPES)

	Francisco Sánchez Osorio


	Research department, National Tripartite Foundation (training funding)

	Iñigo Babot


	Profesor Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona - Writer for Infonomía online magazine

	Jordi Adell


	Director of the Centre for Education and New Technologies, Jaume 1University of Castellón  

	Francisca Carvajal 


	Manager,  Price Waterhouse Coopers 

	Rafael Pérez


	General Secretary,  Valencian Community Timber Federation (FEVAMA)

	Roberto Bruixola
	Manager, Training and Companies Foundation

 

	Empar Martínez
	General Manager, Florida


Results 

1. The definition of E-learning

The opinions expressed by the participants ranged from definitions that understood e-learning as developing out of distance learning to other opinions that stressed the development of the concept towards the term blended learning.  This was given extra emphasis by the participants who focused on the change from a vision of e-learning as a question of materials and documents and other resources that are sent to the student using Internet to a vision of e-learning involving interaction.  It was stressed that although the industry focuses on materials, procedures and products, the focus should be on people.  

In the first group the question of demand derived into a discussion into a discussion of those responsible for training.  The company or the individual? Opinions differed, and the representatives of SMEs in the group emphasised that the cost to SMEs of training in both resources and time makes a company that does training less competitive.  They emphasise the need for state aid.  Other participants pointed out that if companies want to be more competitive they need to use new technologies and that this should be part of the company's objectives.  However the SME participants felt that this should be done on employees’ time.  It was also pointed out that this debate is not really a debate about e-learning and more a debate about training as a whole.  The debate then focussed on the question of motivation and the need for, as well as the technological infrastructure, for appropriate training to be offered.  Motivation was seen as low because most training is very similar, standardised and not very personalised. It was pointed out that when e-learning is done properly and the workers are motivated it can be very successful.

The focus in the second group focused on the importance of informal learning, for example using Google, as part of e-learning as well.  However equal emphasis was given to the complete lack of knowledge in SMEs of the subject, while it is clear that the use of ICT for learning can be successful even in target groups where there is a profound lack of knowledge of the medium (use in indigenous groups in Mexico was mentioned)

It was also emphasised, as in the other group that unless clear benefits are shown in SMEs will not adopt this kind of learning and that has yet this is not being done the participants identified this as a pedagogical problem and that there is a need for appropriate pedagogy in this context.  Furthermore it was pointed out that this is really not a problem of e-learning, since e-learning is just one more of a range of options, but at the bottom of this in this context motivation and success are clearly related to the presence of a tutor, and that the choice of approach whether it be collaborative learning online self learning online or face-to-face training is the question of the particular context and the kind of learning it is envisaged.  In relation to collaboration it was pointed out that the competitive atmosphere in many SMEs is not conducive to collaboration or community-based approaches that this would be considerable challenge, however the distributed nature of the Internet was also pointed out to indicate that SMEs, which are usually in direct local competition might be able to collaborate to share knowledge across distances.

2. SME learning culture

The principal question asked focused on the difference between formal and informal learning processes and to what extent the latter were recognised.  The participants recognised that informal learning is of considerable importance in this context.  It was noted that in many contexts employees may be doing training outside their working hours, which has nothing to do with the needs of the company, rather than focusing on improving competencies they needed for their daily work.  These people were seen as focusing on the university environment because it gives prestige, and informal learning does not have this recognition.  And until the qualifications obtained in the company learning context are recognised, whether they be formal or informal, the situation will not change.  The SMEs participants pointed out that this is a question that depends on both the company and the worker not just the company.  Other participants noted that it is not always necessary to give training directly sometimes indirect incentives can be effective in helping employees train however this was seen as difficult in some cases because the only real incentive available and SME is an economic incentive since promotion is not often feasible.

In the first group it was further observed that there is a crisis in traditional sectors at present and that companies need to reinvent themselves and this involves re-qualifying their workers.  There is a need for more qualified workers and those in need to train people in competencies and to make this effort within company is using informal processes and furthermore ensure that these are recognised. However it was pointed out that when did you talk to companies in these terms they often do not understand the idea.

The last consideration in this section was that motivation continues to be a problem not just in the learning culture in SMEs but in general in society.  There is a problem with the educational system.  The key to the solution of this problem in a lifelong learning context is in companies, a company needs to be capable of making training part of its strategy and of motivating its workers to improve professionally, in other words of viewing training as an investment.  However it was observed that this is not just a problem of costs but also of time, and that it is often simpler to take on younger people who already have the necessary training.

The participants in group 1 went to identify other barriers to learning in SMEs.  These included the short-term orientation of most SMEs, and the bureaucracy and paperwork that is often involved in public financed training. In relation to public financed training it was also observed that the public institutions very often do not know what competencies that workers within a particular company should be.

The second group focused especially on motivation as a key element in the learning culture.  Mention was made of the question of the need for accreditation; other issues mentioned the possibility that there may be cultural elements involved with a resistance to online learning because it is seen as too cold.  Particular emphasis was given to the idea that time is a key issue in SMEs and perhaps functions as the principal obstacle to any kind of training, and that the theoretical flexibility of online learning does not solve this issue, it simply displaces it.

3. Use of new technologies in SMEs

The general opinion was that the new technologies are not being used to their full potential and SMEs and principally the focuses on accounting.  Furthermore in general new technologies are seen as a cost rather than as an investment and they are not trusted.  This means that some companies do not provide access to the Internet or use the Internet because they are not sure whether it is safe for them to do so.

Age was another factor that was identified as problematic.  Currently most managers do not use new technologies and it is the generation leaving university in the 90s that do have this training. The SME workers pointed out that in general there is a considerable problem for SMEs in this context since although it is clear that there is a relationship between productivity and new technology it is difficult for SMEs to make most of it and they need support from business associations the administration and so on.  Right now the tendency is to employ a consultant.

4. Use of new technologies for learning in SMEs 

In this section emphasis was given to the distinction between transferable training, in other words the training that forms part of the CV and can be used in any company and then specific training which is the training that the company needs for its particular activity and this is not usually transferable to other contexts although it does form an important part of the competitive advantage of the company.  In the context of transferable training companies should cooperate to provide it to workers, however specific training is like made-to-measure training, which, taking into account the costs of production, may not be of interest for learning providers. At this point it was emphasised that awareness campaigns and financial aid and needed for this context and the role of local development agencies and the public administration were emphasised.

The conversation went on to focus on what kind of e-learning would be most acceptable in this context.  The participants pointed out that in this context he learning is very much in its infancy and that traditionalism in the organizational structure, a lack of support and experience, a lack of vision regarding e-learning, a lack of human resources and of acceptance by users the presence of a very traditional industrial processes and organisational situations and the time required for training are rolled substantial obstacles. It was felt that the ideal model would probably be a mixed models in this context.

The second group focussed heavily on the ways in which learning and especially e-learning could be promoted in different ways.  The conversation returns to the issue of time and the fact that SMEs live very much in the moment and that therefore there is a need for greater support from associations and greater flexibility.  The participants identified the need to change the way training is financed and pointed out that this is starting to take place although there are considerable obstacles to greater flexibility.  The observation was made that the training culture is no longer has not yet developed despite efforts to do so and that to a certain extent the existence of financed training is an obstacle to SMEs promoting training for themselves. The competitive nature of most markets now means that staffing is at a minimum which gives even less time for training actions.  Anything that is not an absolute priority that brings quick results is usually postponed.

However the participants also noticed that a lot of learning is taking place in companies in informal ways that are not recognised in by any of the actors involved. Emphasis was given to the way that associations and other intermediate organisations can articulate change but that currently in this model is not working particularly well these associations should function as multipliers and is not happening and in the case of e-learning even less, and that there is even in some cases negative growth in e-learning in SME context, in that those who have done e-learning have not repeated which implies that the models

used were not appropriate.  

Conclusions

The principal conclusions of the two focus groups can be summarised as follows:

With respect to the nature of e-learning it was clear that the participants see e-learning as much more than just self-study based on content transmission, and that there is a need to recognise this in order to further promote the use of ICT for learning.  Up to now faulty models have been used but there is considerable potential.  What is needed is a focus on the people involved and an understanding that he learning is just part of the range of learning options.  Motivation was seen as key issue and the appropriate sea of both content and models was emphasised.  It was felt that given the considerable time and cost obstacles faced by SMEs apart from other issues, it is necessary to show the real benefits, and that this is not yet been done. Informal learning was seen as the key process that is largely unrecognised.

Much of the debate focused on the fact that there is no learning culture in SMEs, the learning that takes place both formal and informal is not recognised officially or unofficially and there is a considerable lack of knowledge of the possibilities of ICT based learning and of the aid that is available in public organisations. Learning and training are still considered to be a cost rather than an investment and this attitude, coupled with the general short-termism and lack of strategic vision in SMEs was identified as one of the key obstacles.

Other obstacles included limited use of new technology in SMEs, the role of age (older SME workers and managers do not use technology), traditionalist attitudes and the lack of human resources to identify learning needs and organise training.  But perhaps the key vision shared by these two groups was that SMEs are forced by their competitive context to live very much from day-to-day with reduced staff and this means that frequently they simply do not have the opportunity to engage in training. When they do the types of e-learning available both in terms of pedagogical models and the content, are not seen as appropriate for their needs. In this context both groups agreed that the need for support from associations and public administrations remains absolutely vital, and that although much is being done already it is possible to do more.

