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Executive summary
Introduction

In July 2004, BLU commissioned Customer First UK to undertake initial desk research to look at the key development needs of providers following assessment against the Customer First Statements in order to help determine future priorities for capacity building in the network.

BLU commissioned a further research project in March 2005 to extend the analysis to an additional group of 130 providers assessed against the Customer First Framework. The aim was twofold:

· To create a means of comparing findings and progress against the initial data research

· To produce an aggregated analysis of both provider groups analysed as part of the research, over a longer timescale.

This report provides an aggregated summary of the data produced from both research evaluations.

Conclusions

Only a small proportion (17.1%) of existing business support providers are able to fully satisfy Customer First Statement requirements at a first assessment. When analysing subsets of the data there are a number of differences:

· There appear to be differences highlighted through detailed analysis between the different types of business support providers. Providers from consultancy and Enterprise Agencies performed best with higher levels of compliance score.

· Medium-sized providers (employing 30-100) are more likely to achieve a compliant outcome at the first assessment than providers with smaller/larger numbers of employees.

· Providers with a higher proportion of business support activity as part of their overall activities were more likely to achieve a compliant score.

· Business Support providers that have achieved an alternative quality assurance accreditation are slightly more likely to achieve a compliant score than providers without a quality standard.

· Providers with either SFEDI or ISO quality accreditations are more likely to achieve a compliant outcome.

Common areas of development
Customer Relationships

· “We always ascertain customers’ existing relationship with other parts of the business support network before providing services to avoid duplication.” 

· “All employees follow clear guidelines to ensure we select the most appropriate third party supplier to either contract with or refer to, in the best interests of the customer.”

· “We always follow up with our customers after we deliver services to them.”

· “Where appropriate we always follow up our customers after we refer them to other providers of business support.” 

Market Awareness

· “We set overall objectives for our service delivery, which we regularly monitor, and review to ascertain how our performance affects our customers.”

People

· “We evaluate employee training and development to ensure that they have a positive impact on client delivery.”

Methodology

· 258 providers of business support have been assessed against the Customer First Framework in the London, Yorkshire and Humber and Other (LSC National Pilots) regions. This research is based on a review of assessment reports produced following a first full assessment against the 32 statements of the Customer First framework.

· Provider assessment reports and outcomes analysed cover an extensive period that includes providers who were assessed during the initial rollout of the framework (2002/03) to current date (February 2005).

The sample

135 providers from Yorkshire and Humber, 109 providers from London and 14 from Other areas made up the sample and consisted of the following sectors:

	Sector


	No. of providers
	% of providers

	Training providers
	47
	18.2

	Further education
	42
	16.3

	Other
	35
	13.6

	Sector-specific support
	33
	12.8

	Community/voluntary/social enterprise
	26
	10.1

	Chambers of Commerce
	19
	7.4

	Technical/innovation and design/ICT
	14
	5.4

	Enterprise Agencies
	11
	4.3

	Local authorities
	11
	4.3

	Business Link Operators
	6
	2.3

	Higher education
	6
	2.3

	Consultancy
	5
	1.9

	Environmental
	3
	1.2

	Total 
	258
	100%


The framework

The Customer First Framework examines how employers/SMEs/business customers experience business support delivery. The Framework comprises 32 discrete standards, under three key headings:

Customer Relationships – which examines the methods that a provider uses to build relationships with customers, identify customer needs, satisfy customer requirements, make referrals and manage customer relationship.

Market Awareness – which examines the provider’s understanding of the market, how they identify potential customers, and how they develop services.

People – which looks at how a provider ensures that their staff and sub-contractors are able to diagnose customer needs, able to broker relationships with others and have the training and development appropriate to their role.

National findings

Overall Performance 

17.1% of providers were compliant with the Framework, i.e. satisfied each of the Statements, on the first assessment.

79.8% of providers were partially compliant, i.e. satisfied some, but not all of the Statements on the first assessment.

3.1% of providers were non-compliant with the Framework, i.e. did not satisfy any or a large proportion of the Statements, on the first assessment 

Overall Performance by Section

In the Customer Relationships section, 20.2% of providers were compliant, 75.6% partially compliant and 4.2% non-compliant. 

In the Market Awareness section, 43.8% of providers were compliant, 55% partially compliant and 1.2% non-compliant.

In the People section, 33.7% of providers were compliant, 62.8% partially compliant and 3.5% non-compliant.

Overall Performance by Statement

Areas where providers perform well

There are a number of Statements where the majority of providers tend to perform well.

These include:

Customer Relationships
· “We build successful long-term relationships with our customers.”

· “We build successful long-term relationships with the business support network.”

Market Awareness

· “Our employees, and all those working on our behalf, understand the purpose and aims of our organisation.”

· “We have processes in place to keep our employees up to date with the changes in service in the business support network.”

· “We develop our business support services in partnership, through joint working with the business support network.”

· “We have overall business objectives that we measure regularly and review.”

· “Potential customers are carefully selected and targeted in any marketing activity.”

· “We support continuous improvement – we are able to demonstrate that we learn from our experience and make improvements to our services as a result.”

· “The introduction of every new or changed service is based on a clear rationale.”

People

· “We ensure we recruit the best people for the job by using appropriate recruitment methods in line with Equality of Opportunity principles.”

· “All our employees understand their role within our organisation and are clear about what we expect from them.”

· “Our employees deliver an impartial and objective service, acting in the best interests of the customer at all times.”

Areas where providers perform less well

Statements that the majority of providers who do not satisfy the framework requirements and do not fully meet the statement requirements, include the following:

Customer Relationships

· “We always ascertain customers’ existing relationship with other parts of the business support network before providing services, to avoid duplication.”

· “All employees follow clear guidelines to ensure we select the most appropriate third party supplier to either contract with or refer to, in the best interests of the customer.”

· “We always follow up with our customers after we deliver services to them.”

· “Where appropriate we always follow up our customers after we refer them to other providers of business support.”

Market Awareness

· “We set overall objectives for our service delivery, which we regularly monitor, and review to ascertain how our performance affects our customers.”

· “We have processes in place to identify our customer groups and their needs which are reviewed regularly.”

People

· “We evaluate employee training and development to ensure that they have a positive impact on client delivery.”

· “We use customer feedback to evaluate our employees’ performance.”

Findings by characteristics

Sector

Detailed analysis highlights differences between the different types of business support providers.

Providers from consultancy, Enterprise Agencies and Business Link Operators achieved higher levels of performance and compliant scoring against the Framework requirements (although please note that the sample sizes are relatively small).

Providers in the technical/innovation and design/ICT, higher education and environmental sectors performed less well, as none of these providers achieved an overall compliant score, following a first full assessment.

	Business support sector


	Compliant performance
	No. of providers in sector

	Consultancy
	60%
	5

	Enterprise Agencies
	36.4%
	11

	Business Link Operators
	33.3%
	6

	Training providers
	27.7%
	47

	Sector-specific support
	27.3%
	33

	Local authorities
	18.2%
	11

	Chambers of Commerce
	15.8%
	19

	Other
	11.4%
	35

	Further education
	7.1%
	42

	Community/voluntary/social enterprise
	3.8%
	26

	Technical/innovation and design/ICT
	0%
	14

	Higher education
	0%
	6

	Environmental
	0%
	3


Providers from certain sectors/provider groups tend to perform well and less well on certain sections, for instance:

· In the Customer Relationship section, consultancy (80% compliance), Local Authorities and Enterprise Agencies (36.4% compliance) perform well compared with providers from higher education, environmental and technical/innovation and design/ICT groups, who perform less well and failed to achieve a compliant score in this section.

· In the Market Awareness section, consultancy (80%) Enterprise Agencies (72.7%) and Business Link Operators (50.0%) providers achieved better performance than providers from technical/innovation and design/ICT groups (14.3%). 

· In the People section, consultancy (60.0%) and Enterprise Agencies (54.5%) providers perform well compared with providers from higher education and environmental providers, who perform less well and failed to achieve a compliant score in this section.

Size 

The analysis considered whether size, in terms of the number of staff employed by provider organisations, affected performance against the Customer First Framework requirements.

30% of providers with 31-100 employees are compliant at the first assessment, achieving the higher levels of compliance/performance of groupings within the data size.

Larger organisations perform least well (8.9% of providers compliant following a first full assessment) closely followed by smaller providers (17.9% of providers compliant following a first full assessment).

	Number of employees
	Compliant performance

	1-30
	17.9%

	31-100
	30%

	101+
	8.9%


Larger organisations performed better in the Market Awareness section than in the Customer Relationships and People sections. Smaller organisations perform less well in the Customer Relationships section.

The significance of business support to the provider’s overall portfolio of services

Some providers within the business support network deliver business support as a relatively minor part of their overall activities.

Providers where 76-100% of their activity is purely business support achieve better performance against the Framework requirements, as 23.3% are fully compliant. 
Providers where business support makes up only 25% or less of their overall delivery activities are less likely to be fully compliant against the Framework at the first assessment, as only 13.2% of providers achieved compliance.

	% of business support activity
	Compliant performance

	0-25
	13.2%

	26-50
	16.2%

	51-75 
	21.1%

	76-100 
	23.3%


Providers where business support makes up 25% or less of their overall delivery activities perform less well in the Customer Relationships section than the Market Awareness and People sections. 

Duration of trading

How long a provider has been trading also affects their performance against the framework 

Only 3.3% of providers who have been trading for 12 months or less are fully compliant. The best-performing groups are those that have been trading for seven years or more, where 56.7% of those assessed were fully compliant at the first assessment.

Interestingly, there would seem to be a correlation between the longer the length of trading and improved performance against the Framework requirements.

Quality Accreditation

46.5% of the provider sample has not achieved accreditation against any other quality assurance standard or framework.

Providers that have pursued and achieved an alternative quality assurance approach use frameworks that include Matrix, IiP, ISO, SFEDI, EFQM and their own internal quality systems and processes. 

SFEDI is not an organisational quality accreditation and is a competency framework that is applied to individual advisory and information staff employed to deliver business support. The framework measures the skills of staff against a number of criteria including business knowledge and understanding. 

Of the 53.5% that have achieved an alternative quality standard, the following accreditations are used:

	Quality standard
	Percentage of sample with standard

	IiP
	49.5%

	Other (includes ALI and Ofsted)
	26.8%

	ISO
	10.5%

	SFEDI
	5.9%

	Matrix
	3.6%

	Chartermark
	3.2%

	EFQM
	0.5%

	Total
	100%


The analysis considered whether achievement of a compliant Customer First outcome is directly linked to having one or more other quality assurance standards.

The following table demonstrates that there may be a link, where providers are accredited with an alternative quality assurance standard and have achieved a Customer First compliant outcome (23.2%), compared to those providers with no other quality assurance accreditation (10%).

This might imply that perhaps quality assurance accreditation helps in introducing more formalised approaches through documented systems and processes that then may be applied to, and provide evidence in meeting, Customer First requirements.

	
	Compliant
	Partially compliant
	Non-compliant

	Quality standard
	23.2%
	75.5%
	1.3%

	No quality standard
	10% 
	85%
	5%


This finding suggests that providers without any formal quality accreditation tend to perform less well against the Customer First Framework requirements. 

Providers with SFEDI and ISO appear to achieve better performance against the Customer First Framework (noting that SFEDI is a competency framework for individual staff rather than an organisational approach). This contrasts with providers who have achieved Chartermark and EFQM accreditations, where providers failed to achieve overall compliant outcomes.

	Quality standard
	Compliant performance

	SFEDI
	53.8%

	ISO
	43.5%

	Other
	28.8%

	IiP
	21.1%

	Matrix
	12.5%

	Chartermark
	0%

	EFQM
	0%


A proportion of providers may have achieved a number of or combinations of quality assurance frameworks.
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