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1. Introduction

1.1 In November 2001 The Mackinnon Partnership was commissioned by the South West Skills and Learning Intelligence Module (SLIM) to undertake a long term evaluation of its activities.  The objectives of the evaluation are to:

· review the extent to which the activities and outcomes set out in the SLIM project plan have led to increased awareness of and use of evidence in the development of policies, programmes and projects within the region;

· make recommendations on how the balance of activities undertaken by SLIM during any continuation of the project might be adjusted or improved in order to maximise SLIM’s impact on policy and practice within the region.

1.2 The evaluation has been undertaken in two phases:

· an initial phase, completed in March 2002, which involved interviews with a small number of key people in the region and sought to identify the initial expectations of SLIM and review the monitoring systems in place; 

· a final evaluation involving 20 interviews with key strategic partners and users of SLIM’s services to gain feedback on activities to date and the future of the service.

1.3 This reports summarises the key findings from our final evaluation, which we have supplemented with SLIM’s monitoring information where appropriate.

2. Key findings

Introduction

2.1 In this section we review the main findings of our evaluation from three perspectives:

· the awareness and credibility of SLIM;

· feedback on individual services provided by SLIM;

· views on the future of SLIM.

Awareness and credibility of SLIM

2.2 It is important to recognise at the outset that SLIM has been established a relatively short time.  The concept was first identified in the South West Regional Development Agency’s (SWRDA) Skills and Learning Framework for Action in 2000 and SLIM in its current form was only established in April 2001.

2.3 During this short period SLIM has had to:

· develop and establish its products and services such as the helpline, website and quarterly reports;

· raise awareness of these products and services within the different parts of the skills and learning community and beyond;

· establish credibility in the skills and learning community for the information and intelligence it provides.

2.4 SLIM’s monitoring reports and feedback from our research suggest that in the 18 months since its launch SLIM has made significant progress on each of these activities.  A range of products and services were established early on in the project based on the consultation process and contractual negotiations with the SWRDA.  These include a helpline, website, learning themes, quarterly bulletins and customised research.

2.5 Once established SLIM’s main challenge has been to raise awareness and credibility of SLIM and its products and services amongst a wide range of audiences within the skills and learning community and beyond.  Our research suggests that SLIM has made significant in-roads into raising awareness, particularly amongst regional strategic partners, such as the RDA, Government Office for the South West and the Regional Assembly, and the regional research community such as LSC research departments.  

2.6 Significantly, SLIM has achieved acceptance and won credibility amongst this group as a centre for regional skills and learning intelligence.  SLIM started off as the “new kid on the block” in terms of skills and learning research in the region, but despite initial caution in some cases none of the people we spoke to have any reservations over the quality of the information and intelligence being provided by SLIM.  In addition SLIM’s work received prominence in the South West Regional Assembly’s Skills and Learning Select Committee report. This is a measure of quality of outputs produced by SLIM such as the Learning Themes and other publications.  This acceptance is also demonstrated by the fact that SLIM has been asked to perform the secretariat function for the South West Employment and Skills Research Forum which will support the South West Regional Employment Forum.   

2.7 This awareness and credibility amongst what is in effect SLIM’s peers is essential for SLIM’s success as these people are important ambassadors who can signpost others to SLIM’s services.  They do however represent a relatively small part of the skills and learning community and many have their own skills and learning expertise.  The main benefits SLIM provides to these organisations:

· improved co-ordination of research;

· consolidation of research that has already been undertaken to inform policy;

· a mechanism for avoiding future duplication of research.

2.8 SLIM now has a solid base from which to build awareness amongst the rest of the skills and learning community which not only includes other organisations such as Learning Partnerships, but different roles within organisations such as project managers, policy makers, bid writers and marketing staff.  We identified examples where this is starting to happen:

· the Regional Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit signpost people to SLIM;

· a project manager within a local LSC used the helpline;

· a marketing director within an FE College found SLIM useful.  He particularly liked the fact it was not attached to any government department, and as a result the information was presented neutrally.

Views on services used

2.9 Most of SLIM’s activities have been underway for eighteen months, and whilst it is still early stages this evaluation sought to identify the views of users of the services.   We discuss each service or product in turn.

Website

2.10 SLIM’s main service is a website which provides a comprehensive range of skills and learning information including labour market information and research.  It also includes sections on sources of funding, events and training courses, other LMI networks and forthcoming research.  The website also provides relevant news, access to SLIM publications and website links to partners and other sources of information.

2.11 Analysis of visitors to the website shows that by June 2002 the website had had over 26,000 visits of which over 3,300 were repeat visitors.  Feedback from our interviews suggest that most people thought that the website was a good idea and useful, although few had used it.  Those that did access it tended to use it as a way to keep up to date with issues and information.  Three of the people we spoke to actively promoted it to others as a key source of information.  One interviewee said that he recommends other websites such as DfES and NOMIS, but that SLIM is always top of his list.

2.12 There were three reasons cited for not using the website.   These were:

· no real need for any information to date;

· a lack of time to examine what is there;

· a lack of interest in using the internet.

Helpline

2.13 SLIM established a telephone helpline in October 2001.  The aim is to provide a professional and personal enquiry service that supplements the information held on the SLIM website.  Between January and September 2002 the helpline had received 154 enquiries, with over half of these being received between July and October 2002.  The final total is likely to be significantly less than SLIM’s initial target of 750 enquiries.  As the most recent quarter suggests it is likely that helpline activity will increase as awareness of its existence and as importantly its usefulness gets raised.

2.14 An analysis of the 32 helpline requests received between January and March 2002 shows that the majority of requests were for data (19) and that most (23) took less than an hour to resolve, although one took five hours.  The most significant users of the helpline were the RDA (12 requests) and the FE sector (6 requests).  There is not yet any analysis of the most recent quarter but we believe it is likely that this profile will have changed given the large increase in requests.

2.15 Six of the people we interviewed had used the helpdesk.  The majority of users found the service helpful and responsive.  One person we spoke to received no response having left a message on more than one occasion.  Whilst it seems this may be an exception SLIM should review its enquiry handling procedures to ensure that requests are not missed.  Typically the service was used by two groups:

· researchers who were fairly knowledgeable about skills and learning information and used it as a method of confirming there was no information they were not aware of;

· others from a range of backgrounds who were seeking answers to specific questions and were either not aware of the information available or did not have time to access the information.

2.16 The latter group is likely to be the primary users of the helpline in the future.  If SLIM continues to expand awareness of the service directly and through intermediaries and market the benefit of the service we believe enquiries should be at least maintained at the level of the most recent quarter with significant increases during organisations’ planning and bidding periods.  We are able to provide a comparison with an established regional labour market unit elsewhere in the UK.  Its brief is slightly narrower than SLIM, but in 1999 it received around 300 information request a year, although the unit believes this has reduced by about one third since it has placed most of its information on a website.

Learning Themes

2.17 SLIM is currently running its third Learning Theme on learning and health.  The previous two covered adult basic skills and craft and skilled trades.  Learning Themes consist of the circulation of two research briefs, a time limited and moderated, on-line discussion group and a workshop culminating in a final report.  

2.18 The on-line discussions have engaged a relatively large number of people in the region from a diverse range of backgrounds.  The craft and skilled trades learning theme initially had 210 subscribers when the discussion ended.  This represents a fall of just 20 on the numbers who subscribed at the beginning of the discussion.

2.19 SLIM has received its own feedback from a survey distributed to participants in the craft and learning theme.  This found that:

· nearly half the respondents (47%) found the discussion useful;

· 40% of respondents contributed to the discussion.  The main reasons for not contributing to the discussion were that people did not feel they had the time or the expertise to contribute;

· 90% of respondents felt they would participate in future discussions if it was relevant to their work;

· the volume and the lack of perceived relevance of some of the contributions put some people off participating.

2.20 SLIM also received feedback from the craft and skilled trades workshop which shows that over half of those attending had not participated in the on-line discussion, but that three quarters had received the research briefs.  This suggests that the different methods of engagement (online discussion and workshop) are engaging different audiences, which could be seen as a benefit in terms of broadening the reach of the research.

2.21 Our interviews support some of these findings.  A number of people expressed scepticism about the on-line discussion groups initially, but found them useful when they took part.  One person said they became hooked, although a number of others found they had difficulty finding the time to read all the contributions and to identify the most useful ones.  The digests were thought to be helpful in this respect, particularly for those people who wanted to follow the discussion but not contribute.  Only one of the people we spoke to was able to attend any of the workshops although a number would have liked to.  Again time was a major issue. 

2.22 The Learning Themes have been considered a success by a number of participants and the SWRDA is considering additional funding for a fourth this year.  The adult basic skills learning theme report seems to have had the most impact, for example informing the Skills for Life sub-group of the SW Regional Employment Forum.  This perhaps reflects the fact the craft and skilled trades theme has not been completed long and its implications have not yet been considered by organisations in the region.

2.23 Our interviews did raise some issues, in relation to the usefulness of the process.  Some interviewees:

· felt there should be an action plan agreed at the workshop;

· would like feedback on what has happened as a result of the process.  This was felt to be important by one person interviewed if people were to be encouraged to participate in the future;

· would like to know how the Learning Themes are selected.  

Publications

2.24 SLIM produces a number of publications including a quarterly bulletin, fortnightly e-newsletter and mini-reports on key themes for partners.   

2.25 All the people we interviewed were positive about the SLIM publications they had seen, in terms of style and presentation.  The majority had seen and read the e-newsletter and the bulletins.  The perceived usefulness of these publications varied considerably, but the general consensus was that it was useful background information that they may not have seen otherwise.  One person felt that it was useful that the information came from an independent source as opposed to a government department, whilst another felt they could get the information from elsewhere but enjoyed reading the SLIM newsletter.  Nobody identified any major impacts from the publications. 

Networking

2.26 Part of SLIM’s remit is to provide greater consistency and co-ordination of regional skills and learning research.  Networking activity within the unit is an important aspect of this.   SLIM staff attend a wide number of groups and networks across the region and generally their presence is well received.  Some interviewees found that they brought a useful perspective to a number of discussions, although one respondent was concerned that SLIM should not overlap with the sub-regional observatories.  These activities have usefully raised the awareness of SLIM but it remains to be seen whether this results in greater use of SLIM’s services.

2.27 The most obvious impact of SLIM’s networking activities is the South West Employment and Skills Research Forum where SLIM has been a major influence on its establishment.

Specific research projects

2.28 SLIM has received additional funding to undertake a number of specific research projects.  These have included:

· “Skills Issues in the South West”, an electronic report that provides a picture of skills development in the region;
· “Good practice case studies in sector skills development”;  
· “A methodology for assessing the economic contribution of the voluntary sector in the south west region”;
· “Reaching out across the region”, an analysis of European Social Fund Objective 3 funded projects in the South West region.

2.29 It is this aspect of SLIM’s activities which is less clear to those we interviewed.  A number of people we interviewed were unsure about the boundary between SLIM’s role as a regional resource and its role as an independent organisation seeking funds.  This led to an uncertainty about where SLIM’s “public good” role ended and the self-interest of the Marchmont team took over, and hence when it is appropriate to treat SLIM or Marchmont as a consultancy invited to bid for work along with other consultancies.  

2.30 Since our interim report some of these issues have been clarified between SLIM and the SWRDA, but it is clear that partners want to see a transparent policy.  Some of the people we interviewed felt this confusion may be removed now that SLIM is the secretariat to the regional research South West Employment and Skills Research Forum.  Much will depend on the research programme but one model is that SLIM manages the research identified, commissioning work as appropriate.  There was some nervousness that SLIM should not take over all regional research, for example the household study.

2.31 If SLIM is to be constrained to a public good role and discouraged from seeking consultancy contracts then the SWRDA and partners need to fund it accordingly with clear recognition of the Marchmont Team for some sense of security of funding in exchange for a dedicated focus. 

2.32 There are also potential conflicts in terms of managing research resources now that the core observatory is becoming established.  There will need to be clear guidelines on the research input that the core observatory can expect from SLIM.  For example if the core observatory asks SLIM to undertake research to support its activities how is this accommodated within SLIM’s existing resources?

Future of SLIM

2.33 All of the people we interviewed thought that SLIM was benefiting the region or had the potential to and all thought it should continue.  With the exception of bidding alongside commercial consultants none thought that there were any activities that SLIM should stop doing nor any that they thought it should start doing.  A number of respondents expressed a view that SLIM should not become website based and should not focus solely on data.  The general opinion was that SLIM should continue doing more of the same, but also try to reach a wider audience.

2.34 There were four areas where respondents felt SLIM could do more. These were:

· ensuring that there is greater use of the helpline, by ensuring that it is targeted at the right people.  Our research suggests that the main users will be those individuals and organisations without the resources, knowledge or skills to undertake research or identify and interpret skills and learning information themselves;  

· undertaking further marketing to organisations and individuals who are not yet aware of SLIM and more importantly are not aware of the benefits of using evidence based research.  The challenge is to promote the use of research as much as take up of SLIM’s services;

· increasing linkages with the research community, particularly higher education and small voluntary organisations undertaking and using research;

· increasing linkages with national and regional organisations in the skills and learning field, for example the Sector Skills Development Agency and skills observatories in other regions.

2.35 A number of respondents were unaware of SLIM’s new secretariat role to the South West Employment and Skills Research Forum, but thought that future activity should be closely linked to activities set out in the Framework for Regional Employment and Skills Action (FRESA).  Those that were aware of the new role generally felt this was a positive step, but a small number wanted to ensure that SLIM’s other objectives were not lost or downgraded.

2.36 As the other modules and core unit of the Regional Observatory evolve these will impact on SLIM’s future operations.  There are already examples of collaboration between SLIM and the Public Health Module, and there will be some added benefits now that the core module is established.  For example all the Observatory’s websites are being moved on to a single server and there is work underway to produce a data warehousing product which can be used by all the modules to improve the accessibility to data on their websites. 

2.37 There may also be future tensions particularly in relation to priorities and management of research resources.  There will need to be clear guidelines on the research input that the core observatory can expect from SLIM and clarity about the resources that are allocated to it. 

2.38 Although it is still to be confirmed, it appears that the SLIM’s immediate future is secure and that the SWRDA will continue to fund it.  This reliance on one main funder provides some risk for SLIM as an organisation and it will be a measure of SLIM’s success as to how much funding it can attract from other partners in the future.  None of the people we spoke to felt that their organisation was currently in a position to help fund SLIM and there was little support for SLIM charging for any of its services.

3. Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusion

3.1 SLIM has made a positive start and has established credibility with key strategic partners and the research community within the region.  SLIM now needs to go through a period where it consolidates its relationship with strategic partners and the research community.  Its role as the secretariat to the South West Employment and Skills Research Group provides the ideal vehicle for demonstrating SLIM’s relevance to strategic partners and the regional research community.

3.2 At the same time SLIM needs to build upon this credibility to raise awareness and encourage use of its services by other organisations and non-researchers.  It needs to create a larger more demanding user base amongst the wider learning and skills community if it is to have an impact at a less strategic level.  This may require a different marketing approach, which is almost evangelical in nature, that promotes the value of research and evidence based practice.  This may be done by providing examples where the approach has been of benefit, such as in SLIM’s  adult basic skills work.  The focus will be on demonstrating why organisations need to use the services and converting this need into take up.

3.3 It appears that SLIM has secured funding for the immediate future from the RDA, but a measure of SLIM’s perceived usefulness will be to what extent other partners fund its activities in the future.

3.4 SLIM has developed a number of services and products from scratch that are generally well regarded.  The Learning Themes have been particularly well received and have the added benefit of involving people from different backgrounds: they are not just researchers, but practitioners and policy makers as well.   The helpline has not had as many users as SWRDA expected, but the latest quarter has shown a significant increase in usage as awareness of its existence and usefulness rises.  These low numbers may not only reflect the youthfulness of the service, but also the types of organisations that have engaged with SLIM to date.  These have tended to be well resourced organisations or researchers who already have a good understanding and access to available skills and learning information.  Nevertheless there needs to be some realism about the size of the potential market for the service.

3.5 SLIM has four broad aims and we summarise overleaf our view on SLIM’s progress against them.  We do not believe that any of these aims need changing, although there may be a need to review the emphasis of the work being undertaken. 

	Aim
	Progress

	Facilitating Access to information
	· SLIM has established a number of high quality services to help users in the region access information. 

· Take up of the helpline has been lower than expected.  There is a need understand further the type and size of market for each of these services and if seek to grow the market both in size and customer expectation. 

	Assisting local and regional research in the skills and learning field
	· SLIM has undertaken research and produced resources to help meet this objective, but none of the people we interviewed had used any of these resources or referred to any of the activities.

· There was some feedback that the Learning Themes had been useful in pulling together existing knowledge and identifying gaps. 

	Converting information into intelligence at the regional level
	· SLIM provides mini reports to key partners and undertakes Learning Themes on key issues. 

· There is a general consensus that these activities are done well by SLIM and that they add value by pulling together existing information and drawing out implications.

	Encourage the use of evidence in developing policies
	· There are a number of examples where SLIM has provided information to inform emerging policy, particularly in relation to adult basic skills. 

· It is less clear whether any of SLIM’s activities have encouraged organisations to make greater use of skills and labour market information in developing policies and practice.


Recommendations

3.6 We recommend that over the next two years SLIM should:

· ensure that’s its secretariat role for the South West Skills and Employment Research Forum is used to consolidate its credibility with strategic partners and the research community.  It should seek to manage the Forum’s research programme which may involve undertaking secondary research to identify gaps in knowledge or managing external contractors undertaking primary and secondary research;

· lead a campaign, which is evangelical in nature, targeted at particular groups which promotes the value of evidenced based policy making and the benefits of using research to inform service delivery and practice.  This way SLIM should grow the market for its services as well as create a better informed and demanding customer;

· ask the SWRDA to clarify its view on SLIM’s long term status and funding.  This clarity will not only allow SLIM to plan for the future, but also make SLIM’s role, capacity and capability clearer to other partners;  

· provide a statement setting out its role in undertaking specific research projects.  It should clarify to what extent SLIM is free to undertake independent research and therefore whether it might be invited to tender for partners’ research;

· agree a protocol with the Regional Observatory core unit which sets out a process for identifying work undertaken and the resources to be used;

· provide greater feedback on the outcomes of SLIM’s work and the impact it has had, particularly to those who participated in the learning themes;

· provide details of the process through which SLIM research priorities and focus are identified, so that partners in the region know how they can influence the research undertaken;

· develop links with researchers within Higher Education, Further Education and voluntary organisations as well as skills observatories in other regions in order to compare good practice and combine resources;

· review its enquiry handling processes to ensure that all requests are responded to.
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