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Best practice model for business skill delivery in agrifood enterprises
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Executive summary

This best practice delivery model provides an engagement and delivery business skills model for the agrifood industry. The agrifood industry covers five sectors: rural and related, food, seafood, meat processing and racing. This model has been tested with enterprises involved in rural and related, food processing and seafood.

The model has been divided into a number of elements (or steps) with each element representing a part of a holistic approach to learning which increases engagement of participants and retention of the knowledge and skill.  

The outcomes from the implementation of this model have indicated an increased proactive approach to the management of small businesses from participants, and in turn, an increase in their confidence to grow the businesses.

This project was undertaken at a time of economic stress and recovery and it was clear that the business skills identified in this program were critical to the success of a business’s sustainability into the future. The outcomes of this project, on which this best practice model is based, clearly show the need for the program and for industry and / or government funding to support participants’ costs.  

Context & Purpose

In early 2009, AgriFood Skills Australia, an Industry Skills Council, was contracted by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) to devise a best practice model of training delivery for small enterprises in the agrifood sector and to disseminate this model to industry groups and Registered Training Organisations (RTOs).

AgriFood convened a Business Skills Project Steering Committee to undertake the national project with the remit to identify the needs of small business owners within the AgriFood sector and to develop innovative best practice learning methods that would meet their needs. The Steering Committee held prominent members of the industry and community.

Four business skill areas were identified by small enterprise owners from the areas in which the pilot would be delivered: financial planning, business planning, marketing planning and managing small teams. These were then delivered in two locations: Atherton, QLD and wheatbelt, WA.

The outcome of the pilot project was the creation of a best practice delivery model for small business owners. 

The project phases were:

1. Identification of two key pilot locations: Atherton, QLD and wheatbelt, WA

2. Workshop to complete a Training Needs Analysis (TNA) conducted in both locations to identify business training needs

3. Selection of four business skill areas: financial planning, business planning, marketing planning and managing small teams for delivery in pilot locations

4. Engagement of a registered training provider

5. Development of workshop materials for all business skill areas

6. Delivery of two workshops and follow-up coaching in both locations to deliver the four skills areas

7. External evaluation of whole project by an external provider.

This best practice model for delivery of business skills to small agrifood enterprise owners has been developed based on the learning and experiences acquired through all phases of the pilot project. This is one of many models that can be implemented and is advisory only. 

Flowchart of model

The best practice model is broken into a number of elements (or steps) for ease of implementation. Each element is explained in detail in the following sections of the report. The flow chart below represents each element of the model. 
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Element One: Consultation with Industry and Community Groups

Engagement and consultation of the community and enterprises within the intended delivery location is essential to the future success of any business skills project undertaken in that area. Key stakeholders need to be identified as promoters on the ground. They include people in positions of authority within industry groups or people on boards of community groups/ industry bodies.

This model suggests that the consultation has four purposes:

1. To identify the target audience 

2. To gain a clear understanding of the local context and critical issues that will influence the delivery of the program

3. To identify a respected, visible and organised industry/community group that has the capacity and capability to take marketing ownership of the program and promote effectively the program to their members

4. To create wider interest in the program through word of mouth marketing.

Consultation strategy

Engage local industry/ community members in dialogue to inform them of the context of the suggested program for small business within the agrifood sectors.

Identify the most capable group with the capacity to reach the intended audience and suggest a formal partnership. The formal partnership is then detailed in a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that sets out:

1. Accountabilities for all parties 

2. Clear tasks to be undertaken

3. Engagement and marketing strategies of potential target audience

4. Timelines for achieving tasks

5. Funding available for marketing.

Element two: Engagement of potential target audience

This element influences the program’s design and delivery and aims to send a clear message to the potential target audience for them to engage in the design of the program in their area to meet their needs.

This element’s approach must be timely and organised in order to instil a sense of confidence and ownership in the elements that follow. It has been shown to have a significant impact on later engagement of participants.

Through the industry/community group, an engagement strategy needs to be developed and implemented that achieves the following outcomes:

1. Creates interest on the program amongst the target audience

2. Invites potential attendees to a Training Needs Analysis two hour workshop.

Engagement strategy

Be clear on the context. Devise a clear and consistent message to be given to small business owners. 

Be clear on the purpose. Devise a clear aim, benefits and outcome of the Training Needs Analysis (TNA) two hour workshop for the small business owner.

Use a devised marketing strategy. Contact members within the community group / industry body and invite them to the workshop stating both the context and purpose and giving sufficient information for them to make a judgment about attendance.

Record any additional feedback and suggestion provided outside of the TNA workshop.

Register and record contact details of those wishing to attend the TNA workshop. 

Element three: Identification of the training needs of small to medium sized enterprises

The purpose of this element is to identify the real training needs of enterprises in the local area and critical success factors for the program. The engagement process is a continuation from element two through a two hour training needs analysis (TNA) workshop. It is important to maintain a structure to the workshop to achieve the outcome of identifying broad skill gaps but to allow participants to express their concerns. 

The TNA delivery is a critical success factor in the deployment of future training. It is essential that is it well organised and run in a professional manner with clear outcomes and consideration for the target audience.

The outcome of element three is to:

1. Identify the skill gaps currently being experienced by small business owners within their businesses

2. Allow business owners to identify their gaps and training needs

3. Identify critical success factors for the program

4. Identify constraints to small business owners that directly impact on the program delivery.

TNA Delivery strategy

Register each attendee and record their details for future contact and marketing purposes.

Conduct an interactive TNA workshop with key elements including:

· Facilitator using business not training language 

· Facilitator actively listening to discussion 

· Facilitator working with representatives to identify gaps in knowledge and skill

· Requesting small business owners to identify topic areas of delivery 

· Discussing realistic possibilities for the delivery of content

· Identifying whether the outcomes required by small business owners are learning only or qualification based

· Identifying appropriate delivery times and durations of programs that would be supported by the small business owners.

Analyse the TNA results from the workshop and any other feedback received through consultation.

Use the analysis results to devise a training aim, subsequent outcomes and delivery program.

Element Four: Marketing training program to target audience

The marketing of a training program requires a structured marketing plan which is executed with efficiency and in a timely manner. Marketing for a training program should begin at least three months prior to the workshop dates and continue up to one week before the program. This allows those that plan their time early to schedule the training and for the last minute planners to organise their workload. 

The agrifood sector’s small business owners are constrained by factors outside of their control and they may not know their availability until one week prior to the program.

Element four re-engages participants from the TNA workshop and aims to acquire new participants through direct and indirect marketing strategies. Consideration should be given to theories and models that underpin marketing activities in order to direct the marketing in the right direction.

Marketing strategies

The accountability to run the marketing campaign is detailed in the MOU and may include:

1. Word of mouth

2. Inclusion in community group agendas

3. Presentations to community groups / industry bodies

4. Testimonials from relevant previous programs

5. TV and / or radio broadcasts

6. Direct  emailing or mailing of flyers to relevant members of groups / bodies (with permission of the group or body)

7. Industry newsletters.

Register all interest in the program.

Confirm attendees.

Element Five:  Pre-Workshop survey of participants

The purpose of element five is to further identify the exact training context and needs of each participant. The survey should be delivered prior to training to ascertain:

· Key motivators for attending
· Current skills and knowledge in the subject area
· Main expectations/outcomes.
The outcomes of the survey suggest or confirm:

· The content of the training program identified in the TNA workshop

· The delivery style of the workshop

· The level of learning required

· The relevance and suitability of the identified key outcomes 

· The learning styles of each participant in order for targeted training to occur within the training room.

The survey is issued along with any other information that needs to be distributed prior to the workshop. Such information can include:

1. Language, Literacy and Numeracy assessment 

2. Adult Learning Preferences 

3. Enrolment form.

Survey Strategy

Devise a pre-workshop questionnaire that can be emailed to participants upon registering for the program. Questions can include:

1. What are your motivators for participating in the program?

2. Do you have a current or past marketing plan for your business? (If a marketing workshop.)

3. Do you have any qualifications relating to Marketing or Managing a small team? If yes please detail. (If a marketing or people management workshop.)

4. What are the three main outcomes that you are looking for from the training? 

5. How do you see this training assisting you with your business in the future?

6. How did you hear about this training?

Analyse the findings from the pre-workshop survey.

Utilise the results to influence the content. If a qualification or statement of attainment is required, then it can shape the context and direction of the learning to achieve both the learner’s needs and the unit of competency.

Utilise the results to influence the delivery style of the workshop. 

Element Six:  Development of training materials

The purpose of this element is to develop relevant and appropriate training materials for participants.  

Participants in the training room reflect a collection of many learning styles and their learning experiences will be diverse. For this reason training materials must be well considered, drafted and customised to suit the particular target audience. This will vary with every workshop delivered and information from the pre-workshop survey will inform the facilitator of the content, level of training required and audience preferences.

Development of training materials include, as a minimum:

· Language, Literacy and Numeracy assessment tool

· Identification of adult learning styles questionnaire 

· Facilitator delivery plan

· Facilitator reference / training manual

· Supporting CD 

· Participant reference manual

· Relevant associated literature 

· Assessment tools (if applicable).

Development strategy

When developing training materials for participants developers should consider:

· The target audience 

· The language, literacy and numeracy needs of the participants 

· The level of the identified training

· Adult learning principles with adults needing to:

1. Explore the learning

2. Find the relevance to their own situation

3. Problem solve through real life or case studies

4. Experience the learning through activities and application

5. Take control of their learning

6. Use all their senses

7. Find the motivation for the learning.

· The currency of previously delivered materials

· The appropriateness of published materials.

REsources

AgriFood Skills Australia has developed four sets of resource materials, suitable for use with small to medium sized enterprises in the agrifood industry. These materials are available to RTOs and industry associations on the website: www.agrifoodskills.net.au. 

The materials have been developed incorporating the above principles. The four units are:

· Plan and Manage Your Business Finances

· Plan For Your Business

· Marketing Your Business

· Managing Your Team.

These units have been designed to meet the competencies as listed in the Certificate IV Small Business Management Package.

Element seven: Facilitated delivery 

The purpose of this element is to provide an adult learning environment in which facilitated learning occurs. Adults are supported by an experienced facilitator to take control of their learning and directly apply the learning to their workplace. 

The delivery methodology builds into an integrated learning model with element eight, coaching. The diagram below shows the facilitated stages of learning development undertaken with each participant.
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Delivery Strategy

Each phase of the model is integral to the success of the learning.

The workshops (learn/try) encourage active participation from participants where learning is explored actively through discussion, case studies, scenario problem solving activities and workplace strategy tools. The facilitator encourages interaction and questioning amongst all participants to foster networking and peer support as well as sharing of experiences. 

The delivery model should include speakers from industry e.g. banks when dealing with financial planning topic.

Coaching (apply) is undertaken in the workplace of each participant on a one to one targeted basis. The coaching is focussed on issues to do with application of new learning and is explored further in element eight.

Assessments (assessment and report) are conducted in the workplace with assessment items demonstrating application through completion of business tools such as financial plans or marketing plans. In the instance where units of competency are required, assessments are mapped to the unit to ensure compliance with the principles of assessment and their ability to meet rules of evidence. On completion of the assessments by the participant, and a competent judgment awarded to a participant, a Statement of Attainment is issued in accordance with the AQTF requirements. Where there is no formal assessment required a Statement of Attendance/Participation may be issued.

Facilitators should be selected to deliver this model based on their:

1. Ability to create an adult learning environment

2. Ability to foster trust and build rapport with the participants

3. Theoretical expertise and experience in the area of learning

4. Facilitated delivery style

5. Interpersonal style

6. Excellent communication style (active listening, speaking, questioning)

7. Expertise in coaching (element eight).

The benefits of a facilitated approach are many, including engaging learners and maintaining their interest in the topic area. Once engaged, there is a greater chance that they will apply the learning and therefore change their behaviour and their approach to their business. Once applied, the learning will be retained for future use.

The role of a facilitator is a bridge between learners and the learning.
 The facilitator anticipates learners’ problems and provides support by guiding discussion and by directing them to achieve their business aims. A skilled facilitator is able to guide, help and refocus learners without them being aware they have difficulties. 

The facilitator should be very flexible, often changing the delivery of the whole session on the spot as the need arises. They are able to read their learner and they allow the learner to take control of their own learning through training methods such as case studies.

The control model shows the movement of control from facilitator to learner as the learning develops. The role of the facilitator is to move the learning group to shared in a short span of time, and then when there is confidence within the group, to move it to the group led.






Facilitator Led
          
  
Shared                         
Group Led 

In the group led phase the facilitator’s role is to:

1. Structure the group activities

2. Clarify the objectives and tasks 

3. Maintain a balance between keeping on track and exploring new ideas

4. Monitor the group’s dynamics

5. Monitor & address unproductive behaviour

6. Provide guidance, expertise and resources

7. Give feedback and acknowledge results

Summarise  findings.

Element eight: Coaching

The purpose of this element is to provide an opportunity to build on, reinforce, confirm and review learning undertaken in the workshop.

Adults are further supported by the coach to take control of their learning and directly apply the learning to their businesses. In this instance, the role of coach is to guide and advise the participants and not to teach or provide solutions.  A suggested model is the CERT
 model of coaching.

Coaching model

	
	During the workshop the coach has developed rapport and identified the participant’s learning preferences, communication style, strengths, weaknesses and motivators. The coach has built an adult to adult relationship based on trust and respect.

	
	Connect phase opens the door to conducting meaningful conversations in the Engage phase. Through questioning, listening and guiding the coach encourages and inspires the participant to think critically and analyse their situation and take responsibility for their own learning and development.

	
	The engage phase moves into the result phase where the participant produces a series of results which are achievable actions based on the insights and agreements drawn from the coaching conversations.

	
	The coach then monitors the progress of the participant to review and refocus development efforts.


Coaching strategy

The best practice model recommends that the facilitator be engaged as a coach to the participants as this maintains the continuity of the learning and the relationship. The facilitator has developed a sound understanding of the participants’ businesses and can smoothly transition to a coaching role.

Coaching should occur at each participant’s business in a face to face session.

Coaches should:

· Actively raise questions for the participants to answer for themselves

· Encourage them to look at the critical issues

· Assist them in the decision making process by examining all of the angles

· Be flexible in their approach. Coaches often deviate from the original topic to assist the participant in their business development.

Element Nine: Evaluation of program

The purpose of element nine is to continuously improve the training delivery model. Evaluation is a systematic process and occurs to show the worth and value of a training program.  Tovey states ‘training evaluation is the analysis of the worth of a training program through a systematic process of the collection of information on the training program, the participants, the trainer, the design, the methods, resources and materials used and the outcomes of the training’
.

The purpose of evaluation is to ascertain:

· The return on investment

· Accomplishment of business goal i.e. increased productivity 

· Changes in business practice 

· The quality of the training 

· Improvements in the training program

· If there are any further training gaps.

Evaluation occurs at all elements of this delivery model.


Evaluation strategy

Identify the key groups who can provide the data. These can include:

1. Client

2. Participants

3. Facilitator

4. Engaged industry bodies / community groups. 

Decide on the data that needs to be collected at each element of the delivery model, i.e. did we consult widely enough? Did all parties fulfil their obligations under the MOU?

Decide on how the data will be collected for each of the identified groups. The collection tools will differ depending on the group. Some suggestions are:

· Informal or formal discussions with key stakeholders 

· Observation during training

· Results of assessments

· Evaluation sheets from the training

· Survey/questionnaire to client and participants

· Formal interviews 

· RTO data i.e. attendance numbers, returning participants.

Capture and collate the data from the key people. 

Analyse the data to form meaningful conclusions, i.e. identify common themes and trends in the feedback.

Make recommendations for future training programs.

Report and disseminate the findings to key stakeholders.

Traps to be avoided

Each of the elements poses traps that can be avoided. Following is a list of learnings from the pilot project.

Consultation

1. Develops a strong MOU with industry or community groups, clearly setting out timelines, goals and accountabilities 

2. Choose a flexible and supportive RTO 

3. Be clear on the target audience

Engagement 

1. Be structured in approach

2. Do not limit the engagement of the target audience 

3. Send clear marketing material to various groups 

Training needs identification

1. Listen to what is being said by target audience and incorporate into model

2. Do not assume knowledge of what the target audience requires

Marketing

1. Identify a marketing strategy

2. Give sufficient time before the program to market effectively

Pre-workshop survey

1. Ask the right questions in the survey to registered participants

2. Analyse responses to guide training – look for common themes 

Materials

1. Consider all learning styles

2. If customising, be current with information, references, legislation etc

Delivery 

1. Choose a time for delivery that will suit the audience

2. Facilitate – don’t lecture

3. Allow the learning to flow – networking is essential

Coaching 

1. Don’t instruct - advise and guide

2. Question and probe to create critical thinking processes

Evaluation

1. Be strategic and systematic in its approach

2. Be open minded to the findings 

registered training organisation Contracted by Agrifood skills australia

AgriFood Skills Australia engaged the following Registered Training Organisation to deliver this program:

Response Learning

Contact details
Wendy Hall, RTO Manager
07 3358 4400
0418 491 595
Email: wendy@responseaust.com.au
Response Learning was integral to the development of this best practice model and its implementation. The Steering Committee of the project recommend that industry groups consider using Response Learning in any future implementation of this model.

Disclaimer

Whilst every care has been taken to ensure the accuracy of the information contained in this best practice model, AgriFood Skills Australia will not accept any responsibility or liability for any expenses, losses, damages or costs which may be incurred as a result of the information being inaccurate or incomplete in any way and for any reason.
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� Tovey, M.D. 1997. Training in Australia. Prentice Hall





� Response Consulting Australia 2009
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