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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY

The Dig i ta l ly  Enabled Bus iness  C l in ic  (DEBC)  bu i lds  on Northumbr ia  Univers i ty ' s  Bus iness  C l in ic
(BC) .  The DEBC enables  bus inesses to  engage wi th  un ivers i ty  s tudents  and access  f ree bus iness
consul tancy ,  prov id ing the latest  knowledge f rom a range of  d isc ip l ines  and lead ing to  pos i t ive
bus iness  outcomes .  We have created ,  tested and eva luated a  proof  of  concept ,  d ig i ta l ly  enabled
model  of  the BC ,  which could enable  the BC approach to  be implemented by other  un ivers i t ies .
D ig i ta l  market ing was tested to  at t ract  low to mid product iv i ty  SMEs and del iver  f ree consul tancy
serv ices .  
 
Overa l l ,  47  consul tancy pro jects  were de l ivered to  c l ients  v ia  the DEBC.  These were eva luated
us ing 60 c l ient  in terv iews ,  in  two stages ,  and 47 c l ient  quant i tat ive  surveys .  F ind ings revealed
c l ients  va lued the average consul tancy pro ject  at  £5 , 174* ,  moreover  these pro jects  enhanced
bus iness  product iv i ty ,  and st imulated technology and modern bus iness  pract ice  adopt ion .  DEBC
projects  a lso sparked innovat ion ,  w i th  c l ients  ident i fy ing a  tota l  o f  8  market  s t rategy ,  3  serv ice
des ign and 3  bus iness  process  innovat ions .  The tota l  va lue of  a l l  47  DEBC pro jects ,  based on the
survey resu l ts ,  i s  £243 , 178 .  However ,  the f ind ings a lso reveal  re fer ra ls  and at tending network ing
events  may be a  more cost-ef fect ive  means of  at t ract ing c l ients  than d ig i ta l  market ing
approaches .   
 
In  summary ,  the DEBC model  has  generated £243 , 178 worth of  consul tancy for  low product iv i ty
SMEs us ing an in i t ia l  investment  of  just  over  £42 ,000.  Areas for  improvement  are  out l ined ,
inc lud ing greater  requ i rements  for  the amount  of  s tudent-c l ient  in teract ion and more cost-
ef fect ive  means of  recru i t ing c l ients .  F ina l ly ,  important  next  s teps are  out l ined so InnovateUK has
a c lear  roadmap to test  a  fu l l - t r ia l  o f  the DEBC.
 
Thanks must  go to  the Department  for  Bus iness ,  Energy & Industr ia l  St rategy ,  Bus iness  Bas ics
programme and Innovate UK for  which th is  proof  of  concept  would not  have been poss ib le
wi thout .

*F igure based on 47 c l ient  anonymous eva luat ion -  of  what  they would have expected to  pay for  the report  had i t  not  been
on a  pro-bono bas is
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INTRODUCTION  &

CONTEXT

The Dig i ta l ly  Enabled Bus iness  C l in ic  (DEBC)  bu i lds  on Northumbr ia  Univers i ty ' s  Bus iness  C l in ic
(BC) .  The DEBC enables  bus inesses to  engage wi th  un ivers i ty  s tudents  and access  f ree bus iness
consul tancy ,  prov id ing the latest  knowledge f rom a range of  d isc ip l ines  and lead ing to  pos i t ive
bus iness  outcomes .  Th is  pro ject  benef i ts  f rom our  exper ience ga ined f rom the t r ied and tested
model  of  Northumbr ia 's  ex is t ing BC .  We have created ,  tested and eva luated a  d ig i ta l ly  enabled
model  of  the bus iness  c l in ic ,  which could enable  the BC approach to  be implemented qu ick ly  and
cost-ef fect ive ly  by  other  un ivers i t ies .  D ig i ta l  market ing was tested to  at t ract  low to mid
product iv i ty  SMEs and del iver  f ree consul tancy serv ices .  P lease see 'Trad i t ional  of f l ine  market ing '
to  understand the current  approaches to  c l ient  recru i tment .
 
The DEBC  co l laborated wi th  our  network contacts  -  inc lud ing the North East  Local  Enterpr ise
Partnersh ip  (NELEP) ,  North East  England Chamber  of  Commerce and the Regional  Technology
Centre  North .  Th is  he lped us  understand SMEs f rom st ruggl ing sectors  who would benef i t  f rom
dig i ta l  adv ice .  The pro ject  a imed to reach 30-40 SMEs of  low to medium product iv i ty ,  prov id ing an
opportun i ty  to  tap into the perspect ive  of  ' young eyes '  f rom our  mot ivated and innovat ive  Bus iness
School  s tudents .  
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The DEBC prov ides  a  cross- funct ional  range of  adv ice ( inc lud ing d ig i ta l  market ing ,  f inance ,
s t rateg ic  management )  through d ig i ta l  media  and tools ,  removing the need for  cost ly  phys ica l
in f rast ructure .  F rom our  exper ience s ince 2013 ,  we know that  the BC model  i s  e f fect ive .  What  made
th is  pro ject  innovat ive  i s  that  we tested an a l ternat ive  d ig i ta l ly -enabled model ,  wh ich could be
quick ly  sca led up .  The pro ject  was used to  determine whether  a  DEBC concept  i s  a  cost-ef fect ive
way for  SMEs to  interact  w i th  a  loca l  un ivers i ty ,  ga in  pro-bono neutra l  adv ice ,  access  s tate  of  the
art  knowledge and have the added va lue of  the younger  generat ion perspect ive .  We moni tored the
reach ,  uptake and ef fect  on bus iness  outcomes .
 
The ‘how to ’  gu ide for  implement ing a  DEBC a ims to  in form the format ion of  DEBCs in  other
reg ions .  The UK Industr ia l  St rategy a ims to  support  un ivers i t ies  and bus inesses work ing together
to innovate .  Rol l ing out  a  network of  DEBCs would be an innovat ive  mechanism enabl ing UK
bus inesses to  eas i ly  connect  w i th  and benef i t  f rom ex is t ing technolog ies ,  new knowledge ,  ins ights
and f resh perspect ives  of  un ivers i ty  bus iness  schools .
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Traditional  offl ine  marketing

Along wi th  the in format ion he ld  on the un ivers i ty  webpage ,  the current  BC takes the fo l lowing
of f l ine  approaches to  target  c l ients  to  par t ic ipate  in  programme.
 
Network ing events
Through an act ive  profess ional  L inkedIn prof i le ,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to  d iscover  and be inv i ted to  a
number  of  bus iness- re lated network ing events .  Th is  i s  an idea l  opportun i ty  to  ta lk  to  large
numbers  of  potent ia l  c l ients  f rom a range of  industr ies  and bu i ld  awareness  of  the serv ice  that  the
BC prov ides .  These types of  events  are  important  for  longer- term c l ient  acquis i t ion as  i t  i s
important  to  bu i ld  re lat ionsh ips  wi th  potent ia l  c l ients  to  prov ide a  p ipe l ine of  pro jects  for  future
student  cohorts .
 
Business  support  networks
Through a  combinat ion of  network ing and un ivers i ty  contacts ,  we have bu i l t  hea l thy  re lat ionsh ips
wi th  other  bus iness  support  networks  across  the reg ion who help  bus inesses f ind support  and
serv ices  requ i red .  Examples  of  these support  networks  are  the NELEP,  Chamber  of  Commerce ,
Sca le  Up Inst i tute  and Bus iness  in  The Communi ty .  These networks  are  usefu l  s ignposts  for
bus inesses look ing for  f ree consul tancy adv ice and to  engage wi th  the un ivers i ty  sector .  These
networks  can a lso prov ide onl ine opportun i t ies  to  increase awareness  and prov ide leads –  showing
informat ion on BC serv ices  and contact  deta i l s  to  get  in  touch .
 
Communal  work ing areas
Simi lar  to  network ing ,  loca l  communal  hot  desk spaces prov ide an opportun i ty  to  f ind out  about
other  bus inesses and ra ise  awareness .
 
Business  accelerator  groups
Contacts  who run accelerator  and sca le  up groups such as  Barc lays  Eagle  Labs or  NatWest
Bus iness  Growth Enablers  prov ide a  ready-made network of  bus inesses look ing for  contacts  that
can prov ide the i r  bus iness  serv ice  or  support  in  some way .  The benef i t  o f  in teract ing wi th
bus inesses at  th is  s tage is  that  re lat ionsh ips  wi th  the un ivers i ty  are  bu i l t  ear ly  on in  the bus iness
l i fe  cyc le ,  therefore  they prov ide longer- term opportun i t ies .
 
Univers i ty  cross-se l l ing
As wi th  any h igher  educat ion inst i tute ,  i t  i s  important  to  make wider  facul ty  and un ivers i ty  s ta f f
aware of  the propos i t ion so that  they can make contacts  aware when appropr iate .  In  par t icu lar ,
those departments  which may come into contact  regular ly  w i th  bus inesses such as  Bus iness  and
Enterpr ise ,  and Careers  and Employment .  The BC presents  a  low-cost  entry  po int  for  an SME to
engage wi th  a  un ivers i ty .  As  the re lat ionsh ip  matures  there could be other  mutual ly  benef ic ia l
pro jects  that  the Univers i ty  and SMEs can col laborate  on .
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AIMS  OF  RESEARCH  &

APPROACH  TAKEN

Br idge un ivers i ty  resources and expert ise  to  support  SMEs
Recru i t  30-40 SMEs f rom a range of  sectors  us ing d ig i ta l  channels  and eva luate  the extent  to
which they wi l l /have adopted :  

The main a im of  th is  pro ject  i s  to  establ ish  i f  a  Dig i ta l ly  Enabled Bus iness  C l in ic  (DEBC)  i s  an
ef fect ive  model  to  improve SME product iv i ty .  In  order  to  test  th is ,  th is  proof  of  concept  wi l l :
 

 
 

Project  aims

modern bus iness  pract ices  as  a  resu l t  o f  th is  pro ject  (such as  leadersh ip/management
capabi l i t ies  or  develop ing an innovat ion cu l ture ) .
modern technolog ies  as  a  resu l t  o f  th is  pro ject  (e .g .  CRM,  HR sof tware ,  c loud comput ing ,
payment  systems etc ) .

1 .

2 .

Create  a  "How to Guide"  on how to set  up and operate  a  DEBC
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Approach

This  innovat ive  proof  of  concept  tested whether  the DEBC is  a  cost-ef fect ive ,  qu ick- to- implement ,
way to  wide ly  reach out  to  SMEs ,  enabl ing them to interact  w i th  a  loca l  un ivers i ty ,  ga in  pro-bono
neutra l  adv ice ,  enhance capac i ty  and access  s tate  of  the ar t  knowledge and a  younger  generat ion
perspect ive ,  boost ing the i r  product iv i ty .  Fur thermore ,  ro l l ing out  such a  network of  DEBCs would
be an innovat ive  mechanism,  enabl ing UK bus inesses to  eas i ly  connect  w i th  and benef i t  f rom new
knowledge ,  ins ights  and f resh perspect ives  of  f ina l  year  undergraduates  and postgraduates ,  who in
turn benef i t  f rom apply ing the i r  knowledge to  rea l  bus iness  chal lenges .
 
We created ,  tested and eva luated the DEBC,  report ing on the bus iness  outcomes ar is ing f rom the
pro ject .  We a lso prepared a  "how to"  gu ide on set t ing up and operat ing a  DEBC.
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METHODOLOGY

This  mixed methods research is  underp inned by a  pragmat ic  qual i tat ive  and quant i tat ive  approach .

Research  design

Qual itat ive semi-structured interviews

In  s tage 1 ,  a t  the s tar t  o f  the process ,  32  SMEs were interv iewed to determine the i r  ex is t ing
product iv i ty  leve l ,  and the i r  des i red/target  for  improvement  f rom engaging wi th  the DEBC was
establ ished .  

In  s tage 2 ,  a t  the end of  the process ,  28 SMEs were aga in  interv iewed to establ ish  how wel l  the
consul tancy report/adv ice had met  wi th  the i r  expectat ions inc lud ing product iv i ty  enhancement
recommendat ions .  The interv iews explored how they p lan to  implement  product iv i ty
recommendat ions .  Themat ic  analys is  was used to  analyse the data .

F i rs t ly ,  60 qual i tat ive  semi-st ructured interv iews were conducted ,  in  two stages ,  w i th  32 c l ients  of
the DEBC.  Whi ls t  47  c l ients  actua l ly  took part  in  the DEBC,  the team dec ided to  omit  15  f rom the
qual i tat ive  data  co l lect ion due to  t ime and resource constra ints .   
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Quantitat ive Surveys

The c l ient  survey ,  see Appendix  A ,  used a  7-po int  L iker t  sca le  to  assess  the current  and
expected ef fect  of  the DEBC pro ject  on c l ients ’  product iv i ty  and the i r  organ isat ion more wide ly .
C l ients  were a lso asked to  ass ign monetary  va lue to  the pro ject .  

The student  survey ,  see Appendix  B ,  a lso used 7-po int  L iker t  sca les  to  assess  s tudents '  overa l l
sat is fact ion wi th  the DEBC exper ience ,  and how the DEBC has af fected the i r  growth and
development  and compet i t iveness  in  the job market .  Students  were a lso asked about  the i r  use
of  technology dur ing the pro ject .

Secondly ,  quant i tat ive  surveys  were d is t r ibuted to  47  DEBC c l ients  and the i r  respect ive  s tudent
teams .  57  surveys  were col lected f rom student  teams because whi ls t  team leaders  were the focus ,
the researchers  a lso a l lowed other  team members  to  complete  the survey i f  they wished .  In  tota l ,
47  team leaders  and 10 team members  were surveyed .  
 

 

Analysis

The qual i tat ive  interv iews were analysed v ia  themat ic  analys is  (Braun & Clarke ,  2006) ,  whi ls t
descr ipt ive  s tat is t ics  were used to  analyse the quant i tat ive  data .  The data  sample of  47  c l ients  i s
not  enough to draw stat is t ica l ly  s ign i f icant  conclus ions ,  however  the resu l ts  of  th is  in i t ia l  s tudy
can in form the des ign of  a  Bus iness  Bas ics  ‘Fu l l  Tr ia l ’ .  The study was conducted in  accordance
wi th  Northumbr ia  Univers i ty ’ s  eth ica l  research pol ic ies/procedures .

Digital  marketing  strategy  & results

Aim

The a im of  the d ig i ta l  market ing st rategy was to  bu i ld  wider  brand awareness  of  the BC
propos i t ion on onl ine channels  -  so that  there  was the opportun i ty  for  fur ther  reach of  c l ient
acquis i t ion .  In  addi t ion to  brand awareness ,  there  was the requ i rement  to  dr ive  enqui ry  submiss ion
forms on the webs i te  which would prov ide a  pool  of  d ig i ta l ly  engaged potent ia l  c l ients .

Strategy

A d ig i ta l  market ing st rategy was implemented to  target  users  who are  l ike ly  to  have an interest  in
rece iv ing bus iness  consul tancy serv ices  wi th in  the SME target  audience .  The channels
implemented were chosen to  target  these users  at  var ious s tages of  the i r  ‘user  journey ’  -  f rom
awareness  to  cons iderat ion to  convers ion .

Braun, V.,  & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative research in psychology, 3(2), 77-101.
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Prospect ing d isp lay  act iv i ty

Retarget ing d isp lay  act iv i ty

This  was used to  bu i ld  awareness  of  Northumbr ia  Univers i ty ’ s  BC propos i t ion wi th in  the SME target
audience -  these users  had been categor ised through 3rd party  data  and f rom keyword analys is
that  showed intent  for  bus iness  consul tancy serv ices .
 
Prospect ing d isp lay  should be used pr imar i ly  for  brand awareness  rather  than a  convers ion tool .
Th is  was important  for  the BC to ra ise  prof i le  w i th in  the wider  SME network .
 

RESULTS:
The d isp lay  act iv i ty  outper formed the forecast  for  both impress ions and c l icks .  We secured a
c l ick- through rate  of  0 . 14% -  which is  a  s t rong per formance aga inst  forecast .  More ef f ic ient
costs  in  terms of  CPM (cost  per  impress ion)  meant  that  we were able  to  serve more impress ions
for  the same budget .

 
A l though th is  act iv i ty  d id  not  d i rect ly  dr ive  enqui ry  form submiss ions ,  52  users  went  on to  v iew
the Northumbr ia  Contact  Us page fo l lowing exposure to  a  BC ad .  Th is  ind icated they were
look ing for  a  way to  contact  the Univers i ty  to  f ind out  more .

 

Th is  act iv i ty  was based on audiences bu i l t  f rom profess ional  bus iness  serv ices  pages of  the
Northumbr ia  Univers i ty  webs i te .  Th is  audience was cons idered as  hav ing an interest  in  the BC
propos i t ion ,  therefore  we used retarget ing d isp lay  act iv i ty  to  t ry  and encourage these users  back
to the webs i te  to  f ind out  more and submit  an enqui ry  form.  These users  would be fur ther  on in
the i r  customer  journey which should make them more l ike ly  to  convert .
 

RESULTS:
The retarget ing campaign was act ivated much later  than p lanned as  the retarget ing audience
pool  took longer  than ant ic ipated to  bu i ld .  The per formance once th is  act iv i ty  was act ivated
suggests  th is  would have per formed wel l  for  us  had i t  been running for  longer .

 
Desp i te  l imi ted impress ion de l ivery  due to  the smal l  t ime f rame for  the campaign ,  the
retarget ing act iv i ty  de l ivered a  h igher  than forecast  c l ick- through rate  and two submit ted
contact  us  forms .

Chosen channels
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Thi rd-party  act iv i ty

Overa l l  v iews on d ig i ta l  market ing act iv i ty

L imi tat ions of  th is  proof  of  concept  act iv i ty

Hav ing a  fa i r ly  spec i f ic  target  audience for  th is  proof  of  concept ,  the BC a lso tested th i rd-party
act iv i ty  through an onl ine publ isher  of  reg ional  UK bus iness  news -  Bda i ly .  Th is  act iv i ty  compr ised
of  an emai l  to  the i r  subscr ibers ,  a  d isp lay  banner  on the i r  webs i te  and a  featured ar t ic le .
 

RESULTS:
The emai l  act iv i ty  drove the major i ty  of  submit ted enqui ry  forms .  
C l ick- through rates  for  the d isp lay  banner  and featured ar t ic le  were lower  than the forecast
prov ided by Bdai ly ,  however ,  we mainta in  th is  was a  usefu l  brand awareness  and educat ion
exerc ise .
Lower  bounce rates  f rom the Bdai ly  act iv i ty  suggests  th is  was a  more qual i f ied audience to
target  for  the BC propos i t ion .

 

The act iv i ty  de l ivered a  h igh number  of  new users  to  the webs i te .  Th is  shows the prospect ing
act iv i ty  reached the new audience as  requ i red and ach ieved the re levant  brand awareness .  Wi th
more t ime and budget  a l located ,  th is  d ig i ta l  market ing st rategy would be rev iewed and tested
fur ther .
 

Due to  budget  constra ints  w i th in  the proof  of  concept ,  pa id  search advert is ing was cons idered as
out  of  scope due to  expens ive cost  per  c l ick  vo lumes caused by h igh compet i t ion on ‘bus iness
consul tancy ’  terms that  would be requi red to  ach ieve the requ i red brand awareness  leve ls  needed .
 
At t r ibut ion for  d ig i ta l  market ing channels  was not  ava i lab le  due to  interna l  and externa l
rest r ic t ions  which means i t  i s  d i f f icu l t  to  fu l ly  understand the va lue of  the d ig i ta l  channels  used in
th is  test .
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Performance results
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Submitted enquiry forms directly  attr ibuted to digital  marketing channels
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FINDINGS  OF

RESEARCH

The fo l lowing sect ion wi l l  h igh l ight  key research f ind ings brought  to  l ight  by  the analys is  of  the
qual i tat ive  and quant i tat ive  data  d iscussed prev ious ly .  Spec i f ica l ly ,  th is  sect ion wi l l  d iscuss  how
the DEBC has af fected the percept ion of  par t ic ipat ing SMEs in  re lat ion to  a  number  of  cr i t ica l
areas  inc lud ing overa l l  product iv i ty ,  technology adopt ion ,  modern bus iness  pract ice  adopt ion ,  and
innovat ion ,  whi ls t  a lso cons ider ing any potent ia l  room for  improvement .

Overall  productivity

The DEBC has been able  to  prov ide va luable  ins ights  to  c l ients  f rom a range of  industr ia l  sectors .
A l though st i l l  a t  the ear ly  s tages of  act ion ing the suggest ions made ,  par t ic ipants  were asked to
speculate  on the potent ia l  change the consul tancy prov ided would have on the i r  product iv i ty .  As  a
broad ind icator  of  change ,  the c l ients  were asked to  show the i r  leve l  of  agreement  to  the fo l lowing
statement :

“This project wil l  l ikely enhance my organisation's productivity”
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The resu l ts  of  which gave a  mean score of  5 .44 out  of  a  poss ib le  7 ,  showing an overa l l  pos i t ive
pos i t ion wi th  37  par t ic ipants  in  agreement ,  4  in  d isagreement ,  and a  fur ther  6  hold ing a  neutra l
pos i t ion (F igure 1 ) .  C l ients  were s imi lar ly  asked to  rate  the i r  agreement  to  how l ike ly  the pro ject
recommendat ions would af fect  f inanc ia l  per formance .  Whi ls t  th is  was lower  than product iv i ty ,
there  was s t i l l  a  notable  skew towards the pos i t ive  wi th  a  mean score of  4 .85 out  of  7 .
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F i gu r e  1 :  L i k e l i h ood  o f  t h e  DEBC  Resu l t s  Enhanc i ng  P roduc t i v i t y

To of fer  fur ther  c lar i ty  on the broad def in i t ion of  product iv i ty  ass igned dur ing the survey ,  c l ients
were g iven a  chance to  ass ign key per formance ind icators  (KPIs )  l i ke ly  to  be af fected dur ing the i r
DEBC pro ject .  Invar iab ly ,  the KPIs  chosen by each part ic ipant  were context  dependent  g iven the
purpose of  each pro ject  and the type of  SME .  For  example ,  P ,  12 ,  cons idered employee engagement
a cr i t ica l  area of  product iv i ty ,  where P ,  1 ,  ass igned number  of  orders ,  webs i te  t ra f f ic  and
convers ion rates .  Regard less  of  the KPIs  chosen ,  each c l ient  was asked to  g ive  a  score out  of  ten
dur ing the in i t ia l  in terv iew ,  then speculate  at  the end of  the DEBC pro ject  in  l ight  of  the ins ights
prov ided by the i r  s tudent  team.  Spec i f ica l ly ,  the c l ients  were asked dur ing the second round of
interv iews to  rate  the i r  product iv i ty  at  present  ( in  l ight  of  the pro ject  ins ights ) ,  a f ter  s ix  months ,
and aga in  at  twelve months af ter  fu l ly  implement ing the recommendat ions g iven .
 
The resu l ts  of  th is  qual i tat ive  enqui ry  support  those seen wi th in  the survey data ,  w i th  a  tota l  o f  25
c l ients  suggest ing potent ia l  short - term improvements  to  some i f  not  a l l  o f  the product iv i ty  metr ics
set .  However ,  i t  i s  notable  that  in  some cases the in i t ia l  change was re lat ive ly  smal l ,  for  instance ,
P ,  6 ,  suggested the i r  turnover  would move f rom a 5 .5  to  6 .5  out  of  10 .  A l though in  some cases ,  as
was seen wi th  P ,  14 ,  the increase was larger ,  see ing a  move f rom 3 to  8  out  of  10 for  market
research :
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P, 14. “I have been much more pro-active in contacting cl ients (B2B), meeting with

airports, safari parks and Jet2. We are have now increased productivity to 7/10 from

5/10 and making progress.  Market research moved from 3/10 to 8/10 as the report gives

us a blueprint, it 's  independent and supports what my business is doing”.

When look ing fur ther  in  the future ,  the f ind ings once aga in  show a pos i t ive  out look based on the
DEBC intervent ions .  When asked to  pred ict  the i r  product iv i ty  scores  a f ter  s ix  months ,  a  tota l  o f  17
c l ients  expected fur ther  increases ,  h igh l ight ing future  potent ia l  a f ter  fu l ly  implement ing
recommendat ions .  A  key example of  th is  i s  P ,  22 ,  who has been able  to  implement  some of  the
recommendat ions around the i r  market ing st rategy ,  but  admit  more t ime is  requ i red to  see resu l ts .
As  a  consequence of  the changes made ,  they are  ab le  to  target  appropr iate  market  segments  more
ef fect ive ly ,  lead ing to  a  pred icted two-fo ld  increase in  the i r  turnover  w i th in  6  months ,  mov ing the i r
score f rom a 4 to  an 8  out  of  10 .

P, 22. “Turnover within the next six months, I 'm very productively working to maximise

that, so that wil l  go right up to an 8”

F ina l ly ,  the longer- term ef fect  on product iv i ty  ( twelve months af ter  the end of  each pro ject )  once
again  showed some pos i t ive  pred ict ions ,  w i th  a  tota l  o f  9  c l ients  suggest ing fur ther  smal l
increases .  I t  i s  worth not ing that  where the long-term out look does not  show any major  increase in
product iv i ty  w i th in  the c l ient  sample ,  th is  was main ly  due to  a  re luctance on the part  of
part ic ipants  to  speculate  so far  in  advance .   Th is  i ssue was a lso seen at  the s ix -month per iod ,
a l though in  th is  case ,  on ly  2  organisat ions were unwi l l ing to  prov ide a  speculat ive  product iv i ty
forecast .
 
One d i rector  of  a  mul t imedia  agency was not  conv inced by the product iv i ty  ga ins  to  be generated
from th is  pro ject .  In  response to  whether  product iv i ty  would l ike ly  improve in  the next  6  months 
 P ,  6  sa id :  
 
 
 
 
 
I t  appears  the s tudent  data  supported the i r  ex is t ing s t rategy ,  but  the c l ients  w i th  the lack of
novel ty  in  the recommendat ions .  Perhaps more damning ,  the sample s ize  was inappropr iate  and
too smal l  to  adequate ly  just i fy  the recommendat ions .  Inappropr iate  samples  were common
amongst  the poorest  reports .  Such student  groups apparent ly  faced d i f f icu l ty  recru i t ing the i r
c l ients ’  target  demographic  and eventual ly  set t led for  more access ib le  par t ies .
 
 
 

P, 6. “Probably not going to change. This data does f l ip our mindset a bit,  We have hard

data based on cl ients, there's a l i tt le to play with. Some of the data may change our way

of working. Not lots to implement we weren't doing already. Sample is poorly focused

and quite low.”

 



THE  DEBC

FINAL  REPORT PAGE  18

Resources wi th in  the SME a lso af fected the potent ia l  product iv i ty  ga ins  reaped f rom the pro ject ,
as  P ,  1 1  h igh l ights :
 
 
 
A  lack of  resources of ten dr ives  c l ients  to  pro-bono consul tancy (usual ly  s ta f f ,  t ime or  money) .
However ,  once these are  completed and recommendat ions are  proposed the c l ient  may st i l l  lack
the resources to  implement  the s t rateg ies .  Whi ls t  s tudent  groups are  reminded to propose
recommendat ions that  cons ider  the resources of  each organisat ion ,  c l ients  can st i l l  get  too
focused on da i ly  operat ions that  they fa i l  to  implement  more st rateg ic  act iv i t ies .
 
Students ’  understanding of  the c l ient  and the c l ient ’ s  industry  a lso emerged as  an issue .  For
example :
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
P , 16 .  h igh l ights  more t ime spent  on-s i te ;  observ ing staf f  may have he lped the i r  group understand
the i r  bus iness .  Th is  per ta ins  to  the need for  greater  communicat ion a l ready ident i f ied in  th is
report .  There was a lso an occas ion where the c l ient  c losed down the restaurant  arm of  i ts  bus iness
dur ing the pro ject ,  g iven th is  venture  was centra l  to  the or ig ina l  br ie f  th is  caused some confus ion
for  the s tudents .  The pro ject  br ie f  was swi f t ly  a l tered ,  but  t ime had a l ready been lost .
Unfor tunate ly ,  such rare  instances are  d i f f icu l t  to  pred ict  and are  unavoidable .
 
The product iv i ty  goal  for  each SME was a  50% increase f rom the base l ine establ ished in  the s tage
1  interv iew .  At  the end of  the pro ject ,  c l ients  se l f - reported an average product iv i ty  improvement  of
44% (Median :  23%)  in  the targeted domain (e .g .  c l ient  convers ion rate ) .  Fur thermore ,  a f ter  12
months the average pred icted product iv i ty  improvement  was 231% (Median :  50%) .  Of  course ,  these
f igures  should be v iewed wi th  caut ion g iven the smal l  sample s ize  and the l imi tat ions of  se l f -
reported data .
 
 
 

P, 11.  ““Probably a 4 but there is a lack of resources and just doing the best to manage

everything.”

 

 

P, 12. ““Students need more t ime to understand the business they are working with.

Students could spend time shadowing in the business.”

 

P, 16. “Honestly, because we had to change the brief due to our business model shift this

l ikely caused misunderstanding. Students lacked an understanding of our model.  We just

don't want to go the student route as the report recommends.”
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Technology  adoption

Regard ing technology adopt ion as  a  resu l t  o f  the DEBC pro jects ,  c l ients  were asked to  ant ic ipate
the l ike l ihood of  th is  occurr ing by rat ing the i r  leve l  of  agreement  to  the fo l lowing quest ion :

“I anticipate our organisation wil l  adopt new technologies as a result of this

consultancy”

The survey resu l ts  ( f igure  2 ) ,  show a s t rong proport ion of  c l ients  expect ing to  adopt  new
technolog ies  as  a  resu l t  o f  the i r  pro ject ,  w i th  a  tota l  o f  43% g iv ing a  pos i t ive  response to  the
statement .  A l though th is  resu l t  i s  by  no means a l l - inc lus ive ,  i t  i s  most  cer ta in ly  expected g iven the
range of  pro jects  w i th in  th is  sample which in  turn  led to  a  h igh percentage of  neutra l  responses .
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F i gu r e  2 :  L i k e l i h ood  o f  n ew  t e chno l ogy  adop t i on

Adding fur ther  context  to  th is  numer ica l  eva luat ion ,  the qual i tat ive  interv iews showed a range of
recommendat ions skewed to technolog ica l  so lut ions which were met  favourably  by  c l ients .
Namely ,  much of  the suggested technology adopt ion was skewed towards onl ine so lut ions and
dig i ta l  market ing .  However ,  there  were some examples  of  spec i f ic  bus iness  appl icat ions .  An
example of  th is  was prov ided by P , 1 ,  who wi l l  be adopt ing data  analys is  sof tware to  support  rea l -
t ime market  research and analyt ics :
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P, 1 .  “They suggested some real ly useful software that they used themselves during the

project,  I  wil l  be looking at this and hopefully wil l  start using it  to help analyse market

data”.

Modern  business  practice  adoption

When assess ing the future  adopt ion of  modern bus iness  pract ices  there was once aga in  a  pos i t ive
skew seen wi th in  the survey data .  C l ients  were asked to  determine the potent ia l  for  bus iness
pract ice  adopt ion by record ing the i r  agreement  wi th  the s tatement  be low:

“I anticipate our organisation adopted new business practices as a result of this

consultancy”

As can be seen in  f igure  3 ,  47% of  c l ients  responded favourably  to  th is  s tatement ,  rang ing f rom
somewhat ,  to  s t rongly  agree .  Th is  i s  s imi lar ly  unsurpr is ing g iven the var ied focus of  DEBC pro jects
and the i r  in tended outcomes ,  and demonstrates  potent ia l  e f fects  in  terms of  bus iness  pract ice
adopt ion .
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F i gu r e  3 :  L i k e l i h ood  o f  Mode rn  Bus i n e s s  P rac t i c e  Adop t i on
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Along wi th  th is  broad apprec iat ion ,  the qual i tat ive  data  has shown where bus iness  pract ice
adopt ion was seen or  expected as  a  resu l t  o f  the DEBC pro jects .  These centred predominant ly  on
human resource management  (HRM) and market ing pract ices ,  w i th  3  c l ients  suggest ing the
poss ib le  implementat ion of  the former ,  and 9  for  the lat ter .  For  instance ,  P ,  28 ,  suggested they wi l l
implement  market ing st rateg ies  l inked to  soc ia l  media ,  enabl ing them to ef fect ive ly  target
potent ia l  customers :

P, 28. “They said day one week one, just kind of go for social media, give 100 free users

away, and ult imately, it 's  not real ly costing me much, so it 's  definitely something I wil l

go for”.

For  HRM,  the recommendat ions h ighl ighted a l l  fa l l  w i th in  recru i tment  pract ices ,  moreover ,  as  wi th
market ing ,  the focus was in  making bet ter  use of  d ig i ta l  resources to  at t ract  appropr iate
candidates  or  source interns  and volunteers .  Th is  was h ighl ighted by P ,  24 ,  who saw the use of
L inkedIn as  a  pos i t ive  suggest ion by the i r  pro ject  team:

P, 24. “We wil l  be changing how we recruit and using things l ike LinkedIn which should

help in terms of the quality of people that we can bring in. It  should lead to some quick

wins as well ,  especial ly with Scottish and London Universit ies.”

Innovation

Market  s t rategy (8 ) ,
Serv ice  des ign (3 ) ,
Bus iness  processes (3 ) .

The DEBCs ab i l i ty  to  s t imulate  innovat ion wi th in  par t ic ipat ing SMEs was h ighl ighted by a  number
of  c l ients .  However ,  the data  showed a lack of  more rad ica l  innovat ion ,  rather ,  the innovat ive
e lements  seen wi th in  c l ient  organ isat ions would best  be seen as  incrementa l .  In  par t icu lar ,  the
interv iew data  h ighl ighted three key areas  where innovat ion could be seen ,  these were :

 
In  tota l ,  13  c l ients  saw the potent ia l  to  innovate in  one or  more of  these three areas ,  the major i ty
of  which were l inked to  incrementa l  market  innovat ions .  An example of  th is  use of  market
innovat ion is  P , 12 ,  who ,  whi ls t  at tempt ing to  penetrate  the Chinese market  has  begun adapt ing
the i r  current  market ing st rategy ,  opening a  Ch inese webs i te  and bu i ld ing personal  re lat ionsh ips
wi th  intermediar ies .  Th is  sh i f t  was suggested by s tudents  as  a  necessary  change in  s t rategy which
wi l l  bet ter  f i t  the Chinese context .
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Dur ing the quant i tat ive  survey ,  a l l  47  c l ients  were asked to  g ive  the i r  perspect ive  on the fo l lowing
quest ion :
 
 
 
 
The Dig i ta l ly  Enabled Bus iness  C l in ic  has  de l ivered £243 , 178 worth of  va lue in  consul tancy adv ice
to 47 part ic ipat ing SMEs ,  averag ing £5 , 174 per  pro ject .  Th is  represents  a  £5 .49 return for  every  £1
of  funding .  Such va lue represents  product iv i ty  increases and/or  innovat ion ,  technology adopt ion
and modern bus iness  pract ice  adopt ion .  The est imated va lue and overa l l  e f fect  of  DEBC pro jects
may increase 6- 12  months af ter  the pro ject ,  once f i rms have the opportun i ty  to  implement  the
recommendat ions .

Value  for  money  & time  investment

“How much would you have expected to pay for this consultancy/report if  you had been

buying this service professionally (in £s)?”

“How many weeks would it  have taken you to complete the work internally, assuming you

had the t ime/expertise?"

21  (44 .68%) c l ients  out  of  47  sa id  i t  would have taken over  10 weeks to  complete  the consul tancy
work interna l ly .  Fur thermore ,  3 1  (66%) c l ients  fe l t  the i r  pro ject  would have taken 4 weeks or  more .
The average t ime taken to  complete  the DEBC pro jects  interna l ly  was 6  weeks .  1  member  of  s ta f f
work ing fu l l  t ime on min imum wage for  6  weeks ,  assuming an 8  hour  day ,  would cost  £ 1 ,970 .  Th is
f igure  is  based on the tota l  number  of  weeks c l ients  c la im the work would have taken ,  d iv ided by
the number  of  c l ients .  Th is  i s  a  very  conservat ive  breakdown,  g iven we l imi ted pro ject  length to  10
weeks (desp i te  the +)  and used the UK nat ional  min imum wage .  Whi ls t  the 3  (6 .38%) c l ients  who
fe l t  the pro jects  could be completed interna l ly  in  2  weeks or  less  d idn ’ t  prov ide a  rat ionale  for
the i r  assessment ,  i t  i s  l i ke ly  these pro jects  fa i led to  de l iver  v iab le  recommendat ions or  convey an
adequate understanding of  the c l ient ’ s  bus iness  and wider  industry .
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P, 12. “I think the points around hosting a Chinese website are real ly useful .  I  think if it

was just us in the office with our lack of experience, we probably would have just

extended it  and maybe offered a translation of what we have at the moment. So seeing

the recommendations to actually get it  on a Chinese server is real ly useful”.

An interest ing case for  serv ice  innovat ion can be seen wi th in  P ,  27 .  The essence of  the i r  br ie f  was
to assess  the v iab i l i ty  of  of fer ing spec ia l i s t  safety  t ra in ing wi th in  d i f ferent  industr ia l  contexts .  As  a
resu l t  o f  s tudent  consul tat ion ,  the c l ient  has  made many changes to  the serv ices  of fered to  re f lect
market  gaps (or  the lack thereof ) .

P, 27. “They said, you know, there are areas that aren’t worth going into considering

where my business is .  Things l ike pharmaceuticals,  which is very highly regulated so a

sort of one-man band l ike myself would find it  difficult,  so that’s changed what I ’m

offering to customers and who I go after”.

This  sh i f t  in  serv ice  or ientat ion a l lowed the c l ient  to  focus resources on key markets  and products ,
which was seen as  a  way to  max imise the return on investment  when cons ider ing the t ime taken to
bui ld  re lat ionsh ips  and secure contracts .
 
F ina l ly ,  when look ing at  process  innovat ion ,  th is  var ied depending on pro ject  focus as  one would
expect ,  w i th  e lements  of  bus iness  pract ice  and technology adopt ion a lso p lay ing a  ro le  here .  One
standout  example of  process  innovat ion can be seen in  P ,  17 ,  where ,  as  a  resu l t  o f  the DEBC
project ,  the s tudents  ident i f ied a  need to  improve the processes involved in  intern recru i tment .
Th is  once aga in  was seen as  a  pos i t ive  s tep which would u l t imate ly  lead to  bet ter  process
outcomes .

P, 17.  “We are going to improve the systems, and the selection criteria for some of the

interns coming over, so to have specific forms, and improve the systems which they've

identif ied as weak at the moment, which of course they are, that should help us match

interns to companies better in the future”.
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Student  employabil ity

Whi ls t  SME product iv i ty  was the centra l  focus of  the DEBC,  the pro ject  a lso col lected students ’
exper iences and perspect ives .  Of  the 57  s tudents  surveyed ,  93% fe l t  the DEBC helped prepare
them for  the graduate job market  (Q12) .  Moreover ,  89% of  respondents  fe l t  the exper ience was
enjoyable .

Q12:  We feel  the Business  Cl inic  experience has helped prepare us  for  the graduate job
market .
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Q13:  We have enjoyed our Business  Cl inic  experience.
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Technology usage was a lso t racked throughout  the pro ject .  Soc ia l  media  was used extens ive ly  to
col laborate  on DEBC pro jects ,  w i th  74 .58% of  respondents  us ing Facebook Chat/Messenger  and
42 .37% us ing Whatsapp .  As  expected ,  emai l  was used heav i ly  to  co l laborate  dur ing pro jects-
93 .22% of  respondents  s tated the i r  group used i t .  However ,  v ideo conferenc ing was much less
popular  w i th  only  27 . 12% of  par t ic ipants  s tat ing the i r  group used the p lat form.  F ina l ly ,  c loud
storage was commonly  used by s tudent  teams ,  w i th  76 .27% of  par t ic ipants  us ing the Google  Dr ive
su i te  (e .g .  Google  Docs ,  Google  Sheets ) ,  fo l lowed by Pebble  (69 .49%) and Dropbox ( 1 1 .86%) .
 
Overa l l ,  these f ind ings are  very  promis ing as  they ind icate  DEBC graduates  are  sat is f ied wi th  the i r
exper ience and leave fee l ing bet ter  prepared for  the graduate job market .  Moreover ,  DEBC
graduates  understand how to incorporate  modern technolog ies  into bus iness  act iv i t ies  and th is
habi t  appears  to  have rubbed of f  on the i r  c l ients  (see Technology adopt ion) .

Areas  for  improvement

Research into the DEBC has shown a pos i t ive  e f fect  on SME product iv i ty ,  however ,  whi ls t  the
student  pro jects  were for  the most  par t  successfu l ,  i t  i s  s t i l l  worth  cons ider ing areas  for
improvement  moving forward .  To fac i l i ta te  th is ,  c l ients  were asked to  ident i fy  potent ia l
shortcomings wi th in  the DEBC process ,  notably  those which may have impeded the pro ject .
Themat ic  analys is  of  responses ident i f ied two key areas  where c l ients  thought  the DEBC could
improve ,  these inc luded communicat ion between the organisat ions and students ,  and what  can
broadly  be cons idered as  “a f tercare” .
 
Look ing f i rs t  at  communicat ion ,  the main  cr i t ic ism brought  to  the fore  by  part ic ipants  was the lack
of  regular  contact  between themselves  and the pro ject  teams .  Th is  was by far  the most  preva lent
of  the two issues ra ised wi th  18  interv iewees suggest ing a  need to  have more f requent  contact .
Th is  i ssue was h ighl ighted by P ,  5 ,  qu i te  conc ise ly  in  the fo l lowing quote :

Much of  the concern around th is  lack of  communicat ion ,  re lated to  peace of  mind and a  need to
fee l  involved in  the pro ject  at  some leve l ,  but  i t  was a lso seen as  a  potent ia l  barr ier  to  s tudents
ga in ing va luable  ins ight  which could be used to  the benef i t  o f  the i r  f ina l  recommendat ions .  Th is
was part icu lar ly  re levant  to  organisat ions such as  P ,  26 ,  who operate  in  a  n iche industry  that
students  were l ike ly  unfami l ia r  w i th .  The organisat ion in  quest ion prov ided weld ing serv ices  and
spec ia l i s t  t ra in ing in  compressed gas safety ,  requ i r ing a  h igh degree of  technica l  knowledge .  Th is
was inva luable  for  the s tudents  to  understand whi ls t  undertak ing the pro ject ,  however ,  a t  t imes
the c l ient  fe l t  communicat ion wi th  themselves  was insuf f ic ient  to  proper ly  d isseminate the
informat ion requi red .

P, 5. “We assumed by saying 'get in touch',  we conveyed we were open for more

meetings. I  was expecting to hear more from them [i .e .  meetings/communication] but

didn't”
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The second e lement  ident i f ied by interv iewees was that  of  a f tercare ,  in  par t icu lar ,  e ight  c l ients
expressed a  need for  fur ther  support  in  implement ing the recommendat ions made by s tudents ,
suggest ing i f  th is  were the case ,  any benef i ts  would be rea l i sed wi th in  a  shorter  t ime per iod :

P, 24. “It would be good to have the students continue in some way to implement the

project f indings, I  have very l itt le spare t ime”.

I t  was even suggested that  the DEBC could be connected to  internsh ip  opportun i t ies ,  both pa id
and unpaid ,  which would enable  c l ients  to  implement  recommendat ions a longs ide one or  some of
the students  who developed them.

Evaluation  of  Success

 Adopt ion/Implementat ion of  consul tancy report  recommendat ions

The DEBC exceeded expectat ions in  th is  domain .  Over  91% of  c l ients  agreed that  they wi l l
implement  some of  the recommendat ions out l ined in  the i r  reports .  Wi th  27% c i t ing new
technology adopt ion ,  and 40% of  c l ients  c la iming such technology adopt ion is  for thcoming .
Addi t ional ly ,  over  44% of  c l ients  c la imed they have a l ready adopted modern bus iness  pract ices
as  a  resu l t  o f  th is  pro ject ,  w i th  a  fur ther  65% c la iming they wi l l  adopt  such pract ices  in  the
future  as  a  resu l t  o f  the i r  DEBC pro ject .

 Over  76% of  c l ients  agreed the pro ject  had contr ibuted to  organisat ional  knowledge .
Furthermore ,  over  40% bel ieved the pro ject  w i l l  resu l t  in  a  cu l tura l  sh i f t .  

Th is  sect ion a ims to  eva luate the success  of  th is  pro ject  aga inst  the ' just i f icat ion of  success '  in
the proposal .  P lease note i t  was not  expected that  each of  the SMEs wi l l  have exper ienced
improvements  in  a l l  four  cr i ter ia .
 

1 .
At  least  85% of  SMEs wi l l  be adopt ing/ implement ing ,  the consul tancy report  recommendat ions
concern ing ex is t ing technology (e .g .  CRM,  HR sof tware ,  c loud comput ing ,  payment  systems etc )
and/or  modern bus iness  pract ices  (e .g .  leadersh ip ,  management  capabi l i t ies ,  or  develop ing an
innovat ion cu l ture ) .
 

 
 2 .  Contr ibut ion to  knowledge
At  least  85% of  SMEs bel ieve the consul tancy has contr ibuted pos i t ive ly  to  the knowledge and/or
cul ture .
 

 
 3 .  Improv ing product iv i ty/ f inanc ia l  targets
85% of  SMEs bel ieve the consul tancy has ,  or  i s  expected ,  to  contr ibute to  improv ing
product iv i ty/ f inanc ia l  targets .  
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Over  74% of  c l ients  agreed the i r  pro ject  would contr ibute to  improv ing the i r  product iv i ty
targets .  Fur thermore ,  over  69% of  c l ients  agreed the pro jects  would contr ibute to  improv ing 
the i r  f inanc ia l  targets .

Only  14  c l ients  were recru i ted v ia  d ig i ta l  channels .  Exp lanat ion of  th is  under-per formance
discussed in  'Lesson 's  learned '  sect ion .  The remain ing SMEs were recru i ted v ia  re fer ra ls ,
a t tending network ing events  or  the ex is t ing BC database .  However ,  th is  pro ject    exceeded
expectat ions by recru i t ing 47 c l ients ,  over  57% of  the min imum target .  Th is  represents  an
est imated £87 ,958 ( 17  c l ients  x  £5 , 174)  of  addi t ional  va lue in  consul tancy terms to  the c l ient .

 
 4 .  D ig i ta l  Recru i tment
At least  30 SMEs wi th  low to medium product iv i ty  have successfu l ly  been recru i ted v ia  d ig i ta l
channels  to  par t ic ipate  in  the pro ject .
 

 
Analys is  of  the DEBC resu l ts  in  re lat ion to  the success  cr i ter ia  reveal  the DEBC exceeded
expectat ions regard ing the adopt ion of  recommendat ions perta in ing to  ex is t ing technology and
modern bus iness  pract ices .  Contr ibut ions to  organisat ional  knowledge ,  cu l ture ,  product iv i ty  targets
and f inanc ia l  targets  were respectable ,  but  d idn ’ t  qu i te  meet  the 85% threshold .  The resu l ts  show
us that  an 85% pos i t ive  contr ibut ion to  organisat ional  knowledge ,  cu l ture ,  product iv i ty  and
f inanc ia l  targets  i s  perhaps too ambi t ious  f rom a 12  week pro ject .  However ,  schedul ing mandatory
weekly  c l ient-s tudent  updates  may get  subsequent  DEBCs c loser  to  the  85% target .  Unfor tunate ly ,
d ig i ta l  recru i tment  per formed worse than expected wi th  only  ha l f  the requ is i te  sample be ing
recru i ted d ig i ta l ly .  Fur thermore ,  i t  appears  c l ient  recru i tment  v ia  pa id  d ig i ta l  market ing channels  i s
much more cost ly  than t rad i t ional  methods even i f  the d ig i ta l  market ing approach could be fur ther
ref ined .    F ina l ly ,  i t ’ s  worth not ing the DEBC managed to run 47 consul tancy pro jects ,  wel l  above
the in i t ia l  target .
 
 
 
Th is  sect ion of  the report  w i l l  re f lect  upon our  exper iences of  undertak ing th is  pro ject .
 
S tudent-C l ient  Communicat ion 
The main cr i t ic ism brought  to  the fore  by  c l ients  was the lack of  regular  contact  between
themselves  and the pro ject  teams .  Th is  was the most  common problem ra ised by c l ients  on the
DEBC and suggests  a  need to  have more f requent  contact .  Many c l ients  wanted to  communicate
on a  weekly  bas is ,  e i ther  v ia  emai l ,  phone or  face-to- face meet ings ,  to  keep abreast  w i th  the
pro ject  and ensure the students  were on the r ight  t rack .  However ,  a f ter  the in i t ia l  c l ient  meet ing
and ear ly  emai ls  many student  teams only  contacted the c l ient  when they needed ass is tance or
adv ice .  A  lack of  communicat ion was common amongst  the weakest  DEBC reports .  Fur thermore ,  i t
was fe l t  that  more f requent  communicat ion would have ensured the student  groups bet ter
understood the i r  c l ient  and the c l ient ’ s  industry .  Th is  lack of  understanding can resu l t  in
inappropr iate  sample se lect ion and poor  recommendat ions .  In  future ,  the DEBC should impose
mandatory  weekly  contact ,  even i f  i t ’ s  s imply  an emai l  update ,  to  ensure issues are  spotted and
rect i f ied ear ly .

Lessons  Learned
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Acqui r ing c l ients
Dur ing the process  of  acqui r ing c l ients  for  s tudent  pro jects ,  there  may be a  smal l  number  of
potent ia l  c l ients  who wi l l  present  w i th  qual i t ies  that  might  not  be su i tab le  for  work  wi th  s tudents .
 
For  example ,  unrea l i s t ic  expectat ions of  what  the s tudents  are  expected to  de l iver ,  unre l iab le  when
attending meet ings or  lack of  communicat ion .  A l though the c l ient  i s  not  requ i red to  comply  wi th
st r ic t  terms and condi t ions  and the t ime spent  wi th  s tudents  can be f lex ib le ,  i t  i s  important  c l ients
are  respons ive and engaged wi th  the pro ject .
 
Managing c l ients
The BC tutors  need to  bet ter  prepare the students  in  terms of  the importance of  engaging
ef fect ive ly  w i th  the i r  SME c l ient ;  as  they lack exper ience of  th is .  I t  i s  important  that  they mainta in
regular  contact  throughout  the process  in  order  to  obta in  va luable  ins ight  f rom the c l ient .  
 
Movement  in  c l ient  expectat ions
Bus inesses tend to  move at  a  rap id  pace and because of  th is  i t  i s  poss ib le  for  c l ients  to  at tempt  to
change the object ives  of  the pro ject  or  ask  the s tudents  to  work  on addi t ional  tasks .  Th is  happens
on rare  occas ions and c l ients  are  br ie fed ear ly  on in  the process  by  the academic team that  the
approved object ives  are  what  the s tudent  pro ject  w i l l  be based on
 
Northumbr ia  Univers i ty ' s  BC is  pos i t ioned as  a  consul tancy serv ice  for  smal l ,  medium and large
organisat ions across  a l l  sectors .  Due to  prev ious exper iences ,  the BC does not  typ ica l ly  serv ice
those bus inesses who ident i fy  as  s tar tups -  the Univers i ty  has  a  dedicated serv ice  targeted
spec i f ica l ly  at  s tar tups .  As  th is  proof  of  concept  i s  spec i f ica l ly  targeted at  low product iv i ty  SMEs ,
we mainta ined our  best  e f for ts  to  serv ice  th is  target  market  dur ing th is  per iod .  However ,  i t  i s
worth not ing that  our  prov is ion goes outs ide of  th is .  The research f ind ings presented throughout
are  appl icable  only  to  the organisat ions who f i t  the low product iv i ty  SME prof i le .  Ga in ing access  to
part ic ipants  and col lect ing pr imary  data  i s  one of  the most  chal leng ing parts  of  any un ivers i ty
pro ject .  Th is  can lead students  to  pan ic  and rush th is  important  phase ,  usual ly  by  survey ing the i r
f r iends and fami ly  v ia  soc ia l  media  p lat forms l ike  Facebook .  Inappropr iate  samples  were a  common
theme amongst  poor  DEBC pro jects  because the subsequent  resu l ts  and analys is  are  inappropr iate
for  the c l ients ’  context .  Those groups that  regular ly  communicated wi th  the i r  c l ients  understood
the i r  organ isat ion and the wider  industry ,  apprec iated the type of  par t ic ipants  requ i red to  in form
an ef fect ive  consul tancy pro ject .
 
Help  SMEs col lect  hard product iv i ty  data
Whi ls t  la rge organisat ions can have ent i re  departments  dedicated to  per formance moni tor ing and
analyt ics ,  the rea l i ty  i s  many SMEs fa i l  to  accurate ly  moni tor  anyth ing beyond obl igatory  f inanc ia l
data .  Fur thermore ,  such data  i s  of ten unsu i tab le  for  at t r ibut ing changes to  areas  such as  employee
engagement  in i t ia t ives ,  brand awareness  campaigns or  communi ty  outreach programmes .  
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However ,  a  fu l l  t r ia l  o f  the DEBC would benef i t  f rom encouraging c l ients  to  moni tor  per formance
more ef fect ive ly .  Apps l ike  Hootsu i te ,Togg !  and Tre l lo    may prov ide a  qu ick  and easy means of
re l iab ly  moni tor ing pro ject  KPIs .  Otherwise product iv i ty  improvements  may be rest r ic ted to  only
the most  d i rect ly  observable  act iv i t ies .
 
D ig i ta l  Market ing
There is  a  consensus amongst  onl ine marketers  that  emai l  converts  more h ighly  than most  other
market ing channels .    Bda i ly ’ s  market ing and recommendat ion l ike ly  worked better  because i t  i s  a
t rusted organisat ion wi th  a  qual i f ied audience .  Future  DEBCs could learn f rom th is  by  market ing
the i r  serv ices  v ia  s imi lar  organ isers .  In  contrast  featured ar t ic les  and soc ia l  shar ing does not
appear  to  generate  many c l icks .  I t  i s  unc lear  why th is  was ,  however  i t  i s  l i ke ly    th is  market ing was
seen by a  more casual  aud ience and the message may have been compet ing wi th  mul t ip le  other
posts  and l inks  on the page .  
 
Due to  t ime constra ints ,  we were unable  to  spend a l l  the a l located money wi th in  the t ime f rame of
the pro ject  which we bel ieve negat ive ly  a f fected resu l ts  of  the d ig i ta l  campaign .  Contract ing a
d ig i ta l  market ing agency to  undertake the work ,  constra ined by un ivers i ty  pol ic ies  and procedures ,
led to  some delays  in  the d ig i ta l  campaign part  of  the pro ject .  
 
 
 
 
 



THE  DEBC

FINAL  REPORT PAGE  30

CONCLUSION

Importance  of  the  DEBC

Northumbr ia ’s  BC has de l ivered over  £1 .6  mi l l ion worth of  pro-bono consul tancy over  6  years .
Moreover ,  the model  has  been nominated for  teach ing awards f rom the Academy of  Market ing and
the Br i t i sh  Academy of  Management .  
 
In  the context  of  reduced publ ic  spending ,  i t  appears  smal l  bus inesses must  turn  e lsewhere for
support .  However ,  un ivers i ty  and SME interests  are  not  a lways fu l ly  a l igned ,  w i th  the former
cr i t ic ised for  push ing cost ly  Knowledge Transfer  Partnersh ips  or  PhD scholarsh ips  that  may not
generate  tang ib le  bus iness  resu l ts .  The BC model  i s  mutual ly  benef ic ia l  for  a l l  s takeholders ;  SMEs
rece ive pro-bono consul tancy on a  rea l  bus iness  problem they spec i fy ,  s tudents  ga in  va luable
exper ience that  d is t ingu ishes them in  the job market ,  and the un ivers i ty  has  a  s t rong veh ic le  for
industry  engagement .  However ,  these benef i ts  have come at  a  substant ia l  cost  to  Northumbr ia
Univers i ty ,  inc lud ing funding dedicated admin is t rat ive  s ta f f ,  in f rast ructure  and market ing act iv i t ies .
The DEBC a l lows other  un ivers i t ies  to  reap those same benef i ts  for  i ts  key s takeholders  wi thout
such a  large f inanc ia l  out lay .  
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The resu l ts  of  th is  pro ject  ind icate  that  the DEBC does enhance c l ient  product iv i ty ,  and the only
investment  requ i red f rom the SME is  the i r  t ime .  Moreover ,  s tudents  fe l t  the i r  consul tancy
exper ience he lped them become more compet i t ive  in  the graduate job market .  None of  these
outcomes were cont ingent  on hav ing in f rast ructure  beyond what  a  typ ica l  un ivers i ty  has ,  i . e .
computers ,  c lassrooms and knowledgeable  academic s taf f .  Therefore ,  the DEBC represents  a  cost-
ef fect ive  means for  un ivers i t ies  to  s t rengthen the i r  externa l  engagement ,  produce more
compet i t ive  graduates  and s imul taneous ly  de l iver  the support  SMEs need .

Next  steps

Implement  the DEBC,  as  out l ined in  the for thcoming gu ide ,  in  3-4 UK un ivers i t ies .
Des ign and conduct  a  contro l led exper iment  assess ing the per formance of  DEBCs across
d i f ferent  un ivers i t ies .  Th is  exper iment  wi l l  a lso measure and compare the per formance of
Northumbr ia ’s  t rad i t ional  BC aga inst  the DEBC.
Des ign and implement  a  re fer ra l  system that  incent iv ises  newly  developed DEBCs to  market  and
help implement  the model  in  other  UK un ivers i t ies .
Create  an onl ine hub that  un ivers i t ies  and c l ients  can v is i t  to  market  consul tancy pro jects  and
s ign up for  pro-bono consul tancy ,  respect ive ly .
Exp lore  a  f ranchise  model  for  DEBCs centra l ly  managed by Northumbr ia .  Potent ia l  benef i ts  of
such an approach inc lude a  wider  network of  support  for  improv ing SME product iv i ty  and a
format  that  other  un ivers i t ies  can adopt .

Now that  we have demonstrated the v iab i l i ty  of  the DEBC model  there  is  a  great  opportun i ty  to
ro l l  out  the approach to  un ivers i t ies  across  the UK.  I f  InnovateUK wishes to  enhance SME
product iv i ty  nat ional ly  i t  would make sense to  d is t r ibute  ch i ld  DEBC's  across  the UK.  There is  a lso
scope for  a  comparat ive  s tudy between the BC and the DEBC wi th  the a im to eva luate  the benef i ts
of  these b inary  choices  versus  a  hybr id  approach .  A  ‘Fu l l  Tr ia l ’  could  be funded by the ‘Bus iness
Bas ics ’  fund to  f inance the development  of  3-4  more DEBCs in  UK un ivers i t ies .  The DEBC Scale  Up
could be implemented wi th in  24 months for  £200,000.  The pro ject  would :
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APPENDICES

Appendix  A

Cl ient  Survey -  ht tps : //nbsnu .co1 .qual t r ics .com/j fe/ form/SV_0HSs6NXrpF8pAIR

Appendix  B

Student  Survey -  ht tps : //nbsnu .co1 .qual t r ics .com/j fe/ form/SV_eJ0OF4NCurrLbpP


