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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This is the executive summary of the final 
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functions that had no net change. Following the end of the programme, the largest change in 

adoption was in buying goods and services online, which showed a 23% adoption increase. 

¶ Marketing and Business Development: Most businesses had a web or social media presence at the 

baseline stage, and adoption levels at the baseline stage were already quite high. The final adoption 

levels here were even higher, with four over 90% (and higher than, say, finance and accounting). 

The biggest area of change was having a social media marketing strategy (+53%). 

¶ Communication: Emailing and video conferencing facilities were widely used to engage with 

customers and suppliers at the baseline stage. Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems 

and online booking systems were less common. Petroc recruits claimed that procurement tools and 

software were not relevant for them, and very few used these (we noted in the midterm that there 

was minimal take-up in the counterfactual sample too). This is an area of technology where the 

findings were most similar at the baseline position, and after the interventions, with the exception 

of online booking systems (which increased by 31%), the project made the least progress. 

¶ Managing Information: Remote working and digital storage were common and collaboration tools 

were used by over half the sample at the baseline stage. Post programme responses indicated 

largely positive uptake in technology uptake with the exception of remote working, which did not 

change (already high at 83%). Two areas which stand out in terms of managing information are 

using data to improve website performance (+31% adoption) and the use of digital IT systems to 

manage or store information (+23%). 

¶ Cyber Security: Most businesses had their software up to date, and critical business data backed up 

at the baseline stage. Post programme, nearly all areas of cyber security had adoption levels of over 

80%, 
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PROCESS REVIEW STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES  

The project has the potential to help businesses improve their productivity. It is thought to be well suited to 

early-stage businesses and those left behind by the recent acceleration in technology adoption. Businesses, 

many of which were time-constrained rural micro-businesses starting from a low base, were most receptive 

to a tailored approach and general advice on using technology effectively to boost their business resilience.  

The general acceleration of technology has meant that competition for online classes has increased since 

the project was conceived. Other projects run by Cosmic and the libraries emerged, competing for the 

attentions of SMEs. Cosmic, a social enterprise, helped people identify their digital needs and offered digital 

skills training and services. Furthermore, once the restrictions eased, North Devon was very busy, and it was 

a popular UK staycation market. Businesses in this sector were focused on reopening and making up lost 

ground.  

The diagnostic provided a good measure of technology usage and adoption. The project has succeeded in 

targeting smaller, lower productivity businesses. Some of these were thought to be too small or early-stage 

to have the capacity to engage effectively and/or realise their growth ambitions.  

The target SMEs are, by definition, hard to reach, and this factor, combined with the effects of the pandemic, 

has made the initial target of two hundred far more difficult to achieve than anticipated.  

Petroc students studying in the Faculty of Management and Business Studies at Level 2 or 3 





 

1 | P a g e  

1. INTRODUCTION 

This is the final report for the Techknowledgey Transfer project for 

Petroc College of Further and Higher Education. It is part of a research 

trial supported by the Business Basics programme (Round 3) and 

funded by the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy 

(BEIS), working with UK Research and Innovation. The Innovation 

Growth Lab at Nesta provided evaluation expertise.  

1.1 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

The Businesses Basics programme (Round 3) funded research trials to test the concept of offering support 

to small businesses so that they might increase their use of technology within their business administration 

processes. Petroc wanted to explore this through technology knowledge transfer, embedding expert 

knowledge through student-led projects. This is described in detail in Chapter Two.  

The North Devon district is a rural economy with high levels of agriculture (with a Location Quotient (LQ) of 

4.59), tourism (LQ 1.66) and manufacturing (LQ 1.58). A location quotient (LQ) measures an areaõs industrial 

specialisation or concentration relative to a larger geographic unit (in this case, England). An LQ of 1.0 in 

tourism means that the sub-region and the nation are equally specialized in tourism; an LQ of 1.66 means 

that the sub-region has a higher concentration in tourism than the nation.   

SMEs represent a significant majority of businesses in the UK and are thought to be the source of much of 

the growth in all developed economies. Although 98.4% of North Devon enterprises employ fewer than 50 

people, similar to those in the UK overall (98.1%), new business growth is well behind the national average. 

In the five years up to 2019, the number of micro-busin
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There was also a non-intervention group: the counterfactual arm. These participants were drawn from 

primarily mid- to low-productivity SMEs with fewer than 50 employees within the geographical comparator 

areas of Mid Devon, Exeter and North Cornwall.   

2.2 LOGIC MODEL 

 

The logic model below sets out the planned activities against their anticipated immediate and longer-term 

effects (technology adoption leading to impacts on productivity and growth). This remains valid even though 

the trial was not pursued.  

2.3 ABOUT THE DELIVERY PARTNERS 

The Enterprise Academy, one of the delivery partners, assisted in enabling students to become part of 

the project. Students were skill-matched to the business participants to help them embed technology 

solutions within their day-to-day business processes.  

Petroc also worked closely with several businesses that are experts in Business Administration 

Technology. These businesses were; 

Å Applegate Marketplace Ltd.  

Å Maynard Johns Chartered Accountants  

Å Lineal Software Solutions Ltd.  

Å Barr Media 

These businesses assisted in supporting the initial engagement with business participants, co-designing and 

delivering masterclasses for businesses. They also provided mentoring for businesses and students during 

the student placement element of the project. All the delivery partners are based in the local North Devon 

area. The four businesses already had a good relationship with Petroc, so when the opportunity arose, they 

were offered the chance to collaborate.  

The delivery partners were spoken to as part of the evaluation study (individually at the interim stage and 

in a workshop format for the final stage). 

2.4 WAYS IN WHICH DELIVERY OF THE INTERVENTION DIFFERED FROM THE ORIGINAL PLAN 

The intention before Covid-19 
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that could harm the environment. The population had become more experienced in accessing and 

participating in online events during this period.  

The student projects were initially delivered virtually, latterly in person or via a blended approach as 

restrictions eased. Once the randomised trial was dropped, companies in the masterclass treatment group 

were also offered the opportunity to take on a student.  

2.5 MEASURES TO ENSURE CONSISTENT DELIVERY 

Delivery partners were given guidance on Petrocõs expectations in relation to the delivery of masterclasses. 

Students completed a student project logbook. This was used for partners to offer practical advice and for 

students to document and reflect on the work placement. The logbook included a project placement 

agreement, details of the project placement and advice, as well as space for learning reflections to be 

recorded during and after the placement. We found that those with a very clear plan with their mentor 

tended to have a successful placement (more on this in Chapter 7.0). 

The logbook also acted as evidence for those who were to sign off the work experience aspect of the 

programme, which was needed as part of the studentõs completion of their course requirements.  

2.6 BUSINESSES OFFERED EACH INTERVENTION 

The Techknowledgey Transfer project was initially delivered as an RCT using a blocked randomisation 

approach. Firms signed up on a rolling basis, giving a trickle sample effect, with the randomisation being 

applied to blocks of a minimum of 4 firms. 67 businesses have been recruited, of which 33 took up the offer 

of a student project. During the recruitment stage, businesses were told about the possibility of a student 

placement project through the programme publicity. This could have affected their decision to attend 

masterclasses. Recruitment is discussed in Section 7.3.  

There was also a counterfactual arm that experienced no intervention and was used as an external control 

group for comparison against the treatment groups. 32 counterfactual businesses were interviewed. The 

counterfactual sample was matched to the treatment group by an eligibility check and according to the 

similarity of baseline characteristics. 

 The interim report noted that the study was intended to be closer to a pragmatic trial than an explanatory 

one (A guide to RCTs, IGL. Pages 25-26). It was conducted in a ôreal-lifeõ environment, so it features a degree 

of flexibility and variation. For instance, students have different characteristics and areas of study, and the 

masterclasses and their trainers cover different aspects of technology. The SMEs vary by size (those with 

fewer than 50 employees were targeted), sector and maturity, and they can leave the trial if they choose to. 

There are further details on the randomisation trial design in the interim report.  

With 67 SMEs being recruited rather than 200, the trial would have failed to generate sufficient statistical 

power to detect an impact on the treatment group. For instance, for outcome measure one, the treatment 

group would have to be using over ten times the number of technologies than the control group by the 

time of the final survey for us to be confident that the data would detect any noticeable impacts. We also 

have to factor in that (a) not all of the treatment group have taken up the offer of a student project, an

https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/sites/default/files/A%20Guide%20to%20RCTs%20-%20IGL.pdf
https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/sites/default/files/A%20Guide%20to%20RCTs%20-%20IGL.pdf
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3. PARTICIPANTS 

This section summarises the findings of the baseline diagnostic 

conducted with the 67 businesses that had joined the Techknowledgey 

Transfer Programme. The survey results are compared with those of a 

smaller counterfactual sample of 32 businesses from a similar 

geographical area with no involvement in the Petroc programme.  

3.1 RECRUITMENT AND ELIGIBILITY 

A total of 67 businesses signed up to the Techknowledgey Transfer programme at Petroc. Until the trial was 

dropped, they were allocated through the agreed randomisation process to one of two groups of equal 

size; 34 businesses were assigned to the control group, and 33 were assigned to the treatment group (32 

took up the offer of a student placement). The first group received technology masterclasses, while the 

second group received masterclasses and worked with a student intern to develop technology use within 

the company.  

The last randomisation window was 26/10/2021 ð 9/11/2021. All businesses were randomised despite the 

abandonment of the Randomised Control Trial process in late October 2021. Since the Trial was dropped, 

5 more businesses were put through the randomisation process, and a further 17 businesses were offered a 

student.  

The North Devon and Torridge area economy comprises mostly SMEs with fewer than 50 employees. We 

targeted low-productivity SMEs rather than a specific sector for recruitment to the project, although ONS 

data suggests firms in some sectors are more likely than others to appear within this group.  

The counterfactual sample consisted of 32 local companies, primarily mid- to low-productivity SMEs with 

fewer than 50 employees, based in Mid Devon, Exeter and North Cornwall. These businesses were randomly 

selected from company lists of SMEs with fewer than 50 employees and contacted via telephone.  

Regarding re
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3.2 BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS 

ANNUAL TURNOVER 

Key Finding: Just over half of business participants had an annual turnover of less than £50,000. A number 
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HOW THE PARTICIPANTS FOUND OUT ABOUT THE PROJECT 

Key Finding: Participants found out about the project through a combination of direct and indirect marketing 

activities, including direct approaches by the team (33%) and social media (21%).  

A third of businesses (33%) found out about the Petroc Techknowledgey Transfer project through direct 

contact from members of the Petroc Team, and 21% found out via Social Media. Word of Mouth was also 

common, 
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interested in delivering targeted advertising. There was also some interest in website optimisation, finance 

and accounting automation, online bookings and training in cyber security.  

Interest among the counterfactual sample was generally lower; they appeared to have a slightly higher take-

up rate of technology applications and, therefore, less interest in attending masterclasses. There was no 

interest in masterclasses for five of the eight functions, including accounting software programmes, 

internet/mobile transactions and buying goods and services online.  

There was very little interest in finance and accounting, 
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4. BEFORE AND AFTER SURVEY: TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION, 

BARRIERS, INVESTMENT AND DEMAND 

This chapter describes the breakdown of characteristics and 

interventions within the final survey sample. It then summarises current 

technology usage in key business areas and applications. It concludes 

with an assessment of the time and resources invested in technology, 

the barriers faced, and the propensity of SMEs to adopt the technology.  

Final surveys were intended to be conducted with at least 50% of the baseline survey to get a statistically 

viable before-and-after analysis. Although the trial was dropped, we still managed to speak to 36 of the 67 

recruited businesses. The final survey was conducted as a telephone survey. It took interviewers 

approximately 20-30 minutes to complete.  

Some 16 businesses were difficult to reach. This may have been due to the fact that they only attended one 
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Case Study: Community interest company, 

Family Compass, develops digital system to 

flag child safeguarding issues quickly and 

efficiently  

Founded in 2017, Family Compass deliver 

therapeutic mental health support services in the 

form of creative therapies such as art and drama 

therapy. Other services include counselling and 

mentoring for those aged between four and 

twenty-five. The services are mainly funded 

through local government and various other 

social funds.  

The need for mental health support has increased 

since the pandemic, and people are finding it 

increasingly difficult to access the support they 

need. Through the Inhale/Exhale Fund, parents 

can directly contact Family Compass and get the 

support they need but canõt get elsewhere as they 

fall short of meeting the threshold needed to 

acquire support from NHS social care facilities. 

The Fund also allowed Family Compass to provide 

Well-Being Kit Boxes during the height of the 

pandemic. 

Keda ð



PETROC TECHKNOWLEDGEY TRANSFER PROJECT ð FINAL EVALUATION  

 

19 | P a g e  

 

found this opportunity to be “easier” than the 

usual process of connecting with a company to 

carry out a more conventional placement. 

“I didn’t have to go through the stress of having 

to find a company to carry out a placement with. 

It was a trusted company, having already gone 

through all the necessary checks as part of 

college policy.” 

The student also gave positive feedback on the 

process of connecting with the company.  

“I had an initial meeting with the programme 

team to see what fits best for me, they got in 

contact with a company for me, and I then met 

with the company owner to get to know one 

another. It allowed me to connect and figure out 

whether this is what I actually wanted, so it was 

pretty good.ó 

The student completed a number of tasks during 

her placement, including setting up an online 

shop, assisting with the imaging on the marketing 

materials for the Inhale/Exhale campaign and 

assisting with the development of a database for 

therapists to ease communication around child 

safeguarding issues.  

She felt that she developed many skills during her 

placement, such as her communication, 

IT/computer skills and time management skills. 

She felt that the placement “absolutely” had a 

positive impact on her career.  

The pandemic caused some difficulties during the 

placement. Having to self-isolate when she and a 

family member tested positive for Covid meant 

that she had to work from home. However, this 

proved difficult, as she was unable to use her 

personal laptop for placement purposes due to 

safety reasons, which resulted in her having to 

catch up at a later date.  

The student felt that the most significant part of 

the placement was having the experience of 

working with a business which has made her 

consider her future career options.  

Before joining the programme, Karen considered 

the principal barriers to adopting technology 

were a lack of expert knowledge and time. She still 

considers time to be a barrier but feels the lack of 

knowledge has been overcome to a certain 

extent.  

In terms of technology adoption, a major action 

Keda has taken is the development of an online 

safeguarding software system. This can 

potentially save much time in child-care meetings. 

Previously safeguarding logs were typed up 

manually, but now with a system, important 

information is flagged automatically rather than 

emailing back and forth to relay information.  

Overall, Keda said she had a positive experience 

on the programme, and the outcomes of the 

experience will improve the way things are run 

within the company. 

 “The placement allowed me to take the time out 

to specifically focus on carrying out my 

technology adoption plans. Plans that were just 

ideas before the programme have now come to 

fruition.” 

Looking to the future, Family Compass would like 

to see steady and stable growth by building their 

team of therapists and moving to larger premises.  

The Well-Being Kit Box has received good 

feedback from the children and parents' Family 

Compass support. The boxes contain a number of 

activities for young people to support good 

mental health. The company would like to focus 

on being able to continue the sale of these boxes 

and adapt their product so people of all ages can 

make use of it. 
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MARKETING AND BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 

Key Finding: Most businesses had a web or social media presence at the baseline stage, and adoption levels 

at the baseline stage were already quite high. Final adoption levels here were even higher, with four over 

90% (and higher than finance and accounting). The biggest area of change was having a social media 

marketing strategy (+53%).  

 

Source: Baseline survey n=36, final survey n=36. Note: some donõtõ add up to 100% due to ôdonõt knowsõ/õunsureõ.   

The marketing and business development headlines were as follows: 

¶ Most businesses had some form of social media presence, most often a Facebook page (89%) at the 

baseline stage. The least popular social media platform was LinkedIn.  

¶ Despite businesses having a social media presence, few had a marketing strategy at the baseline 

stage (22%). But this was the area that recorded the highest level of adoption (75%).  

¶ Another noticeable area of adoption was the use of analytical tools to inform marketing activity or 

targeted advertising (this increased by 20%).  

¶ All areas of Marketing and Business development saw increases in adoption from the baseline to 

post programme, with an average adoption rate of 13%. 
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CYBER SECURITY 

Key Finding: Most businesses had their software up to date, and critical business data backed up at the 

baseline stage. Post programme, nearly all areas of cyber security had adoption levels of over 80%, with the 

exception of cyber training, which is less prevalent, and some interviewees did not know what security 

measures they had in place. There were improvements in every area of cyber security. The improvements 

took the overall ôadoption averageõ to 77%, up from 59%. 

 
Source: Baseline survey n=36, final survey n=36. Note: some donõtõ add up to 100% due to ôdonõt knowsõ/õunsureõ. 

 

Looking at the cyber headlines:  

¶ At the baseline, most businesses advised that they keep their software up to date (78%) and their 

critical business data backed up (78%). Post programme these numbers rose to 94% and 92% 

respectively. 

¶ There were more non-responses and not applicable answers given here. Certain businesses did not 

have staff, so staff access to cyber security training was not applicable to them.  

¶ Training in cyber security processes was very low at the baseline and, despite moderate uptake, was 

still only 22% post programme. 

¶ There were improvements in every area of cyber security. The improvements took the overall 

ôadoption averageõ to 77%, up from 59%. 

-
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The overall findings show a higher level of reported technology adoption across all business areas.  

The most significant change in technology adoption was in the area of cyber security functions (an 18% 

increase). The lowest change was in communication functions (+10%). 

On average, adoption percentages across the five business areas were 65% post programme, having been 
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adoption actions following the support. All technology adoption actions can be found in Annex Five. The 

least prevalent technology adoption action was hiring new staff members, as stated by just 5 respondents 

(14%) and looking for technology capacity when hiring staff (4 citations, 11%).  

It is important to note that this question was asked just after the programme ended, so the data reflects 

technology adoption actions taken from the start of the programme until the end. Some businesses will 

consider technology adoption actions at a later date. Some businesses needed time to take in the new 

information they had learnt on the programme or were planning to adopt technology when their business 

had further grown.  

 

INTEGRATION OF TECHNOLOGY SYSTEMS  

At the baseline survey, 11% (4 respondents) explained that technology systems within their firm were already 

integrated. 28% (10 citations) had partially integrated their technology systems. 56% of respondents (20 

citations) stated that there was no integration. 
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Source: Kada Research, Final Survey, 2020-2022, n=36 
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22% and 50% of respondents have fully or partially applied learning from the support since engaging with 

Petroc, and 14% will do so at a later date. 

 

Source: Kada Research, Final Survey, 2020-2022, n=36 

UNDERSTANDING OF TECHNOLOGY, CAPACITY TO MANAGE IT AND COVID 

Understanding digital technology: 25% of respondents had significantly (25%) or moderately (53%) 

improved their understanding of the role that digital technology could have on a firmõs productivity. 

 

Source: Kada Research, Final Survey, 2020-2022, n=36 
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Internal capacity: 19% and 39% of respondents, respectively, said their internal capacity to manage digital 

technologies had significantly or moderately increased since engaging with Petroc. 

 

Source: Kada Research, Final Survey, 2020-2022, n=36 

Covid-19: 47% of respondents stated that the Covid-19 pandemic affected their ability to engage in the 

support from the Petroc programme. 

 

Source: Kada Research, Final Survey, 2020-2022, n=36 
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Case Study - Piano teacher grows business as a 

result of digital marketing actions 

Karen Guy ð a piano teacher ð established her 

teaching business in 2020, a month before the 

implementation of pandemic restrictions. She 

continued her business during this period by 

moving her lessons online.  

Karen was recommended to join the programme 

by the Petroc management team with whom she 

had previous contact. The team knew she had 

recently started her business and thought the 

programme might be useful. Karen joined the 

programme to learn more about social media 

marketing and to be able to link her different 

technology systems together.  

During her time on the programme, Karen took 

on a student to help her adopt technology within 

her business. Karen found the quality and 

appropriateness of the process of taking on a 

student to be “really good”. She felt listened to 

and supported at the meetings with the 

programme management team and the studentõs 

lecturer. She added, “the meetings were a good 

opportunity to express my wishes for the outcomes 

of the placement”.  

The student found the initial meeting with the 

business a good opportunity to clarify what they 

wanted during their time on placement. 

“It was a very back and forth discussion, bouncing 

ideas off each other, to begin with.” 
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6. BUSINESS PERSPECTIVES  

This section summarises the experience of business participants in the 

Techknowledgey Transfer programme. It draws on five midterm 

surveys, five final surveys and nine companies that were asked 

additional qualitative questions at the final interview stage (a mix of 

those with and without a student). These nineteen firms provide 

insights into the participantsõ experience, including some firms with 

student placements. The five midterm surveys were undertaken during 

Covid-19 restrictions, and fourteen final ones were undertaken early in 

2022 as restrictions were lifted.  

The interviews explored the application stage, the masterclasses and, for those that had them, the student 

placements. They explored any outcomes achieved and technology adoption plans, how satisfied they were, 

and suggested improvements and future priorities.   

6.1 INITIAL APPLICATION STAGE AND MASTERCLASSES 

Key Finding: The professionalism and explanation of the support was rated as excellent. The diagnostic was 

long but useful in terms of identifying requirements and assessing technology maturity and opportunities. 

The masterclasses were rated highly and described as highly tailored and interactive, offering relevant advice 

in an accessible format. The online format, a change to that which was anticipated, offered flexibility but was 

not as personal. The masterclasses provided a good grounding in key areas of technology and hints and 

tips on where to go to find further information. Some would have welcomed a follow-up session to deepen 

understanding.  

On average, businesses rated the quality of Petroc marketing materials as ôgoodõ, the explanations given to 

them of available support as ôexcellentõ, the relevance of the available support as ôgoodõ and the 

professionalism of the Petroc team as ôexcellentõ. The process of joining the programme was a 

ôstraightforwardõ and ôgoodõ process.  

“The college supported us well. Petroc [was] good at guiding me through the process and what I could get 

out of it” 

Several interviewees considered the baseline diagnostic survey a little long but thought it useful for exploring 

technology options and stimulating discussion on potential development opportunities.  

“The initial diagnosis stage brought out a lot of discussion that helped us start the conversation around [the] 

support we needed. It was very useful.” 

Businesses generally rated the masterclasses highly, especially the accounting and marketing and social 

media masterclass. Businesses felt the support was highly tailored. They welcomed the opportunity to ask 

follow-up questions and access wider resources from the delivery providers. The advice was felt to be 

“relevant” and “valuable”. “The support provided exactly what we were looking for”, commented one firm. The 

online delivery format was felt to be accessible, and as not many businesses took part in most of the 

workshops, there was ample time for individual questions.  

“The masterclasses have given me the confidence to do some things I wouldn’t have done otherwise and 

motivated me to do the things I’ve been putting off. The masterclass for accounting software was really 

helpful. I am keeping tabs on things better now. I can see what is going in and out. I have got a better 
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Case study ð Online retailer Kimono My 

House accelerates technology adoption.  

Kimono My House is an e-Commerce start-up 

formed in 2020 and based in North Devon. The 

company sells sustainable cotton kimonos for 

artists, gardeners, and home wear.  

Business owner Olivia learned about the 

Techknowledgey Transfer programme by word of 

mouth. She joined to focus on the continued 

growth of her business. Being a sole trader, Olivia 

says it was nice to work with other people.  

“It helped motivate me to get things done that I 

needed to do but was putting off.” 

Olivia said the masterclasses were very useful. She 

has already applied learning from the 

accountancy masterclass and took insights from 

the social media marketing masterclass.  

“It was reassuring that I was going along the right 

lines and doing things the right way.” 

Olivia found the student placement to be “a great 

addition to the programme of support”. She could 

put into practice new innovations that would 

positively impact the company. Olivia wrote a 

brief for the student to which she added tasks 

every week. For example, adding alt text to 

website images and researching various 

Facebook groups to target for advertising. The 

student helped develop her website and improve 

her SEO (Search engine optimisation) capabilities.  

“Having someone to implement some of the 

technology adoption work also stimulates you to 

get things done, for instance, in preparation for 

the next meeting.” 

The student chose to join the programme 

because she had not yet secured a placement 

elsewhere, which was needed as part of her 

studies. Her motivation for joining the 

programme was to learn something new. She 

carried out tasks to develop the companyõs 

website, such as meta-tagging and alt text.  

“It [the experience] was really fantastic...I learnt 

lots of new things to do with digital marketing.” 

Lineal, a business technology support company, 

delivered the mentorship aspect of the 

placement. They answered any questions the 

business or the student had. Olivia, the business 

owner, found the support from Lineal to be 

“great”. The student was also heavily supported 

by Lineal.  

“Some of the tasks were quite hard, but then one 

of the people from Lineal helped me”. 

Olivia was “very satisfied” with the programme. 

She said it would have taken her a lot longer to 

do what she had accomplished during the 

programme without the support. 

The main barrier for technology adoption to 

overcome was a lack of knowledge. The 

programme has increased her understanding of 

technology and the role it can play in a business 

setting. She still finds lack of time a barrier. 

The experience of working with a company and 

the positive impact this has on future career 

prospects was significant for the student. She felt 

that a longer placement would have been better 

and would have liked some feedback from the 

management team about how she was doing on 

the placement. Although overall, she gave 

positive feedback on the experience she had. 

Olivia says she would have liked a few meetings 

with the management team without the student 

to get some feedback “to see whether I was 

tasking the student with the right things. I had no 

idea if it was enough work or too much work for 

[her].” 

Looking to the future, Olivia would like to focus 

on developing her PR and marketing skills, for 

instance, producing articles for magazines. She 

would be happy to receive support in this area.  
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6.4 OUTCOMES 

Key Finding: Many of the businesses have adopted new processes
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Instagram, Facebook, or specific pages like contact us. We have had valuable information on the use of 

hashtags and marketing in general.” 

“Our student h
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“Very accurate targeting, [because the] majority of them are small businesses.” Delivery Partner  

One constraint with the size of the businesses attracted is that non-employers were felt to be far less likely 
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difficult to identify technology that would help the very smallest of businesses. Even where general marketing 

reached
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particularly difficult to reach the Petroc target market ð “by definition, really, you’re trying to reach the 

unreachable”. If the target audience responded to marketing around business growth and development, 

they would “already be turning up to the Federation of Small Business and Chamber of Commerce events”.  
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“After some initial anxieties, they all, without exception, increased in confidence. Some students realised that 

they were capable of more than they thought. Sometimes they were modest about their abilities.” Petroc 

Team 

And benefits for Petroc too (“we have learnt lots”). 

“The project has worked well around their [the placement student] timetables, and we have been very 

flexible on when they do their placement work.” Petroc Team 

“There are wider benefits for the college. We have made new connections with businesses who are coming 

into the college and have contacted us about other things.” Petroc Team 

7.9 WHAT COULD BE IMPROVED? 

Key Findings: There was a real hope that recruitment and masterclass attendance would have been better 

than it was. Reframing or simplifying the benefits of the project and adjusting the timing of masterclasses 

might stimulate more interest or engagement in the future. Mentors welcomed clarity in terms of the 

expectations of them and an up-front discussion about studentsõ needs, requirements and ambitions.   

As one of the delivery partners pointed out, the most obvious improvement to the Techknowledgey Transfer 

project would be to recruit more participants ð “we need to get significantly more businesses through the 

door”. Another delivery partner felt that masterclass attendance rates had been irregular and added that 

some businesses might prefer in-person sessions. Offering online masterclasses as evening classes may help 

businesses to fit them into the working day.  

An improvement suggested by a stakeholder, echoing the earlier sentiments on branding, would be to 

promote the offer more clearly, such as focusing on the potential for saving time or growing the business. 

Reframing the masterclasses around an enticing theme such as saving time might encourage more recruits 

ð some smaller businesses may not be interested in social media scheduling or accountancy software 

because they do not know what the benefits might be.  

For the treatment businesses, one suggestion was to provide business mentors who were more closely 

linked to the masterclasses chosen. Incorporating the mentors more strongly might also help clarify the 

benefits and expectations from a student project. Given that some businesses turned down student projects 

because they were unsure of the time implications or the amount of training they would be expected to 

provide, having a relationship with a mentor who can explain the studentõs role and assume some of that 

perceived responsibility could be beneficial.  

One stakeholder suggested adjusting the timings of similar programmes taking into consideration student 

holidays and the academic calendar.  

“[Offer] fewer masterclasses. We've had a number of times where businesses said, well, I'd like to do this 

one, this one, and this one because there [are] bits from each one. Making it more clear-cut would have 

made it easier for people to make a choice.” Stakeholder  

“Maybe a smaller selection of masterclasses, for example, one that really focuses on social media and 

marketing, rather than two or even at times three. Have it a bit more focused.” Stakeholder  

Mentors claimed the project was able to be most effective where the students were fully engaged. Some 

mentors found the brief and the expectations of what was required from them to be unclear in the initial 

stages. However, as the programme progressed, they better understood the expectations. For example, one 

mentor was unsure whether they were required to assist the student or the business. They felt that most of 

the conversations were focused on the business and their needs, and little was known about the student, 

their needs and the kind of support they required. 
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Expectation management and more detailed planning of the student placement were commonly cited areas 

of improvement. This, it was thought, would result in a smoother process for all parties. For example, a clear 

outline of the businessõ needs, the support required by the student to achieve this and the mentor's precise 

role in terms of responsibilities to the student and business.  

“In the future, a clearer structure would be beneficial and perhaps act as more of a deterrent on them [the 

students] not turning up”. Petroc Team 

One mentor outlined the need to develop the eligibility criteria for applying for a placement as some 

students were unsure of their relevance and value. The maturity of the student was an important 

consideration. Occasionally their behaviours and attitudes meant a considerable degree of wrap-around 

support was required. Some placement students had no work experience, so the pre-employability 

preparation was more intense than anticipated. These students relied heavily on tutors/staff for support. It 

is perhaps more challenging for students in their first year to do a placement. In these instances, the role of 

the mentor was elevated; furthermore, “the mentor sometimes finished things off”.  

There were a few technical challenges experienced within Petroc. “Logins and verifications have been 

challenging”, and “decent internet connections are important, e.g. being able to access all web pages” (college 

restrictions were sometimes too strict). “If we could have got webcams, it would have been a lot easier”, noted 

one Petroc team member who had to undertake many activities remotely.  

The delivery partners did wonder whether they could be involved in the selection process as the less 

experienced students required more support which, in some instances, resulted in the mentors playing a 

more hands-on role.  

“Some placement students have required more engagement and support. Occasionally this crossed the 

boundary into consultancy. [They] were expected to be teachers, and the mentors had a fundamental role. 

We created worksheets to systemise it better.” Stakeholder  

7.10 BENEFITS FOR BUSINESS 

Key Findings: There is evidence of businesses applying learning and adopting technologies, especially those 

that are ôquick and easyõ to implement.  

Delivery partners feel that many of the businesses have applied some learning from the project (“often it’s 

the little things that are free or quick and easy to implement” that make the most difference). Some 

beneficiaries had no experience at all with free scheduling software or CRM (Customer Relationship 

Management) systems and had not realised how straightforward these systems could be. In one example, 

a delivery partner helped a business find software that will “increase the accuracy of their record-keeping and 

allow them to spend more time on projects and quoting for jobs, rather than sitting in an office with bits of 

paper.” Others have now significantly improved their communication with their customers.  

“Every business has benefitted in my view. One I know got a website, and others have learnt new skills such 

as keyword optimisation and the use of hashtagsó. Petroc Team 

Several businesses have expressed an interest in seeking other support, for instance, with the recruitment of 

an apprentice. Some sole traders realised the limits of business growth that were achievable with only one 

person (“actually some things they want to do, they can’t doó because it is “a staff role in itself”). The Petroc 

team thought businesses had gained more out of placements than anticipated (“a few employers have 

wanted them for longer”).  

For the treatment businesses with student projects, stakeholders were asked whether the placements helped 

embed the learning from the masterclasses. Several delivery partners noted that the students were generally 

able to implement fairly routine but useful technologies. This was regarded as a good start for businesses 

that were very new to technology. Students working on social media projects conducted in-depth reviews 
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In terms of general employability, one delivery partner noted that employers often struggle to find school 

leavers with any understanding of how the business world works. The Techknowledgey Transfer programme 

allowed them to experience “valuable work placements where the students feel they are part of something.” 

For many students, this was their first work experience opportunity and the first time they had communicated 

in a professional capacity outside the college. Coaching them to communicate proactively with their 

placements and mentors took some time: some students initially felt intimidated or confused about 

contacting other parties and did not want to irritate their contacts. Another stakeholder noted that students 

initially sent very informal emails and were subsequently encouraged to write more formally. The Petroc 

team addressed this lack of experience and confidence, and students have now learned to communicate 

more effectively with business owners.  

Students have realised that their experience offered employability and personal development benefits and 

boosted their career plans. One student mentioned wanting an apprenticeship before discovering that their 

mentor offered degree apprenticeships.  

“They can use their placement experience as part of their assignments and as evidence for apprenticeship 

and university applications.” Petroc Team  

“Some of the placements helped make the students more ready for employment. Some of [the] businesses 

[were] more ready to employ a student than others, and, generally, the mentors grew into the role quite 

well.” Stakeholder  

“For many of the students, this is their first experience of a work placement, [and] they’re learning how to 

communicate. It’s learning that there’s a way of sending an email, a way of talking, a way to interview and 

chat.” Stakeholder  

“It’s expanded their minds and their thinking, made them look not just nationally at competitors, but 

globally as well.” Stakeholder  

“I wanted the students to think, ah, this is what I’m learning on my course, and this is what happens in the 

real world. It teaches employability.” Stakeholder  

Most of the mentors thought that participating in the project had positively affected their career 

development. For some, it was the first time they had had an opportunity to mentor young people 

independently. For the mentors who had mentored a business or student before, they welcomed the 

opportunity to deepen their experience. There were some other unexpected benefits for mentors, which 

includ
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The delivery partners thought the scheme might work better as a business technology transfer that also acts 

as an employability programme.  

“You could have students mentored by apprentices so that both them and the student develop their 

employability skills. Perhaps it could start with a launch event with star speakers at the college to introduce 

the placement side to businesses (with a minimum of five employees) and showcase the [easily] adoptable 

technologies with categories to choose from and not necessarily force them through masterclasses.” 

Stakeholder 
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8. ANNEX ONE 

 

PETROC CONSULTEES  

Consultee  Role  

Jenny Challenger Project Delivery Manager 

Emma Doble Deputy Project Manager 

Charlotte Broadhead  Deputy Project Manager  

Marie Gould Project Lead 

Edwina Stevenson  Programme Lead (Employer Support) 

Kim Willmetts Head of Programme Management 

 

9. ANNEX TWO 

STAKEHOLDERS LIST  

Stakeholder interviewed  Role  Interviewed for 

MidTerm 

Interviewed for 

the Final  

Jane Maynard  Delivery Partner  X  

Stuart Brocklehurst  Delivery Partner  X X 

Ben Parry  Delivery Partner  X X 

Matt Norris  Delivery Partner  X X 

Mike Matthews Delivery Partner X X 

Emma Doble  Deputy Project Manager  X  

Jenny Challenger  Project Delivery Manager  X X 

Charlotte Broadhead  Deputy Project Manager  X X 

Marie Gould  Project Lead  X X 
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Using data to improve website performance (e.g. Search Engine Optimisation) 36% 50% 64% 36% 28% 

Inventory and stock management systems 25% 14% 31% 42% 6% 

Employee timesheet and scheduling systems 17% 19% 14% 58% -3% 

Software is kept up to date 78% 0% 94% 0% 17% 

Critical business data is backed
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