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ABOUT THE PROJECT 

During the period from June 2009 to March 2010, Agrifood Skills Australia conducted a series of skill 

development activities in the Tablelands region of north Queensland and the Wheatbelt region of 

Western Australia. The activities, which aimed to improve the business management skills of 

participants in each region, were the culmination of many months of research and consultation to 

develop a model that would meet the learning needs of small business owners in the agrifood sector 

and identify appropriate pilot sites in which to test the model.  

The project was designed to address two of the priority areas of the DEEWR Industry Pathfinders 

Program, under which this project was funded: 

 to enable flexible training delivery and assessment services that meet industry needs; and  

 address skills shortages in industries and regions. 

This led to the overall objective of the project, which arose from issues identified by Agrifood Skills 

Australia in its national consultations: 

 to address the chronic lack of general business capability and skills evident across the 
agrifood industry though: 

o piloting an innovative skills training model with small business owners within the 
agrifood industry 

o identifying improvements that could be made to the model from outcomes of pilots 

o distributing a best practice model, based on research and pilot outcomes, to broader 
agrifood industry sectors and networks. 

This evaluation report examines how successful the model was in meeting the skill development 

needs of small business owners in the agrifood industry. 

 

ABOUT THE MODEL 

As the objective of the project was to address the lack of business skills within the small business 

dominated agrifood industry, the starting point for the project model was to examine research into 

the motivators and barriers affecting participation in training by small business owners. 

The main messages from this research were that: 

 small business people want learning that: 

o is relevant to their unique situation 

o builds upon their existing expertise 

o provides real value add to their business. 

 the most effective way to deliver learning opportunities is: 

o in bite-sized chunks 

o through flexible delivery 

o via indirect and direct methods 

o in ways that maximise peer interaction 

o using trusted and respected mentors and conduits. 
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The other significant message, illustrated in the diagram below, was that Əshe ways in which 

information about learning opportunities are received by small and micro businesses are just as 

important, or perhaps even more important than wg`sƍr nm needq-Ɛ1  

 

 

 

The challenge for this project as identified through the research review was that for Agrifood Skills 

@trsq`kh`ƍr s`qfds fqnto9 

ƏKheshmf q`sdr ne o`qshbho`shnm hm rjhkk cdudknoldms vhkk sgdqdenqd qdpthqd mns nmkx
changes to the way that training is delivered, it will also require strategies to change 
perceptions and attitudes and to demonstrate the benefits to be gained from an 
hmudrsldms hm sq`hmhmfƐ-2  

 

In the light of these messages, a model was developed that addressed both the product and 

information aspects of the research findings through a number of features: 

 collaboration/partnership arrangement with a local organisation in each of the regions to 
assist in promoting the activities and recruiting participants (the organisation in 
Queensland was QITE, and in Western Australia, Heartlands Country) 

 cdkhudqx ne ` ƌs`rsdq vnqjrgnoƍ hm d`bg qdfhnm `r ` ld`mr ne dmf`fhmf o`qshbho`msr+
followed by consultation with the participants to determine the skill development needs 
of small business owners in the region 

 engagement of an RTO, Response Learning, to develop a customised and flexible skill 
development program and supporting learning materials, and to deliver the program in 
each of the two regions 

 delivery by the RTO of two two-day workshops in each region, with each workshop 
followed up by individual coaching for each of the participants. 

 

ABOUT THE EVALUATION  

The purpose of the evaluation was to: 

 document the model used for the pilots and capture any insights into the elements that 
made it effective/ineffective 

                                                   

1 Innovation and Business Skills Australia (2007),  Fresh Thinking About Skills For Small and Micro Businesses  

2 Agrifood Skills Australia (2009),  Business Skills Project Ɗ Research Overview 
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 provide information on the impact and benefits of the pilots  

 identify ways in which the model or processes may be improved, particularly for 
informing the planning of subsequent pilots within the project. 

The evaluation was originally envisaged as a three stage process: 

1. Gathering baseline information about the needs of the two pilot sites and identifying 

potential challenges to be addressed through the project 

2. @ ƌlhc-onhmsƍ du`kt`shnm sn hcdmshex `mx `qd`r enq hloqnudldms sg`smight be addressed 

during the remainder of the project 

3. The final evaluation to gather information about the outcomes and benefits of the pilot 

program. 

These stages were modified slightly during the course of the evaluation as outlined below. 

Stage 1 

Data for stage 1 of the evaluation was collected by an Agrifood project team member during the 

planning meeting held in each pilot location.  The outcome of this stage was a list of issues of interest  

for each group. 

Stage 2 

A formative evaluation activity was originally planned for stage 2 of the evaluation, to identify any 

areas for improvement that could be addressed during the course of the project.  However, due to the 

workshop program commencing quite late in the project period, with only a short timeframe between 

sgd svn vnqjrgnor+ ` rb`kdc cnvm ƌlhc-onhmsƍ du`kt`shnm v`r bnmctbted instead.   

Analysis of the pre and post training surveys conducted by the Registered Training Organisation and 

feedback from the Agrifood project management team were used to answer the following questions: 

 How well is the program meeting its goal or objectives? 

 Is there anything that could be done to improve the program to allow it to better meet the 
goal/objectives? 

The findings of the mid-point evaluation were fed back to the project steering committee to assist 

them with planning for the final stage of the project. 

Stage 3 

The final stage of the evaluation was conducted at the conclusion of the second series of workshops 

and comprised of: 

 telephone interviews with eight program participants (four from each region) 

 a face to face interview with two key representatives of the Registered Training 
Organisation 

 telephone interviews with representatives of each of the two local partner organisations 

 a face to face interview with Agrifood Skills Australiaƍr oqnidbs l`m`fdq. 
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It is worth noting that it was quite difficult to set up telephone interviews with participants, with 

many unable to be contacted, or unwilling to give further time to providing feedback on the program. 

However, the feedback from the eight interviews that were conducted was quite consistent, and was 

also comparable to the results of the post-training surveys completed by all workshop participants. 

This would indicate that the interview responses were quite representative of the broader group. 

The focus of the final evaluation stage was on answering the following questions:  

  Is the model effective for engaging the target group in skill development activities? 

  What were the outcomes and benefits of the pilot project for the participants (both 
learners and RTOs), for the industry and for Agrifoods? 

  What lessons arose from the project that would be beneficial to share with others? 

THE EVALUATION FINDINGS 

Stage 1 findings 

A planning meeting was conducted at the end of the initial taster session in each of the two pilot sites. 

In Queensland, thirteen people attended the first day of the workshop and twelve of these 

participated in the planning meeting. The topics of interest identified by the group included: 

o Building rural leaders 

o Developing a skills matrix 

o Communication skills 

o Business planning Ɗ including budgeting, business analysis skills and gross margins 

o Youth in management/Succession planning 

o Marketing skills 

o Industrial relations at a local level 

o Compliance Ɗ OH&S/WH&S 

o Computer skills 

o Risk management 

o Human resource management skills Ɗ including inductions. 

In Western Australia, nine people attended the workshop and participated in the planning meeting.  

The topics of interest for this group were: 

o Business skills Ɗ including planning, budgeting and systems 

o Information Technology (IT) skills 

o OH&S/WH&S 

o Staff attraction/retention 

o Quality 

o Customer service 

o Marketing/labelling. 
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From these findings, a number of common topics were selected by Agrifood Skills Australia as the 

basis of the pilot program. These were dealt with through the two workshops: 

 Workshop 1 Ɗ Plan and Manage your Business Finances; and Plan for your Business 

 Workshop 2 Ɗ Marketing your Business; and Managing your Team.    

Stage 2 findings 

The mid-point evaluation identified a number of aspects of the pilot program that were proving to be 

effective, as well as some areas for improvement. These issues were separated into those relating to 

the product (i.e. what was being delivered) and those relating to the information used to promote the 

program and recruit participants (including the messages and the methods of distributing the 

messages).  

Product 

 Sgd hmhsh`k ƌs`rsdq rdrrhnmƍ chcmƍs ghs sgd l`qj Ɗ only a handful of people from the taster 
sessions went on to participate in the workshops. Feedback from the Queensland site 
indicated that the taster v`rmƍs vg`s sgdx vdqd dwodbshmf `mc v`rmƍs ne fqd`s trd sn sgdl. 

 The first round of workshops were just right Ɗ post training surveys indicated a high level 
of satisfaction with the workshops, mentioning features such as a great facilitator, 
material well targeted to participants, lots of interaction, and useful support materials. 

 Very strong demand for coaching Ɗ all but one participant (who was about to relocate) 
have taken up the coaching option. 

 The right price - enq `s kd`rs nmd o`qshbho`ms Əsgd bnrs ne sgd vnqjrgnoƐ v`r `strong 
motivator for participation in the workshops. 

 Timing difficulties Ɗ in Queensland in particular, the workshops clashed with harvesting 
& picking times, however due to the project timelines, there was not much that could be 
done to address this at this point for the remainder of the project. 

Information 

 A range of engagement strategies used with mixed success Ɗ individual phone calls in 
Queensland generated a large number of participants for the initial taster session 
(although the majority of these did not return for the first workshop), while in Western 
Australia a considerable amount of promotion took place in the local media (paper and 
radio) but resulted in only six participants for the first workshop. 

 Difficult to access target market Ɗ a number of the workshop participants are not from the 
agrifood target group. This may indicate that the local organisations, particularly in 
Western Australia, are not the right ones with which to partner. 

 Missing link between learning and business improvement - pre-training surveys 
highlighted a focus on specific rjhkk f`or q`sgdq sg`m nm ƌahf ohbstqdƍ, strategic business 
improvement. This was perhaps a reflection of how the training was advertised.   
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Suggestions for addressing the areas for improvement in the remainder of the project were to: 

 Build a stronger link between learning and business success: 

o in promotion of the second workshop Ɗ perhaps use feedback from participants from 
the first workshop to talk about the impacts and benefits the workshop and coaching 
has had for them.  

o in the pre-training survey Ɗ by building in a question about how participants think 
the learning might help their business. 

 Find other conduits for promoting the program: 

o Clubs and associations 

o Trade shows 

o Social and family networks. 

Stage 3 findings 

Overall, the evaluation found that the project had indeed met its objective of addressing the lack of 

general business capability and skills for the participants of the pilot program. The extent to which 

this impact is realised within the broader agrifood industry will be dependent on the final stage of the 

project Ɗ the dissemination of the best practice model and findings of the project - which is beyond the 

scope of this evaluation. 

The evaluation also found that the model developed and tested through the project was an effective 

one. The product development and delivery aspects of the model proved to be highly successful, 

while the information and recruitment aspects proved to be reasonably successful, but with areas in 

which improvements could be made.  

The remainder of this report explores these evaluation findings in more detail. 

Who was involved in the program? 

A total of 23 participants were involved in one or both of the two-day workshops3 across the two pilot 

sites Ɗ 11 of these were in Western Australia and 12 in Queensland. 

At the Western Australian pilot site: 

 6 participants attended the first workshop 

 only one of these participants did not attend the second workshop as they had relocated 

 5 new participants attended the second workshop, making a group of 10 for the 
workshop. 

At the Queensland pilot site: 

 6 participants attended the first workshop 

 4 of these participants did not continue on to the second workshop; 3 of these were due to 
work or personal commitments, while the reason for the remaining participant not 
attending could not be ascertained 

 6 new participants attended the second workshop, making a group 8 for the workshop. 

                                                   

3 Attendance at thd ƌs`rsdqƍ rdrrhnm g`r mns addm hmbktcdc hm sgdrd ehftqdr 
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An issue of concern for Agrifood Skills Australia and the project steering committee was difficulty in 

connecting with the target group of agrifood business owners. In the Western Australian site in 

particular, a number of participants were not running agrifood-related businesses, but participated in 

the program because of their membership of Heartlands Country, the local partner organisation. 

Vhsghm sgd qdl`hmhmf fqnto ne o`qshbho`msr+ sgd l`inqhsx bntkc ad bk`rrdc `r ƌkhedrsxkdqrƍ+ vgn vdqd

running an agrifood-related business as a part-time or hobby activity. Only 9 of the participants were 

working full-time in an agrifood-related business (including agriculture, horticulture and aquaculture 

activities). 

The evaluation did not find any noticeable difference between the needs and outcomes of the 

participants from full-time agrifood-related environments and the remainder of the small business 

owners. What was very interesting however, was that the full-time agrifood business owners were all 

quite entrepreneurial, having established, or in the process of establishing value-adding activities, 

rtbg `r sntqhrl nq ennc oqnctbshnm+ sn sgdhq sq`chshnm`k ƌe`qlhmfƍ atrhmdrr- Sghr rtoonqsr `rrdqshnms 

made by both of the representatives of the local organisations, as well as found in research, that 

business owners who get involved in training programs tend to be the innovators and early adopters.  

ƏLnrs odnokd `qd pthsd sq`chshnm`k- Hsƍr sgd lnudqr `mc rg`jdqr vgn `qd nts sgdqd
doing things and changing things. Most are happy to keep doing the same things.... 
You need to have the opportunities out there and if people want to join they can.... 
They might not be very active, but they might come along and network and they 
might change something small as a result----- Odnokd vhkk fds hmsdqdrsdc vgdm hsƍr sgd
qhfgs shld enq sgdl-Ɛ 

Why did they get involved? 

The main motivation for participants to get involved in the workshops was interest in the particular 

topics being addressed. The initial consultation conducted in each of the pilot sites was obviously 

successful in identifying topics of interest for the two sites and the program was run with sufficient 

flexibility to meet the needs of participants. This was evident in the fact that different topics were 

given emphasis in the different pilot sites for the second round of workshops. 

Another strong motivator was the opportunity for networking with other small business owners who 

might share similar experiences. Participation in group-based learning in a workshop setting was 

therefore considered a valuable component of the model for many of the participants.  

For at least one participant, the cost of the program was an incentive to get involved. For this 

participant the amazing value of $66 for two days of workshops, as well as individual coaching, was 

Əsnn fnnc `m noonqstmhsx sn lhrrƐ- 

Those participants who had been involved in both workshops also mentioned that the quality of 

training and level of enjoyment they experienced in the first workshop was a motivator for 

participating in the second workshop.  

What did they get out of it? 

Participants gained a number of benefits from their involvement in the pilot workshops and coaching 

sessions.  These included: 

 New learning and understanding, no matter what their interests were, or what level of 
knowledge they started from:  

ƏH ehm`kkx tmcdqrsnnc sdqlr H g`cmƍs tmcdqrsnnc adenqdƐ 
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ƏH g`ud bnld `bqnrr `ants 7/-90% of the concepts before, but I still learned new 
sghmfrƐ 

ƏSgd sq`hmdq v`r pthsd ekdwhakd hm sgd v`x gd oqdrdmsdc: which meant the 
vnqjrgno bntkc ƌekdwƍ `bbnqchmf sn vg`s vd v`msdc sn kd`qm `antsƐ 

ƏDudqx gntq nq rn sgdqd v`rrnld onhms vghbg l`cd ld sghmj ƌYes!ƍ that will help 
lx atrhmdrrƐ 

Ə@mcqdv v`r e`ms`rshb- Gd bntkc dwo`mc nm ahsr sg`s vd vdqd hmsdqdrsdc hm-Ɛ 
 

 Confirmation and refreshing of existing knowledge and practices: 

ƏHs bnmehqldc sg`s H v`r cnhmf v`r nm sgd qhfgs sq`bj+ ats itrs mddcdc rnld
svd`jhmfƐ 

Ə@mcqdv ots sghmfr hmsn d`rx sn tmcdqrs`mc k`xl`mƍr sdqlr- Hs v`r bnmrsqtbsdc
in a much more practical way sg`m vg`s H g`c kd`qmdc `s Tmh-Ɛ 

Ə@mcqdv bnmehqldc sghmfr sg`s H g`c addm sghmjhmf `ants lxrdkeƐ 

ƏXnt b`m mdudq g`ud dmntfg rjhkkr `mc jmnvkdcfdƊ this was a good refresher for 
ldƐ 
 

 An enjoyable and valued experience: 

ƏH g`c rtbg ` fnnc shld hm sgd ehqrs workshop that I came back to do the second 
nmdƐ 

 ƏH knudc sg`s @mcqdv b`ld nts sn cn bn`bghmf hm ntq nvm vnqjok`bdrƐ 

ƏSgd bn`bghmf g`r fnmd cnvm qd`kkx vdkk- Hs qdhmenqbdc sgd oq`bshb`k `ookhb`shnm ne
sgd kd`qmhmf `mc athks hm sgd qdkdu`mbd enq odnokd-Ɛ 

 

 Useful resources: 

ƏHsƍr addm fnnc sn ad `akd sn fn a`bj sn sgd l`sdqh`kr nmbd H v`r a`bj `s gnldƐ 

ƏSgd qdedqdmbd l`mt`k `mc rnesv`qd sdlok`sdr oqnuhcd fnnc a`bjfqntmc
hmenql`shnm sn dm`akd adssdq tmcdqrs`mchmfƐ 

ƏSgd enkcdqr `qd dwbdkkdmsƊ Hƍud trdc sgdl qegularly in the last 4 weeks since the 
vnqjrgnoƐ 

What were the most significant changes for participants? 

The in-depth interviews investigated what impacts the workshops and coaching sessions had had on 

the participants.  Only one of the interviewed participants had not made any direct changes to the 

business since participating in one of the workshops. The most significant changes reported by the 

remaining interviewees were as follows. 

A more structured approach to business management 

Few of the workshop participants had formal plans for their business prior to the workshops. 

The first workshop and coaching in particular enabled participants to spend time formalising 

their approach to their business. 

ƏH knnj `s Zlx atrhmdrr\ cheedqdmskx mnv- Sgdqdƍr ` kns lore structure and everything 
is compiled and organised instead of being on lots of pieces of paper. I can see where 
H `l `mc vgdqd Hƍl gd`cdc-Ɛ 

ƏH r`s cnvm `mc chc ` uh`ahkhsx rstcx+ adb`trd H mnv g`c sgd enqltk` sn cn hs- @mc H
now know that my business ir uh`akd-Ɛ 
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Improved business practices 

All of those interviewed mentioned changes that they had made to their businesses since 

participating in the workshops and all expected that these changes would improve their 

profitability in the future. 

ƏVd mnv g`uda new strategy which will increase our business activity and 
mdsvnqjhmf noonqstmhshdrƐ 

ƏHƍl ok`mmhmf sn ok`x sgd ƌqdctbd bnrs kdudqƍ rn sg`s H b`m l`whlhrd qdstqmrƐ 

ƏH g`c fqd`s eddca`bj nm gnv sghmfr b`m ad hloqnudc- H g`ud bg`mfdc lx Zm`ld ne
product] bardc nm sg`s eddca`bj `mc sgdx knnj ltbg adssdq- Hƍud dudm rnkc rnld ne
sgdl vhsgnts dudm g`uhmf sn oqnlnsd sgdl-Ɛ 

ƏSgd rl`kk sd`lr vnqjrgno v`r udqx u`kt`akdƊ I learnt how to give the big picture 
and take the time to explain things and write them down.  Since then, the 
qdk`shnmrgho adsvddm ld `mc lx sd`l l`m`fdq g`r hloqnudc-Ɛ 

Improved confidence in running the business 

For some participants, the program, in particular the coaching component, provided the 

opportunity to test out or confirm what they were doing in their business, providing 

confidence that they were heading in the right direction. 

ƏHƍl ` kns lnqd bnmrbhntr `mc bnmehcdms hm vg`s H cn hm lx atrhmdrrƐ 

ƏHs v`r mhbd sn jmnv sg`s H v`r nm sgd qhfgs sq`bjƐ 

A greater appreciation of the value of improving skills 

All of those interviewed spoke about how valuable the opportunity to improve their skills was 

to them and that they would be very open to further learning of this type. Several of the 

participants also mentioned that it was a pity that more penokd vdqdmƍs hmunkudc+ `r sgdx bntkc

see great benefit for others in further developing their skills, regardless of how much 

experience they already had.  

ƏHs g`r qdbnmehqldc sn ld sgd hlonqs`mbd ne bnmshmt`kkx toc`shmf lx rjhkkr+ `mc sg`s
sgdqdƍr `kv`xr ` admdehs hm adhmf hmunkudc hm sghr jhmc ne sq`hmhmfƐ 

ƏXnt b`mƍs qtm ` atrhmdrr nee sgd sno ne xntq gd`c- Xnt cn mddc sn tofq`cd xntq
rjhkkr bnmrs`mskx-Ɛ 

ƏDudm sgnrd vgn g`ud xd`qr ne dwodqhdmbd bntkc rshkk kd`qm sghmfr eqnl rnldsghmf
khjd sghrƐ 

ƏHs bkhbjrin again about how valuable it is. It refocuses you and renews your 
dmsgtrh`rl-Ɛ 

Others said that nothing had changed for them in this area Ɗ that they had always thought 

developing business skills was important. 

Extended networks 

The workshops resulted in the establishment of new and extended networks for participants. 

For an existing network like the Heartlands group, this was an important outcome in terms of 

strengthening and building diversity within the network and adding value for the region. 

Individuals also found this outcome very valuable. 

ƏSvn odnokd vgn lds hm sgd ehqrs vnqjrgno `qd mnv vnqjhmf snfdsgdq sn cn sgdhq
l`qjdshmfƐ 

ƏH cnmƍs g`ud ltbg shld mnql`kkx sn hmsdq`bs vhsg nsgdq odnokd- Sghr v`r fqd`s enq
networking with like-lhmcdc odnokdƐ 
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What were the most significant changes for the two regions? 

Although the outcomes for participants in the two different pilot sites were quite similar, the 

representatives from the two local organisations had quite different perspectives on which of the 

changes were most significant for their regions. 

For the Queensland representative, the most significant change was the renewed appreciation of 

training. Learning opportunities are generally undervalued amongst the mainly agriculture and 

horticulture-based busindrr nvmdqr hm sghr qdfhnm `mc sgd ohkns oqnfq`l Əhas gone some way towards 

building respect of trainingƐ- Sgd knb`k nqf`mhr`shnm hr tmcdqrs`mc`akx jddm sn bnmshmtd sn athkc tonm

the success of the program by following up with further high-quality skill development 

opportunities. 

For the Western Australian representative, the most significant change was the new perspectives 

participants gained on running a business.  

ƏKnnjhmf `s sgd atrhmdrr vhsg eqdrg dxdr `kknvr xnt sn ad lnqd naidbshud- Xnt rs`qs
to see a broader picture, which is qd`kkx hlonqs`ms enq ntq qdfhnm- Vdƍqd ` rl`kk 
town, so isƍr fnnd to look out at other businesses that `qd hm bnlodshshnm vhsg tr-Ɛ 

What was the most significant outcome for the project team? 

For Agrifood Skills Australia, the most significant outcome was the change in business practices. 

Fhudm @fqhenncƍr rsqnmf enbtr nm vnqjenqbd cdudknoldms+ sgd e`bs sg`s sgd oqnfq`l g`r gdkodc sn

build better business practices, including better people management practices, contributes to their 

aim of building long term stability for businesses and employees within the agrifood industry. 

In addition, as the Industry Pathfinders Program, under which the pilot was funded, is about 

demonstrating that the VET system has the flexibility to meet industry needs, the pilot has proved to 

be a successful example of how this can happen.  

How successful was the model? 

Despite some difficulties and disappointments with regard to recruitment of participants, the pilot 

has confirmed that this is a model that can work effectively. Several features of the model appear to 

have contributed significantly to the success of the pilot. 

Connecting with the local community 

A key lesson arising from the pilots is that success in engaging small business owners, 

especially those in rural and regional areas, will only be as strong as the networks you can tap 

into. The use of local organisations to promote the pilot program and recruit participants 

played a major part in connecting with existing networks in each region and establishing a 

sense of trust and credibility. Participant interviews confirmed that having an organisation or 

person they knew was connected with the program was a motivator for getting involved. One 

of the participants also reported that she appreciated being able to talk to someone she knew to 

ask questions about the program. 

The importance of local connections was further highlighted through the promotion of the 

program. At both pilot sites, flyers were distributed via the local organisation. In addition, in 

Western Australia a considerable amount of promotion took place via the local radio station, 

including the airing of interviews with Andrew Moore, the training facilitator and coach for the 

program, and with a couple of the program participants. Despite this effort, the majority of the 
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11 participants at the WA workshops were people connected with the Heartlands group; only 

two were from outside the group (at least one of these had heard about the program on the 

radio). 

In Queensland, in addition to distributing flyers, the personal approach was employed, with 

the local organisation making phone calls to people in their networks to promote the program. 

This approach proved to be just as effective, if not slightly more so than the Western Australian 

approach, attracting a total of 12 participants across the two workshops. 

Establishing trust and relationships 

Another factor highlighted in the interviews was Əsg`s hsƍr `kk `ants sqtrs `mc qdk`shnmrghorƐ. 

This was mentioned not only in relation to using local organisations to promote the program. It 

was also due to the quality of the facilitator and the training delivery. Andrew Moore engaged 

quickly and easily with the participants. This, along with his skill as a facilitator and his 

credibility in terms of work and life experience, was highly regarded by participants. The fact 

that Andrew also provided the individual coaching to participants further cemented the trust. 

The use of the same person for both the training and coaching delivery was a major contributor 

to the success of the model. 

Another important factor in the success of the model was the strong relationships built between 

Agrifood Skills Australia and the local organisations, and between Agrifood Skills Australia 

and the RTO, Response Learning. These relationships provided the basis for open and frank 

conversations, leading to improvements over the course of the pilot program, as well as laying 

the foundation for future programs of this type. As one of the local organisation representatives 

pointed out, it was so much easier to promote the final workshop as the credibility of the 

training had been established and people could see that it was relevant. Both participants and 

representatives of the local organisation at each pilot site mentioned that now that Agrifood 

Skills Australia and Response Learning have established credibility and trust in the 

community, word of mouth will come into play and people will be more willing to get 

involved in any further activities involving AgriFood. This suggests that establishing long term 

partnerships is the most effective means of attracting people into skill development 

opportunities. 

The pilot also highlighted that there is a relatively small window of opportunity available for 

establishing this trust. The taster workshop conducted at the beginning of the program was not 

udqx rtbbdrretk+ vhsg o`qshbho`msr ehmchmf sgd bnmsdms Ə` khsskd snn fdmdqhbƐ `mc sgd oqdrdmsdq mns

particularly engaging. As a result, particularly in Queensland, many of the participants in the 

taster workshop did not return for the full workshops. As pointed out by one of the local 

organisation representatives: 

ƏHƍl enqdudq sqxhmf sn fds rnld ne sgd @f `mc Gnqs ftxr sn rdd sgd u`ktd ne sq`hmhmf-
And if you get it [the training] wrong, you take ten steps back-Ɛ 

Fortunately, the quality of the subsequent workshops and coaching seems to have eclipsed the 

experience of the taster session. 

Having the right drivers 

Another lesson arising from the pilot is that there is a greater likelihood of small business 

owners participating in training if it is demand driven, rather than supply driven. 

Traditionally, training delivered by the VET sector has been supply driven; even with recent 
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reforms to make the system more client-focused, it tends to be the training organisations that 

cqhud sgd oqnbdrr ne ƌbnmuhmbhmfƍ bkhdmsr sn tmcdqs`jd sq`hmhmf- Hm sghr dmuhqnmldms+ rl`kk

businesses, which make up the majority of agrifood businesses, have very low rates of 

participation in training. 

This pilot program however was industry driven: Agrifood Skills Australia, having identified 

the need for business skills within its industry sectors, was the main driving force. The local 

organisations used to promote the program at each of the pilot sites also played a role in 

driving the program, but as discussed later in this report, this ƌbg`lohnmƍ role could be even 

more effective if the right partners can be found. Sgd sq`hmhmf nqf`mhr`shnmƍr qnkd v`r sn

respond to the demands of the industry organisations, and did so extremely well, resulting in 

very high levels of satisfaction amongst participants and the industry organisations involved.  

The lesson for training organisations wishing to deliver training to this target group is that they 

will be more effective if they align themselves with industry organisations that can represent 

the needs of businesses in their industry and provide encouragement and incentives for 

business owners to participate in skill development activities. 

The lesson for industry is to find the right training organisation Ɗ an issue that is discussed in 

more detail later in this section of the report. 

Identifying the real needs 

The planning meeting held at the conclusion of the taster session in each region was an 

important part of the model as it allowed Agrifood Skills Australia to identify the needs and 

interests of business owners in each region. The training organisation then worked very closely 

with Agrifood Skills Australia, and with the local organisation in each region to develop a 

training program that would meet these needs. 

Although the taster session held before the meeting was not successful, one of the 

representatives from the local organisations suggested that it would be difficult to get people 

along to a meeting simply to discuss learning needs: 

Ə8/$ vntkcmƍs ots sgd shld hmsn sdkkhmf xnt vg`s sgdx mddcdc- Sgdxƍc sdkk xnt sn
itrs cdkhudq rnldsghmf `mc he sgdx sgntfgs hs rntmcdc fnnc sgdxƍc stqm to-Ɛ 

ƏHs b`mƍs ad itrs `ants fdsshmf hmots eqnl odnokd- Sgdqdƍr fns sn ad ` qdstqm enq sgdhq
time Ɗ `mc pthbjkx-Ɛ 

Therefore linking the training needs analysis activity to some kind of learning activity is still 

probably the best process to follow. However, if participants are to stay engaged, the learning 

activity needs to be of high quality, facilit`sdc ax rnldnmd vgn b`m `rrdrr sgd o`qshbho`msrƍ

needs very quickly and make the learning immediately relevant. 

In addition to the initial training needs analysis for each region, the training organisation 

conducted their own pre-training surveys to allow them to further customise the training 

program to meet the needs of the participants. Further customisation took place throughout the 

workshop series in qdronmrd sn sgd o`qshbho`msrƍ dldqfhmf mddcr. 

The right message 

The messages used to promote the pilot program were carefully crafted. In response to 

previous experience and research into recruiting participants into skill development activities, 
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sgd vnqc ƌtrainingƍ v`r `unhcdc hm `kk oqnlnshnm`k l`sdqh`kr `mc sgd enbtr v`r nm Əxntq

atrhmdrrƐ `mc gnv ƏxntƐcan develop or improve it. 

When combined with the fact that the topics promoted were ones that had been identified by 

business owners in the region, the messages proved to be quite effective. One of the 

interviewed participants specifically mentioned the promotional flyer, explaining that it was 

Əenough to tweak my interest and I then contacted [the contact person] for more informationƐ-

There were however a number of ways in which the promotional messages could be enhanced 

and these are presented later in the report. 

The combination of workshop and coaching 

The use of workshops, followed up by one-on-one coaching, seems to have been an extremely 

effective approach to learning. As mentioned previously, the workshops provided 

opportunities for networking, interaction with, and learning from other people in the same 

situation, while the coaching provided the opportunity for participants to gain specific 

guidance on how to apply the learning in their own business. The value of both the networking 

aspects and one-on-one attention was emphasised in all of the participant interviews, 

suggesting that the model would not be as effective if it was based on only one of these 

learning methods.  

Representatives from the RTO also emphasised the importance of the coaching as a follow-up 

to the workshop as it encourages participants to take control of and apply their learning. It also 

significantly reduces the loss of learning that can occur from a workshop alone. 

Interestingly, one of the participants talked about having been involved in a mentoring 

program previously and expressed her preference for the coaching approach where someone 

else was guiding the learning, as opposed to having to be self-directed with the mentoring 

approach. 

Quality and flexibility of delivery 

A major factor in the success of the pilot program was the quality of the training and coaching 

delivered by the training organisation, Response Learning. The flexible way in which the 

material was presented, the high level of interaction and opportunities for discussion, the 

hands-on/practical nature of the learning and the tailoring of material to suit everyone in the 

group were all mentioned as valued aspects of the learning experience.   

One participant summarised the difference between the taster session and the workshops in 

sdqlr ne sgd s`rsdq qdkxhmf nm ƏpresentingƐ+ vghkd sgd vnqjrgnor vdqd `ants ƏinteractingƐ `mc

emphasised that the success of the workshops was not so much due to the content, but to the 

very practical and relevant way in which the content was delivered. 

This idea was also illustrated through a comment from the workshop facilitator: 

Əxnt bntkc ots sgd l`sdqh`k nm 34 onvdqonhms rkhcds - and you would get run out of 
snvm-Ɛ 

One of the participants also made a comment in their post-workshop feedback about how good 

hs v`r sg`s Əthere was not a PowerPoint in sightƐ. 
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The interview with the workshop facilitator/coach and the RTO manager of Response 

Learning identified a number of other features of the training and coaching delivery that were 

essential to their success: 

o an approach centred on Əfostering and applying kd`qmhmfƐ+ vghbg qdkhdr tonm
Ədmf`fdldmsƐ `mc Əe`bhkhs`shnmƐ mns tonm Əsq`hmhmfƐ 

o flexibility and responsiveness Ɗ both in developing the program content around the 
needs of the groups, and in ac`oshmf `mc btrsnlhrhmf sgd cdkhudqx Ənm sgd fnƐ+ sn
suit the needs of individuals during the course of the workshop and coaching 

o large amounts of consultation, discussion and preparation to customise the learning 
sn sgd bkhdmsrƍ mddcr 

o a process of identifxhmf vg`s sgd bkhdms.kd`qmdqƍr mddcr `qd and developing the 
learning program and then mapping it to appropriate units of competency, rather 
than the other way around 

o the use of action learning and experiential learning to foster the ultimate aim of high 
level application of learning by participants 

o a highly skilled and exodqhdmbdc e`bhkhs`snq `mc bn`bg+ vgn v`r oqdo`qdc Əsn fn sgd
dwsq` lhkdƐ-  

What could be improved? 

The experiences of the pilot activities have highlighted three areas in which improvements could be 

made for future activities of this kind. 

Timing 

The most significant factor impacting upon levels of participation in the program was timing, 

both in terms of timing of information and timing of the delivery. Timeframes were very short 

for getting information out to potential participants, which impacted on the numbers involved 

`mc nm sgd QSNƍr noonqstmhsx sn oqdo`qd o`qshbho`msr enq d`bg rdrrhnm- Nmd ne sgd hmsdquhdvddr

who was involved in the recruitment of participants suggested that at least two months is 

needed to successfully promote a program.  

The timing of delivery of the workshops was also problematic, conflicting with key times in the 

growing cycle for groups of potential participants. This will always be an issue for the agrifood 

industry, particularly within the agriculture and horticulture sectors, as there are both seasonal 

and daily timing issues to be addressed.  However, there is potential to make some 

improvements in this area. The suggestion was made in one of the interviews that workshops 

such as these need to be planned well in advance, in consultation with business owners who 

can provide input on the most suitable timing for the particular industry. Another suggestion 

was to offer workshops more often, at a variety of different times, in order to meet the needs of 

different groups. 

/ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ΨŎƻƴŘǳƛǘǎΩ 

Whilst the use of local organisations as conduits to business owners was an important part of 

the model, the types of participants involved in the program, particularly in Western Australia, 

chc mns `kv`xr ehs @fqhennc Rjhkkr @trsq`kh`ƍr s`qfds l`qjds- Etqsgdq sgntfgs bntkc ad fhudm sn

the selection of local organisations with which to work in order to connect with larger segments 

of the target market. 
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Finding orgamhr`shnmr sn vnqj vhsg sg`s g`ud Ə` udrsdc hmsdqdrsƐ hm fdsshmf o`qshbho`msr

involved would also help to improve levels of participation from the target group. 

Organisations such as local Chambers of Commerce, small business or regional development 

bodies, banks and accountants, all of which have a stake in improving the business 

management skills, and therefore the economic viability of businesses with which they are 

connected, could be valuable partners. 

Proving the value 

A number of the interviewees referred to the reluctance of agrifood business owners to get 

hmunkudc hm sq`hmhmf+ `r sgdx `qd Əsnn atrx vnqjhmfin their business, rather than working on 

sgdhq atrhmdrrƐ- One of the local organisation representatives explained the difficulty of getting 

people in the region involved in learning: 

ƏH cnmƍs jmnv gnv sn aqd`j sgqntfg- Hsƍrmns pthsd `o`sgx---- hsƍr lnqd ` b`rd ne ƌvd
cnmƍs mddc hsƍƐ- 

If participation in programs of this type is to be increased, there is a need for presenting 

stronger messages about the value of skill development, with the messages delivered by people 

who are known and respected, and incorporating examples of tangible benefits to the business. 

In addition, materials used to promote learning opportunities need to also: 

o hmbktcd Ə` b`kk sn `bshnmƐ 

o highlight features such as Əhmctrsqx oqnuhchmf sq`hmhmf sn hmctrsqxƐ 

o dlog`rhrd `rodbsr rtbg `r Əqdkdu`mbdƐ+ ƏbqdchahkhsxƐ `mc ƏbtrsnlhrdcƐ- 

Another suggestion made in the interviews is to get people into a workshop through a topic 

that is of the greatest hmsdqdrs nq hlonqs`mbd sn sgdl 'enq dw`lokd+ hm Vdrsdqm @trsq`kh` sgd ƌgns

snohbƍ v`r l`qjdshmf(+ sgdm nmbd xnt g`ud oqnudc sn sgdl gnv u`kt`akd sgd kd`qmhmf hr+ lead 

them onto other topics that may not have previously considered (eg. business planning). 

Also for consideration 

A couple of other issues were raised that are not quite part of the model, but have an impact on how 

it might be implemented in the future and therefore need further consideration. 

Costs 

The full cost of delivering a program involving a two-day workshop, followed by one-on-one 

coaching (using existing resources) has been estimated to be around $1,000 per person for a 

group of ten. Participants recognised that the pilot program was heavily subsidised and that 

they received considerable value for the money they paid to participate. 

In the participant interviews, we asked them a question about how much they would be 

prepared to pay for a similar program. The results were surprisingly consistent Ɗ business 

owners would be prepared to pay $200 for the program, but the majority would not participate 

if it was $500. As several of the participants pointed out, the program might be worth $500 or 

more, but there are other activities which are more of a priority for them and their business 

than training.   

ƏHe Hdid three of these courses, that would be $1500. I could get a four-month radio 
`cudqshrhmf rons enq sg`s-Ɛ 
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If programs based on this model were to be offered in the future, they would need to continue 

to be subsidised Ɗ at least until such time as cultural or mindset shift occurs amongst small 

businesses and agribusinesses whereby the value of learning is properly recognised in relation 

to other aspects of business operation. 

Qualifications 

To date, none of the participants in the pilot program have completed assessment activities in 

order to gain recognition of their achievement of competencies.  

ƏMn-one wanted to do the assessments Ɗ they were just interested in business 
outcomes.Ɛ 

Many of the participants also talked about being too busy to do the assessment. This confirms 

the lack of importance that agrifood business owners, and small business owners in general, 

tend to place on qualifications in business management. 

Whilst this was not an issue of concern for the pilot project, if the model is adopted by other 

RTOs it may well become an issue, as government funding is generally tied to the completion 

of competencies and qualifications. 

Consideration needs to be given to strategies that will encourage and enable participants to 

bnlokdsd tmhsr ne bnlodsdmbx+ vghkd l`hms`hmhmf sgd enbtr nm Əhloqnuhmf xntq atrhmdrrƐ+

q`sgdq sg`m nm Əfdsshmf ` pt`khehb`shnmƐ- One participant suggested that you could build time 

for doing the assessment (eg. writing a marketing plan) into the structure of the program. 

Another participant `krn onhmsdc nts+ Əyou need to find some way of proving the value of the 

piece of paperƐ- Recognition of Prior Learning could also be used more effectively to reduce the 

amount of assessment participants are required to do.  

And finally... 

Those interviewed would definitely recommend this program to others.  As pointed out by one of the 

interviewees+ hsƍr sgd hmmnu`snqr `mc d`qkx `cnosdqr sg`s g`ud addm hmunkudc sghr shld- Hs s`jdr ` vghkd

for others to hear about it and get involved. In both regions there is a strong desire for further skill 

development opportunities like this one and to continue the good relationships and momentum that 

have been built through this pilot program.   
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