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The increased competitiveness in the business world as a result of market globalisation and continual technological improvements implies a prosecution of sustainable competitive advantages as main determinant of the survival of the companies. The human capital is being considered as one of the most significant internal sources of competitive advantage due to its intangible characteristics: knowledge, skills, and attitude. The human resource development (HRD) involves multiple practices, but the employees’ training and development is the main activity that provides qualified, flexible, and well-prepared workforce  (Aragón-Sánchez, Barba-Aragón and Sanz-Valle, 2003). Although the HRD literature focuses on large organisations when developing comprehensive understanding of workforce development, the significant role that a healthy small business sector plays for every competitive economy implies the importance of exploring the HRD in this type of establishment as they differ substantially from large organisations  (Panagiotakopoulos, 2011). 
Traditionally focused on improving the supply of skills, more recently UK’s skills policies’ focus has shifted to raising the demand of skills, which resulted in increased emphasis on understanding the significance of training to encourage businesses to utilise higher skills and enhance ongoing skills development and upgrading in the workplace as part of their business improvement. The aim is to ensure more internationally competitive skills base and well-equipped workforce able to compete in the global labour market and to drive sustainable economic growth  (Green and Martinez-Solano, 2011).
Considering this background, this dissertation research identifies employees’ training needs, skills gaps, barriers, and challenges of employees’ training implementation within the SMEs sector, striving to contribute towards more effective and enhanced employees’ training initiatives and strategies which will lead to greater competitiveness and growth of the SMEs in the UK.
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The research aim of this dissertation is to investigate and analyse employee training in SMEs in the UK, establish comprehensive understanding of the significance of employees’ training, provide valuable base for informed decision-making for relevant stakeholders such as owners/managers or policymakers, and contribute towards growth and competitiveness of the SMEs’ sector.  
The following objectives are proposed for this research:
1. To identify the nature of employee training provided within the SMEs in the UK by investigating the background and reasons that shape the type, methods, and techniques of its provision.
2. To identify the specific motives that drive SMEs to invest in training and enhance their training efforts towards development and enhancement of employees’ capabilities, which will provide guidelines towards designing and delivering effective training initiatives and programs and establishing a supportive training environment.
3. To identify the factors that determine the levels and extent of training provision within SMEs in the UK and investigate if there are any effective strategies for overcoming these challenges in order to provide further recommendations for effective employees’ training programs implementation.

	To achieve the research aim and objectives the following research questions are proposed:
1. What is the nature of employee training in SMEs in the UK and how various factors influence its shaping?
2. What are the key factors that motivate SMEs in the UK to provide training for their employees?
3. What are the determinants that impact employees’ training within SMEs in the UK relative to the levels and extent of its implementation?

[bookmark: _Toc143817881]Literature review 

Reviewing academic literature related to the importance of training and development within the SMEs sector, one factor prevails as common understanding for the majority of the researchers, and that is the lack of empirical evidence on the direct link between employees’ training and small enterprise success. As Johnson argues, the absence of evidence-based causal relationship between training and business success has negative implications not only by discouraging SMEs to provide training opportunities for their employees, but wider implications on business development due to the adverse effects of skills shortages on competitiveness  (Johnson, 2002). Although the companies generally accept training as fundamental to improve employees’ productivity, in practice they usually face this challenge with cost containment, unable to understand how investments in training can benefit business results due to the absence of training evaluation carried out in a professional manner and based on effective measurement systems for identifying the value provided from undertaking training  (Aragón-Sánchez, Barba-Aragón and Sanz-Valle, 2003). 
Despite the significance of the correct execution of all stages of the training process (training needs analysis, training plan development and implementation, and training evaluation) the evaluation of the training can influence all previous stages and it is the least studied of all. The existing academic literature proposes different models, but the Kirkpatrick’s Model called the Model of Four Levels is the most used by organisations for carrying out training evaluation. Including four levels, this model evaluates four aspects of training: employees’ post-course satisfaction and impressions gauging their interest, motivation and attention levels, the extent of employees improvement in terms of both knowledge and/or skills, the employees’ ability to apply their newly learned skills and knowledge in the workplace resulting in changes in their behaviour and performance, and the impact of training on business results  (Smidt et al., 2009). 
The vast majority of studies on training in small businesses primarily focus on the owner/manger’s perspective neglecting employees’ perspective and the benefits for the employees’ from undertaking training, which results in very little systematic evidence that would support the view that increased training activity would be beneficial for SMEs employees. Devins, Johnson and Sutherland suggest four outcome variables to assess the impact of the training interventions on the individual employability and progression through the world of work: increased confidence at the workplace, attainment of a qualification, undertaking further training, and gaining promotion  (Devins, Johnson and Sutherland, 2004).
 Different researchers argue on the potential barriers preventing effective training provision in SMEs ranging from conventional financial constraints, limited owner/manager’s commitment, and fear of poaching to individual uncertainties, misunderstanding, and lack of awareness of the value of employees’ training.
 Ahlgren and Engel propose that it is increasingly significant to examine the educational and training opportunities available to SMEs employees, considering the fact that the majority of all enterprises in UK are micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises which comprise more than 50 per cent of employment and as a sector has an important role in the national economy overall. The emphasis should be on lifelong learning policies that will provide portable qualifications and skills for all employees and increase the chances to compete in an insecure labour market due to the changing nature of technologies and demographic composition of organisations (Ahlgren and Engel, 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc143817882]Methodology

This research proposes systematic literature review methodology to be employed in order to ensure comprehensive and transparent approach to identify and select relevant research studies. Search of academic databases such as Google Scholar, Sage Journals, Wiley Online Library, Emerald Insight and Taylor & Francis using following keywords “Employee training”, “Employee training AND SMEs”, “Employee training AND SMEs AND UK”, “Employee training AND SMEs AND barriers”, “Training AND SMEs AND initiatives” and “Training AND small businesses AND small firms” will be conducted to identify and select relevant academic articles. Also, other publications and websites such as gov., edu., or ac. may be included to complement the purpose of this research. The focus will be on academic literature published within the last 20 years, not excluding older articles which could provide relevant data analysis. By systematically reviewing and screening of selected literature, in the beginning based on the titles and abstracts and afterwards through a full-text review, selected studies will be critically evaluated related to their quality and relevance to the research question, in order to ensure relevant key data and findings related to the importance of training in SMEs in UK that will enable identifying common trends and patterns across the literature.  
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This research involves collecting secondary data, which is why ethical principles will be taken into consideration regarding the use of published works and publicly available information. All retrieved sources will be accurately and properly cited and referenced using Harvard referencing style, to acknowledge the original authors and sources of information and uphold academic integrity in the research process. The research will be conducted in accordance with the principles of professionalism and respect for the intellectual property, using unbiased and objective analysis to ensure that the findings and conclusions of the literature review will be objective based on the empirical evidence presented in the retrieved articles, which is why they can be trusted, and can be used as a solid foundation for further investigations on the importance of the training in SMEs in the UK.
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This dissertation research based on systematic literature review methodology involves potential risks related to literature review process and it is important to predict these risks and mitigate them correspondingly. While identifying and selecting the relevant academic literature there is a risk of incomplete coverage of the topic which can lead to biased or inaccurate conclusions or gaps in the research. To mitigate this risk, a comprehensive search will be conducted through multiple academic databases based on predefined selection criteria to ensure systematic and unbiased selection of academic literature. Considering the submission deadline, there is a risk of the literature review process taking longer than planned or becoming broader in scope, which is why a detailed timeline will be established in the beginning to enable regular progress monitoring and timely adjustments of the planned activities and research focus which will ensure the research objectives are being met. 

The research planning is identified in the table below.

	Research stage 
	Period of study (in weeks)

	Dissertation proposal
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Methodology design
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Data collection
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Data analysis
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Results interpretation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Conclusion and recommendations
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Search and update literature review
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Submit thesis draft
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Performing analysis on secondary data and findings presented in empirical evidence-based studies related to employees’ training in SMEs in the UK, this research is expected to identify the nature of employee training and its association to the organisational performance overall, the specific factors that drive SMEs to train their employees, and determinants that impact employee training provision.



















[bookmark: _Toc143817886]References
Ahlgren, L. and Engel, L.C. (2011) 'Lifelong learning through SMEs: exploring workplace learning in the UK', Journal of Workplace Learning, 23(5), pp. 331-348.
Aragón-Sánchez, A., Barba-Aragón, I. and Sanz-Valle, R. (2003) 'Effects of training on business results1', The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 14(6), pp. 956-980.
Devins, D., Johnson, S. and Sutherland, J. (2004) 'Employer characteristics and employee training outcomes in UK SMEs: A multivariate analysis', Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 11(4), pp. 449-457.
Green, A.E. and Martinez-Solano, L. (2011) 'Leveraging training skills development in SMEs: an analysis of the West Midlands, England, UK', .
Johnson, S. (2002) 'Lifelong learning and SMEs: issues for research and policy', Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 9(3), pp. 285-295.
Panagiotakopoulos, A. (2011) 'Barriers to employee training and learning in small and medium‐sized enterprises (SMEs)', Development and Learning in Organizations: An International Journal, 25(3), pp. 15-18.
Smidt, A., Balandin, S., Sigafoos, J. and Reed, V.A. (2009) 'The Kirkpatrick model: A useful tool for evaluating training outcomes', Journal of Intellectual and Developmental Disability, 34(3), pp. 266-274.
stylefix

2

image1.png
3 Prifysgol Cymru
% Y Drindod Dewi Sant
\" University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




