Supporting Tourism SMEs Gaining Regulatory Guidance

A Proposal Submitted to the Tourism Alliance by Swansea University

Introduction 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The tourism sector is a major component of the UK economy, employing 3.1 million people (nearly 10% of the workforce) and accounting for around 9% of GDP (VisitBritain, 2019). The sector is comprised primarily of SMEs and micro-businesses, the owners and managers of which tend to be among the least likely to access information, advice and support regarding regulations and regulatory compliance. Understanding why this tends to be the case is crucial to identifying effective ways to alleviate the regulatory burden, helping SMEs and micro-businesses to enhance their productivity, improve their competitiveness, and achieve their growth potential. 
It is known that regulation can impact upon businesses both directly and indirectly, and that this effect may be either to motivate or constrain actions (Kitching, 2019). SMEs and micro-businesses are often managed by individuals with little previous business experience, and who often lack formal business and marketing skills. Such individuals may not know which regulations apply to their business activities (Gherhes et al., 2016), what these regulations require in terms of business operations, and how best to comply. This tends to raise the costs of regulation. Complying with regulations may take up significant time and resources that could be put to better use in efficiently operating and developing the business. Obtaining information and advice on regulatory compliance can alleviate this burden, allowing the owner or manager to focus on raising productivity, increasing competitiveness, and growing the business. 
The owners and managers of SMEs and micro-businesses will also often have entered the tourism sector mainly for lifestyle reasons (Shaw & Williams, 2004). Many are pluriactive, meaning that they operate additional businesses (such as a family farm) or are in regular employment elsewhere in the economy (Garrod, 2011). For such individuals, regulatory compliance may be something they are reluctant to engage with in a proactive manner, preferring instead to adopt a reactive and minimalist approach. This may be an effective way of dealing with the regulatory burden in the short term, but in the long term it may prove counterproductive insofar as it exposes the entity to the risks of regulatory non-compliance and potential business failure. Failure to seek outside advice is indeed frequently found to be a major factor in business failure both in the start-up (Mole et al., 2017) and growth phases (Roper & Hart, 2018).  
Regulations can also hinder business growth in two main ways. First, business owners and managers may know about regulations but consider them to render growth impractical, e.g., further increasing the workforce would mean that costly labour regulations would have to be applied. In this case, further knowledge will not encourage compliance. Second, business owners and managers may not know enough about relevant regulations and are therefore hesitant to attempt to grow, as this will require them to engage with them. Access to information on regulations and advice might in such circumstances be needed to give owners and managers the confidence they need to attempt to grow their business. 

Purpose and Objectives 
The purpose of the proposed project is to gain an enhanced understanding of the ways in which tourism SMEs and micro-businesses in Kent gain guidance on how to comply with regulations impacting their business. Such knowledge will be useful in finding ways to improve and encourage access to services that can assist tourism SMEs and micro-businesses to more effectively address regulatory compliance issues.  
Objective One: identify the current attitude and approach to compliance of tourism SMES and microbusinesses including where they get advice and support on regulatory compliance
Objective Two: Identify the barriers faced by tourism SMEs and micro-businesses in gaining the information and advice they need to reduce regulatory burden and support growth. 
 Objective Three:  Identify and develop solutions to address the barriers identified in Objective Two
 
Approach  
The research will consist of two phases, as described below. We propose to conduct the first phase at the county-level, with the second phase focused on three specific sites. The final selection of these sites will be made in consultation with the Tourism Alliance and the project steering group, the goal being to include a seaside destination, an urban destination, and a rural destination, and a mix of both affluent and more deprived areas. Discussions are underway with Visit Kent regarding the final choice of locations. 
Based on some initial research and familiarity with tourism in the county, we suggest the following as initial candidates: 
· Seaside: one of Folkestone, Margate or Ramsgate. 
· Urban: one of Ashford, Canterbury or Tunbridge Wells. 
· Rural: the area approximately bordered by Cranbrook, Benenden, Biddenden, Smarden, Headcorn and Staplehurst, a series of quintessential Kentish villages including major attractions such as Sissinghurst Castle. 
 
Phase One – First Industry Survey 
This phase of work is intended to address Objective One (and to a lesser extent Objective Two) and will consist of a survey of tourism business across the county. A broad definition of tourism will be used, which will include accommodation and transportation providers, food-and-beverage and selected retail outlets, attractions and events. The survey will be conducted online using Qualtrics software based on email lists provided by the client, supplemented by online searches within the three chosen study sites to identify businesses not currently linked into trade associations, destination management organisations or other local business support groups. Relevant associations will be asked to share the survey link (including but not limited to Visit Kent, Tourism South East, Ashford & Tenterden Tourism Association, etc.). 
The survey will collect information about business type, size, years in business, etc., as well as about levels of awareness, membership and utilisation of formal and informal industry networks (e.g., destination management organisations (DMOs), local and county councils, trade associations, chambers of commerce (CoC)). It will include questions about the perceived benefits received from these associations, and reasons for lack of membership (for former and non-members). It will also include items pertaining to perceived levels of compliance with relevant regulations and the sources currently used to obtain information about such rules. 

Phase Two – Face-to-Face Activities    
These activities, designed to address Objective Two and Three, will be focused exclusively on the three case study areas chosen. We propose to undertake two focus group sessions per location each comprising eight industry stakeholders and then to undertake semi-structured interviews with three-five business operators at each site. Interviewees might include directors of the local DMO, CoC, industry association or government authority. Focus group participants would include owners/managers of tourism SMEs. 
The in-depth interviews will serve to identify the barriers facing tourism SMEs regarding acquisition of the information and advice they need to reduce the regulatory burden they presently experience. The nature and feasibility of possible interventions to address these barriers will also be explored. Focus groups will then be used to gain a deeper understanding of these issues from a range of industry perspectives, and will consider both barriers and potential interventions; individual writing activities might be used to supplement the group discussion. Interviews would likely last 45-90 minutes, focus groups 2-2.5 hours. Both the interviews and focus groups will be audio taped (with participants’ permission) and fully transcribed, and any other focus group materials (e.g., written activities) will be typed up verbatim. All in-person activities (interviews and focus groups) will be led by one or more of the faculty-level team members named in the proposal (Nicholls, Cave, Garrod). 
All data collection, analysis and storage will be conducted according to Swansea University and UK research ethics protocols. 
 
Outputs  
The main output will be a detailed report documenting the extent to which, and the reasons why, tourism SMEs and micro-businesses in Kent do not currently access the support and advice that is available to them. The report will include an overview of the research conducted, the findings from the various stages of the research, and a series of recommendations regarding how local authorities and other regulatory compliance agencies, central government and industry bodies can, collectively and/or individually, improve access to the regulatory information and advice needed by tourism SMEs and micro-businesses. Though based on research conducted in Kent, the report will be generalised wherever possible to the broader English context. Recommendations will be presented in such a way as to lend themselves to trialling/testing in a follow-up project. 
A one-page executive summary will also be prepared and both outputs will be provided in PDF format. All three team members team will be available to present findings to the steering committee at the conclusion of the research, and Professor Nicholls will present to the Tourism Alliance (October 24) and the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (November 26).  Other desired audiences could be added on an ‘at cost’ basis. 
 
If desired, outputs could be shared by Swansea University, e.g. via the Centre for Visitor Economy Research website and the School of Management’s marketing/media team. 
 
 Management of the Research   
We understand that the research will be managed by the Tourism Alliance, who will work with a steering group formed of representatives from trade associations within the tourism sector, VisitBritain and BEIS officials. We believe that the Better Business for All (BBA) partnership in Kent and Medway and the Office of Product Safety and Standards (OPSS) will also be consulted. Professor Sarah Nicholls will serve as Principal Investigator on behalf of the Swansea University team and will liaise directly with an equivalent from the Tourism Alliance. 
 
[image: ]
Project Team (all of the School of Management, Swansea University)   
The project team offers a wealth of experience in designing and leading tourism industry research projects at a variety of scales and across many contexts. The team possesses subject area expertise in tourism and destination planning, marketing and management, as well as considerable breadth and depth of expertise in the application of a wide variety of research methods. All team members are associated with the recently founded Centre for Visitor Economy Research at Swansea University. Additionally, the team will employ one or more research students from the School of Management; student(s) responsibilities will include the searches for literature and businesses for inclusion in the industry survey, transcription of interviews and focus groups, and organisation/administration of project activities.   Associate Professor Jenny Cave has 20 years senior level and governance experience in the tourism, hospitality and events industry as well as tourism associations in Canada and New Zealand. Since joining the academy in 2001 she has focussed on SME, nascent entrepreneurs and micro-entrepreneurship research as well as experiential learning for employability. Consultancy undertaken for local authorities and tourism SMEs has resulted in development of new activities, attractions and destinations. Recent publications examine the diverse economies of tourism, transnational enterprise, and she has publications in preparation on symbiotic relationships in tourism/retail SME networks and competitive niches. 
Professor Brian Garrod hails from the south-east of England. He has worked as an academic consultant to tourism-sector and government organisations for more than 25 years. At the international level he has undertaken consultancy for the UN World Tourism Organization and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). At the local level, he has undertaken a number of consultancy assignments for Tourism Partnership Mid-Wales, now part of Visit Wales, and has worked with local tourism associations such as the Dyfi Biosphere Tourism Association. He has published eight student textbooks and more than 50 research articles, covering a wide range of tourism and hospitality subjects. He is a Fellow of the Tourism Society.   Born and raised in Kent, Professor Sarah Nicholls focuses on the planning, development and management of leisure resources and tourism destinations, with the ultimate goal of understanding and promoting the role of tourism, recreation and parks in the creation of active, vibrant, resilient and sustainable communities. In 2012, she facilitated development of the 2012-2017 Michigan Tourism Strategic Plan, a process involving in-person and online engagement of over a thousand industry members across an area approximately the size of the UK. She was subsequently retained to oversee that plan’s implementation by the Michigan Economic Development Corporation and the Michigan Travel Commission, ultimately receiving the Outstanding Achievement in Michigan Tourism Award for her work. Other clients have included numerous convention and visitors bureaus across Michigan and, more recently, the Isle of Anglesey County Council. 
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Project Timeline

June  July August Sept.  Oct.  Nov.

Project kick-off X

Literature review X X

First survey X X

Interviews and focus groups X

Outputs - draft b3

Outputs - final X

Presentations X





