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Summary

Given the wide range of firms covered in the survey, it is not surprising that there was considerable variety in their responses. Nevertheless, a number of common themes emerge.

Links with the SET base

The firms clearly recognise the potential benefits of links with the SET base, and in particular with local universities, which gives them access to trained students as well as to research. In their experience, such links tend to be created not through formal public programmes but through personal or ad hoc contacts. However, public agencies like SEEDA can undoubtedly play a role in nurturing and developing emerging links, especially in the case of small and micro-firms which lack the internal resources needed to do this on their own. 

Perception of  the SET base
With the exception of large companies, most businesses feel they lack the information they need about what research is being undertaken in universities and public research institutions, and hence where they might turn for help. This points to a specific role for RDAs in acting as a broker, working with (generally smaller) companies to specify exactly what there SET needs are, and working with universities and public research institutions to ensure that information about their research efforts is available in an accessible and timely form. Other areas where companies currently feel the SET base is not fully meeting their needs are in terms of responsiveness and orientation towards business needs, and in providing a large enough supply of skilled personnel. In this respect, the survey revealed mixed opinions about the merits of the suggestion that RDAs should employ Sector Technology Consultants. A point repeatedly raised was that technology advisors should come from industry and be aware of actual business needs. In addition, firms feel that they would benefit from having a central source of information (a ‘one-stop shop’) on what research is being done by whom in different universities and public research organisations, a task which SEEDA is well placed to fulfil. As firms’ precise needs with relation to the SET base seem to vary considerably – in particular with sector, area of technology, and firm size – this suggests that the regional science strategy should focus not exclusively on those sectors based on new or emerging technologies, but also on firms in less technologically advanced sectors which currently lack the capability to forge links with the SET base on their own.
Location advantages and disadvantages

It is evident that firms see substantial benefits from being located in the South East, in particular easy access to international airports and good transport links and a generally well developed infrastructure. Set against these, however, are a number of drawbacks including difficulties in recruitment (not least because of the high cost of living) and long commuting or travel times. SEEDA needs to pay continuing attention to what firms perceive as the main advantages and disadvantages of locating in the South East if the region is to attract and retain the entrepreneurial, innovative enterprises on which its future prosperity depends.

Business-to-business relationships

Firms recognise that, besides establishing links with the SET base, they also need increasingly to work with other companies in addressing common challenges. They therefore need better information on what other firms are doing and whether they are interested in collaborating. SEEDA could take the initiative in addressing this need, for example by developing databases, organising forums on particular issues, and helping to set up special interest groups. Here, the proposed SEEDA technology consultants could play a central role.

Additional remarks

The analysis of the relationships between the various factors investigated in the surveys reveals some information that may be useful in aiding SEEDA in determining where best to concentrate its efforts. For example, ICT and related firms seem to be somewhat less interested in developing links with universities than those in other sectors. For micro and small firms, informal links with innovative individuals and access to finance and help in the form of government grants are more important than for larger firms. In contrast, medium-sized (and larger) firms are much more concerned about the shortage of managerial and marketing skills. There are also sectoral differences; for example, proximity to customers in the South East is important in the services/consultancy sector, as is the presence of local business services. Given its limited resources, SEEDA might use such information to ensure that its efforts have the greatest impact.
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