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RESEARCH BRIEF 2017.1    

Small Businesses, Big Challenges:  
Practices that Support Employee Upskilling  
 

Summary 
Surveys of small business leaders in Los Angeles and nationally reveal: 
   significant business practices that support employee upskilling 

e.g., flextime, telecommuting, tuition reimbursement, scholarships, college partnerships 
   alignment of upskilling policies with business goals and strategies 
 esp. efficiency, productivity, retention, development of diverse leadership and pipeline  
   considerable challenges  
 #1 is Return on Investment 
   substantial interest in learning more about supports for upskilling 
 many small businesses expressed interest in (and received) information on upskilling   
 
Focus groups with small business leaders and interviews with Key Respondents provide further 
information on small business practices and challenges regarding employee education.  
 

Study Description 
We surveyed small businesses in Los Angeles and nationally to understand practices and 
supports for employee upskilling.  In the Los Angeles Small Business Survey, business leaders at 
an SBA event were solicited to participate in a paper survey, which carried an incentive:  
participants were entered in a drawing for two airline tickets.  L.A. respondents numbered 118.  
In the National Small Business Survey, the Small Business Majority solicited businesses to 
participate in a Survey Monkey, with the incentive of an opportunity to win $500.  National 
respondents numbered 120.  Both surveys drew convenience samples.  While neither sample 
was random, the pattern of responses from the two surveys appears roughly similar.   
 
To provide further context and insight into small business’ practices and challenges with 
respect to upskilling, we conducted two anonymous Los Angeles focus groups with business 
leaders, as well as three one-on-one interviews with Key Respondents knowledgeable of small 
business concerns and practices.   
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Small Businesses provide 
Workplace Flexibility and 
Material Supports: 

Flexible hours 

4 in 5 firms 
 “I like people to fit their 
schedule to their lives.  That 
seems to be the new norm.” 

 

Telecommuting 

>1/2 firms 
 “Work from wherever you want, 
as long as you meet your 
deadline.” 
 
 
 

Tuition reimbursed 

15-42% of firms 
 
 
 

Scholarships 

8-17% of firms 
 
 
 

Other Supports 

2-18% of firms 

 
 
 

SMALL BUSINESS 
PROMISING PRACTICES 
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Practices that Support 
Upskilling Align with 
Small Business Goals: 

 
Business Efficiency 

1/2 firms 
 
 

Productivity 

46-56% firms 
 
 

Recruitment and 
Retention 

39-60% firms 
“It’s all about retention…  
Make sure employees are 

growing with the business.” 

 
 Diversity 

30% of firms 
 
 

Pipeline  

1/4 firms 

SMALL BUSINESS 
PROMISING PRACTICES 
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Upskilling isn’t Easy for 
Small Businesses: 

 
#1 Challenge 

ROI 
“Cost is significant” 

“Money!” 
“It boils down to the cost.” 

 

 
Retention is a double-

edged sword: 
 

“You don’t want to train your 
competitor’s workforce.   
No one talks about it, but 
everyone knows it’s there:  
How do you provide these 

opportunities without losing 
your employees?” 

 
“They train employees…then 

the employee is recruited by a 
big corporate office.” 

 

 
Companies are mixed 
on role of education 

 
“Significant interest in 

providing these types of 
opportunities.” 

vs. 
 “Employers feel confident 
they can do most of that in 

house.” 
 

SMALL BUSINESS 
PROMISING PRACTICES 
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Upskill Need and Support 
In our sample firms, approximately 30% of employees do not have a college certificate or degree (Figures 4.1 
and 4.2).  Yet, only 2% report that employee skills do not fit company needs (Figures 5.1 and 5.2). 
Approximately half of companies explicitly support employee college advancement (Figures 6.1 and 6.2).
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Participant Business Characteristics 
Sample firms typically have 50 or fewer employees (80% in L.A., 91% nationally, Figures 7.1 and 7.2).  
Approximately half have been in business longer than 10 years, with a larger number of very new enterprises 
in L.A. than in the national sample (14% vs. 2%, Figure 8.1 and 8.2).  Industry varies widely in both surveys. 

  

  

  


