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Abstract; Specific dimensions of the performance and characteristics of a matched sample of small 
manufacturing firms in the Mid West of Ireland and Northern Ireland are compared. The analysis 
examines comparative growth rates, markets, price and non-price competitiveness, premises, machinery, 
labour and productivity. Findings are contrasted with earlier comparisons of the two parts of Ireland 
with British mainland regions. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

This paper is one o f a series c o m p a r i n g t h e p e r f o r m a n c e , charac te r i s t i cs , 
a n d p r o b l e m s a f f e c t i n g smal l f i r m s l o c a t e d i n p e r i p h e r a l regions o f B r i t a i n 

a n d I r e l a n d . T h e ob j ec t is t o i sola te a n d assess t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f l o c a t i o n a l 
disadvantages ar i s ing f r o m m a n u f a c t u r i n g i n p e r i p h e r a l regions (e.g. , h ighe r 
t r a n s p o r t costs t o d i s t r i b u t e t o w i d e r m a r k e t s ) w i t h t he a i m o f i d e n t i f y i n g h o w 
those disadvantages c o n s t r a i n t he g r o w t h o f f i r m s , a n d t h e r e b y suggest p o l i c y 
i n i t i a t i v e s w h i c h m a y be t a k e n b y D e v e l o p m e n t Agenc ies t o r e m o v e c o n ­
s t ra in ts . C o m p a r i s o n s o f p e r f o r m a n c e a n d r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s t ake a c c o u n t o f 

*The research has been supported by a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council, London; 
the Department of Economic Development, Northern Ireland; and Shannon Free Airport Development 
Company, Republic of Ireland. 



e x i s t i n g grants a n d o t h e r assistance m a d e avai lable b y Agencies t o r e m o v e 
cons t r a in t s a n d encourage e m p l o y m e n t g r o w t h i n these l o c a t i o n s . I n t h i s 
paper samples o f compan ie s i n t w o par t s o f I r e l a n d , t he M i d West a n d N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d are c o n t r a s t e d . Those regions share b o t h s imi la r geographic r e m o t e ­
ness a n d generous smal l f i r m s d e v e l o p m e n t agencies. T h e app roach uses a 
sample design based o n m a t c h i n g pairs o f f i r m s ( D a l y , H i t c h e n s , Wagner , 
1 9 8 4 ; O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 b , Peck, 1 9 8 5 ) i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d a n d 
t he M i d West r e g i o n o f I r e l a n d a n d b y c o m p a r i n g m a r k e t s served, m a c h i n e r y 
used , l a b o u r fo rce charac ter i s t ics , q u a l i t y a n d p r i ce compe t i t iveness o f p r o ­
duc t s seeks t o i sola te t h e i r i m p a c t o n c o m p a n y p e r f o r m a n c e measured b y 
f i r m g r o w t h rates. 

I I C O N C E P T U A L I S S U E S 

M a s o n a n d H a r r i s o n ( 1 9 8 5 , p p . 4 -51) have i d e n t i f i e d t he " n e e d f o r some 
de t a i l ed studies o f t he . . . r o l e a n d g r o w t h o f n e w a n d smal l f i r m s i n c o n t r a s t i n g 
r e g i o n a l e n v i r o n m e n t s " a n d have ca l l ed f o r " a n e x a m i n a t i o n o f the l o c a t i o n a l 
a n d s t r u c t u r a l charac ter is t ics o f ' successful ' smal l f i r m s " . T h e y have also 
a rgued t h a t whereas there is n o w subs tan t i a l research o n the n e w f i r m fo r ­
m a t i o n process, equ iva l en t research o n t he re la t ive p e r f o r m a n c e o f sma l l f i r m s 
i n d i f f e r e n t regions is v i r t u a l l y n o n - e x i s t e n t ( M a s o n a n d H a r r i s o n , 1 9 8 5 , p . 5 ) . 

T h e l o c a l m i l i e u m a y be an i m p o r t a n t i n f l u e n c e u p o n the prospects f o r 
smal l f i r m g r o w t h a n d e x p a n s i o n : g r o w t h i m p e d i m e n t s are l i k e l y t o v a r y i n 
na tu re a n d scale b e t w e e n d i f f e r e n t regions . V e n t u r e c a p i t a l a v a i l a b i l i t y is m o r e 
l i m i t e d i n p e r i p h e r a l areas due t o the c e n t r a l i s a t i o n o f t he l e n d i n g i n s t i t u t i o n s 
a n d the d i s t o r t e d p e r c e p t i o n o f r i s k b y banks . L o w e r rates o f e c o n o m i c 
g r o w t h a n d l o w e r levels o f i n c o m e i n h i b i t t he o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r smal l f i r m 
e x p a n s i o n based u p o n l o c a l a n d r eg iona l m a r k e t s ; a n d smal l f i r m s i n t he 
p e r i p h e r y m a y face less severe c o m p e t i t i o n t h a n those i n core regions . 

S m a l l f i r m s i n p e r i p h e r a l regions also suffer t e c h n i c a l i m p e d i m e n t s t o 
g r o w t h r e f l e c t e d i n l o w e r rates o f i n n o v a t i o n c o m p a r e d w i t h s imi l a r sized 
f i r m s i n core regions ( O a k l e y , T h w a i t e s a n d N a s h , 1 9 8 2 ) . L a b o u r s u p p l y b o t t l e ­
necks — especia l ly shortages o f a p p r e n t i c e - t r a i n e d c r a f t smen a n d manager ia l 
s ta f f — va ry b e t w e e n r eg iona l a n d sub-regional economies a n d m a y be a 
serious c o n s t r a i n t u p o n g r o w t h . D e l M o n t e a n d G i a n n o l a ( 1 9 8 6 , p . 2 8 6 ) have 
also a rgued t h a t one o f t h e m a j o r i m p e d i m e n t s t o the expans ion o f sma l l 
f i r m s i n p e r i p h e r a l regions is t h a t t he process o f d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r is c o n ­
s t ra ined p r i m a r i l y t h r o u g h a r e s t r i c t e d s u p p l y o f o rgan i sa t iona l a n d manager ia l 
sk i l l s . 

A s a f i r m g rows i t w i l l need t o change i ts o rgan i sa t iona l s t r uc tu r e fo r w h i c h 
i t needs t o e m p l o y t h e r i g h t p e o p l e t o i m p l e m e n t t he change. I f the f i r m is 



n o t able t o o b t a i n the a p p r o p r i a t e peop le because t he ski l ls are n o t avai lable 
i n t he area i t w i l l n o t change i t s o rgan i sa t iona l s t r uc tu r e a n d t he r e fo r e i t s 
g r o w t h w i l l be r e t a r d e d . D e l M o n t e a n d G i a n n o l a ( 1 9 8 6 , p . 2 8 6 ) also suggest 
t h a t f i r m s i n less p rosperous areas w i l l be m o r e v e r t i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d t h a n 
those i n deve loped regions a n d t h a t th is l ack o f spec ia l i sa t ion reduces r t h e 
compe t i t iveness a n d g r o w t h o f l o c a l f i r m s . Hence po l i c ies a i m e d at p r o v i d i n g 
r eg iona l d e v e l o p m e n t grants a n d sof t loans w i l l i n themselves n o t address 
i m p e d i m e n t s a r i s ing f r o m supply-s ide shortages o f a p p r o p r i a t e s k i l l e d w o r k e r s 
a n d m a n a g e m e n t . 

F o t h e r g i l l et al., h a v i n g r e v i e w e d the evidence o n i n d u s t r i a l costs a n d p r o ­
f i t a b i l i t y , c o n c l u d e d t h a t , a l t h o u g h costs o f l a b o u r a n d r a w mate r ia l s d o n o t 
va ry b e t w e e n u r b a n a n d r u r a l l o c a t i o n s , the p r o f i t a b i l i t y o f m a n u f a c t u r i n g 
f i r m s i n c o n u r b a t i o n s ( e x c e p t L o n d o n ) is b e l o w the levels observed i n t h e i r 
s u r r o u n d i n g h i n t e r l a n d s . T h e y suggest t h a t inadequa te premises i n c i t ies 
i m p a i r o p e r a t i n g e f f i c i e n c y a n d are t he m o s t p r o b a b l e cause o f l o w e r p r o f i t s 
i n the c o n u r b a t i o n s . 

S m a l l i n d e p e n d e n t f i r m s are less w e l l e q u i p p e d t h a n m u l t i - p l a n t o rgan i ­
sations t o a n t i c i p a t e a n d a v o i d i m p e d i m e n t s a n d also t o resolve t h e m : n o t 
o n l y are t h e i r o w n p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g resources f ewer , b u t t h e i r l i m i t e d manage­
m e n t c a p a c i t y m a y also c o n s t r a i n t h e i r access t o e x t e r n a l p u b l i c a n d p r i v a t e 
resources; w h i l e these l a t t e r resources m a y also be m o r e scarce a n d o f l o w e r 
q u a l i t y i n p e r i p h e r a l areas. Such e n v i r o n m e n t a l i m p e d i m e n t s m a y i m p a c t d i f ­
f e r e n t i a l l y u p o n var ious k i n d s o f business. 

A t p resen t an adequate e x p l a n a t o r y f r a m e w o r k w i t h i n w h i c h t o analyse 
the g r o w t h o f t he sma l l owne r -managed m a n u f a c t u r i n g enterpr ise has n o t 
been deve loped ( O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 a ) . We are s t i l l seeking a t h e o r y 
w h i c h w i l l s i m u l t a n e o u s l y e x p l a i n t h e i n f r e q u e n c y o f t he p h e n o m e n o n a n d 
a c c o u n t f o r t he m a j o r processes u n d e r l y i n g g r o w t h a n d w e argue t h a t th is 
c r u c i a l l y depends u p o n the c o m p e t i t i v e f r a m e w o r k a n d t he f i r m ' s a b i l i t y t o 
foresee a n d adjust t o c o m p e t i t i o n . 

F lo r ence ( 1 9 5 3 , p p . 6 4 - 6 5 ) w r o t e t h a t " M a n y smal l f i r m s survive because 
t h e y give t h e precise a n d re l i ab le service r e q u i r e d b y cus tomers , p a r t i c u l a r l y 
i n j o b b i n g f o r p r o d u c e r cus tomers . . . T h e y p r o m i s e f i r m de l ive ry dates . . . 
a n d keep t h e i r p r o m i s e : t h e y p r o d u c e t he exac t u n s t a n d a r d q u a l i t y a n d design 
(usua l ly u n r e a s o n a b l y ) r e q u i r e d . " I t appears t h a t F l o r e n c e , a m o n g m a n y 
o the rs , t e n d e d t o i m p l i c i t l y assume t h a t smal l f i r m s are able t o m a n u f a c t u r e 
t o t h e precise design, q u a l i t y a n d p r i ce r e q u i r e d i n specif ic m a r k e t segments. 
T h e research evidence p resen ted i n th i s paper suggests t h a t such an a s s u m p t i o n 
is u n j u s t i f i e d a n d t h a t i nadequa te design, p o o r q u a l i t y a n d l ack o f p r i ce c o m ­
pet i t iveness are m a j o r fac tors c o n s t r a i n i n g t he g r o w t h a n d t h r e a t e n i n g the 
surv iva l o f m a n y smal l f i r m s . 

T h e k e y a r g u m e n t o f th i s paper is t h a t a m a j o r reason (poss ib ly t he m o s t 



i m p o r t a n t one ) w h y m o s t smal l f i r m s close o r f a i l t o e x p a n d is t h a t t h e y are 

m a n u f a c t u r i n g p r o d u c t s t h a t t he m a r k e t does n o t w a n t , i .e . , t h e y f r e q u e n t l y 

do n o t o p t i m i s e t he p r i c e / q u a l i t y r e l a t i o n s h i p f o r t he segment(s) o f t he m a r k e t 

t o w a r d s w h i c h t h e i r p r o d u c t ( s ) are t a rge t ed . 

Ana lyses are based o n a sample o f 3 6 N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s a n d 27 M i d 
West compan ie s o p e r a t i n g i n f o u r m a n u f a c t u r i n g sectors — engineer ing , fu r ­
n i t u r e , c l o t h i n g a n d misce l laneous t rades . N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d f i r m s were sampled 
f i r s t a n d m a t c h e d at t he second stage w i t h f i r m s r a n d o m l y selected i n t he 
M i d West . A m i x o f 27 d i f f e r e n t i n d u s t r i a l ac t iv i t i e s are i n v o l v e d . I n a n u m b e r 
o f cases ( a n d especia l ly i n t he eng ineer ing sec tor ) t he i n d u s t r i a l a c t i v i t y is 
r epresen ted b y m o r e t h a n one c o m p a n y i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d m a t c h e d w i t h a 
single c o u n t e r p a r t i n t h e M i d West ( an i m b a l a n c e , i n p a r t , r e f l e c t i n g di f ferences 
i n t h e size o f t h e i n d u s t r i a l base i n t he t w o par ts o f I r e l a n d ) . M a t c h i n g has 
been as close as poss ib le w i t h respect t o p r o d u c t d e s c r i p t i o n , e m p l o y m e n t 
size c a t e g o r y , a n d b r o a d age g r o u p . T h e cho ice o f indus t r i e s i n c o r p o r a t e s a 
b r o a d cross s ec t i on o f m a n u f a c t u r i n g t echn iques a n d ski l ls w h i l e t h e se lec t ion 
o f f i r m s m a k i n g essent ia l ly t r adab l e p r o d u c t s ensures t h a t t h e i r g r o w t h is 
n o t w h o l l y c o n s t r a i n e d b y l o c a l o r r e g i o n a l d e m a n d . 

T a b l e 1 sets o u t those t rades i n w h i c h t h e 63 compan ie s have been m a t c h e d , 
a n d u p o n w h i c h t h e f o l l o w i n g analysis a n d discussions are based. 

I l l M E T H O D A N D S A M P L I N G F R A M E 

Table 1: Number of Firms Matched by Trade 

Northern Ireland Mid West 
Precision Engineering 
Castings 

Other Engineering 

A l l Engineering 

11 
3 
4 

18 
9 
3 

12 
8 
2 

6 
2 
4 

Clothing 
K n i t w e a r 

A l l Cloth ing 
Furni ture 
Miscellaneous 

12 
4 
2 

10 
3 
2 

36 27 



I V A N A L Y S I S 

Small Firm Growth 
T h e c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n addressed b y t h e research is h o w does t h e f i r m ' s 

l o c a t i o n i n f l u e n c e i t s p e r f o r m a n c e . T a b l e 2 compares one aspect o f f i r m per­
f o r m a n c e b e t w e e n the t w o r eg iona l samples: t he g r o w t h o f f i r m s over t he 
p e r i o d 1 9 8 2 t o 1 9 8 6 / 7 . T h e t ab le presents f o u r measures o f g r o w t h : Par t A 
shows g r o w t h i n e m p l o y m e n t a n d i n rea l sales, 1 w h i l e Par t B o f t he t ab le 
shows the percentages o f f i r m s r e p o r t i n g g r o w t h i n e m p l o y m e n t a n d real 
sales. T h e n u m b e r s o f compan ie s i n c l u d e d i n these measures d i f fe rs a cco rd ­
i n g t o w h e t h e r sa t i s fac to ry e m p l o y e n t a n d / o r sales da ta were r e p o r t e d . T h e 
t ab le shows t h a t measured e i the r b y g r o w t h ach ieved (Par t A ) o r the pe rcen­
tage o f f i r m s r e p o r t i n g g r o w t h (Par t B ) , M i d West f i r m s i n a l l sectors o u t ­
p e r f o r m e d t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . 2 

Table 2: Small Firm Growth 

Part A : Percentage growth in sample companies 1982-1986/7 

Employment Growth Real Sales Growth 

North Mid West North Mid West 

Engineering - 8 . 5 48 40 79 
Clothing 19 99 32 110 
Furni ture and Miscellaneous - 3 4 ( 2 6 ) * 48 34 140 
A l l sectors - 2 2 ( 6 ) * 61 
Number of firms 28 27 33 27 
Average size o f f irm (employees) 24 18 

Part B : Per cent of companies sampled reporting growth in: 

Employment Real Sales 

North Mid West North Mid West 

Engineering 35 67 61 75 
Clothing 33 90 67 89 
Furni ture and Miscellaneous 38 80 4 4 100 
A l l sectors 39 78 58 81 
Number of firms 28 27 33 27 

• W h e n exceptionally high negative growth rates reported by two firms are excluded from 
the sample recalculations are shown in parentheses. 

1. Deflated by official British and Irish producer price indices. 
2. Northern Irish firms were interviewed in 1986 and Mid West firms in 1986/7 while growth was 

recorded from 1982 (for those firms in existence from that date). In principle Mid West firms had 
longer to grow, however, a glance at the figure shown in Table 2 indicates that the factor is not of 
importance. 



T h e average size a n d age o f compan ie s i n t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample d i f fe rs 

f r o m t h a t o f t he M i d West f i r m s . O n average t he N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d f i r m 

e m p l o y e d 25 persons w h i l e i n t h e M i d West 18 persons were engaged, a n d a l l 

b u t one o f t h e M i d West f i r m s was f o r m e d since 1 9 7 0 c o m p a r e d w i t h t w o 

t h i r d s o f t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s . B o t h these f ac to r s , c o m p a n y age a n d 

size a f fec t t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t he g r o w t h rates s h o w n i n T a b l e 2 . A separate 

c a l c u l a t i o n a l l o w i n g f o r d i f ferences i n age a n d size o f f i r m i n d i c a t e d t h a t 

those fac tors d o n o t i n f l u e n c e t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e t a b l e . 

T h e r e m a i n d e r o f t h e paper examines m a r k e t s served, p r o d u c t c o m p e t i t i v e ­

ness, a n d t h e qua l i t i e s o f p l a n t , m a c h i n e r y a n d l a b o u r engaged at fac tor ies i n 

these t w o par t s o f I r e l a n d . 

Markets Served 
T h e g r o w t h o f f i r m s is p a r t i a l l y dependen t u p o n access t o su i tab le m a r k e t s , 

one aspect o f w h i c h is geograph ic . N e i t h e r N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d n o r t he M i d West 
are at t he cen t re o f i n d u s t r i a l c o n c e n t r a t i o n s w i t h i n t h e B r i t i s h Isles a n d t he 
q u e s t i o n arises as t o h o w t h a t separa t ion affects g r o w t h . T a b l e 3 sets o u t 
t h e geographic e x t e n t o f t h e m a r k e t s served b y t he f i r m s i n t he t w o regions . 
I t shows t h a t o n average N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s are m o r e dependen t o n t he 
r e g i o n a l m a r k e t w h i l e the re is a s imi l a r dependence o n t he l o c a l m a r k e t . T h e r e 
are v a r i a t i o n s b e t w e e n sectors , i n eng inee r ing M i d West compan ie s are m o r e 

Table 3: Geographic Structure of Small Firm Markets: Percentages of Sales to Local, 
Regional and Export Markets 

Local* Regional ** "Exports and 
GB***" 

NI MW NI MW NI MW 

Engineering 39 61 73 70 27 9 
Clothing 15 13 37 20 63 38 
Furni ture 70 48 100 63 0 5 
Other trade 1 0 33 5 67 95 20 

2 4 4 10 95 33 5 67 
A l l 34 38 63 53 37 22 
Sample size 34 26 

* L o c a l includes sales wi th in 20 miles of the factory. 
• • R e g i o n a l is defined as wi th in the Mid West and wi th in N I . 

* * * N . Ir i sh sales to G B are included wi th exports i n this co lumn. 
Note: Figures show the percentages of total sales in each trade sold at various distances. 
Regional Sales include local sales. Percentages shown under "regional" and "exports and 
G B " sum to 100 in the case of N I small firm sales. Companies in the Mid West also sell to 
extra regional Republ ic of Ire land markets , shown in Table 4 , hence for MW firms "regional" 
plus "exports and G B " plus "extra regional Ir ish T r a d e " sum to 100. 



Table 4: Exports and Extra Regional Trade 
(percentages of sales volume) 

Extra Regional Trade With Exports Outside 
Irish Trade GB British Isles 

NI MW NI MW NI 

Engineering 2 21 21 5 4 4 
Clothing 4 42 45 24 14 14 
Furni ture 0 32 0 5 0 0 
Other 1 37 13 54 20 4 0 

2 5 0 0 0 0 67 
A l l 4 25 27 12 7 9 
Number of firms 11 19 12 7 6 7 

d e p e n d e n t o n l o c a l b u y e r s , w h i l e i n c l o t h i n g a n d f u r n i t u r e trades N o r t h e r n 
I r i s h compan ie s are m o r e d e p e n d e n t o n r e g i o n a l c u s t o m . 

T a b l e 4 analyses t he f i r m s ' e x t r a r eg iona l sales i n th ree categories: t r ade 
w i t h i n I r e l a n d as a w h o l e , w i t h G B , a n d e x p o r t s o u t s i d e t he B r i t i s h Isles. I t 
shows t h a t o n average t he M i d West compan ie s d e p e n d m o r e f o r t h e i r c u s t o m 
u p o n I r e l a n d w h i l e N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s sell m o r e t o G B . E x p o r t sales 
a c c o u n t e d f o r a b r o a d l y s imi l a r p r o p o r t i o n o f t o t a l sales f r o m t h e t w o regions 
u n d e r t a k e n b y a s im i l a r p r o p o r t i o n o f c o m p a n i e s ( 2 3 % ) . T h e y i n c l u d e d a large 
n u m b e r o f M i d West p r o d u c t s so ld t o t h e c o m p a r a t i v e l y sof t I r i s h - A m e r i c a n 
m a r k e t . T h e geograph ica l spread also ref lec ts t he source o f t he g r o w t h o f t h e 
M i d West f i r m s , w i t h t he m a j o r i t y o f compan ie s r e p o r t i n g n o m a t e r i a l change 
i n t he e x t e n t o f t h e i r m a r k e t s over t h e last f ive years . O n l y 15 pe r cen t o f 
f i r m s v i s i t e d a t t r i b u t e d g r o w t h t o e n t r y i n t o G B , N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d a n d U S 
m a r k e t s . I n t h e m a j o r i t y o f cases n o change was r e c o r d e d w i t h , f o r e x a m p l e , 
eng inee r ing compan ie s d e p e n d e n t f o r g r o w t h o n l o c a l m u l t i n a t i o n a l s . T h i r t y -
seven per cen t o f t h e N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample r e c o r d e d a change i n t h e geo­
g raph ic e x t e n t o f t h e i r m a r k e t s , i n h a l f t h e cases a dec l ine i n overseas o r G B 
m a r k e t s was e x p e r i e n c e d a n d t h e r e m a i n d e r a t t r i b u t e d t h e i r g r o w t h t o e n t r y 
o r greater p e n e t r a t i o n o f p r i n c i p a l l y overseas e x p o r t s o r R O I m a r k e t s . T h e 
ne t r e su l t o f those changes as p resen ted i n T a b l e 3 ind ica tes a s im i l a r depen­
dence f o r c u s t o m o n h o m e m a r k e t s . 

S u c h a dependence was n o t cons ide red a c o n s t r a i n t o n f u t u r e g r o w t h b y 
M i d West f i r m s . T h e y were o p t i m i s t i c a n d o n l y a q u a r t e r o f f i r m s sampled 
be l i eved t he re t o be a m a r k e t c o n s t r a i n t o n t h e i r f u t u r e g r o w t h c o m p a r e d 
w i t h h a l f t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d c o u n t e r p a r t s . T h e N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d s h o r t f a l l 
o c c u r r e d i n a l l sectors b u t was greatest i n t h e f u r n i t u r e a n d eng inee r ing t rades . 
T h a t N o r t h e r n I r i s h pess imism was expressed despi te t h e f ac t t h a t 4 0 pe r cen t 
o f f i r m s s a m p l e d , c o m p a r e d w i t h 4 4 per c e n t i n t he M i d West , t o o k ac t ive 
steps t o deve lop t h e i r businesses b y i n t r o d u c i n g n e w p r o d u c t s , n e w tech-



niques o r b y e n t e r i n g n e w m a r k e t s . I n genera l , eng inee r ing compan ie s e f f e c t e d 

changes i n t echn iques w h i l e c l o t h i n g f i r m s changed designs and t r i e d t o estab­

l i s h n e w m a r k e t s . T h e n e t resu l t o f these changes was an increase i n e m p l o y ­

m e n t o f 72 pe r cen t a t t h e M i d West compan ie s a n d one o f j u s t 14 pe r cen t 

at t h e N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s . 

Transport Costs 
T a b l e 5 examines the i m p o r t a n c e o f t r a n s p o r t costs i n se l l ing t o w i d e r 

m a r k e t s as a possible e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t he r eg iona l c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f sales f o u n d 
i n t he t w o pa r t s o f I r e l a n d (a c o n c e n t r a t i o n w h i c h is greater t h a n t h a t t y p i c a l 
o f t w o regions i n B r i t a i n — S o u t h Wales a n d S c o t l a n d : H i t c h e n s a n d O ' F a r r e l l , 
1 9 8 7 ; O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 . ) T h e percentages s h o w n are costs i n c u r r e d 
i n r e ach ing m a j o r e x t r a r eg iona l m a r k e t s , w h i c h i n t he m a i n are d i s t an t I r i s h 
m a r k e t s f r o m t h e M i d West a n d G B m a r k e t s f r o m N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d . T h e 
f igures i n d i c a t e t h a t t r a n s p o r t costs expressed as a percentage o f t he va lue o f 
goods so ld are s imi l a r a n d s m a l l . 

Table 5: Transport Costs to Major Markets Outside the Region 
(percentages of the sales value of goods sold) 

NI MW 

Engineering 1.3 1.2 
Clothing 2.3 1.8 
Furni ture 5.0* 6.1 
Other 3.0 2.3 
Sample size 12 17 

Note: Percentages for Northern Ire land refer to costs incurred 
i n transport to a mainland market , while MW figures are 
quoted for Ir i sh markets outside the MW. 
^Transport costs to Dublin. 

W h e r e , as i n a f e w cases, compa r i sons w e r e possible o f t r a n s p o r t costs t o 
m a i n l a n d B r i t i s h des t ina t ions those i n c u r r e d b y M i d West ( eng inee r ing a n d 
c l o t h i n g ) compan ie s were a b o u t d o u b l e those q u o t e d b y N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
p r o p r i e t o r s . 

C o m p a r a t i v e l y f e w log i s t i c p r o b l e m s o f s u p p l y i n g cus tomers at a d is tance 
were m e n t i o n e d b y M i d West p r o p r i e t o r s , p e r h a p s because less was b e i n g s o l d 
b e y o n d I r e l a n d , t he m a i n d i f f i c u l t y w h e r e i t was said t o o c c u r i n v o l v e d c o m ­
p l e t i n g t he r e q u i r e d e x p o r t d o c u m e n t a t i o n , a n d " d i f f i c u l t y o f b r e a k i n g i n t o " 
t he B r i t i s h m a r k e t . 

N o r t h e r n I r i s h eng inee r ing p r o p r i e t o r s c o m p l a i n e d o f d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h 
c u s t o m e r l i a i s o n w i t h regard especial ly t o queries a r i s ing over d r a w i n g s , i n 



t he o t h e r trades p r o b l e m s w i t h t he ease o f d e l i v e r y o f p r o d u c t s ( i n c l u d i n g 
t h e f t i n t r a n s i t ) a n d ease o f access t o cus tomers were c i t e d . 

A b o u t o n e - t h i r d o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s a n d one-seventh o f t h e i r 
M i d West c o u n t e r p a r t s were i n v o l v e d w i t h N o r t h - S o u t h t r ade . T h r e e M i d 
West f i r m s c l a i m e d t o have e n c o u n t e r e d some resistance b y b u y e r s i n N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d t o p u r c h a s i n g p r o d u c t s m a n u f a c t u r e d i n t h e R e p u b l i c o f I r e l a n d w h i l e 
N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s were m o r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h t he r isks i n v o l v e d i n 
g i v i n g c r e d i t t o compan ie s i n t he R e p u b l i c , a n d a l t h o u g h b a d debts were n o t 
a p r o b l e m r e p o r t e d b y p r o p r i e t o r s i n t h e M i d West , s l o w ( 9 0 d a y ) p a y m e n t 
was said n o t t o be u n c o m m o n . 

Raw Materials 
Prob lems ar i s ing f r o m t h e need t o i m p o r t r a w mate r i a l s was a m o r e par­

t i c u l a r w o r r y f o r M i d West p r o p r i e t o r s especial ly as regards de lays , l ack o f 
cho ice a n d t he e f fec t o n cash f l o w o f t h e need t o p a y V A T at " p o i n t o f 
e n t r y " . T h i s p r o b l e m was i n t e n s i f i e d , i t was said, b y t h e p o o r q u a l i t y o f 
ma te r i a l s avai lable at h o m e . Spec i f ic m e n t i o n was made o f t h e p o o r y a r n , 
w o o l , p a c k a g i n g , b r o c h u r e s , b o t t l e s , d y e i n g , c h i p b o a r d , e tc . , o f t e n q u o t e d 
a p o l o g e t i c a l l y as g o o d reasons f o r n o t " b u y i n g I r i s h " . 

T h e d e l i v e r y charge was o f t e n i n c l u d e d i n t he cost o f i t ems i m p o r t e d b u t 
w h e r e t h e y were q u o t e d separate ly b y M i d West f i r m s , we re f o u n d t o be 
h igher t h a n c o m p a r a b l e d e l i v e r y charges r e p o r t e d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d . H o w ­
ever, i n eng inee r ing such costs w e r e said t o be " i r r e l e v a n t " i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e 
cost o f t h e c o m p o n e n t m a d e . 

M o s t N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s sourced f r o m ou t s ide t he P rov ince c o m p l a i n e d 
s i m i l a r l y o f consequen t p r o b l e m s ar i s ing f r o m a l a c k o f cho ice a n d d i f f i ­
cu l t i e s i n o b t a i n i n g " o d d b a l l " ma te r i a l s . A c o m p a r i s o n o f t he de l ive red 
pr ices o f 1 1 i n p u t s t o N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s i n d i c a t e d t h a t t h e y p a i d n o p r i c e 
p r e m i u m over t h e i r S o u t h East E n g l a n d c o u n t e r p a r t s ( H i t c h e n s a n d O ' F a r r e l l , 
1 9 8 7 ) . 

A c h i e v i n g repairs p resen ted m o r e p r o b l e m s t o M i d West f i r m s . E n g i n e e r i n g 
compan ie s c o m p l a i n e d o f t he need t o use B r i t i s h service agents t o repa i r 
c o m p l e x m a c h i n e r y , a n d t h a t t h e i r remoteness i m p l i e d a h i g h repa i r charge. 
T h i s was i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e exper i ence o f N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d compan ie s w h o 
used l o c a l f i r m s t o repa i r t h e i r ( m a i n l y c o m p u t e r n u m e r i c a l l y c o n t r o l l e d , 
C N C ) m a c h i n e r y . 

Marketing 
A c t i v e m a r k e t i n g t echn iques i n c l u d i n g t he use o f agents, salesmen, a n d 

adve r t i s i ng ( o t h e r t h a n Y e l l o w o r G o l d e n pages) were said t o be a d o p t e d b y 
62 per cen t o f compan ie s i n t h e M i d West c o m p a r e d w i t h 37 pe r cen t o f t h e i r 
•na tched N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s , w h e r e r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s a n d w o r d o f 



m o u t h were m o r e l i k e l y t o be r e l i e d u p o n . M i d West f i r m s h a d t he a d d i t i o n a l 

advantage over a n d above t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s o f a p o s s i b i l i t y 

o f i n c l u s i o n i n t h e N a t i o n a l L inkages P r o g r a m m e . 

Product Price and Quality Comparisons 
We e x a m i n e d t he q u a l i t y a n d p r i c e compe t i t i veness o f p r o d u c t s p r o d u c e d 

b y f i r m s i n t h e M i d West a n d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d . T h e m e t h o d o f t e s t ing 
i n v o l v e d ask ing t h e p r o p r i e t o r o f a m a t c h e d c o m p a n y t o evaluate a n d p r i ce 
t he p r o d u c t made b y his c o u n t e r p a r t i n a n o t h e r r e g i o n . I n p r ac t i c e t he research 
p r o c e d u r e invo lves s h o w i n g several samples made b y f i r m s i n d i f f e r e n t regions 
o f B r i t a i n a n d I r e l a n d t o each bus inessman. T h i s m e t h o d has t he advantage 
o f p re se rv ing t h e a n o n y m i t y o f t he r e g i o n i n q u e s t i o n . Several f i r m s i n each 
r e g i o n eva lua ted a n d q u o t e d a p r i ce o n t h e p r o d u c t m a d e i n t he o t h e r r e g i o n . 
I n genera l , t h e q u a l i t y assessments were h i g h l y cons i s t en t w h i l e p r i ce q u o t a ­
t i o n s were subjec t t o s o m e w h a t greater v a r i a t i o n . 

Pr ice a n d q u a l i t y eva lua t ions o f p r o d u c t s were sough t f r o m b o t h m a i n l a n d 
B r i t i s h p r o d u c e r s a n d p r o d u c e r s i n I r e l a n d . I n th i s s ec t ion m u l t i r e g i o n a l c o m ­
par i sons are m a d e t o analyse t h e c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n o f p r i c e a n d q u a l i t y c o m ­
pet i t iveness w i t h i n a w i d e r B r i t i s h Isles c o n t e x t . Resul ts o f compar i sons made 
b e t w e e n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d a n d S o u t h Wales ( H i t c h e n s a n d O ' F a r r e l l , 1 9 8 7 ) 
a n d t he M i d West a n d S c o t l a n d ( O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 c ) are d r a w n 
u p o n . Pr ice a n d especial ly q u a l i t y compe t i t i veness are c r i t i c a l t o se l l ing o n 
w i d e r B r i t i s h m a r k e t s . T a b l e 6 summarises t h e resul t s ; i t shows i n Par t A p r i ce 

Table 6: Evaluation of Price and Quality of Products Made by Firms in Northern Ireland 
and the Mid West 

Part A Evaluation by Mainland Companies 

Number of 
Products Product Source % Poor Quality % Expensive Evaluations 

Engineering N I 82 67 21 
MW 40 65 59 

Clothing N I 92 40 25 
MW 40 71 35 

Part B Evaluation by Irish Companies 

Engineering N I 46 56 16 
MW 30 71 23 

Clothing N I 50 50* 19 
MW 47 — 18 

• C o n f i n e d to 6 price quotations on locally sold products. 



and quality evaluations of Northern Ir i sh and M i d West products made by 
respectively their Welsh and Scott i sh counterparts . Part B is confined to 
evaluations b y firms in the two parts of Ire land . 

T h e normal procedure w h e n evaluating differences in the quality and price 
performance of matched firms in two regions w o u l d be to employ a sign test 
( O ' F a r r e l l and Hi tchens , 1988b) w i th the probabilities associated w i th observed 
counts determined by reference to the b inomial distribution. I t is not appro­
priate to apply this test to the Northern Ire land M i d West comparison since 
the M i d West products were not judged b y matched firms in Northern Ire land 
but by larger competit ive enterprises (see be low) . However , in the Northern 
Ire land /South Wales comparison , Hi tchens and O ' F a r r e l l ( 1 9 8 8 ) showed that 
there were significant differences at the P < 0.01 levels in the quality of both 
engineering and clothing products manufactured. 

Price and Quality Evaluations made by British Mainland Producers 
Part A of the table shows that Ir i sh suppliers of engineering products are 

comparatively expensive irrespective of whether they are sourced in the M i d 
West or Northern Ire land as judged b y the quotations made on their sample 
products b y matched Welsh and Scott i sh engineering companies . A b o u t two-
thirds of the prices actually charged by the Ir ish companies are above the 
quotations made by counterpart Main land companies . A current exchange rate 
of IRJE = £ 0 . 9 2 is used as a basis for comparison although the price quotations 
are not part icularly sensitive to alternative rates ( O ' F a r r e l l and Hi tchens , 1988). 
Northern Ir i sh clothing was found to be comparatively more price competit ive 
w h e n judged by Welsh manufacturers while clothing from the Republ i c is more 
expensive as judged b y matched Scott i sh firms. 

A similar exercise was conducted on product quality and Part A of the 
table shows that in 40 per cent of evaluations M i d West engineering and cloth­
ing products were not w o r k e d on to the same standard as their Scott i sh 
counterparts and the proprietor of the matched main land company w o u l d 
note a deficiency in the sample w h i c h w o u l d not be considered representative 
of w o r k carried out on his shopfloor. Northern Ir ish products were crit ic ised 
for the same reason in 82 per cent and 92 per cent of product evaluations in 
the two industries (by the Welsh main land counterparts) , i.e. double the pro­
port ion of t imes of those of their M i d West counterparts . 

Price and Quality Evaluations Made by Firms in N. Ireland and the Mid West 
T h e indications of a lack o f price and quality competitiveness of products 

manufactured by sample firms in Northern Ire land and the M i d West as judged 
by Bri t i sh main land small f irm owners raises the question of the value w h i c h 
can be placed on the judgement of proprietors in the two parts of Ire land , 
especially wi th regard to quality competitiveness (the importance of w h i c h 



has been stressed i n ear l ier papers ( H i t c h e n s a n d O ' F a r r e l l , 1 9 8 7 ; O ' F a r r e l l a n d 
H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 c ) ) . C l e a r l y t he q u a l i t y j u d g e m e n t s especia l ly o f t he N o r t h e r n 
I r i s h compan ie s s a m p l e d are l i k e l y t o be especia l ly u n r e l i a b l e g iven o u r f i n d ­
i n g s 3 a n d a dec i s i on was t a k e n t o have M i d West p r o d u c t s assessed b y larger 
f u l l y c o m p e t i t i v e f i r m s i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d p r o d u c i n g exc lus ive ly f o r m u l t i -
r eg iona l m a r k e t s . T a b l e 6 b shows t h a t t he p r i ce a n d q u a l i t y assessments made 
b y those f i r m s are cons i s ten t w i t h t he eva lua t ions made b y B r i t i s h m a i n l a n d 
c o m p a n i e s , n a m e l y t h a t 3 0 per cen t a n d 47 per cen t o f engineer ing a n d c l o t h ­
i n g p r o d u c t s were j u d g e d o f p o o r q u a l i t y a n d 7 1 per cen t o f eng ineer ing p r o ­
duc t s were u n c o m p e t i t i v e o n p r i c e . Bus inessmen were r e l u c t a n t t o q u o t e a 
p r i c e , i n e i the r p a r t o f I r e l a n d , o n c l o t h i n g p r o d u c t s especia l ly w h e r e the re 
w e r e d i f ferences i n f a b r i c , s ty le o r f i t even t h o u g h the p r o d u c t i t se l f , e.g., 
y o u t h s ' t rousers was w e l l m a t c h e d . 

M i d West sample compan ie s were s h o w n N o r t h e r n I r i s h p r o d u c t s a n d t h e i r 
assessments m u s t be i n t e r p r e t e d i n t he l i g h t o f t he j u d g e m e n t s m a d e o f t h e i r 
o w n p r o d u c t s s h o w n i n Par t A o f t he t ab l e . Hence t he q u a l i t y assessments o f 
t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h eng ineer ing a n d c l o t h i n g p r o d u c t s a t 4 6 per cen t a n d 5 0 per 
c e n t , cons ide r ed o f p o o r q u a l i t y , is b e l o w the p r o p o r t i o n c r i t i c i s e d b y B r i t i s h 
m a i n l a n d p r o d u c e r s r e f l e c t i n g t he fac t t h a t 4 0 per cen t o f M i d West p r o d u c t s 
were also c r i t i c i s e d b y B r i t i s h m a i n l a n d p roduce r s . T h e p r i c e q u o t a t i o n s made 
o n N o r t h e r n I r i s h eng inee r ing p r o d u c t s i n d i c a t e d t h a t 5 6 per cen t were u n ­
c o m p e t i t i v e o n p r i c e w h i c h is cons i s t en t w i t h n e i t h e r r e g i o n b e i n g c o m p e t i t i v e 
w i t h i n t he w i d e r c o n t e x t o f t h e B r i t i s h m a i n l a n d m a r k e t . 

W h a t was t he n a t u r e o f t h e c r i t i c i s m s o n q u a l i t y ? I n m o s t cases the p r o b l e m 
i n d i c a t e d was one o f p o o r w o r k m a n s h i p as a consequence o f a l a c k o f s k i l l o r 
supe rv i s ion a n d o f p o o r f i n i s h especial ly w i t h regard t o a t t e n t i o n t o d e t a i l . I n 
t he m a i n an e x a m i n a t i o n f o r f u n d a m e n t a l p r o b l e m s , f o r e x a m p l e b y measure­
m e n t o f eng inee r ing pieces, c o u l d n o t be made w i t h o u t reference t o t he 
o r i g i n a l d e t a i l e d d r a w i n g s , n o r were c l o t h i n g p r o d u c t s measured f o r size o r 
" f i t " , o r e l e c t r o n i c c o m p o n e n t s t es ted . P roduc t s were v i s u a l l y in spec ted . 

Premises, Machinery and Labour Force Comparisons 
We e x a m i n e d t he c o m p a r a t i v e cos t a n d q u a l i t y o f t h e f i r m ' s m a i n assets: 

i t s b u i l d i n g s , m a c h i n e r y a n d l a b o u r . These are cons ide red b e l o w . 

Buildings and Machinery: Several features o f f a c t o r y premises were c o m ­
pa red . C o l u m n 1 o f T a b l e 7 shows t h a t square feet o f space avai lable t o each 
pe r son e m p l o y e d i n t h e business was greater i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d t h a n t h e M i d 
West , a n d e x c e p t i n t he case o f t h e f u r n i t u r e sector large d i f ferences w e r e 

3. While the table focuses on judgements made by Welsh proprietors about Northern Ireland products 
similar comments have been made by matched producers in East Anglia and Scotland. 



Table 7: Characteristics of Premises 

NI/MW Ratios of: 

Trade Factory Space per Person Engaged Rent and* Rates per Square Foot 

Engineering 1.44 0.37 
Clothing 1.80 0.30 
Furni ture 1.07 ** 
Other 1.86 0.37 

NI MW NI MW 
Sample size 36 27 16 20 

* IR£=£0 .92 . 
**A11 owned in Mid West. 

r e c o r d e d . Seventy-s ix per cen t o f t h i s sample o f M i d West fac tor ies was r e n t e d 
c o m p a r e d w i t h 55 per cen t i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d . T w o - f i f t h s o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
p r o p r i e t o r s c o m p l a i n e d a b o u t t h e c o n d i t i o n o f t h e i r premises especial ly w i t h 
regard t o t h e i r age, repa i r a n d m a i n t e n a n c e c o m p a r e d w i t h m a n y f ewer — 
15 per cen t i n t he M i d West sample . 

C o l u m n 2 o f t he t ab le ind ica tes t h a t r e n t a n d rates p a i d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d 
are c o n s i d e r a b l y l o w e r pe r square f o o t o f space t h a n i n t he M i d West (a resu l t 
w h i c h is insens i t ive t o a l t e rna t ive exchange ra tes) , a n d w h i l e N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
compan ie s w e r e at a cost advantage i n t h i s respect re la t ive t o m a i n l a n d c o m ­
panies M i d West r e n t a n d rates were f o u n d t o be n o greater t h a n those p a i d 
i n G B . 

Machinery and Equipment 
We asked p r o p r i e t o r s t o state t he age o f t h e i r m a c h i n e r y a n d t o i t emise 

t h a t e q u i p m e n t w h i c h was t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y m o s t u p t o da te . T a b l e 8 makes a 
c o m p a r i s o n o f t h e vintages o f m a c h i n e r y at t h e businesses i n each I r i s h r e g i o n . 

I t shows t h a t i n t h e eng ineer ing , c l o t h i n g a n d misce l laneous trades t he 
p r o p o r t i o n o f mach ines u n d e r 5 years o l d is s im i l a r i n t h e t w o reg ions , w h i l e 
i n t he f u r n i t u r e t r ade M i d West f i r m s h a d c o m p a r a t i v e l y y o u n g e r mach ines 
( a n d w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f t he c l o t h i n g trades M i d West compan ie s also have 
m o r e m a c h i n e r y w h i c h is u n d e r 10 years o l d ) . 

C o m p a r i s o n s o f t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y u p t o da te ( c o m p u t e r i s e d ) e q u i p m e n t 
s h o w e d m o r e C N C s i n eng inee r ing i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d : o n average one such 
m a c h i n e was avai lable t o 4 .5 persons engaged i n t h e business c o m p a r e d w i t h 
one f o r every 13 persons at t h e m a t c h e d M i d West eng inee r ing p l a n t s . I n 
c l o t h i n g t o o U l s t e r f i r m s were f o u n d t o have m o r e c o m p u t e r i s e d m a c h i n e r y 
t h a n t h e i r M i d West c o u n t e r p a r t s . 
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Table 8: Vintage of Machinery 

Northern Ireland Mid West 
(per cent of machines) 

Under 5 Under 10 Under 5 Under 10 
Years Years Years Years 

Engineering 36 48 38 66 
Clothing 61 94 56 64 
Furni ture 38 55 68 80 
Miscellaneous 70 70 87 100 
Number of firms wi th machines 

under stated age 30 32 21 23 
Sample size N I : 34 MW: 26 

A c o m p a r i s o n was made o f the a d d i t i o n a l e m p l o y m e n t e n j o y e d b y M i d 
West a n d N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d eng ineer ing compan ie s i nves t i ng i n n e w techn iques 
(essent ia l ly C N C ) ; i t i n d i c a t e d an e m p l o y m e n t g r o w t h o f 66 per cen t at t he 
M i d West f i r m s c o m p a r e d w i t h m i n u s 8 per cen t at c o m p a r a b l e N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
eng inee r ing compan ie s . 

T h e a v a i l a b i l i t y o f generous levels o f g ran t a i d was t he m a i n e x p l a n a t i o n 
f o r t he m o d e r n e q u i p m e n t f o u n d at b o t h t he M i d West a n d N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
compan ie s . Three-quar te r s o f compan ie s i n the M i d West rece ived c a p i t a l 
grants o n n e w i n v e s t m e n t o f b e t w e e n 45 a n d 6 0 per cen t , a n d w h i l e a l l b u t 
12 per cen t o f compan ie s i n t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample rece ived c a p i t a l grants , 
54 per cen t o f t h e m rece ived t he m o r e generous Select ive F i n a n c i a l Assis­
tance . H a l f t he M i d West compan ie s w o u l d n o t have pu rchased some o f t h a t 
m a c h i n e r y i n t he absence o f grants a n d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d t o o m a n y p u r ­
chases w o u l d n o t have been m a d e , w i t h o u t the assistance, b u t i n N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d a lone n o assoc ia t ion was f o u n d b e t w e e n business g r o w t h a n d the 
a c q u i s i t i o n o f m o d e r n e q u i p m e n t . 

Labour 
We c o m p a r e d the cost o f l a b o u r , p r o d u c t i v i t y and a n u m b e r o f q u a l i t a t i v e 

character is t ics o f t he l a b o u r fo rce e m p l o y e d at the compan ies i n the t w o 
regions . T h e results o f t h i s c o m p a r i s o n he lp i d e n t i f y reasons f o r t he l ack o f 
compe t i t i veness o f p r o d u c t s a n d t he b e t t e r g r o w t h p e r f o r m a n c e o f M i d West 
companies re la t ive t o t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d c o u n t e r p a r t s . 

Pay, Skills and Training 
T a b l e 9 shows the r a t i o o f wages p a i d i n each b r o a d sector based o n i d e n ­

t i c a l grades o f l a b o u r e m p l o y e d at t he m a t c h e d p l an t s : s k i l l e d t o o l m a k e r s , 
m a c h i n i s t s , s emi - sk i l l ed persons , e tc . T h e tab le shows t h a t i n t he eng inee r ing 
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Table 9: Comparative Wages Paid by Sector 

Ratio MW/NI 

Engineering 1.39 
Clothing 1.15 
Furni ture 0.96 
Other 1.00-1.20 
Sample size N I : 32 M W : 2 4 

Note: A n exchange rate of IR£1 = £0 .92 is taken. Ulster 
wages have been raised by official indices to align times 
of interview. 

a n d c l o t h i n g sectors wages p a i d are h igher i n t h e M i d West w h i l e i n t h e fu r ­
n i t u r e a n d misce l laneous trades p a y ranged f r o m near e q u a l i t y w i t h N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d t o 2 0 per cen t above t h e N o r t h e r n I r i s h ra te . 

T h e p r o p o r t i o n o f persons des ignated s k i l l e d d i f f e r e d s l i g h t l y b e t w e e n t h e 
m a t c h e d pa i rs . S o m e 12 pe r cent o f t h e l a b o u r fo rce were t rainees at M i d 
West fac tor ies c o m p a r e d w i t h 10 pe r cen t i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d . I n b o t h regions 
t he a v a i l a b i l i t y o f t r a i n i n g grants is an i m p o r t a n t i n c e n t i v e t o t r a i n a n d 
i n c i d e n t a l l y p r o v i d e a source o f cheaper l a b o u r . Seven ty pe r cen t o f M i d 
West compan ie s w e r e i n r ece ip t o f t r a i n i n g grants a t t h e t i m e o f t h e i n t e r v i e w . 

Recruitment, Turnover and Absenteeism 
D i f f i c u l t i e s i n r e c r u i t i n g su i tab le persons were m e n t i o n e d i n b o t h samples, 

w i t h " w i l l i n g n e s s t o w o r k " a p r o b l e m w h i c h p a r t i c u l a r l y a f f ec t ed N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d compan ie s . Spec i f ic m e n t i o n o f a d e f i c i e n c y i n t he u n d e r l y i n g educa­
t i o n a n d t r a i n i n g o f r ec ru i t s was made b y a n u m b e r o f M i d West eng inee r ing 
compan ie s , especia l ly w i t h regard t o c o m p u t e r t r a i n i n g ( f o r C N C ) . T h e q u a l i t y 
o f t e a c h i n g o n A n C O courses was q u e s t i o n e d w h i l e i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d t o o , 
c r i t i c i s m was l eve l l ed at t he q u a l i t y o f i n s t r u c t i o n c a r r i e d o u t a t G o v e r n m e n t 
T r a i n i n g Centres . 

S k i l l shortages were f o u n d , o n average, t o be less acu te i n t he M i d West 
w h e r e 14 per c e n t o f compan ie s r e p o r t e d a p r o b l e m c o m p a r e d w i t h 2 4 pe r 
cen t o f t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . T h e r e were sec tora l d i f ferences i n 
t he n u m b e r s r e p o r t i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s : i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d eng inee r ing compan ie s 
were p a r t i c u l a r l y a f f ec t ed — r e f l e c t i n g di f ferences i n t he n u m b e r s o f appren­
tices b e i n g t r a i n e d — w h i l e i n t he M i d West a m o r e acute shortage was f o u n d 
at c l o t h i n g fac to r ies , a consequence o f t h e i r faster g r o w t h . I n a d d i t i o n , a 
n u m b e r o f f i r m s i n b o t h regions r e p o r t e d d i f f i c u l t i e s i n a t t r a c t i n g s u i t a b l y 
q u a l i f i e d m a n a g e m e n t . 

L a b o u r t u r n o v e r was h ighe r , averaging 16 per cen t a t t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
compan ie s a n d j u s t h a l f t h a t , 8 per cen t , i n t h e M i d Wes t . T w i c e as m a n y 



N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s ( 2 6 per c en t ) q u o t e d l a b o u r t u r n o v e r rates i n excess 
o f 2 0 pe r cen t w h i l e m o r e t h a n t w o - f i f t h s r e p o r t e d an a n n u a l ra te exceed ing 
10 per cen t , c o m p a r e d w i t h 27 per cen t o f t h e i r M i d West c o u n t e r p a r t s . H i g h 
t u r n o v e r rates were c o n c e n t r a t e d i n t h e c l o t h i n g a n d f u r n i t u r e t rades . 

A b s e n t e e i s m was a p r o b l e m fac ing a t e n t h o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h ( m a i n l y c l o t h ­
ing) fac tor ies a n d i n those cases i t was measured t o exceed 10 per cen t o f 
avai lable days l o s t . N o p r o b l e m s o f excessive absenteeism were r e p o r t e d b y 
M i d West p r o p r i e t o r s w h e r e 4 4 per cen t o f compan ie s c o m p a r e d w i t h 52 per 
cen t i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d c l a i m e d t h a t n u m b e r s o f days los t were e i the r neg l i ­
g ib le o r " u n m e a s u r a b l e " . N o M i d West p r o p r i e t o r c o m p l a i n e d o f p o o r t i m e ­
k e e p i n g c o m p a r e d w i t h th ree owne r s i n t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample . 

Labour Force Difficulties 
P r o b l e m s ar i s ing f r o m an unsa t i s f ac to ry leve l o f s k i l l e m p l o y e d o n t he shop 

f l o o r w e r e i d e n t i f i e d b y a b o u t a qua r t e r o f N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d p r o p r i e t o r s a n d 
were ev idenced b y h i g h scrap rates , i n a b i l i t y o f employees t o " d o t h e j o b " a n d 
"carelessness". T h o s e p r o b l e m s were especial ly c o n c e n t r a t e d i n t he engineer­
i n g sector . O n l y one p r e c i s i o n engineer i n t he M i d West r e p o r t e d l o w standards 
o f s k i l l e d pe r sonne l a n d a l a c k o f c o m p u t e r exper t i se f o r C N C b u t t he r epo r t s 
made o n M i d West p r o d u c t s b y B r i t i s h m a n u f a c t u r e r s ( l i s t e d above) i m p l y a 
s k i l l , t r a i n i n g o r superv i so ry d e f i c i e n c y i n t h e M i d West ( a lbe i t n o t as great as 
t h a t suggested b y t h e N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d p r o d u c t s ) . I t was also i m p l i e d b y t he 
w a y M i d West managers were u n c r i t i c a l o f p r o d u c t s s h o w n t h e m w h i c h w e r e 
t h o u g h t de fec t ive b y t h e i r B r i t i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . 

L a b o u r fo rce d i f f i c u l t i e s a r i s ing f r o m a p o o r a t t i t u d e t o t h e j o b was recog­
n ised b y a p p r o x i m a t e l y a n o t h e r q u a r t e r o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ies in s t anced 
b y a " l a c k o f in te res t i n t he w o r k " a n d o n subsequent d i s c i p l i n a r y a c t i o n 
" p r o b l e m s w i t h i n d u s t r i a l t r i b u n a l s " . T h o s e d i f f i c u l t i e s were c o n c e n t r a t e d i n 
t he f u r n i t u r e a n d c l o t h i n g t rades , a n d a m o n g semi-sk i l l ed persons at 'misce l ­
l aneous ' eng inee r ing compan ie s . S u c h a t t i t u d i n a l d i f f i c u l t i e s we re r e p o r t e d 
b y o n l y 7 per cen t o f p r o p r i e t o r s o f f i r m s i n t he M i d West sample . Managers 
the re w e r e a g o o d deal m o r e p o s i t i v e t h a n t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s 
a b o u t t h e a t t i t u d e s a n d ab i l i t i e s o f t h e i r l a b o u r fo r ce . Where there w e r e d i f f i ­
cu l t i e s t h e y were loca l i sed . 

Productivity 
T h e fewer c o m p l a i n t s made b y M i d West p r o p r i e t o r s d i d n o t signal h ighe r 

l a b o u r p r o d u c t i v i t y ( o r an absence, j u s t a d i m i n u t i o n , o f q u a l i t y p r o b l e m s ) . 
We c o l l e c t e d da ta o n a n n u a l sales a n d m a t e r i a l costs w h i c h i n p r i n c i p l e enable 
a p r o d u c t i v i t y c o m p a r i s o n t o be made b e t w e e n compan ie s i n t he t w o reg ions . 
U s i n g da ta o f t h i s k i n d , t h e c o r r e c t p r o c e d u r e t o m a k e a p r o d u c t i v i t y es t imate 
is t o s tandardise t he f i n a n c i a l measure o f o u t p u t b e t w e e n t h e t w o regions 



Table 10: Ratios of Mid West:Northern Ireland Comparative Labour Productivities 
by Sector 

MW/NI Sample Size 

NI MW 

Engineering 0.95-1.14 18 11 
Clothing 0.86-0.99 10 9 

us ing "average value r a t i o s " ( S m i t h , H i t c h e n s , Davies , 1 9 8 2 ; S m i t h a n d 
H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 5 ) . S u c h r a t i o s have been d e r i v e d f r o m the p r i c e q u o t a t i o n s 
made o n p r o d u c t s m a n u f a c t u r e d i n t he t w o reg ions . T a b l e 10 shows the range 
o f p r o d u c t i v i t y es t imates w h i c h r e su l t ed . 

T h e est imates i n d i c a t e u n a m b i g u o u s l y l o w e r p r o d u c t i v i t y at M i d West 
c l o t h i n g compan ie s w h i l e t h e range s h o w n f o r eng inee r ing suggests an uncer­
t a i n t y as t o w h e r e t he p r o d u c t i v i t y s u p e r i o r i t y l ies. T h e r e is some i n d i r e c t 
evidence i n s u p p o r t o f t h e general t h r u s t o f these f i n d i n g s . I n c l o t h i n g o n l y 
4 2 per cen t o f compan ie s v i s i t e d i n t he M i d West e m p l o y e d a p iece w o r k i n c e n ­
t ive scheme c o m p a r e d w i t h 70 per cen t o f t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s i n N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d . S u c h schemes are k n o w n t o d r a m a t i c a l l y raise o u t p u t . I n eng inee r ing 
92 pe r cen t o f compan ie s i n t h e M i d West were f o u n d t o w o r k o v e r t i m e c o m ­
pa red w i t h 55 pe r cen t o f t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . O n e N o r t h e r n 
I r i s h f i r m said " p r o d u c t i o n c o n t r o l depends u p o n h o w busy w e a r e " a n d 
a l t h o u g h t h a t is suggestive o f a source o f b e t t e r p r o d u c t i v i t y t he measure 
s h o u l d be c o r r e c t e d f o r t he longe r h o u r s w o r k e d i n t he M i d West . O p e r a t i n g 
i n t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n were a n u m b e r o f adverse p r o d u c t i v i t y c o m m e n t s 
m a d e b y L i m e r i c k engineers r ega rd ing t he need t o " p u s h " apprent ices ( o f 
w h i c h t h e y h a d m a n y ) a l o n g ; a t one f a c t o r y a shortage o f h a n d t o o l s , especial ly 
spanners, " w e o n l y have t w o f o r n i n e m a c h i n e s " , was said t o waste t i m e . 

F i n a l l y , 4 4 per c e n t o f N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d managers emphas ised t h e need t o 
manage o u t p u t c o m p a r e d w i t h j u s t u n d e r a t h i r d o f t h e i r M i d West c o u n t e r ­
pa r t s . T h a t d i f f e rence p a r t l y ref lec ts cont ras t s i n l a b o u r fo rce d i f f i c u l t i e s , 
n o t e d above b u t also t h e measured p r o d u c t i v i t y gaps. 

Performance and Management Training and Nationality 
Cont ras t s i n w o r k exper ience a n d q u a l i f i c a t i o n s o f m a n a g e m e n t m a y go 

some w a y t o w a r d s e x p l a i n i n g t he r e p o r t e d d i f ferences i n p r o d u c t q u a l i t y . 
Three -quar te r s o f t h e p r o p r i e t o r s o f M i d West eng inee r ing compan ie s were 
t r a i n e d e i t he r b y m u l t i n a t i o n a l s (a h a l f ) o r i n B r i t a i n o r t h e U S A (a q u a r t e r ) 
c o m p a r e d w i t h j u s t a t h i r d o f U l s t e r p r o p r i e t o r s . A r g u a b l y an i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
or i n t e r - r e g i o n a l t r a i n i n g exper ience is o f a h ighe r s t anda rd o r w i d e r b r e a d t h . 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y fewer c r i t i c i s m s were m a d e o f p r o d u c t s m a n u f a c t u r e d b y M i d 



West f i r m s o w n e d , managed o r supervised b y i n d i v i d u a l s t r a i n e d at an M N E 
o r w i t h w o r k exper ience a b r o a d ( O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 1 9 8 8 c ) . 

I n t h e c l o t h i n g a n d f u r n i t u r e trades a b o u t three-quar ters o f M i d West p r o ­
p r i e t o r s h a d rece ived d i r e c t t e c h n i c a l t r a i n i n g i n t h e i r i n d u s t r y — as designers, 
t a i l o r s , c u t t e r s , j o i n e r s , e tc . , c o m p a r e d w i t h j u s t 43 per cen t o f t h e i r N o r t h e r n 
I r i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . (O the r s h a d changed t h e i r t r ade or o c c u p a t i o n f r o m engin­
eer ing t o f u r n i t u r e m a k i n g , f a r m i n g t o c l o t h i n g , e tc . ) 

F i n a l l y , j u s t over 2 0 per cen t o f f i r m s i n t he M i d West sample w e r e r u n 
successful ly b y C o n t i n e n t a l E u r o p e a n o w n e r s , c o m p a r e d w i t h f ewer — h a l f 
t h a t n u m b e r i n t h e N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample , a n d i t is i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t e t h a t 
those M i d West owne r s e x p a n d e d t h e i r e m p l o y m e n t ( b e t w e e n 1 9 8 2 a n d 1 9 8 7 ) 
b y 4 0 pe r cen t m o r e t h a n t he average f o r t he sample as a w h o l e . 

Reactions to Development Agencies 
P r o p r i e t o r s were asked h o w h e l p f u l t h e y t h o u g h t t he l o c a l d e v e l o p m e n t 

agency was i n assisting t h e i r business d e v e l o p m e n t . F o r t y - f i v e per cen t o f 
f i r m s s amp led i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d were sat isf ied i n t h e i r dealings w i t h t he 
L o c a l En te rp r i s e D e v e l o p m e n t U n i t ( L E D U ) c o m p a r e d w i t h 78 pe r cen t w i t h 
S h a n n o n D e v e l o p m e n t ( S F A D C o ) i n t he M i d West : those p r o p o r t i o n s b r o a d l y 
re f lec t t he n u m b e r s secur ing g ran t a i d f r o m t h e agencies i n t he t w o reg ions . 

S o m e d i s c o n t e n t was expressed a b o u t " p a p e r w o r k , r e d tape a n d bu reau ­
c r a c y " associated w i t h o b t a i n i n g those grants . I n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d , there was 
a f ee l ing o f a rb i t ra r iness i n d e c i d i n g w h o q u a l i f i e d : " y o u have t o be an Eng l i sh ­
m a n t o t e l l t h e m a p a c k o f l i e s " ; b u t i t was o n t he m a t t e r o f ( d i r e c t ) business 
advice a n d s u p p o r t t h a t a m u c h sharper con t r a s t emerged : " L E D U is p o o r o n 
advice f o r sma l l f i r m s " , S h a n n o n D e v e l o p m e n t were v a r i o u s l y descr ibed as 
" e x p e r i e n c e d p e o p l e " ; " n o t h i n g b u t praise f o r S h a n n o n " . H a l f t he M i d West 
sample h a d a t t e n d e d business courses r u n b y S h a n n o n D e v e l o p m e n t t o o . 
W h i l e d i s c o n t e n t w i t h agencies is n o t u n u s u a l i n t h e U n i t e d K i n g d o m , t he 
i n t e rv i ewer s were impressed b y t he need f o r i m m e d i a t e advice a n d s u p p o r t 
expressed b y m a n y bus inessmen a n d t h e f avourab le image t h a t S F A D C o has 
d e v e l o p e d i n t h i s r ega rd . 

P r o p r i e t o r s were also asked t o ra te t h e business advice rece ived f r o m b a n k 
managers a n d accoun tan t s . Three -quar te r s o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h bus inessmen 
f o u n d t h e i r b a n k managers h e l p f u l w h i l e o n l y a h a l f o f t h e i r M i d West c o u n t e r ­
par ts d i d so. A s imi l a r p r o p o r t i o n , a b o u t seven-tenths were sat isf ied w i t h t h e 
advice rece ived f r o m t h e i r a ccoun tan t s . T a k i n g t h e th ree sources o f advice 
t oge the r sma l l compan ie s i n t h e M i d West o f I r e l a n d b e n e f i t e d m o r e t h a n d i d 
t h e i r N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d c o u n t e r p a r t s . 



V S U M M A R Y A N D D I S C U S S I O N 

T h e m a i n p u r p o s e o f t he paper has been t o c o m p a r e t h e p e r f o r m a n c e , 
compe t i t i venes s , a n d charac ter i s t ics o f a sample o f sma l l m a n u f a c t u r i n g c o m ­
panies l o c a t e d i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d a n d t h e M i d West o f I r e l a n d . T h e paper 
makes d i r e c t compa r i sons b e t w e e n 27 m a t c h e d i n d u s t r i a l ac t iv i t i e s i n v o l v i n g i n 
t o t a l 63 sma l l f i r m s m a n u f a c t u r i n g m a i n l y eng ineer ing , c l o t h i n g , k n i t w e a r 
a n d f u r n i t u r e p r o d u c t s . T h e sample size is sma l l b u t t h e conc lu s ions are sug­
gestive o f areas f o r f u r t h e r f r u i t f u l i n v e s t i g a t i o n . T h e s t u d y f o r m s p a r t o f a 
series o f c o m p a r i s o n s o f t he p e r f o r m a n c e o f sma l l f i r m s i n d i f f e r e n t regions 
o f B r i t a i n a n d I r e l a n d a n d seeks t o i d e n t i f y g r o w t h cons t r a in t s w i t h a v i e w t o 
m a k i n g p o l i c y r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s w h i c h can be a d o p t e d b y t he re levan t deve lop­
m e n t agencies. 

Spec ia l i n t e res t a t taches t o t h e compar i sons b e t w e e n these t w o regions 
because, a l t h o u g h p o l i t i c a l l y a n d e c o n o m i c a l l y separate, t h e y have i n c o m m o n 
generous schemes t o g ran t a i d sma l l compan ie s . B o t h share a s imi l a r r e m o t e ­
ness f r o m m a j o r U K m a r k e t s t o o . 

I n t h i s s u m m a r y w e c o n t r a s t t h e f i nd ings emerg ing f r o m th i s paper w i t h 
those o b t a i n e d f r o m t h e ear l ier c o m p a r i s o n s o f t h e t w o pa r t s o f I r e l a n d w i t h 
B r i t i s h m a i n l a n d regions ( H i t c h e n s and O ' F a r r e l l , 1 9 8 7 ; O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 
1 9 8 8 c ) . T h e p r i n c i p a l c o n s t r a i n t o n g r o w t h i so l a t ed is one o f a l a c k o f c o m ­
pet i t iveness o f b o t h M i d West a n d N o r t h e r n I r i s h p r o d u c t s . M i d West p r o d u c t s 
were n o t , o n average, p r i c e c o m p e t i t i v e o n B r i t i s h m a r k e t s a n d m a n y N o r t h e r n 
I r i s h p r o d u c t s were u n c o m p e t i t i v e t o o . T h e q u a l i t y o f p r o d u c t s m a n u f a c t u r e d 
i n b o t h I r i s h regions v a r i e d m o r e t h a n d i d those o f compan ie s s amp led i n 
e i t he r Wales o r S c o t l a n d a n d m o s t fau l t s we re f o u n d w i t h N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
p r o d u c t s . 

L a c k o f p r o d u c t compe t i t i venes s d i d n o t a f fec t t h e g r o w t h p e r f o r m a n c e 
o f M i d West f i r m s ; t h e y were l a rge ly dependen t u p o n the I r i s h m a r k e t f o r 
sales a n d g r ew o n t h e c u s t o m o f local m u l t i n a t i o n a l c o m p a n i e s , a n d o n p r o ­
d u c t features p a r t i c u l a r t o t he I r i s h m a r k e t i n c l u d i n g des ign, ins ign ia , C M T , 
g o v e r n m e n t c o n t r a c t s , e tc . S o m e g r o w t h was ach ieved w i t h sales t o t he " s o f t " 
e t h n i c I r i s h - A m e r i c a n m a r k e t , b u t l i t t l e was e x p o r t e d t o G B . N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
compan ie s c o n t r a c t e d over t h e p e r i o d u n d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n . T h e N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d m a r k e t p r o v i d e d n o g r o w t h o p p o r t u n i t i e s a n d t he l ack o f q u a l i t y 
compe t i t i venes s m a d e d i f f i c u l t t h e p e n e t r a t i o n o f B r i t i s h m a i n l a n d m a r k e t s 
o n w h i c h N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s were m a r k e d l y m o r e d e p e n d e n t t h a n t h e i r 
M i d West c o u n t e r p a r t s . A b e t t e r p e n e t r a t i o n o f e x t r a r eg iona l m a r k e t s was 
ach ieved b y m a t c h e d m a i n l a n d B r i t i s h compan ie s t h a n b y e i the r o f t h e i r I r i s h 
c o u n t e r p a r t s . 

A less c o m p e t i t i v e m a r k e t w i t h less d i s c r i m i n a t i n g b u y e r s , a n d p a r t i a l l y 
p r o t e c t e d f r o m i m p o r t c o m p e t i t i o n , because o f size a n d remoteness ( t h o u g h 



n o t t r a n s p o r t cos t s ) , exp la ins t h e c o n t i n u i n g su rv iva l o f m a n y f i r m s . B o t h 
M i d West a n d N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s recognised s imi l a r n u m b e r s o f d i r e c t 
c o m p e t i t o r s b u t t h e y n u m b e r e d b e t w e e n o n e - t h i r d a n d one h a l f those recog­
n ised b y c o u n t e r p a r t m a i n l a n d B r i t i s h f i r m s . F i r m s f r o m b o t h par t s o f I r e l a n d 
cons ide r ed t h a t t h e m a i n r e q u i r e m e n t o f t h e m a r k e t p lace was f o r a q u a l i t y 
p r o d u c t b u t j u s t 17 pe r cen t o f f i r m s i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d a n d 25 pe r cen t i n 
t he M i d West c l a i m e d t o have a c o m p e t i t i v e advantage based o n q u a l i t y c o m ­
p a r e d w i t h t h r ee - f i f t h s o f t h e i r Welsh a n d S c o t t i s h c o u n t e r p a r t s . Perhaps th i s 
i m p l i e s some r e c o g n i t i o n o n t he p a r t o f I r i s h p r o p r i e t o r s o f t he l a c k o f q u a l i t y 
p e r f o r m a n c e o f t h e i r p r o d u c t s , a n d w i t h less c o m p e t i t i o n less pressure t o 
achieve an i m p r o v e m e n t . 

I n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e M i d West compan ie s i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d were at 
a c o m p e t i t i v e advantage as regards space a n d cheapness o f premises , w h i l e 
compan ie s i n b o t h pa r t s o f I r e l a n d h a d m o r e space a n d p a i d n o m o r e f o r fac­
to r ies t h a ^ t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s i n S c o t l a n d a n d Wales. T h e age o f mach ines 
was f o u n d t o be s imi l a r i n t h e t w o pa r t s o f I r e l a n d a n d m o r e m o d e r n t h a n 
t h a t f o u n d at s imi l a r Wel sh a n d S c o t t i s h f i r m s . N o r t h e r n I r i s h f i r m s h a d m o r e 
c o m p u t e r i s e d m a c h i n e r y t h a n t h e i r M i d West c o u n t e r p a r t s despi te t h e i r p o o r e r 
p e r f o r m a n c e . La rge c a p i t a l grants f r o m S F A D C o a n d L E D U encouraged t h e 
purchase o f t h a t m a c h i n e r y , m u c h o f w h i c h w o u l d n o t have been b o u g h t 
w i t h o u t t h e i r assistance, a n d e q u i p m e n t w h i c h , j u d g e d b y t h a t f o u n d ade­
qua te at Welsh a n d S c o t t i s h fac to r ies , was n o t a lways s t r i c t l y necessary f o r 
t he purposes o f t h e business. 

P r o d u c t i v i t y i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d was super io r t o t h a t i n t he M i d West i n 
t h e c l o t h i n g sector , a n d s im i l a r o r i n f e r i o r i n t he eng ineer ing sector ( t h e 
measured d i f f e rence was i n c o n c l u s i v e ) . C o m p a r a t i v e l y p o o r p r o d u c t i v i t y at 
M i d West a n d N o r t h e r n I r i s h compan ie s was n o t e d w h e n compar i sons were 
made against m a i n l a n d B r i t i s h f i r m s . Wages p a i d at c u r r e n t exchange rates 
i n d i c a t e d t h a t p a y at M i d West compan ie s was h ighe r t h a n at N o r t h e r n I r i s h 
compan ie s ( a n d m a i n l a n d fac tor ies t o o ) . T h e p o o r p r o d u c t i v i t y c o m b i n e d 
w i t h h ighe r wages at M i d West compan ie s m u s t e x p l a i n m u c h o f t he l a c k o f 
p r i c e compe t i t i venes s o f p r o d u c t s o n B r i t i s h m a r k e t s , a n d p o o r p r o d u c t i v i t y 
n o t e d at N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d f i r m s has a s imi l a r b u t lesser i m p a c t o n t he c o m ­
pet i t iveness o f a n u m b e r o f N o r t h e r n I r i s h p r o d u c t s . 

M a n u f a c t u r i n g p r o b l e m s ar i s ing f r o m an unsa t i s f ac to ry level o f s k i l l a n d 
p o o r w o r k a t t i t u d e s i d e n t i f i e d m o r e f r e q u e n t l y b y N o r t h e r n I r i s h p r o p r i e t o r s 
a n d ev idenced b y a h ighe r l eve l o f l a b o u r t u r n o v e r a n d absenteeism f o u n d 
the re w o u l d go some w a y t o w a r d s e x p l a i n i n g t h e q u a l i t y d e f i c i e n c y o f m a n y 
o f t h e p r o d u c t s s a m p l e d . T h e t y p e o f c r i t i c i s m made o f M i d West p r o d u c t s , 
t h o u g h f ewer i n n u m b e r , suggested t h e same cause, a l t h o u g h i n t h a t sample a 
d e f i c i e n c y i n t h e ski l l s o f p r o p r i e t o r s was suggested t o o b y t h e i r i n a b i l i t y i n 
a n u m b e r o f cases t o recognise fau l t s i n defec t ive p r o d u c t s s h o w n t o t h e m . 



Compan ie s whose owne r s w e r e t r a i n e d at a m u l t i n a t i o n a l c o m p a n y o r a b r o a d 
( o r whose superv i so ry s ta f f we re so t r a i n e d ) p r o d u c e d p r o d u c t s less f r e q u e n t l y 
c r i t i c i s e d o n p o i n t s o f f i n i s h , a n d the re were m o r e such f i r m s i n t he M i d West 
sample t h a n i n t he N o r t h e r n I r i s h sample . I n a d d i t i o n , those compan ie s w h i c h 
were o w n e d b y f o r e i g n na t iona l s p e r f o r m e d i n every w a y b e t t e r t h a n d i d t h e i r 
i n d i g e n o u s c o u n t e r p a r t s i n b o t h r eg iona l samples ( O ' F a r r e l l a n d H i t c h e n s , 
1 9 8 8 c ) . 

These f i nd ings suggest a n u m b e r o f p o l i c y r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s f o r cons idera­
t i o n b y t h e d e v e l o p m e n t agencies. M o s t i m p o r t a n t is t he need f o r a greater 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n o n t h e h u m a n assets o f t h e businesses. T h e assoc ia t ion f o u n d 
b e t w e e n b e t t e r p r o d u c t q u a l i t y a n d b a c k g r o u n d t r a i n i n g o f p r o p r i e t o r s a n d 
managers suggests t h a t a p o l i c y t o se lec t ive ly b a c k smal l f i r m s s h o u l d p a y 
close a t t e n t i o n t o t he ski l l s a n d ab i l i t i e s o f g ran t app l i can t s . A p o l i c y designed 
t o se lec t ive ly g r a n t a i d i m m i g r a n t f o r e i g n ( a n d B r i t i s h ) en t repreneurs w o u l d 
be bene f i c i a l t o e m p l o y m e n t c r e a t i o n i n b o t h I r i s h reg ions , t o o . Agenc ies 
s h o u l d also r e c o m m e n d a n d c lose ly m o n i t o r a p p r o p r i a t e t r a i n i n g schemes t o 
ensure t h a t t he r e q u i r e d s tandards o f s k i l l are ach ieved . M a n a g e m e n t t r a i n i n g 
courses des igned t o i m p r o v e p r o d u c t i o n e f f i c i e n c y w o u l d c o n t r i b u t e t o a 
n a r r o w i n g o f t he p r o d u c t i v i t y gap. 

A b e t t e r m o n i t o r i n g o f purchases o f g ran t a ided m a c h i n e r y is r e c o m m e n d e d 
t o ensure t h a t t h e e q u i p m e n t b o u g h t is a p p r o p r i a t e f o r t h e purposes o f t he 
business. A ra i s ing o f t he p r o p r i e t o r ' s awareness o f the h igher q u a l i t y s tan­
dards r e q u i r e d t o sell o n e x t e r n a l m a r k e t s is suggested, perhaps l i n k e d w h e r e 
a p p r o p r i a t e t o t he i n t r o d u c t i o n o f q u a l i t y c o n t r o l systems ( such as BS 5 7 5 0 ) . 
A n u m b e r o f fac tor ies v i s i t e d i n t he M i d West h a d a d o p t e d o r w e r e b e g i n n i n g 
t o i n t r o d u c e t he I S 3 0 0 sys t em. 

Bus inessmen i n N o r t h e r n I r e l a n d f e l t t h a t L E D U w e r e p a r t i c u l a r l y w e a k as 
regards advice a n d t h a t t h e agency encouraged t h e m o n l y u p t o t h e p o i n t o f 
m a k i n g a g ran t o f f e r . A n adv i so ry service w o u l d he lp those bus inessmen m a k e 
b e t t e r decis ions a n d b y s h o w i n g a c o n t i n u i n g in te res t encourage t h e m t o 
t ake t he r isks necessary t o deve lop those compan ie s . 
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