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Background

This report is the result of a seminar at the NFEA National Conference held in York on 9-10 September 2008 which brought together over 140 delegates from leading enterprise agencies and other organisations in the wider business support sector around the country. It was facilitated by Tony Robinson OBE of SFEDI, the standard setting body for enterprise, entrepreneurship and business support.

This is the third of a series of reports following “Training and Best Development Practice for Entrepreneurs” (Canterbury 2005) and “Effective Business and Skills Support: What should it look like?” (Blackpool, 2005).
 The aim of the seminar was to establish how the enterprise sector can make a difference to society, employment, education and the economy.

This is against a background in which funding for enterprise is subject to substantial reductions, (DWP has reduced New Deal for Self Employment funding by three-quarters, The LSC has withdrawn funding from New Entrepreneur Scholarships, RDA budgets are subject to a continuing squeeze), where the new Business Link structure is taking time to bed down and is institutionalising, not eliminating , inconsistency in delivery, and there are fears that the Business Support Simplification Programme will stifle the creativity at local level which leads to real engagement with target groups.  Government product push prevents the establishment of sustainable enterprise community support.
And an economic situation which is worrying. The number of start-ups is already falling although demographical, economic, social and political forces should be leading to more people starting their own business.

Executive Summary
“I’m running a small business now and I love it!”  Tony Blair, June 2008

1. Government support for start-ups is reducing. 
2. New business starts are falling because of lack of confidence and know how rather than aspiration

3. 1 in 7 of the adult workforce are self employed or running their own micro enterprise yet there is little government funded training and support to enable them to gain the know how to survive and thrive – ‘enterprise owner’ is the only major career that government skills policy and adult training treats in this way.
4. More new business starts are required for the employment rate, economic and social reasons.

5. There is much more to be done to embed an enterprise culture in schools, colleges and prisons.

6. Train to Gain is currently making little impact on 4.45 million/95% of all UK enterprises which have below 10 employees
7. NFEA members have a long and trusted track record of front line enterprise support delivery.

8. The crucial success factor is proactive and sensitive reach into the community, not new products or structures..

9. We can improve our impact in specialist segments- women, BMEs, the disabled, the over 50’s, for example, by partnering with credible, trusted specialist organisations and support networks serving these groups.

10. A thriving independent enterprise support sector needs investment.

11. Assessment against the SFEDI National Occupational Standards for business support personnel should be made obligatory for recipients of government funding.

12.  NFEA has much to offer government in linking issues across departmental boundaries, representing the views of the business community and their advisers, and utilising our track record, experience and corporate memory.

13. In return, we seek active engagement, recognition of the contribution we can make, and a preference for stability over re-invention.
.

The Seminar.

There were two rounds of input, discussion and generation of recommendations, each introduced by short presentations from expert speakers to stimulate discussion.

Subsequent to these inputs, attendees considered and gave their views on the topics for each round.  The report that follows summarises these views and provides some overall recommendations.

The discussion topics were:-

How will the enterprise sector really make a difference to society, employment, education and the economy?

Where can the NFEA step in where there is market failure for start-ups? What gaps in government policy do we need to fill?

What contributions can we make to government policy on training and support?

Why should the government trust the NFEA to engage with the numbers they want, and with the best return on investment?

Are we doing all we can to help mature entrepreneurs and those with disabilities?

Is the NFEA doing all it can to help minority ethnics and  women start in business?

Are we doing all we can to get local and national government to understand the needs of businesses?
1. How will the enterprise sector really make a difference to society, employment, education and the economy?

There is much to be gained by society and the economy by bringing more people into the enterprise world and improving the quality of enterprise training and development. NFEA members are well –placed to make a significant contribution.

There is a clear difference between working with people at the pre-start stage and those who are already running a business. Enterprise and entrepreneurship are a significant route towards economic inclusion for those in deprived areas or from groups in under-represented sectors, especially minority ethnic communities, women, the disabled and the over 50s, and it is important to remember that some people fit into more than one of these groups.
However access to these groups is not easy and requires local knowledge, an understanding of the issues people in these groups face and a focussed and pro-active outreach campaign undertaken by advisers who have earned the trust and credibility of the target populations.  Rightly or wrongly there is suspicion of advisers who come with a “Government” label.
Turning to the education sector, we welcome the focus on enterprise in schools. It can equip pupils with skills for life which can be employed in many other situations. Young people can also have an influence on their parents and peers, and investment on enterprise education will undoubtedly lead to improvement in enterprise participation amongst women, BME groups and the disabled.

 However, despite the examples of good practice which exist, we are not satisfied that funding for enterprise education is in all cases being devoted to that end.  Furthermore, the quality of such enterprise education which exists would be enhanced by it s delivery by specialist enterprise advisers and entrepreneurs who carry credibility through experience. And enterprise should be regarded as a component of the syllabus at all stages of education. This is a practical, not academic subject, and in the same way that business people most value advice from other experienced business people, there is a need to supplement the skills of teaching professionals with outside experience.
The development of a true enterprise culture in schools will be hastened by enterprise awareness training being delivered not only to teachers and headteachers but to the Governor community as well.

Similarly, whilst the expansion of vocational training is to be welcomed, many vocational qualifications lead to a career in self-employment. Business skills are different to craft or trade skills and require specialist and credible input, which enterprise support organisations can provide, as well as on-going support, mentoring and access to networks.

2. Where can the NFEA step in where there is market failure for start-ups? What gaps in government policy do we need to fill?

The concept of market failure is well-established but problematic. It can imply a degree of reactivity, in that failure will need to be established before any remedial action can be taken.  Much better to intervene proactively, based on a constructive reading of the evidence.
The historic expertise of local enterprise agencies has been in-

-building local links and understanding the community, which means better outreach to target groups of all kinds

-developing the “counsellor” role which combines technical knowledge with one-to-one ongoing support skills, which means better support for individuals than group sessions or web-based services can provide

-identifying “champions” from the established business community who can act as role models, and mentors who can provide the on-going support which is a vital contributor to new business survival.

- leveraging in business sponsorship and services, which means a richer product for the client and greater productivity

-low overheads and lean structures, which means better value for money.

-focus on the client and a long-term relationship approach, which means better results

Hence our success in reaching into deprived areas and under-represented communities. 
It is important however not to be complacent. “Reaching entrepreneurs in their world” is a sound operating motto but we need to understand that entrepreneur’s worlds are changing.  A number of members are already represented on social networking sites like Facebook, but we need to be constantly aware of how our market place is changing.

A specific under-represented community is housed within the prison system. We believe there is a substantial opportunity to make an impact on re-offending rates by delivering enterprise training to offenders pre-release. There are pockets of good practice in prisons, but all too often progress is disrupted by changes in prison leadership or by the physical movement of prisoners.  There is an opportunity for an integrated national programme for ex-offenders into enterprise. 

Because the current RDA/Business Link structure measures outputs based on VAT registrations, it undercounts and undervalues business start-ups. Picking winners is not a strategy with a proven track record of success and thus a specific focus on pre-starts and the start-up market is required, together with a sophisticated diagnosis mechanism and procedures to incentivise subsequent handover to specialist advisers, wherever they may be based.

Additionally, whilst the needs of individuals may vary, this variation is within standard parameters, and we should concentrate on a standard nationally-promoted package, accessible by all, leaving local delivery organisations with the discretion to flex delivery styles and methods to meet individual’s needs.
Finally, government needs to recognise that if it wants a thriving independent enterprise support sector, it needs to invest in it. Third sector organisations like enterprise agencies survive on low margins and slim reserves and competitive tendering may sometimes bring short term economies at the expense of a reduced capacity in the market place, with obvious deleterious long term effects.

3. What contribution can we make to government policy on training and support?

There are points to be made here in relation to both enterprise skills, and business adviser skills.

Enterprise and entrepreneurship training is a difficult area. All the evidence is that entrepreneurs prefer informal learning methods, in which the initiative in terms of the timing, the duration and the content lies with them.  Whilst web-based learning is growing in popularity, quality and availability, entrepreneurs value significantly personal contact, especially from other business people and experienced business advisers and mentors. Only 3% are attracted to phone contact. They are influenced by role models and enterprise champions who can demonstrate a successful business track record (as indeed can the majority of enterprise agency advisers.)  And success in establishing and growing a business depends on a number of personal factors as well as acquired skills and knowledge. 
Qualifications are therefore met with some cynicism within the small business community; paradoxically, of course, government funding is almost exclusively tied to the acquisition of recognised qualifications by those who do not already possess them. As a result, only a tiny proportion of the very substantial Train to Gain budget is being used to support enterprise and entrepreneurship.

There are some immediate steps which can be taken:-

a) Open up and promote Train to Gain  to micro-businesses (up to 10 employees)

b) Include the self-employed as a micro-business

c) Recognise that business support agencies are best placed to access and deliver training to this group.

d) Accept that enterprise skills represent a completely new discipline and allow people with existing, but unrelated qualifications, access to funding for enterprise skills.
e) Introduce self-employment apprenticeships, particularly for those in vocational streams.

Turning to business adviser skills, there is a well-developed set of National Occupational Standards (the “SFEDI” standards), and through the work of the Business Support as a Profession Group, a variety of routes to achieving them. Business advisers as a group tend to be enthusiastic about personal development and skills development.

However the penetration of certification into the business adviser population is held back by equivocal support from funding bodies, especially RDAs. There needs to be a clear, and contracted, understanding that all providers of publicly-funded business support should be assessed to the appropriate SFEDI standard.

Only then can true professionalism be achieved amongst the business adviser population, with a “ladder” of qualifications, properly monitored CPD and the development of a proper career structure.
In general, NFEA members are frustrated by continued changes in policy and funding, “Re-inventing the wheel” is a common complaint: what is required is a period of stability in policy, structures and funding, a recognition of the value of historic lessons and experience, and investment in tried and trusted partners and approaches.  The LEGI programme, for all its successes, epitomises many of the complaints, for example in favouring new approaches and organisations over the proven and established, and the original lengthy time horizons being drastically shortened.
4. Why should the government trust the NFEA to engage with the numbers they want, and with the best return on investment?

NFEA members’ credentials are well-established-


-an evidence based track record stretching back over many years


-respected in the community- close, impartial and confidential


-low overheads and lean management, value for money


-socially-driven, not by either shareholder value or public sector priorities


-record of leveraging external resources from the private sector


-focus on the client protects them from the complications of the public sector 
funding environment


-not brand-driven


-a national network, with a rich mix of specialisms within it


-embrace both individual and organisational quality standards


-with the majority of advisers self-employed themselves and with substantial 
real world business experience


-not protective of the client: prepared to share when it is in the client’s interests


-expertise and capability in a range of other services, such as incubation and 
workspace, and finance

In short, socially driven but commercially run, with a long term perspective.

5. Are we doing all we can to help mature entrepreneurs and those with disabilities?

We know that one in three of the 50-65 age group are workless (around 3m people) and that some-one made redundant at the age of 45 has only a 10% chance of finding new employment.  And we know that mature entrepreneurship can involve a number of different sub-sets: the long-term unemployed, the relatively wealthy early retiree or the ambitious mature hobbyist, for example.
We also know that disabled people form the only “minority” group which is over-represented in self-employment compared with the rest of the population, probably because self-employment provides better opportunities than going into employment, and therefore there is still untapped potential.

We believe that both these group’s needs in terms of business support where undifferentiated from that of the general population, given the sensitivity to individual circumstances which business advisers normally employ, though the current trend towards web-based and telephone support is not helpful. 
So the failure is in respect of awareness of opportunities and not the nature of the business support provided. There is a need to raise awareness by a targeted approach to these groups, to pursue local initiatives, to provide 1:1 support and work with partners who may not necessarily be the ones with which we have historically worked.  For example, PCTs and specialist organisations can be a useful introduction to disabled people.
There are some specific issues however:-

a) Some people with a disability prefer not to identify themselves as such for fear of stereotyping.

b) The incapacity benefit rules can be a disincentive to starting a business.

c) Positive role models are relatively rare and there are some negative perceptions to be combatted.

6. Is the NFEA doing all it can to help to help minority ethnics and women into business?

NFEA members have a strong record in this area .  For example, the New Entrepreneur Scholarship programme attracts female participation of   %.  Its minority ethnic participation is   %, and women make up   % of the female participation and   % of the minority ethnic participation.
Discussions on this topic followed a familiar theme. the issues faced by people from minority ethnic groups and women are in principle similar. The challenge is one of engagement as there is no lack of availability of support programmes but there is a need for creativity in outreach to appropriate target groups, particularly in view of the suspicions commonly found of “government” in certain communities..  This involves, for example-


-using advisers with appropriate backgrounds

-partnering with appropriate community organisations and building networks of 
common interest.

-sensitivity to cultural issues, such as the availability of women only events.


-sensitivity to family-orientated issues such as times of events.


-a willingness to be flexible in diversifying the style of service

An over-standardised approach will lose the interest and attention of target groups, and there are worries that the Business Support Simplification Programme will not help in this regard.

7. Are we doing all we can to get local and national government to understand the needs of businesses?

NFEA members are in a unique position to speak for the pre-start, early start and micro-business community, and also have extensive experience of delivering enterprise activities in schools, of providing financial packages to business and accommodating businesses in managed workspace and incubators.

NFEA can also draw on specific experience in working in deprived areas and with minority groups of all types.

No other organisation can speak with our authority over such a wide range of issues at local, regional and national level.

Traditionally NFEA has built up and continues to maintain good relations with the Enterprise Directorate within BERR. However our activities are also relevant to other government departments-

DIUS- provision of skills and qualifications

DCLG- enterprise is a major component of regeneration, as LEGI demonstrates

DWP- enterprise is an important and sustainable route out of worklessness

Department of Health- it is well-known that the workless are at a higher risk of ill-health, and enterprise can have a positive direct impact on the physically and mentally disabled.

Home Office- enterprise in deprived areas and within minority groups is a contributor to social inclusion, and there is much to be done with the prison population
Cabinet Office- Local enterprise agencies are superb examples of sustainable social enterprises

Our success in meeting multiple objectives across government at all levels can tend to work against us. We are regarded within Government as BERR “sponsored” (despite receiving no funding or formal support) which enables other departments to “pass the buck” as DIUS did with New Entrepreneur Scholarships, despite the fact that NFEA receives no formal support or funding from BERR.

We are regarded as delivery organisations and as such are considered to have a conflict of interest in relation to BSSP discussions.

There is clearly a case to build up our presence across government at all levels.  We can assist co-ordination of policy and action across government.  We can act as custodians of the corporate memory. We can use our track record and longevity.

But this does require member agencies to be more forthcoming with facts, figures and case studies, and less modest about their considerable achievements, and to accept the responsibility of playing their part with local and regional lobbying.
In summary……

If pursued energetically, Enabling Enterprise can do much to support and improve the social and economic well-being of the country, and give individuals more rewarding roles to the benefit of themselves, their families, their communities and ultimately society as a whole. The business support organisations which make up NFEA have a long and proud tradition of supporting new and emerging businesses, regardless of the ups and downs of the economy and the twists and turns of government policy: We will continue to spread best practice amongst ourselves, learn from the best and work with any organisation, public or private, which shares our ethos and ambitions.
