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SEEDD

RAISING STANDARDS OF ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT





EFFECTIVE BUSINESS AND SKILLS SUPPORT: WHAT SHOULD IT LOOK LIKE?

Background

The report that follows is the result of a one day seminar at the Institute of Small Business and Entrepreneurship (ISBE) conference at Blackpool on 1st November 2005.  

The seminar was run by Tony Robinson OBE, Executive Chairman of SFEDI, the standards setting body for enterprise, entrepreneurship and business support.

The seminar builds on an earlier event at the University of Kent in June 05, where around fifty business support professionals, representatives of the skills for business network, providers and small businesses provided their views on Training and Business Development Practice for Entrepreneurs.  
The Seminar
The aim of the seminar was to challenge existing policy and practice in providing prospective and existing entrepreneurs with the support, skills and knowledge needed to help them survive and thrive.
Roughly one hundred and forty delegates attended this seminar throughout the day, of whom roughly half remained all day and the rest attended for one or more of the various topic areas, dependent upon their interest in each specific topic.  
There were four rounds of input, discussions and generation of recommendations.  Each round contained one 15 minute key note presentation and up to three other 5 minute presentations from speakers appropriate to the topic for discussion in that round, who were able to provide different viewpoints 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. 
Main topic areas:

Round 1: 
What desperately needs fixing, (and what ‘ain’t broke’), to provide prospective and existing entrepreneurs with the help, skills and knowledge they need to survive?

Round 2:
How can we raise the image and capability of the business support profession, e.g. standards, recognition,  development, start again?

Round 3:
What is entrepreneur-friendly learning through networks, environments and ‘just in time’ support?
Round 4:
What do we want Government and its agencies to do about providing the support, skills and knowledge for entrepreneurs to start up, survive and thrive?

What desperately needs fixing – and what ‘ain’t broke’ – to provide prospective and existing entrepreneurs with the help, skills and knowledge they need to survive?
Firstly a general view of what ‘ain’t broke’, or what seems to work well.
· The range of public and private support

· Access points to support

· Coverage of support across all key business process skills

What are the essential skills, knowledge and behaviours to be given to entrepreneurs?

· They differ, according to the individual’s needs and those of the business
· They differ, according to whether the individual has chosen self employment or been ‘pushed’ into it.
The first thing to do is to carry out a diagnosis which enables these needs to be identified.  The diagnosis needs to be repeated  periodically, as needs change and views of the business change too.

Skills required:

· The common ‘generic’ business skills and knowledge -  business planning, marketing, finance, etc.
· Skills needs are both vocational and interpersonal:  good interpersonal skills can counterbalance a failing in vocational skills, but are unlikely to counter a failing in generic business skills
· Good communication, motivation, eye for opportunity, drive and determination, ;understanding critical success factors, creative thinking, open to learning and receiving information, technical business skills
Energy and determination are critical to success and these can’t be provided from an external source.

What needs fixing, and how can it be fixed?

· The focus is on availability and accessibility, rather than appropriateness
· Support is supply chain, rather than demand driven (ie have to keep introducing new things, rather than keeping on offering things people want/use.  

· Time scales need to be longer term to allow for planning and building and seeing results, rather than being forced into being short term (because of availability of grants/programmes/incentives etc.)
· Finance is an end in itself, not a means to an end ie you do it because there is a grant available for it, rather than identifying what is needed and then getting the appropriate funded support.  A grant mentality/dependency is formed, which helps no-one. 
· More creative and innovative ways of engaging with entrepreneurs need to be found.
· Products and programmes on offer are very generic – one size fits all.  Individual tailoring is required.

· The language used by entrepreneurs and business support is different: they need to ‘talk the same language’.

· There needs to be a shift in attitude by business advisers.  Currently they are just doing a job, but they need to display more enterprise in fulfilling this job, rather than a 9-5, PAYE attitude to business advice.
· Both the perceived value of the offer and its quality need to be raised: not just an evaluation based on cost and output.
What is good practice in providing the help to survive and thrive?

“Good practice” = effectiveness, delivery, measurement.

· Tailor made provision – choice and flexibility around an identified core.

· A high level of flexibility – one size doesn’t fit all.

· Use of brokers to provide the diagnostic process in order to avoid inappropriate objectives.

· Use networks to overcome  problems with engaging with entrepreneurs
· Knowledge and understanding of the customer

· Help to give confidence to enable the entrepreneur to act on his or her own initiative.
· Targets should be more flexibly defined, rather than just based on numbers.  They need to measure ‘added value’ or how assistance has actually improved the business.
· Focus on the right perspectives – is it that of the funder (money and outputs), or the customer (the right service)?

· The whole approach needs to be focussed on the long, rather than the short term

· After care for the entrepreneur should be integral to the offer of assistance provided

Above all, assistance should be client, rather than target led.

The  ‘must points’ for Government in providing 1) start-up support and 2) training for entrepreneurs
Local and regional funded support must be tailored to individual needs, continue longer than the initial start-up of the business, and continue to be tailored as the business develops.  One size fits all does not work.  This requires:

· Knowledge and understanding of the customer
· Focussed use of limited money (ie not programme led, but needs led)

· Flexibility, both in terms of the skills of the people working with start ups and entrepreneurs and in terms of what they are offered.

The focus should be on developing the business idea and the training and development needs of the start up and entrepreneur will emerge along the way and can then be fulfilled appropriately.  This requires more of a mentoring, than a teaching approach.

Consideration should be given to replacing the system of grants for specific training and development with investment in the start-up/small company and the freedom for the entrepreneur to choose from a range of quality controlled options.

Much more thought and money should be put into support for entrepreneurs after the initial two year period post start-up has finished.  Currently there is a black hole in this area.

Government needs to deliver support to people and organisations that are the natural choice for entrepreneurs when it comes to providing help i.e. the accountancy businesses etc.

Funding of programmes should not be time restricted and restricted to government agency delivery.  This whole area needs to be broadened and made more flexible to fit in with the real demands of business (ie the problem/need for assistance doesn’t just go away once the time period has expired) and the natural preferences for help expressed by entrepreneurs (ie those to whom they go automatically – accountants and the like).

.

How can we raise the image and capability of the business support profession?  
A short list of things business advisers should be good at doing

· Listening
· Recognising talent and understanding the motivation of their clients

· Being aware of appropriate networks and building on/building up existing networks (“I know someone who can…”)

· Being prepared to give their clients a reality check, if needed, rather than going along with an unworkable idea or proposition.

· Being a source of information (rather like a walking, talking ‘Google’)

Signs of excellent customer service in business support organisations

· The values of the organisation should be openness, honesty and empathy

· Skilful employees  should have the ability to carry out effective diagnoses of customer needs.
· Reputation: the organisation should gain a great deal of its business through referral due to word of mouth/reputation for giving customers best support.
· Quality and value for money: a genuine desire to make a difference to customers’ businesses and provide value for money.
· Flexibility: the ability to work around the customer and provide tailored services.
Top tips for business advisers – a short list
· Act in the capacity of an honest friend to clients.  Provide a ‘counselling’ service and help them to work through issues, rather than providing straight advice/telling them what to do.
· Listen – in greater proportion to speaking.

· Put yourself in the shoes of the client.

· Respect the client for their business idea and the courage to try to put it into practice.

· Be honest about your own limitations.  Advisers have far more credibility if they acknowledge the areas where they are not so strong, but are able to signpost to others who can help.

· Recognise that ‘one size’ does not fit all and advice and support needs to be bespoke, rather than off the shelf.  View each client as an individual, not as a recipient of ‘start up’ or development support.
· Use plain English, rather than technical jargon 

· Be patient and look to the long term, rather than quick fixes.

Some steps Government can take to be sure of the quality of government funded business support

· Evaluation: ensure that (some) evaluation of the support is carried out by the businesses ‘helped’, not just quantified by numbers dealt with.

· Adviser support: put in place (or fund to put into place), systems and networks to which business advisers can go for help.
· Ranked mapping of support: provide a clear map of all the business support available and rank that support based on the evaluations provided by businesses (eg an Amazon-type review of each by users)
· Rapport/understanding: take more opportunities to get the small businesses and policy makers together to ensure that what is provided is what is really wanted and also to ensure that the funded provision is ‘sold’ from the customer’s perspective of what is wanted, rather than pushed from the Government’s  perspective of what is good for the customer.
What is entrepreneur-friendly learning through networks, environments and ‘just in time’ support?
Is there a difference between what entrepreneurs want to learn and what they’re given to learn?  If so, what is the difference?

Entrepreneurs want to learn things to:

· help them address problems in their businesses (i.e. how to do things)
· ensure that their business is sustainable

· confirm that the action they have taken based on instinct/quick decision is correct 

· fill gaps in their knowledge

· address the root cause of problems, not the symptoms

What they’re (usually) given to learn:

· process skills

· generic business programmes

The effective business advisor will be the one who listens carefully to what the entrepreneur says they need and then, by questioning, establishes exactly what the need is and fulfils it, rather than providing an off the shelf solution.
What could existing entrepreneurs be doing to help prospective entrepreneurs in our business support infrastructure in the UK?

Successful entrepreneurs could set up a charitable trust to help other businesses as a philanthropic process

Should be encouragement for successful entrepreneurs to be business mentors: a process where start-up entrepreneurs are encouraged to think about doing this in the future as thanks for the help they’ve received (both formal and informal mentoring)
Support through a graduate career process – if you’re successful, then put something back

Work with supply chain networks – self help through the supply chain (large business support events for smaller businesses in the chain)

Network with peers – business forums/entrepreneurs’ networks. 
How can prospective entrepreneurs get access to and best use a support network?

The existing support network for entrepreneurs is diverse e.g.:


Family and friends – it doesn’t have to be a formal support network

Banks


Business Links


Local Authorities


Membership of organisations – Chambers, Professional Institutes etc. 

Private networks

Online support sites

The support network available or appropriate also depends upon a number of factors:

· the ‘industry’

· the stage of the enterprise

· the local geography (i.e. remote, rural or city based)

· skill level of the individual

· the business issue for which help is required

Use of the network depends on:

· making the individual aware of it

· ‘training’ the individual on how best to use it (i.e. if you approach the wrong network with your query, you may get assistance, but it won’t be the best assistance you could get)

· it being tailormade to the individual and their business needs

· there being a choice of access to the support network (i.e. not always having to go to a place at a certain time of day, for instance). 
How do we make sure that ‘just in time’ help is available to entrepreneurs in the UK?

‘Just in time’ help means:

· help that is  appropriate and timely 
· help that gives not too much information, but just enough for that particular time
· help that the entrepreneur seeks slightly ahead of  a problem (ie not in the middle of a crisis), or as part of planning for a contingency

The ideal ‘just in time’ help would comprise a group of local people who were available to come out to help when needed ie local knowledge and accountability

Not to be confused with ‘just in case’ help, which tends to be the main focus of entrepreneur training provision and is a range of specific inputs regarding a broad spectrum of business issues – finance, marketing, sales etc. – which the entrepreneur may or may not need in their business, dependent upon their skill level or their type of business, but which is provided as part of a funded package of support.

What do we want Government and its agencies to do about providing the support, skills and knowledge for entrepreneurs to start up, survive and thrive?

Recommendations
Also see notes from the keynote speaker in this area, provided as an appendix, page 12
Targets:

· Make targets for this group more demand driven
· Remove inappropriate targets (i.e. numbers advised, programmes undertaken)
· Evaluate the impact of the support on the business, rather than concentrating on numbers advised.

Continuity:

· Think in the longer term for this group and develop longer term strategies.  Not just support for start up or a one off development programme, but a number of years of support.

Channels into self employment/entrepreneurship:

· Support the route of redundancy into self employment and entrepreneurship.

· Channel investment into earlier stages of entrepreneurship i.e. into ensuring that the attitude towards owning your own business and being self employed is altered at school, rather than young people being given the impression that self employment is a poor second alternative to employment.

General recommendations

· Flexibility: 
one size can’t fit all
Give support agencies the flexibility to respond to local needs

· Quality not Quantity
· Intervention: only where there is evidence of market failure.

· Build on existing sources of help: Improve existing networks of support, rather than creating more networks or just paying for the provision of business advisers.

· Encourage the involvement of large firms: they also have something to gain in terms of instilling a more entrepreneurial attitude in certain customer facing departments in their organisations.  (For example, they could provide mentors for small businesses, or schools)

· Ensure that small businesses are involved at all stages of any dialogue relating to their needs

· Target certain small businesses for ‘re-energising’ eg. Family businesses.

· Consolidate the number of business advice providers and co-ordinate the services better.

· Funding: put the cash to assist start-ups and small businesses in one large pot and allow entrepreneurs and small businesses to work with an adviser and make the case for funding for identified and agreed needs.

George Derbyshire, CEO, NFEA.  Notes from ISBE Conference

Topic: What do we want Government and its agencies to do about prioritising the support, skills and knowledge for entrepreneurs to start up, survive and thrive?

Messages to Government:

1) 
Government does need to provide/ensure the provision of support, skills and knowledge to help small businesses (ie there is a role for Government) and this support needs to be face-to-face, credible and sustained over a period.

2)
Don’t compartmentalise business advice.  People are changing their lives and we need to respond to that .
3)
Keep business plans in perspective: they’re not the be all and end all.  Often they’re only needed if you need to raise finance.  Encourage an open minded, flexible, comprehensive, rounded view. 

4)
Remember you’re dealing with real people: don’t freeze out the face-to-face.
5)
Doing it yourself (ie Government and agencies doing it) is not the most effective way.  Clients want someone with independence and credibility (backed up by professional standards and qualifications).
6)
Professional standards and qualifications should be owned and led by the business support community.
7)
Please facilitate more mentoring.
Mini summary:
· Government work to ensure small business support is being used

· Businesses advisers need to take a more holistic and less compartmentalised approach

· Keep business plans in perspective

· Don’t freeze out the face to face

· Work through independent intermediaries

· Support professional standards owned by the industry

· Facilitate mentors

In Summary:

Listen to the clients and you won’t go far wrong.
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