LET THERE BE LIGHT

How to… encourage new, innovative enterprises.

Many economic development strategies seek to create a constant flow of innovative new enterprises with higher than average growth prospects. Such companies can provide jobs and can make a significant contribution to wealth creation. However, for the majority of economic development agencies this has been difficult to achieve.


But there are many ways of putting together a local economic development strategy that will help economic development agencies to achieve this objective. In part, these factors have emerged from our experiences at Excalibur UK in delivering new business start-up programmes nationwide- and in particular our experiences in delivering the Shield programme (systems for handling innovation and local entrepreneurship in local development), a ‘turnkey’ system designed to stimulate the growth of new innovative enterprises (see below).

1 Be proactive rather than reactive.

Many enterprises agencies are reactive in their approach to new business formation, by which we mean they wait for people to approach them with a new business idea and then provide advice and support to those individuals who appear to have a ‘good’ idea. Such an approach excludes those who do not have the confidence or inclination to approach business support agencies: for example, disadvantaged communities, black and minority ethnic groups and students. It obviously also includes the majority of people who don’t have a good idea but who could develop innovative new ideas with proper support and training.


Instead of this reactive approach we advocate that economic development planners put in place plans to approach priority groups within the community actively and sell them the concept of self-employment.

2 Focus on marketing and development.

This approach needs to be supported by the development of a comprehensive marketing and development plan that encompasses:

· Setting objectives: the number of new starts we want to initiate and the sectors where they are located.

· Defining who the customer is-which groups do you want to target? Do you wish to concentrate on BME groups, students, women, and older people?

· Defining the service mix- in particular, what is your product and how are you going to promote it to the above groups?

· Establishing how you are going to implement and evaluate your strategy.

3 Fashioning a suitable development programme.

Measures to train potential entrepreneurs in creativity and innovation techniques in addition to measures to increase the survivability of enterprises are vital.


The individuals who have been actively targeted and shown interest in self- employment should be invited to a motivation seminar to encourage them to take action to establish their own business. However, after this event there should be an entrepreneurs’ development programme that takes individuals through all the key stages of establishing their own business.


In this regard it should be remembered that many of these individual swill not have a good new business idea and therefore will need help to generate ideas before they can develop any new enterprise. Thus, this development programme should include the following elements:

· Skill and experience audit of the participating individuals to establish what sort of new business ideas they could support and develop.

· Idea generation sessions and creativity sessions to ensure that generated ideas are really novel and not ‘me-too’ concepts. People can be trained in creativity and idea generation techniques, and yet very few entrepreneur development programmes encompass this important area.

· Training is how to assess ideas for marketing, technical and financial viability. 

· Understanding marketing and developing a marketing orientation.

· Handholding individuals through step-by-step commercial investigation.

4 Play the numbers game and get the right people.

Excalibur has implemented a number of these programmes throughout the UK and achieved great success. However, we have to ensure we recruit a sufficient quantity of individuals so we can play the numbers game: not everyone who attends a programme of this nature will go on to form their own business.

Therefore, how do we proactively recruit a sufficient number of committed individuals? As mentioned above, the first step is to produce a workable and practical marketing and promotional plan:

· Establish recruitment objectives: the number to be recruited onto the programme and target groups

· Establish your promotional strategy-how will you make target groups aware of the programme? This can be usually achieved by promoting the programme through existing business support agencies, newspaper adverts, presentations, leaflet drops and advertorials

· Establish a recruitment process: application forms, interviews, criteria of selection for the programme etc.

· Finalise venue arrangements

5 Select a suitable delivery agent

Clearly a key part of the planning process for the economic development agency is to select a suitable delivery agent with a tried and tested track record and agree outputs to be achieved and other contractual arrangements. There are several delivery agents to choose from. However, it is important to note that real and lasting economic impact comes from sustained inputs and long-term commitment to entrepreneurial development.

6 Evaluate and innovate

Each entrepreneurial development programme needs careful evaluation so that improvements can be made to delivery and greater outputs achieved.

Don’t be afraid to set a positive example to your potential entrepreneurs and innovate in the type of support you provide.

The tips given above should help. We have argued that one way to encourage more innovative new business starts is through entrepreneur development programmes. Such programme should be proactive, train people in creativity and innovation and achieve live outputs. Over to you!

Case study- Simpli Group

Chris Downham was a young business management student at Sheffield University when he decided to attend the first Shield programme.


He had a yearning to be an entrepreneur but lacked concrete ideas and commercial acumen. However, he had determination, enthusiasm and emotional intelligence. He took action and enrolled on the programme.


‘The real beauty of the course is that it was primarily focused on the development of unique business ideas and the practicalities of taking these ideas and forming a realistic business plan’, he says.


After completing the course Chris and his twin brother Rob founded an innovative financial services company, which specialises in mortgage advice for property developers and first time buyers. Also, as part of the group, they formed a company dedicated to property developments in Bulgaria, a financial services company and accountancy business. 


Chris says the Shield programme was invaluable. He adds: ‘I could not recommend this course more highly’.

