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The information in this document reflects the situation when it was written in 2005. Please bear in mind that some contact information may since have changed.
building on community strengths to make business
 “Before REFLEX we offered the existing Muslim Community and newly arriving refugees a programme which featured such services as learning English and Life skills, Careers Advice and Counselling. Through Reflex we have been able to introduce Business and Enterprise development and support.  We regard the provision of business advice as a key mechanism for the integration of our community into society”, says Muslim Welfare House Business Advisor.

starting from the other end

According to a report carried out by Kinston University
, “one perennial challenge of government policy for small firms is how to reach businesses”. The EQUAL partnership, REFLEX (Regenerating Enterprise through Local Economic Exchange) has approached this problem from a completely new angle.

For example, nothing is probably further from the traditional idea of a professional business support service than a local community centre. Similarly, people from black and ethnic minorities, living in run down inner city areas, often do not fit the conventional stereotype of  “business men” (particularly if they happen to be women). Yet both stereotypes are contradicted by the facts.  

Throughout Europe, many ethnic minority groups are veritable hives of entrepreneurship. In the UK “it is widely recognised that the ethnic minority population provides a major contribution to the vitality of the economy. This is particularly so in London. Almost half of the UK’s ethnic minority population live in London and almost a fifth of all enterprises are ethnic minority owned.”
 They rely very strongly on informal family and community ties to make their businesses work. 

Two other observations have led REFLEX to test a totally new method of providing business support. The first is that ethnic minorities have been shown to be even more reluctant to use conventional sources of business advice than the population as a whole. The other is that many ethnic minority businesses get stuck in saturated, low value added market niches.  “Ethnic enterprises tend to start businesses in the same location and sector of existing ethnic enterprise.”  So, REFLEX argues that there is an opportunity both to increase start-ups and, above all, to enhance business development by increasing their use of professional business support.

The traditional way of exploiting this opportunity is to try to make mainstream business support, provided by chambers of commerce, development agencies, banks and so on, more user friendly to ethnic minorities. This means dealing with barriers connected with language, racial stereotypes and other issues affecting accessibility through policies such as training and recruitment.  However, in the UK “there are widespread concerns that the mainstream is not taking the inclusion agenda seriously enough….. there is remarkably little evidence of significant budget allocations to pursue this policy goal either from Regional Development Agencies or Business Links”
.
REFLEX totally supports opening up the mainstream but argues that this is not enough. In many cases the mutual lack of trust between the community and business worlds is just too great to bridge. In addition, such approaches ignore the innate business capacity and tradition within the communities themselves. The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister in the UK reports
 that there is “a high level of mistrust of the Government’s initiatives among socially excluded groups” but that on the other hand “there is generally a high level of trust placed in local services, for example community centres and tenants facilities, as socially excluded people feel that these local organisations are relevant to them”.

REFLEX’s approach is based on building on this trust. Rather than taking the clients to the services they have focussed strengthening and professionalising the business support that the community itself can provide. After a successful test in three boroughs during the first round of EQUAL, the approach is going to be rolled out over a far larger area during the second round of the programme. 

a partnership for empowerment

Reflex was born in the inner London borough of Islington, a mosaic of 180,000 people which contains some of the capitals most fashionable residential neighbourhoods together with some of its poorest. Nearly 60% of all households are in social housing and overall, Islington is the 11th most deprived borough in the UK. Nearly one in four of Islington’s population is non-white and over 100 different languages are said to be spoken in the area. 

In this environment, a rich tapestry of over 1,000 NGOs has taken root - many created and run by ethnic minority communities themselves. After friends and relatives, these organisations are the first port of call for the members of their community on a wide range of issues.  The REFLEX Partnership has managed to bring together these grass roots community groups, umbrella organisations, mainstream business support and research in order to test a new approach community based business support. 

Starting with the more mainstream organisations, Islington local authority has traditionally supported community groups through grant aid but, more recently, their approach has shifted towards using the sector for contracting in specific services. This in turn has led to a more strategic approach towards capacity building in the areas that interested the public sector as well as the fostering of consortiums and umbrella groups that can both share costs and increase the critical mass of a highly fragmented sector. 

Two of these capacity building organisations are members of the REFLEX partnership.  Islington Enterprise Agency is an enterprise agency which promotes enterprises. Within EQUAL, it has managed a work package to develop the business skills of the business advisors employed by the community organisations.  The Islington Training Network is an umbrella group of training organisations directed primarily at improving the skills of the voluntary sector. Its role within EQUAL was to ensure that the newly acquired business skills fit into an improved framework for project and people management among the community organisations.  

The model for capacity building was different to that of other models in that the community groups held their own budgets and were given support to effectively deliver the programme.  The approach was to deliver business support alongside the more traditional role of community organisations which have involved community advice and cultural activities. 
At the community end of the spectrum, several grass roots community organisations, such as Muslim Welfare House, the Somali Speakers Association, the Arachne Greek Cypriot Women’s Group, Haklevi, Daymer and the HELP were themselves members of the EQUAL partnership. They not only benefited from the actions but were able to provide the EQUAL project with first hand experience of the strengths, weaknesses and needs of community groups in the field of business support. An unexpected outcome from the project valued by the community organisations was the development of cross-cultural learning through sharing information and fostering team building. Trainee business advisors stated they had not had much contact with people outside their own communities and valued the opportunity provided by Reflex to interact with colleagues representing different ethnic minority groups. 

Finally, another group of partners has concentrated on providing the evidence base required for understanding what parts of the project were successful and which were susceptible for mainstreaming. For example, Kingston University Small Business Research Centre carried out a comprehensive analysis of business creation among ethnic minorities and the barriers that prevent them from using mainstream support services. This confirmed that the main problem was a lack of trust and that, because of this, the vast majority of ethnic minorities turn to their own community networks for initial support. They also studied the development needs of community organisations for enterprise support and evidence from the business advice beneficiaries. 

The entire project was coordinated by Prevista Ltd, an enterprise and regeneration agency which does itself deliver mainstream business support. This combination of mainstream, grass roots and evidence-based research has turned REFLEX’s approach into a prime candidate for extension at London and national levels.

renovating the social part of business

Most small and very small businesses start and develop incrementally, through a process of trial and error. Their reality is a long way from the traditional approaches of business advisors who often try to guide their clients along a path made up of a series of steps which take them from the first flick of the “light bulb” of the business idea to a structured business plan and then a significant investment. 

This gap in the reality of many small businesses and mainstream business advice is probably one of the main reasons why the European Commission calculates that less than one in five businesses use business support services
. Yet the same evidence also suggests that these services do considerably increase the number of start-ups and their rate of survival. So the point is that both SMEs and business advisors can gain from a narrowing in the gap between the two worlds. SMEs can increase their chances of survival and growth while business support services could improve their use and take-up by a better understanding of the complex reality in which many SMEs operate. This is precisely the potential of the approach taken by REFLEX.

“Many in the mainstream business support sector would have found it difficult to accept that for trainee business advisors to develop as professionals in the field they had to work with real business clients from day one, providing support, holding the main relationship and assuming responsibility for delivering project outputs. REFLEX effectively engaged as business support providers organisations that did not have the quality standards required by the mainstream because it correctly understood the enterprise development and the equality agendas were inseparable from each other.”

The project has now trained 12 people from different ethnic minority organisations using an experimental a cross-cultural support model to develop business advisors. The training provided by the Islington Development Agency and the Islington Training Agency has involved a variety of innovative approaches. These include group training sessions on business development skills, good practice modelling by experienced business advisors carrying out surgeries in community organisations along side less experienced advisors and the development of basic skills. 

The training has allowed workers based directly in community organisations to obtain recognised professional qualifications as business advisors. Laura Guardia-Mayer and Charles Ajorgbor, were the first of the group to obtain official accreditation from SFEDI, the Small Firms Enterprise Development Initiative. In the process they had to overcome many hurdles such as finding English speaking clients for the quality assessors to observe.  

REFLEX recognises that business development activities are only one part of the activities of the community organisation and so the training programme also builds their capacity as a whole. An estimated 1,000 businesses have sought advice so far. 

Kingston University carried out a survey of 33 of these businesses
. This confirmed that word of mouth and personal contacts dominated the ways in which business owners found out about business advice services. Their main needs related to start-up advice although there was also a strong demand for support with marketing and financial management. The results also showed that business advice had to be flexible in terms of its form and timing as well as its capacity to cover a range of issues in depth. 

Moreover, whereas the quality of the training and advice was rated as “excellent” by almost two thirds of beneficiaries this did not stop them being interested in mainstream sources of advice from banks, chambers of commerce and development agencies. In fact, the research confirms that community based and mainstream business advice can complement each other with the former concentrating more heavily on start-up and the early stages of business development.   

As part of it’s commitment to mainstreaming the success of the REFLEX model an entirely new organisation ACBBA (The Association of Community Based Business Advice) has been formed by the partnership as a new organisation entirely owned by community organisations delivering business advice.  ACCBA is committed to achieving its goals through new partnerships with mainstream business support providers that will complement, not compete, with their services, and through providing services directly in local regeneration contexts.  

Prevista and ACBBA ran a pilot to test out the mainstreaming potential of ACBBA forming partnerships to deliver mainstream business support contracts. The report of the pilot 
concludes that the main issue involved in the actual delivery of business advice was not to do with capability or professional skills of the Business advisors from community organisations despite the differences in the lengths of time they had been giving business advice.  There were no perceived differences in skill or practice levels between BAs employed by community organisations and those employed by Prevista. Instead the main issue was with the clients and their reservations with institutionalised systems.  

Following on this approach REFLEX has also produced good practice indicators of effective pathways to mainstream business support providers such as Business Links and Enterprise Agencies. So after successful test in Islington and two other boroughs during the first round of EQUAL the approach is going to be rolled out and perfected for the whole of London during the second round of the programme. 
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