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Executive Summary  
1. BSEEN has been a 17-month programme designed to promote entrepreneurship 

among recent graduates at three Birmingham universities ï Aston, Birmingham 

City and University of Birmingham (HEIs).  Running from November 2009 to 

March 2011, it will have supported over 350 graduates and students, supported 

90 businesses and helped to create at least 30 new businesses. 

2. About two-thirds of the BSEEN funding has come from the Working 

Neighbourhoods Fund (WNF) as part of its drive to address worklessness, in this 

case, through the creation of new businesses which in turn create new jobs.  

HEIs have contributed the other one-third of the programme funding. 

3. BSEEN has helped to meet key regional economic imperatives of retaining 

graduates in the region, increasing skill level of the workforce and increasing 

innovation and enterprise across the region, using proven entrepreneurship 

interventions of a combination of theoretical knowledge (training) and practical 

experience (setting up their own businesses and working with órealô 

entrepreneurs). 

4. The programme demonstrates good value for money for the investment of public 

funds.  However, itôs likely to become increasingly important to find a higher 

proportion of private or community sector funding for future programme 

sustainability. 

5. The design of BSEEN built on the experience of previous entrepreneurship 

schemes such as SPEED, the experience of the individual HEIs and other 

organisations working with entrepreneurs and/or graduates, such as Business 

Link WM and the National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship. 

6. BSEEN was designed with three ólevelsô ï Level 3 around awareness-raising, 

some skills development and overall culture change; Level 2 around an 

Enterprise Club, offering more in-depth entrepreneurship support, master-classes 

and networking opportunities.  Level 1, the most intensive activity in BSEEN, 

offering incubator space to 90 businesses (30 at each HEI), access to business 

equipment, training, mentoring and advice and guidance from the project team.  

Showcase events offered marketing opportunities to the fledgling businesses. 

7. The pump-priming investment in Level 3 activity has been very successful with 

the three HEIs embedding this firmly within their own institutions and prepared to 

fund it themselves in the future. 

8. The success of the Level 2 activity has been less clear.  This is partly because of 

the inherent conflict of trying to establish a sustainable support network for 

entrepreneurs whilst at the same time needing continually to demonstrate new 

outputs.  It is also partly a reflection of the impact of the reduction of two-thirds of 

Level 2 funding part way through the project. 
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9. Level 1 activity ï the incubator units has been a great success.  Some 

amendments to any future activity in this area are suggested for consideration, 

particularly in increased flexibility around funding individual businesses, some of 

which needed more capital investment than others, and in the length of different 

elements of the programme.  Six months was considered too short by some 

participants, particularly with more complex business ideas.   

10. Consideration could also usefully be given to the entry requirements for the Level 

1 activity, including requiring some form of entrepreneurship activity before 

coming on the programme. 

11. It is recommended that an Alumni programme for BSEEN participants (Level 1) 

be established if at all possible.  This would allow feedback from participants into 

future programmes and would also help to track the success of participants over 

time. 

12. There are clear benefits of the BSEEN programme in addition to the target 

quantifiable outputs outlined above.  These include accelerating and embedding 

culture change in the partner HEIs towards understanding the importance of 

enterprise and innovation as key elements not only of business start-ups but also 

of employability.  There also appears to be a real and growing awareness among 

students that setting up their own business is a genuine career option. 

13. New businesses, whether ólife-styleô businesses or growth businesses employing 

others and generating wealth, all contribute to some degree to the regional 

economy.  Even when graduates decide not to continue with their own 

businesses but to seek employment, they take with them invaluable skills of self-

confidence, enterprise and innovation to their new employer, a further long-term 

benefit to the economy. 

14. The project management of this programme has been good, and despite initial 

challenges over administrative issues, relationships between partners and with 

commissioners have been excellent throughout. 

15. BSEEN has reached a wide variety of graduates in terms of gender, ethnicity and 

residential postcode, as the participant profile shows. 

16. Overall this has been a very successful and exciting project, meeting proven 

need, delivering against key regional priorities, deepening partnership working, 

meeting targets and keeping within budget.  It is strongly hoped that the incubator 

initiative at least will not end on 31 March 2011 and that future funding will be 

found to support the development of the next generation of graduate businesses. 
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Introduction  

Background  

BSEEN (Birmingham Skills for Enterprise and Employability Network)1 was set up to 

meet a number of identified needs.  Increasing employment, retaining graduates in 

the region and raising the skill level in the workforce were three of the most 

important.  Birmingham City Council (BCC) and the city universities recognised that 

helping recent graduates set up in business in the City could address all three.  

Following a successful bid for funding from the Working Neighbourhoods Fund 

(WNF) through Birmingham City Council (BCC), and with partnership funding from 

three Birmingham Universities (Aston University, Birmingham City University and 

University of Birmingham), the BSEEN project was born.   

Following approval in the autumn of 2009, it took a couple of months to complete all 

the necessary contracts with all the partners.  This was completed before Christmas 

2009.  The project plan was for the first graduates to start in the incubator units 

(Level 1) in March 2010 and the Level 2 work in April 2010.  There was a slight delay 

to the start of Level 3 until January 2010 but this did not materially affect the project 

overall.  Project funding ends at the end of March 2011 although it is hoped to 

identify alternative sources of funding to enable the best elements of the project to 

continue beyond April 2011. 

This evaluation reviews all the different elements of BSEEN, including its original 

design, how the project was actually delivered, its challenges and successes and the 

overall impact of the project.  It identifies clear conclusions from this short project and 

makes recommendations for any similar project in the future. 

Objectives of the evaluation  

The objectives of the evaluation were agreed to be: 

¶ To identify the impact, success and key learning points from BSEEN and 
make recommendations for future entrepreneurial activity to create new 
(graduate) businesses in the region; 

¶ To use quantitative and qualitative evidence, working with partners, 
beneficiaries and funders, in coming to any conclusions about learning, 
impact and outcomes; 

¶ To produce a final report which, after being approved by the Steering Group, 
can be disseminated to all key stakeholders and made available on the 
website. 

Evaluation methodology  

The key elements of the evaluation comprised: 

¶ A review of key documentation, including: the original project bid, monthly 

activity reports, participant details, project documentation, budgets; 

                                                             

1 A Glossary of abbreviations and acronyms is given in Appendix 1 of this report 
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¶ Interviews with 34 people (see Appendix 2 for details), including partners, 

participants, funders, project managers and wider stakeholders; 

¶ An on-line survey of all 90 Level 1 participants; 

¶ Analysis and interpretation of evidence, to be able to set out conclusions and 

make recommendations in this report;  

¶ Testing of preliminary conclusions and recommendations with the Project 

Steering Group in December 2010. 

The work was carried out between 1st November 2010 and 31st January 2011. 

Acknowledgements  

We would like to thank everyone who co-operated so fully in helping to carry out this 

evaluation, particularly Catherine Foster, Katherine Preston and all interviewees. 
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Project design  

The need 

Increasing higher level skills in the workforce  

For many years now, a key element of the regional skills strategy has been raising 

the skills of the regional workforce, particularly at Level 4 and above.  As well as 

encouraging employees to gain higher level skills, a key way of achieving this has 

been seen as retaining more graduates in the region.  In common with most regions 

outside London, there is a net outflow of graduates away from the region after 

graduation and if this could be stemmed, this would in itself raise the average overall 

skill level of the workforce. 

Increasing innovation and enterprise  

Another key theme of the regional skills strategy has been encouraging innovation 

and enterprise in the workforce so that the regional economy remains competitive 

nationally and globally, attracting new businesses and jobs.  New sources of wealth 

and job creation are vital to ensure a buoyant future regional economy. 

In this context, encouraging graduates to be more enterprising in using their skills 

and knowledge in the workplace has been a growing theme among Higher Education 

Institutes (HEIs) in recent years2.  Whether they use this enterprising approach within 

larger businesses (sometimes called óintrapreneurshipô), or whether they decide to 

set up their own businesses (óentrepreneurshipô), there is a real need for graduates to 

use their flexibility of approach and ability to learn quickly to help businesses be 

innovative and enterprising and keep ahead in the global marketplace.  This is also a 

key theme of Birminghamôs growth agenda and strategy. 

Small businesses, the backbone of the economy  

The third element that contributed to the design of the BSEEN programme was the 

evidence that small businesses are critical to the regional economy in a number of 

ways.  Approximately 90% of regional businesses are Small Enterprises employing 

fewer than 5 people, and they account for 30% of employment and 17% of turnover3.  

Small businesses are often more flexible in approach, can be innovative and some 

develop into much larger businesses.  They are hugely important to the overall 

economy, recently recognised, for example, by the Government report published 

January 20114. 

Research suggests that new businesses started by graduates are more likely to 

succeed than those started by non-graduates and therefore encouraging graduates 

to start their own businesses would help the regional economy.  Research also 

                                                             

2 ΨDeveloping Entrepreneurial Graduates: Putting entrepreneurship at the centre of higher educationΩΣ 

NESTA, September 2008 
3
 Small and Medium-sized Enterprise (SME) Statistics for the UK and Regions 2009 (SME Statistics); BIS, 

October 2010 
4 ΨBigger, Better Business ς IŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦƛǊƳǎ ǎǘŀǊǘΣ ƎǊƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊΩΤ .L{Σ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмм 
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suggests that entrepreneurship interventions, particularly for graduates, may be more 

effective in the longer-term as graduates gain further knowledge and skill before 

applying these to start a new business5.  The most effective entrepreneurship 

interventions are seen as being a combination of college-based training and work 

placements to provide better all-round entrepreneurial capability6.  

A scheme which gave active support to graduates considering setting up their own 

businesses would therefore meet the whole range of needs identified above. 

What sort of programme?  
Encouraging graduate entrepreneurship could clearly meet a number of critical 

regional strategic imperatives and there was no pre-existing provision in Birmingham 

of this kind.  However, the next challenge was to design the best form of support. 

Existing models  

A successful model in the region was SPEED (Student Placements for Entrepreneurs 

in EDucation), a programme which offered mentoring, training and a financial grant to 

students while still studying.  This had been running in one form or another since 

2006 and therefore represented a tried and tested methodology.  The approach 

developed by SPEED formed the basis of the proposed BSEEN methodology, 

particularly in terms of the application process, the assignment of mentors, the 

delivery of appropriate training modules and the availability of a financial grant. 

A similar but slightly different model of business start-up support was also being 

developed at the same time, also through a successful bid for WNF Funding.  e4f 

(entrepreneurs for the future), located on Birmingham Science Park, Aston (BSP-A) 

has been like a sister programme to BSEEN and the similarities and differences with 

BSEEN have been interesting to observe.  e4f does not offer any financial grant but 

does offer incubator space for start-up technological or scientific businesses until 

they generate sufficient business to afford their own.  e4f has also successfully used 

the networking opportunities offered by BSP-A for their fledgling businesses. 

The proposed BSEEN model is described in more detail later in the report. 

Designing its own  supply chain  

It was also recognised that BSEEN would be more successful if graduates applying 

already had some understanding and awareness of entrepreneurship generally and 

what setting up their own business might mean in practice.  As well as proposing to 

offer an in-depth support programme for graduates setting up a business (Level 1), 

BSEEN also offered two other levels of support designed specifically to increase 

awareness and act both as an encouragement and a filter for those thinking about 

applying to BSEEN.  These were an Enterprise Club (Level 2) and an awareness-

                                                             

5
 As discussed in, for example: Ψ¢ƘŜ Effect of Business or Enterprise Training on Opportunity 

Recognition and Entrepreneurial Skills of Graduates and Non-DǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩΣ [ŜǾƛŜΣ IŀǊǘΣ 
Anyadike-Danes, 2009 
6 Levie, Hart, Anyadike-Danes, op cit 
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raising campaign and skills development programme (Level 3).  These would form 

part of a ósupply chainô for BSEEN, ensuring not only a good supply of potential 

business start-ups but also a higher quality of applicant, because more informed. 

Identifying the partners  
The key partners to the proposal were: 

¶ The City Council ï who channelled the WNF funding to the project, monitored 

overall delivery targets and brought their wider experience of addressing 

worklessness in the city gained through the WNF programme of projects; 

¶ The three partner HEIs ï Aston University, Birmingham City University and 

University of Birmingham, who brought their experience of working on enterprise 

and innovation with students, their academic research in this area and in kind 

support, particularly in the areas of project management, incubator space and 

training facilities; 

¶ Business Link West Midlands, with its experience of supporting entrepreneurs 

generally and its strong connections with the small business community; 

¶ The wider Steering Group which brought together many interested parties in the 

city working with businesses, entrepreneurs or worklessness, including the 

SPEED programme, Chambers of Commerce and JobCentre Plus.  A full list of 

Steering Group members is given in Appendix 3. 

The partners were linked in a project structure as set out below: 

 
Source: Graduate Enterprise Employment project proposal form, version 13, 28 October 2009 

Be Birmingham/ Birmingham City Council

Project Manager

UoB

University Link

Local consultants, 
mentors, trainers

Admin support

Aston

University Link

Local consultants, 
mentors, trainers

Admin support

BCU

University Link

Local consultants, 
mentors, trainers

Admin support

PROJECT STEERING 
GROUP

Enterprise Consultant 
(Entrepreneurial Lead
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The funding bid was approved and the BSEEN project prepared to launch. 

The three -tier model of support  
In designing the more detailed elements of the programme, it was decided that a 

three-tier model would work most effectively, these becoming more intense from 

Level 3 to Level 1 (sometimes also called Activities 3, 2 and 1).  In overview, these 

can be described as follows:  

Level 3 

Consisting primarily of raising awareness of the support available for graduates 

considering setting up in business, the rewards of doing so as well as some skills 

training, with a view to changing the culture around entrepreneurship, increasing 

entrepreneurship activity generally and developing the pipeline of potential 

entrepreneurs in the region; 

Level 2 

An intermediate level intended to provide more active support for those seriously 

considering setting up their own business as well as those who have already started 

to do so.  It is based on the principle of mutual support and inspiration. 

Level 1 

The level at which graduates had successfully tested a specific business idea with a 

panel of ójudgesô and therefore eligible for the full range of financial, incubator and 

other support for six months to get their business running. 

Levels 2 and 3 had as their combined target ógraduates supportedô, and Level 1 had 

óbusinesses supportedô and óbusinesses createdô.  These targets, as well as the 

original specification for delivering them, are given in the graph and associated 

legends below. 

  
Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

Resourcing and outputs  
The total WNF funding awarded in November 2009 for the project was £1.2 million, 

plus just over £550k of in-kind support provided by partners (mainly the three HEIs).  

0
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Original target outputs 

Level 1: Business incubation, including office 

space, business advisors, mentors, specialist 

training and financial grant 

 

Level 2: Graduate enterprise club, delivered 

collaboratively by HEIs, including networking, 

keynote speakers and business masterclasses 

Level 3: Graduate enterprise skills, delivered 

individually by each HEI, including 

information events, advice sessions and skills 

training 
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This gave a total project value of £1.75 million over 17 months, from November 2009 

to March 2011. 

Most of the budget, apart from certain elements of the WNF funding, could not be 

specifically allocated to the individual elements of the programme.  The pattern of 

funding is shown in the diagram below: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

As two-thirds of the funding could not easily be disaggregated to Level, monitoring of 

the budget was therefore planned at whole project level. 

One element that significantly improved project effectiveness was the ótight-looseô 

approach adopted by the City Council towards budget monitoring.  There was tight 

control over total project expenditure and the delivery of outputs.  However, more 

flexibility was allowed in detailed project expenditure, allowing viring between project 

headings.  This proved very valuable as the project evolved and individual project 

costs became clearer.  Funds could be more effectively targeted where they were 

most useful and effective and away from where they were less effective or less 

needed.  Money deducted from participants for non-attendance could for example be 

used to provide more conscientious participants with additional mentor time. 

Re-profiling the budget  

As with all WNF-funded projects, BSEEN was asked in September 2010 to reduce 

the overall level of WNF funding by £80,000.  After considerable discussion between 

partners, it was decided to bear the funding cut entirely within Level 2 of the project.  

The re-profiled budget slightly affected the balance of funding between WNF and 

partners as shown in the graph below: 

Level 3 
(WNF)

7% Level 2 
(WNF)

9%

Level 1 (WNF)
21%

Project as a whole 
(WNF)
32%

Project as a whole 
(partners)

31%

BSEEN total project funding  before re-profiling
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Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

Quantitative outputs  

Three areas of quantitative outputs were agreed for the programme.  These were: 

¶ Graduates supported: this reflected activity at Levels 2 and 3; 

¶ Businesses supported: this reflected the businesses óincubatedô on Level ; 

¶ Businesses created: this is the number of businesses started as a result of 

BSEEN and still in business on 31 March 2011. 

The outputs for Level 2 were reduced to reflect the impact of the cut in funding.  The 

key outputs (over the whole project) originally agreed and then revised were: 

Output Original target Revised target following 

reduction in WNF funding 

Graduates supported 500 365 

Businesses supported 90 90 

Businesses created 30 30 

Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

The impact of these targets and how they worked out in practice is discussed later in 

the report. 
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Project delivery  ɀ Levels 3 and 2 
In the next two sections we review the BSEEN project delivery, evaluating each 

element in turn.  We compare actual delivery with project design (what was intended) 

and achievements with target outputs, as well as reviewing the impact in terms of 

individuals and partner organisations.  We draw conclusions both for this project and 

for any similar future project.  In this first section we review Levels 3 and 2 and in the 

next section we review Level 1. 

Level 3  
Levels 2 and 3 were particularly aimed at changing culture within the three HEIs to 

build a stronger and more widespread understanding of the importance of enterprise 

and innovation and their strong links with employability generally.  As each HEI had 

evolved differently in this respect, this part of the project was delivered by individual 

HEIs in different ways.   We therefore review each HEI in turn in this section. 

It should be noted that there was some initial confusion about whether students 

(those who had not yet graduated) could be included as outputs for Level 3 activity.  

Although this had been argued in the bid as essential to develop a ópipelineô for the 

Level 1 incubators, WNF were uncomfortable in funding non-graduates.  However, 

the Steering Group argued strongly that to have no contact with students before they 

graduated would prove very limiting when recruiting to Level 1.  It was therefore 

agreed that the project could include students before completing their qualification as 

long as the majority were graduates. 

UoB 

UoB had significant experience of delivering enterprise activity within the university 

mainly coordinated by the previously established Entrepreneurship and Innovation 

(EI) team.  A list of activities offered across the university (not specifically to 

graduates, as BSEEN) is given in Appendix 4.  They held a major event at UoB with 

Doug Richard7 entitled: ñStart Here! Starting & Growing a Successful Businessò.  This 

masterclass was one of the first BSEEN level 3 events held on 8 February 2010, 

open to all BSEEN partners.  Over 50 graduates attended. 

UoB has an active and successful careers service which has not focused particularly 

on innovation and enterprise until the last 12-18 months because a high percentage 

of UoB graduates go on to further academic study or go straight into jobs.  However, 

the economy has changed significantly since 2008 and entrepreneurship and 

innovation have become increasingly important attributes for graduates.  

Entrepreneurship modules are now available for inclusion in courses and increasingly 

used by a variety of courses.  However, little is done after graduation and therefore 

cannot ócountô in terms of BSEEN outputs which must be for graduates. 

After the initial Doug Richard event, UoB found it hard to achieve the target level of 

graduates supported, although there is a significant amount of support available to 

undergraduates and the university has adopted óemployableô and óentrepreneurialô as 

                                                             

7 Doug Richard, serial entrepreneur and origƛƴŀƭ ../н Ψ5ǊŀƎƻƴΩ 
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two of its five key attributes of UoB graduates.  They have taken the longer-term view 

that promoting entrepreneurship and innovation is about changing behaviours and 

this can take many years.  However, as part of this they have invested in training 

Careers staff so that they can support and advise students and graduates better 

about opportunities involving enterprise and innovation. 

BCU 

BCU already had significant experience of helping start-up businesses, partly due to 

the high proportion of creative courses that they offer and the difficulty of graduates 

finding employment in these areas.  BCU is also widely recognised for the degree to 

which it has embedded employability into all its courses, including enterprise.  Its 

employability statement is set out in Appendix 5. 

 óKnow Your Placeô was a good example of an event designed to help graduates 

learn more about enterprise and innovation.  Mentoring was available from Business 

Link WM on the day and 6-8 business people from the creative industries took 

specific themes relevant to the graduatesô situations.  BCU supported other 

networking events where graduates could be made aware of BSEEN and other 

available enterprise support, through suggesting speakers, making material available 

and answering questions. 

BCU also has a well-developed system of networking with graduates, including social 

media (such as Face Book), alumni events and press releases after events, all of 

which help graduates to continue to access support from BCU after they have left. 

BCU has been the most successful in achieving outputs for graduates supported 

through Level 3 events (see graph on page 14 below). 

AU 

AU had probably the least well developed degree of support for graduates or 

students in terms of enterprise and innovation outside Aston Business School when 

BSEEN started.  However, they were very keen to learn from the other HEIs and 

certain enthusiastic individuals in their Careers department applied themselves to 

developing some high profile and successful events.  Perhaps the most high profile 

and successful of these was Aston Idol, a premier business competition encouraging 

students to put forward innovative business ideas with the opportunity to win cash 

prizes.  This was held in March 2010, reaching both graduates and students and was 

so successful, including being self-financing through private sector sponsorship, that 

AU is keen to make it an annual event. 

Other initiatives have included setting up a student entrepreneurial society ï Aston 

Entrepreneurs, similar to UoBô Entrepreneurship Society.  They are also now offering 

careers support for up to three years after graduation with targeted support for 

particular groups such as doctoral students and international students.  AU has 

invested significantly in training for its Careers team so that they are better able to 

support and advise students and graduates about opportunities involving enterprise 

and innovation.  There is more on-line advice and training available now.  It has 

better relationships with external bodies such as SPEED and NCGE.  AU has also 
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set up an Employability and Enterprise Strategy Working Group across the university 

as a whole to ensure that enterprise and innovation are firmly embedded in future.  

AUôs Employability and Enterprise Statement is given in Appendix 6. 

Level 2 
This part of the project was designed to provide networking opportunities for those 

already reasonably committed to pursuing some form of business start-up and for 

those starting to think about it.  It was to be a form of Enterprise Club, existing across 

all three HEIs, with the opportunity to hear inspirational speakers, take part in 

business masterclasses and provide mutual support for those thinking seriously 

about setting up in business for themselves.  This was for graduates only. 

The student/ graduate divide  

In many ways, this proved the most elusive part of the programme ï the most difficult 

to make a reality.  Some of the challenges were the same as those faced by Level 3 

ï much of the HEI activity devoted to entrepreneurship and innovation was focused 

on students and it proved hard to re-focus this on graduates.  For example, UoB has 

a very active Entrepreneurship Society which carries out many of the functions 

envisaged for the BSEEN Enterprise Club.  It is however mainly attended by students 

rather than graduates.  Setting up a completely new society for graduates seemed an 

ineffective use of resources.  Although it is quite understandable that the WNF 

funding needed to address the real gap in provision (support for graduates) and be 

able to demonstrate clear additionality in the application of the funds, in practice the 

divide between student and graduate activities seems to us a false one.  There is in 

practice a continuum of advice, training, awareness raising and activities which lead 

to the eventual decision of a graduate to start their own business. 

Collaborative working across HEIs  

A second challenge lay in encouraging graduates from the three HEI hubs to come 

together for networking activities.  Graduates seemed unwilling in practice to attend 

events at places other than their own óhubsô. 

Events were arranged at central venues (such as the Urban Café in the centre of 

Birmingham) as neutral territory, not connected with any of the HEIs, but whereas 20-

30 were expected fewer than 5 turned up. 

We tried to explore this with BSEEN participants who felt that perhaps the events 

could have been more varied and interesting, including a number of different 

elements such as: a training element, a chance to see round one of the other Hubs, a 

presentation by another BSEEN participant on their business and a motivational 

speaker. 

It appeared that BSEEN participants from different HEIs did not feel part of a single 

programme but it was difficult to establish quite why this was the case.  It did not 

prove a problem, and in fact, participants appeared to like the different cultures of the 

different HEIs and each played to their own strengths. 
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High ambitions  

There appeared to be at least three different objectives for the Enterprise Club which 

together may have proved too ambitious an undertaking.   

The first was to inspire and motivate graduates who may have been thinking about 

setting up their own business to find out more, especially from those who had already 

done it or were doing it.  Hearing inspirational speakers and having the opportunity to 

ask questions and explore ideas with órealô entrepreneurs, is a powerful motivator ï 

either to go on and start a business, or to decide that this is really not right for them. 

The second was to try and do this across all three participating HEIs.  The 

partnership working on this project proved to be one of the really positive outcomes 

amongst the BSEEN teams and their line managers.  But it proved much harder 

amongst the graduates, although it is not clear quite why this was so. 

The third was to provide a support network for those who had already started to 

develop their business idea (and specifically those on Level 1), so that they could 

share challenges and frustrations, high points and low points, practical solutions and 

óhot tipsô.  It was also a way of helping to address the inherent loneliness of business 

start-up by providing a network of people who were going through this themselves. 

The third objective relies on frequent interaction to give people time to get to know 

each other and build up trust. The first and second are more about having large 

enough numbers to justify high quality speakers and attract numbers of 

entrepreneurs to discuss business ideas and the practicalities of business start-up.  

To some extent these were conflicting and perhaps together just too ambitious. 

Conclusion on the delivery of Levels 2 and 3  

Achieving the targets  

By the end of December 2010 BSEEN had almost completely delivered its Level 2/3 

targets.  Of the (revised) target of 365 graduates supported, 353 had been achieved 

(97% of the target).  Events have been scheduled to meet the gap and the shortfall of 

12 outputs will almost certainly be reached.  Mid-way through the project, BCU took 

on the lead for the Level 2 activity, including some additional funding from UoB and 

AU, and additional output targets.  The overall picture is shown below: 
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Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

Learning the lessons 

The achievement of the targets for these two elements of the project appears to be 

highly dependent on one or two events at each HEI.  This is for several reasons: 

¶ The ócountô for this target is unique contact with graduates, and repeat 

encounters cannot be counted.  These targets are therefore more easily 

achieved by large-scale, high-profile events which attract people interested in 

finding out more and not necessarily already engaged; 

¶ The other model that appears to work well at Level 3 is that used by BCU of 

establishing strong networking links with past graduates to offer longer term 

support.  AU is now looking to introduce this as well; 

¶ All HEIs made the comment that generating interest in enterprise and 

innovation has to start much earlier than graduation or even the final year 

before graduation.  All three HEIs are focused on embedding 

entrepreneurship and innovation across the whole institution, starting with 

students in their first year.  This is likely to have significant impact in a few 

yearsô time but will not appear as quantifiable achievements now; 

¶ This target would have been exceeded many times over if student contact 

earlier than final year could have been included.  Although unable to ócountô 

against this target, it still represents a positive outcome in terms of achieving 

culture change and ultimately impacting on the regional economy. 

Outlook for the future ɀ Level 3 

It is clear that all the HEI Careers teams see enterprise and innovation as critical to 

their graduates and they are better trained and better able to signpost activities and 

support for graduates than they were at the start of BSEEN.  They have taken 

initiatives which are likely to continue (such as Aston Idol) and are committed to 

continuing the focus on enterprise and innovation from within their own budgets in 

the future.  This therefore must be seen as a successful outcome from the project. 

There is also no immediate need for further funding to support this element in the 

future as the HEIs are committed to doing this from within their existing budgets.  

This demonstrates the effectiveness of the pump-priming investment in this activity. 

Outlook for the future ɀ Level 2 

There is a clear need for developing the ópipelineô of graduates interested in business 

start-ups.  This may be more effective through individual HEI entrepreneurship 

societies and other entrepreneurship activities than through events organised across 

all three.  Perhaps there could be an annual or twice-yearly event aimed at all HEIs, 

supported by individual activity within each institution. 

There is also a need for a Level 1 participant support network, across all HEIs but 

this may need to be re-designed to make it more workable.  This is discussed further 

in the next section, which reviews the Level 1 part of the project in more detail. 

  



 
BSEEN evaluation report; 21 February 2011 

Page 19 of 54 

Project delivery ɀ Level 1 
The Level 1 part of the BSEEN project is really the flagship of the whole programme.  

More intense in terms of resources but also with significantly more impact in terms of 

outcomes.  In this section we review the various elements of Level 1, how well they 

worked, how well they contributed to the delivery of the outputs and whether any 

element could be improved for a similar future project of this nature. 

Overview  
The Level 1 part of BSEEN is where graduates work full-time for six months on 

setting up their own business.  During this time they are given: 

¶ Free incubator space, including access to computers and the internet, 

photocopiers and other business resources; 

¶ Training in key business topics; 

¶ A personal mentor; 

¶ A financial grant of up to £3,000 over the six month period; 

¶ Access to the BSEEN project team for advice and guidance throughout. 

In this section we review each of these in turn as well as other aspects such as: 

¶ Recruitment onto the programme; 

¶ Types of business; 

¶ Outputs achieved; 

¶ Lessons for the future, in terms of before and after BSEEN. 

Incubator space  
The incubator space at each HEI Hub broadly comprised desk space, access to 

computers and internet and access to other business equipment and supplies.  The 

Hub link was there to help with advice and guidance but only part-time. 

AU 

AU had its incubator space in the Birmingham Science Park Aston (BSP-A), away 

from the university and in a space with a sense of exclusivity and close to other start-

up businesses, focused on science and technology.  This gave a sense of the reality 

of business start-up.  It was ideal in having all the necessary resources on hand, 

including excellent training facilities and high quality spaces to meet clients.  The 

BSEEN Project Manager was also based at BSP-A, giving an additional level of 

support to participants if needed. 

There was no requirement on participants to spend a particular amount of time in the 

incubator space or to log the time they spent there.  AU used different measures to 

ensure participants were developing their business ideas appropriately. 

At least two of the BSEEN businesses rented additional space whilst on the 

programme, for particular requirements of their businesses, such as a media cutting 

suite and website development.  At least two rented space in the BSP-A after the end 

of the BSEEN programme.  This demonstrates the success of the space for this 

purpose. 
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BCU 

BCU made their financial grant dependent on spending a percentage of time in the 

incubator space as logged on sheets by participants.  They felt the discipline of this 

was necessary to ensure participants understood that setting up their own business 

was a job in its own right and demanded the same discipline of working as any other 

paid work.  Whilst this worked well for many, some found it difficult.  For example: 

óWhilst the incubator space is a great idea, the bursary being linked to attendance 

sometimes means that you spend time there that perhaps would be best spent in a 

developmental sense elsewhere, it's just sadly, the money is needed!ô 

óA lot of the work i needed to do for my business could have been done much more 

easily from my house. I filled all my hours in the incubator space but because it was 

easier for me to work from home i completed my hours there and then had to go home 

and work for the rest of the evening.ô 

Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

UoB 

The UoB incubator space was in the same building as the university EI team.  This 

gave significant additional support óon handô should it be needed.  For higher quality 

space to meet clients, participants appear to have used Staff House or other 

accommodation nearby which worked well for them. 

UoB adopted a similar approach to AU in not requiring participants to log their 

attendance at the incubator unit, nor spend a specific amount of time there. 

Incubator space overall  

Most participants appear to have welcomed the incubator space facility although 

there were mixed views as to whether they should have been required to spend time 

there.  Some businesses required specialist equipment and they had to find 

additional accommodation or work from home.  One participant summed this up: 

óI personally haven't used the incubator space, but I know it is very useful for others on 

the courseô 

Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

One of those interviewed specifically mentioned the social aspect of having the 

incubator unit and how it provided much needed social contact and a source of like-

minded friends. 

There were some practical problems mentioned to us of which the most frustrating 

appeared to be the lack of internet connectivity for long periods of time. 

Overall, the incubator provided focus, a source of advice and guidance, practical help 

and a real motivator when things got particularly challenging.  We consider it to be a 

really important ingredient of this sort of programme. 
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Training  
The training of BSEEN Level 1 participants seemed to have a mixed reception.   

At BCU, a NESTA (National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts) 

programme for encouraging entrepreneurship and business start-up was used as the 

basis for participant training.  A tried and tested methodology licensed only to a few 

organisations, this training programme covered all areas of identifying and testing an 

idea, through business planning to actual start-up.  Some who had been through this 

programme rated it very highly although as no face-to-face interviews were held with 

BCU participants (at their request) we were less able to test this aspect out. 

In the other two hubs, UoB and AU, certain key elements were agreed as being 

essential, (such as registering your company, understanding tax and PAYE). 

However, some participants did not need this, perhaps because they had experience 

of a previous business venture.  Other elements (such as marketing, accounting, 

business planning) were considered essential knowledge for start-up businesses but 

some participants already had significant business knowledge.  Some had no little or 

no knowledge of entrepreneurship, even if they had business studies education, 

whereas others had tried out other business ideas before the one they brought to the 

programme. 

The graph below shows the variety of experience of BSEEN Level 1 participants: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

The training that worked best was tailored to each individual as each person had 
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combination of preparing a Personal Development Plan (PDP) with each participant 

(undertaken usually by the Hub Link) and then arranging training where there 

appeared to be a common need and inviting those for whom this had been identified.  

Although this may appear to be uneconomic, in the end it was far more cost-effective 

than arranging and cancelling training or arranging training for 10-15 people and 3 

turning up for it. 

Interestingly this is also the approach taken by the business start-up support 

programme, e4f, which also operates out of BSP-A.  They arrange training when it 

has been identified as a need for one or more of their participants and then invite 

others to attend if they wish. 

We would recommend this as the approach to be adopted in any future programme. 

Mentors  
Participants found the most useful mentors to be those who gave practical and 

focused advice about their particular business area from their own experience.  At 

least one mentor was also much praised for giving advice about entrepreneurship 

itself and how to build a business.  Those who had previously experienced the 

SPEED programme cited this as one of the big differences between BSEEN and 

SPEED; that the mentors were successful business people rather than primarily 

trainers and professional coaches. 

Because of the need for specific mentors, some participants found their mentors 

extremely valuable whereas others found them moderately helpful.  Anecdotally in 

the interviews with participants, mentors were seen as one of the most valuable 

aspects of the programme and some hoped to continue the relationship, informally, 

after the end of the programme. 

Financi al grant  
The design of BSEEN allowed each Level 1 participant, a financial grant of up to 

£3,000 over the six month period of the programme.  This was used differently 

across the three HEIs. 

Wage subsidy 

The grant had initially (in the bid proposal) been described as a wage subsidy and 

BCU primarily awarded the grant on this basis, giving each participant £500 per 

month.  However, they made this dependent on attendance at specific events, such 

as training and percentage attendance at the incubator unit.  The amount paid was 

reduced if these criteria were not met. 

Business grant  

An alternative approach, nearer to that adopted by the SPEED programme, was to 

allocate the financial grant against a business case for that expenditure.  Once the 

business case had been agreed, the participant was authorised to make the 

expenditure and then claim it back from BSEEN.  The business case could be for 

living expenses but in the majority of cases it was for equipment for the business.  
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The response given to the on-line survey (which represented approximately a third of 

all participants) shows the balance of expenditure as follows: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

In percentage terms this is: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

Grant allocation  

There is a clear argument for giving an individual a level of financial security so that 

they have the freedom to develop their idea without worrying about how to pay the 

rent or other bills.  In fact, the e4f programme found this a problem.  They do not pay 

any form of financial grant so some of their participants had to get part-time jobs to 
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cover living costs, which restricted the time and effort they were able to put in to 

developing their business idea. 

However, providing a monthly income can also have the effect of reducing the 

urgency of developing the business idea and making it generate its own income.  

Despite regular progress reviews with Hub links, some participants did little until 

nearing the end of the programme when they realised they would shortly have no 

income at all. 

On balance, we consider that a business case should be made for the expenditure of 

the grant and the money released following production of a receipt for that expense.  

At the discretion of the programme managers, this could in exceptional cases, 

include a contribution towards living expenses. 

Conclusion on the size of the  financial  grant  

It became clear during our review that businesses were very different in their need for 

finance and that some felt the £3,000 to be very generous and others were spending 

considerable amounts of time finding additional sources of funding.  For example, 

one business we spoke to was involved with copywriting and their main business 

expense was the computer on which the copy was generated and internet access for 

research.  This person talked of óThree months learning, three months earningô on 

the programme.  Another participant was setting up a complete chemical analysis 

laboratory which had taken all the financial grant and more.  They had had to find 

additional premises and convert it into a fit-for-purpose laboratory.  The financial 

needs of these two businesses could not have been more different.  

We looked at the level of grant used for other similar programmes, including SPEED, 

and talked to the NCGE about their experience of levels of grant.  We consider that 

there was a significant consensus around a financial grant which comprised two 

separate elements: 

1. A core grant available to all participants against a clear business case for 

their business.  This could be set at about £1,200; 

2. Further pooled project funding available against a clear business case which 

would be competitive with other businesses on the programme.  This would 

average out at about £1,800 per participant but individuals would bid into a 

central pooled fund. 

This approach would very much be our recommendation in terms of approaching the 

financial grant in the future. 

Length of project  
Another area we reviewed was the ideal length for Level 1.  For some businesses, 

particularly those that were not particularly capital-intensive nor had complex 

marketing challenges, six months appeared to be ideal.  For others, the business 

infrastructure was hardly in place after six months. 
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Business Link WM considers that 12 months support is the minimum time to support 

a new business in starting up but their support is much less intense.  Many local 

authority programmes, (such as Design Space, supporting creative industries with 

incubator space in the Jewellery Quarter) and NCGE are also 12 month 

programmes. 

In reviewing project length, we looked at the various Level 1 elements separately to 

see whether different ones could most effectively be offered for different lengths of 

time.  The graph below shows the view of survey respondents: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

The respondents seems to be saying that most would like the financial grant to 

continue for 12 months rather than 6, but few would like the training to continue 

beyond 6 months.  They would also like incubator space and mentoring for longer ï 

although either 6 or 12 months seem highly preferable to 3 or 9 months. 

Some of the participantsô comments further demonstrate the breadth of views: 

óThe 6 month scheme seems to work the best, but continued support beyond leaving 

would be perfect, especially as previous cohorts could attend training sessionsô 

óI have secured further mentoring and space at ICE, following here, for a year, and I 

feel, from scratch to launch takes at least 12 monthsô 

óSome businesses take a little longer to get set up and much of the support is of most 

value (mentoring, training, etc.) further down the line; having access to this at the right 

time would be a great helpô 

óI think anything over six months may remove urgency, and anything under may 

condense some aspects of the course to the detriment of the development of the 

business thoroughlyô 

Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 
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Perhaps consideration in a future programme could be given to allowing more 

flexibility in approach for individual businesses so that the ósharp edgeô of the six-

month programme could be softened.  For example, offering a reduced rate for 

staying on at the incubator units beyond the six months, offering access to training 

opportunities for up to a year, allowing the finance to be accessed for up to a year 

(subject to the approach set out above) and negotiating with mentors about arranging 

further access to them after the six month period on reduced rates.  The core of the 

Level 1 would therefore still be 6 months but it would be easier to continue accessing 

core elements of the programme for up to 12 months. 

The project team  
The participants were full of praise for the project team.  They said they were quick to 

respond to requests for help, were flexible, understanding and very knowledgeable. 

With local incubator units, the presence on site of the Hub Link person was a critical 

success factor.  Although only part-time, the days that they were on site were known 

and people were more easily able to ask questions or check things out.  Equally the 

Hub Link could check on the graduates and the development of their businesses and 

perhaps spot any problems early on before they became major problems. 

The project management and administration overall is reviewed in a later section. 

Most useful elements of BSEEN 
In reviewing BSEEN Level 1 and all its different elements, we asked participants to 

rank what they felt had been most useful to them.  We then weighted their responses 

(to reflect the ranking) and the result was as follows: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 
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Recruitment (and profile)  
BSEEN did not have a problem of recruitment to its Level 1 programme at any stage.  

Although the patterns were different at each HEI, each cohort was oversubscribed 

enabling the panel of judges to make clear choices between graduates and business 

ideas.  BCU had the fewest number of applications for the first cohort but increased 

almost exponentially across the three cohorts.  AU Applications also increased 

significantly across the three cohorts.  UoB had a slightly different approach, having a 

greater number of starts and a continuing high level of applications (their numbers 

have been grouped into 3 cohorts for ease of comparison in this report).  See 

Appendix 7 for details of applications at each HEI. 

 
Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

As interest in the scheme increased over time and the number of places available 

was fixed, competition, in effect, became fiercer.  AU and BCU had slightly fewer 

overall applications than UoB (the larger institution) as the following graph shows: 

 
Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

Profile of participants  

The profile of those on the Level 1 programme was quite varied, with a good gender 
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Source: Renew Consulting based on information provided by BSEEN 

Only 2 of the 90 participants declared a disability. 

Geographical spread of participants  

We reviewed the geographical spread of BSEEN participants Level 1 and it is clear 

that they were reasonably well spread across the city.  A list of postcodes and the 

number of participants from each is given in Appendix 8. 

Types of businesses 
The types of businesses being started varied hugely.  The participant survey only 

reached one third of participants but the results were interesting in demonstrating the 

wide range of businesses: 
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Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

Growth or lifestyle business  

There was an on-going debate with this programme about whether BSEEN should 

support ólifestyleô businesses ï ie, those businesses with no ambition to grow but 

where the graduate wanted a particular working style that perhaps allowed greater 

independence and freedom of activity, or whether it should only support businesses 

with a real appetite for growth, creating jobs and wealth for the regional economy. 

There are two main difficulties with this debate.  The first is that businesses that start 

as lifestyle businesses can sometimes grow into much larger businesses and this 

can take a few years.  Equally, businesses with high ambition for growth are more 

likely to fail and can grow too fast to be truly sustainable.  Lifestyle businesses still 

contribute to the regional economy, even if only in a very small way. 

The real issue becomes one of spotting the winners.  This is such a major issue for 

business start-up support programmes that we have reviewed this as a separate 

issue in the next section. 

Social enterprises  

Starting up a social enterprise was not an eligible business for BSEEN.  However, we 

consider that social enterprises will become an increasingly important part of the 

economy in the future.  They can create jobs, create growth and generate wealth.  It 

is the use to which the surplus is put that is different in a social enterprise.  We 

therefore consider they deserve to be included in similar programmes in future. 

Outputs  

Quantitative targets  achieved 

The quantitative outputs for the Level 1 part of the programme were very clear.  90 

businesses supported and 30 businesses created.  The first of these has already 
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been achieved as 90 businesses (30 at each HEI incubator unit) have started the 

programme and the first cohorts of these have also now completed it. 

The second target, 30 businesses created, will not be measured until 31 March 2011 

but it is highly likely that this will be achieved.   

Longer term survival  

Ideally, the measure for new businesses created would be a longer term one8.  The 

Government has used the measure of survival for three years for VAT registered 

businesses as a key indicator of businesses created.  Other programmes have used 

five yearsô survival as a measure.  Survival of between a few days and six months 

(depending on whether the business was formed during the first or last cohort) is not 

a particularly robust measure.  However, it does indicate a clear intention to start a 

business and try and make it work.  This is probably a good proxy interim measure 

for a programme such as this. 

Before BSEEN 
Academic research shows that an entrepreneurial intervention such as skills training, 

at school or university doubles the likelihood that a new business will be set up and 

will succeed9.  This is partly because of the increased awareness of opportunities as 

well as increasing confidence in being able to make a success of a business.  There 

are many such schemes available (eg, Young Enterprise, SPEED, Princes Trust), as 

well as school, professional and university societies promoting entrepreneurship.  

One BSEEN participant attended a week-long introduction to entrepreneurship 

before applying to BSEEN and found it invaluable.  He had been undecided as to 

whether he was able to start his own business but after the course felt confident that 

he could and was able to use the BSEEN programme much more efficiently. 

It appears important to have exposure to entrepreneurship at as early a stage as 

possible.  Indeed, requiring some form of entrepreneurship skills training before 

coming onto BSEEN might prove effective, helping some people to decide that 

setting up their own business was NOT for them, as well as giving other more 

awareness of the size and scope challenge and the rewards of responding well to it 

and thus increasing the longer-term success rate of the business start-ups. 

In the participant survey we undertook, two-thirds of respondents had undertaken 

some form of entrepreneurship activity before BSEEN.  The results were: 

                                                             

8 Originally this was going to be measured twelve months after the end of the Programme but neither 

the commissioners nor the project team are likely still to be in place, so it was brought forward 
9 As referenced by Professor Mark Hart, Aston University 
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Source: Renew Consulting: BSEEN participant survey 

After BSEEN 
As BSEEN is such a new initiative there is little experience of what happens to 

participants after BSEEN.  However, there are indications of what might be beneficial 

óafter BSEENô to enhance the longer-term outcomes of the programme.  We briefly 

review these here. 

Exit strategy from the programme  

One suggestion made to us was to develop an exit strategy for each individual on 

BSEEN Level 1.  An external person, working with each participant, would help 

analyse their need and then design and perhaps help implement a business support 

strategy for that business.  This could include introducing them to existing business 

support mechanisms, such as local authority business support teams, Chambers of 

Commerce, Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) or similar.  It is likely that the best 

solution for each business would be different and therefore each business support 

strategy would be unique.  The responsibility for monitoring that strategy would also 

be passed on to this body.  Within the scope of this review, it has not been possible 

to test out this proposal but we consider it to be worth pursuing. 

On-going support from BSEEN 

Facilitating some form of ólight-touchô on-going support after the official end of the 

programme would also be very beneficial for many of the graduates.  The support 

during the programme is quite intense with training, mentoring, finance and training 
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all provided for free.  After six months there is no support provided at all.  If the 

BSEEN programme continued in some form, allowing a degree of access to training 

and/or mentors might be possible for past participants without too much, if any, 

additional cost. 

Active alumni society  

An active alumni society could also help BSEEN businesses in the longer term.  
There could be opportunities for inter-trading, mutual support, learning and 
networking opportunities generally. 

Some thought would need to be given about how to resource the administration of an 
alumni society, particularly with each HEI having their own alumni societies which are 
becoming increasingly important for them.  However, it would be good to have a 
group which worked collaboratively across the HEIs involved. 

Tracking longer -term impact  

It would also help the programme to track the destinations of BSEEN businesses and 
see their long-term impact.  Some businesses will stop trading, some will grow 
significantly.  Some entrepreneurs will set up additional businesses; some will go into 
more traditional employment but with a significantly enhanced skill set.  It would 
provide invaluable feedback into future programmes to have this information 
available. 

Feeding back into future programmes  

Former BSEEN participants can also be powerful advocates and teachers on future 
BSEEN programmes.  The reality of the entrepreneurial experience is one of the 
most powerful interventions, according to academic research, and has significant 
impact on the individuals who come into contact with them.  This would be a clear 
benefit for future programmes. 
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Project delivery ɀ BSEEN as a whole 
In this section we look specifically at: 

¶ Project management overall; 

¶ Partnership working; 

¶ Geographical boundaries; 

¶ Networking; 

¶ Accountability. 

Project management  

Decision -making  

Some concern was expressed about the bureaucracy of the BSEEN programme as a 

whole (Levels 1, 2 and 3), particularly at the outset.  This programme was very 

different from previous WNF-funded programmes addressing worklessness and it 

appears that appropriate monitoring mechanisms and indicators were not in place at 

the start of the project.  The BSEEN Project Manager (PM) reported to a BCC project 

manager who reported to the wider WNF team.  Decisions were slow to be made (eg, 

on eligibility criteria) which caused a degree of frustration within the individual Hubs 

and with the Project Management and slowed down the start of the programme. 

 

 

 
Source: Renew Consulting 

However, these early problems (over the first 4-6 months) would probably have been 

forgotten in a programme of several yearsô length.  In a programme of 17 months, 

they loomed large.  Excellent relationships between the project manager and the 

commissioning team at BCC also helped overcome these initial challenges. 

Administration  

Apart from these early challenges, project administration was good, with participants 

commenting that they received payments on time and they had good access to 

advice and guidance when they needed it.   
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Individual Hubs

Operations Group/
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Monitoring reports were submitted monthly initially, then quarterly as the project 

became more successfully embedded.  As the pressure on the WNF fund generally 

became apparent, meeting financial targets and quantitative output targets became 

even more important and high profile, so the reports were required monthly again.  

This was fully achieved but put some pressure on the PM and her team to deliver. 

Communication  

There was some concern about the best way of communicating with BSEEN 

participants as they were working from a range of places and at different times.  In 

the end, the Hub Links tended to use email to give participants information about the 

programme, training opportunities or other events, and for general contact, although 

they all commented on the lack of response they often received to these. 

Conversely, several participants commented on the large number of emails they 

received and the fact that amongst so many it was often difficult to find the really 

important ones. 

It is difficult to know how best to facilitate communication when Hub Links are part-

time and participants are working in different places at different times but further 

thought could usefully be given to this for any future programme. 

Governance 

We consider that it was good practice to appoint an independent Chair of the Project 

Steering Group in Steve Moore of SPEED WM.  This allowed a strong degree of 

external challenge and objectivity within the highest level of project management.   

It would also have been good practice to take the same approach with the project 

Operations Group and also appoint an independent Chair and perhaps an active 

entrepreneur ï someone running, or who had run, their own successful business.  

This could have given an added level of challenge, perhaps particularly to the 

implementation of Levels 2 and 3 of the project.  We did not identify any specific 

concerns with the way the Operations Group was run, but we consider that a future 

programme could be enhanced by appointed an independent chair to allow for 

greater objectivity and challenge and represent a óthird partyô to help address 

blockages if they occurred. 

Partnership working  

Working together  

All partners specifically commented on how much they had enjoyed working together, 

particularly the teams within the three HEIs.  They spoke of previous competition 

between the HEIs and how much they preferred working together, learning from each 

other and benefitting from each othersô different experience.  Those in the wider team 

also spoke of the enthusiasm for the project, the excitement of working with young 

entrepreneurs and the difference that all aspects of the project seemed to be making. 

As a partnership project, this seemed to work extremely well. 
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Using different approaches  

It is clear that each partner HEI approached BSEEN in its own slightly different way.  

For example, UoB did not recruit in three cohorts but started participants at least six 

times.  This worked better for them.  BCU had attendance at the Incubator Unit and 

specific training events as key requirement for receiving financial grant.  AUôs 

Incubator Unit was sited away from the university campus whereas the other two 

were on campus.  BCU offered the financial grant as a wage subsidy, UoB only 

offered it in response to a business case and AU was more of a mix between the two.   

All these differences could have produced an óunfairô or óunequalô approach for 

participants in different Hubs but in fact it worked very well.  Each approach was 

designed to build on the strengths of each HEI and to work with the grain of their 

culture.   

In addition to this, key features of the approach were completely consistent across 

the three Hubs, particularly the process for assessing initial applications to Level 1.  

All the Panels included representatives from each Hub and the question framework 

was the same at each Hub.  Those who attended Panels at each Hub confirmed the 

high degree of consistency between all Hubs in their recruitment processes. 

The combination of consistency and flexibility in approach appears to have been very 

effective and it is recommended that this is continued in any future programme. 

Collaborative working  

Collaborative working between employees of each HEI was excellent and seen as 

representing significant progress in team-working across the universities. 

However, collaborative working between the BSEEN participants did not really work 

in the way that had been intended.  Participants who spoke to us said that they would 

have liked more contact with participants at other Hubs and on other cohorts but no 

one could give any real explanation for why collaborative events were not supported.  

The scope of this review did not allow us to pursue this any further.  

Geographical boundaries  
WNF funding was restricted to Birmingham City and therefore BSEEN beneficiaries 

had to be resident in Birmingham (see postcode analysis in Appendix 8).  One 

BSEEN Level 1 participant had moved into Birmingham specifically to take 

advantage of the programme and this is positive for the future economy if they decide 

to stay.  However, a less restrictive approach ï such as resident in the region rather 

than the city of Birmingham, would allow greater flexibility to select the best 

graduates to benefit from the scheme. 

Networking  
The plan to encourage networking between all participants ï at the same Hub, at 

other Hubs and across the different cohorts did not work as effectively as might be 

expected.  This is partly because the Enterprise Club did not work quite as planned 

and perhaps also because the individual businesses were more focused on 

developing their own businesses than on attending networking events.  Networking 
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was bottom in the list of priorities in the participant survey, which is another reflection 

that this did not work so well.  This is another area to explore further in any future 

programme. 

Accountability  
One of the issues explored in this review was the accountability of participants, 

particularly on Level 1, for the value that they were receiving - £3,000 in grant, plus at 

least 8 hours of training and mentoring, as well as accommodation, access to office 

equipment and general support and advice from the local project team. 

BCU approached the issue of accountability by requiring and monitoring attendance 

at the Incubator Unit and at events.  The other Hubs used the Hub Links, the mentors 

and regular monitoring meetings to monitor effective use of the support provided. 

Some concern was expressed to us about whether all participants were making 

sufficient progress.  We believe this issue could largely be resolved by tighter 

recruitment onto the programme.  As the application figures show, there has been 

ever increasing interest in the programme and therefore the growing competition for 

places should help to resolve the recruitment challenge over time.  Tighter 

recruitment, combined with effective monitoring and mentoring systems (such as 

those which work well now) we consider would go a long way towards addressing the 

concern expressed.  An overly bureaucratic approach to this issue would be self-

defeating in an entrepreneurial environment.   
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Impact  
The BSEEN programme as a whole has clearly had significant impact even in its very 
short life.  The clearest examples of this are: 

Meeting a gap in provision to deliver regio nal priorities  

¶ Provision of business start-up support for recent graduates resident in 
Birmingham, a real gap in provision before this programme started; 

¶ 90 graduates resident in Birmingham actively supported in setting up their own 
businesses.  Many said they would not have done so without BSEEN; 

¶ Helping to meet key regional priorities of increasing entrepreneurship and 
innovation, retaining graduates in the region and increasing the skill levels among 
the workforce; 

¶ Helping to raise profile amongst the wider community of entrepreneurship and 
innovation as key contributors to the regional economy; 

Building skills and confidence for the future  

¶ 90 graduates received in-depth practical training in entrepreneurship skills, and 
significantly increased confidence so that if, for some, their businesses do not 
succeed or they decide to seek employment instead, these skills will still be 
invaluable in many other work contexts; 

¶ Showcase events and inter-trading between participants was a significant and 
successful part of the programme in promoting business growth.  Although 
numbers were not measured accurately as there was no registration process, 
approximately 250 people attended the first Showcase event in October 2010; 

¶ 365 graduates given some level of entrepreneurship awareness and skills; 

¶ Some graduates may start their own business later in life, in which case they are 
very likely to draw upon the skills and confidence built up in their earlier years; 

Increasing HEI delivery of e ntrepreneurship and innovation skills  

¶ Greater collaborative working between partner HEIs; 

¶ Much greater emphasis on embedding entrepreneurship and innovation 
throughout the curriculum at all levels at all HEIs, which will continue long after 
the end of this programme ï eg, Careers Advice, student societies, EI modules 
embedded in courses and strategic objectives specifically focused on EI. 

Lessons learnt  
Clear areas for improvement identified to make a future programme even more 
successful and impactful, such as: 

¶ Setting up an active Alumni Association from the programme; 

¶ Focusing solely on business start-up support whilst liaising closely with HEIs on 
pipeline activities, such as networking and awareness raising events; 

¶ Allocating grant differently ï half on business case (personal provision), half on 
business case (pooled provision); 
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¶ Allowing greater flexibility around areas such as length of time in the incubator 
space, access to mentors, access to financial grant; 

¶ Improving networking between all BSEEN participants, whatever Hub or cohort 
they belong to; 

¶ Continuing to increase demand (applications) so that the very best of businesses 
can be chosen to benefit from the support provided; 

¶ Increasing the number of showcase events for inter-trading and marketing 
BSEEN products and services to a wider audience; 

¶ Continuing to improve programme efficiency to reduce bureaucracy and improve 
communication; 

¶ Running such a programme for longer to improve communication and marketing, 
allow for the development of better decision-making, better governance 
arrangements and higher profile generally. 

Critical success factors 

We consider these to be critical success factors for any similar future programme: 

¶ High level of graduate awareness of the scheme and its benefits to encourage 
serious consideration of business start-up as a genuine career option; 

¶ Maximum pool of graduate applications for best choice of those most likely to 
benefit from the programme; 

¶ Increased flexibility in application of various elements of the programme 
according to individual business need; 

¶ Motivational mentors, especially those with real experience of business start-ups; 

¶ Focused training provided as and when needed; 

¶ Finance provided according to business need and on demonstration of business 
case; 

¶ Strong project management with minimum bureaucracy to allow combination of 
consistency in approach, flexibility in application and accountability; 

¶ Embedding on-going learning (continuous improvement) in design of programme 
so that lessons learnt can be implemented; 

¶ Encouraging networking between all participants at different locations and 
different start dates to improve mutual support, inter-trading and learning from 
each other; 

¶ Maximising opportunities for showcasing businessesô services and products; 

¶ Refreshing those involved with managing and advising programme to ensure it 
capitalises on new ideas and learning from elsewhere. 
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Spotting winners  
Funders often ask designers of business start-up support programmes how it will 

successfully identify and nurture those businesses with the greatest potential to grow, 

(employing people and generating wealth quickly).  Some call it óspotting the 

winnersô. 

We reviewed this question with several interviewees and the consensus was: 

¶ No entrepreneur support programme has found a way of óspotting winnersô 
successfully; 

¶ Some small businesses can take 4-5 years before they really start to grow.  This 
can be, for example, as a result of taking time to develop a really strong business 
proposition, carrying out essential market research and generating robust market 
positioning; 

¶ For some entrepreneurs, it is rarely their first business idea that becomes a real 
growth business ï it can be their third, fourth or even more! 

According to those with experience of working in this area10, the key features in 
nurturing high-growth businesses include high volume of businesses on the 
programme and then having a series of filters or hurdles as businesses develop, with 
increasing levels of support for those who overcome them (see the Success Funnel 
below).   

The high-growth businesses are likely only be identified after several years. 

The success funnel: 

   
Source: Renew Consulting 

 

  

                                                             

10 Particularly the National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship and the SPEED programme 
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