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Objectives: Enterprise programmes form part of economic and social policy in most western nations and some developing countries. There is consistent evidence that the businesses started are small and marginal, yet the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity on which these initiatives are founded has been subjected to little critical analysis. I draw on an ethnographic study of an enterprise programme to explain the relative hegemony of this discourse. 

Prior Work: In his work on class, Richard Scase argues that the stability of the capitalist system depends on the notion that the economic system is open and fair. Fundamental to this is the idea that anyone can make it in small business; a set of ideas Scase refers to as a discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. We can see from the proliferation of enterprise programmes and, more broadly, an ‘enterprise inclusion’ agenda, that the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity has become dominant in UK and international policy. This is despite our considerable accumulated knowledge of the contingency of business success on social, human and financial capital resources that are unequally distributed in societies. Despite some early critiques of the ‘enterprise culture’ rhetoric, there has been very little critical analysis of modern policy founded on the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. I begin to question how this lack of critical reflection has occurred by investigating how the discourse has become hegemonic in the culture of a particular enterprise programme.

Approach: I draw on an ethnographic study of an enterprise programme, including an extended period of observation and participant observation in a local branch. I also draw on interviews with programme leaders, analysis of documentary evidence and a longitudinal study of enterprise programme participants.

Results:  I relate the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity within the studied enterprise programme to: an agency-orientated selection process; distancing from programme outcomes; mythical belief in the power of mentoring; silencing of alternative discourses; compliance of participants, and; a lack of external scrutiny. I also report on the systematic dissemination of a ‘positive outcomes’ rhetoric that positions business failure as a learning opportunity, effectively extending the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity.

Implications:  I argue that the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity is constraining the development of policy that more forcefully tackles inequalities in enterprise opportunities and that it is exposing vulnerable enterprise programme participants to risk. I call on all parties to be more open in challenging the discourse.

Value: This paper seeks to prompt critical debate on our use of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. By presenting rare ethnographic data, it also provides a unique insight into the culture of an enterprise programme. 
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Introduction
Economic development policy in the UK (SBS, 2004), most other western economies (Storey, 2003) and many Third World countries (Karides, 2005) includes initiatives to promote business start-up, particularly to groups under-represented in small enterprise and/or disadvantaged in the labour market, including women (OECD, 2003), people from disadvantaged groups or areas (OECD, 2005) and the young (OECD, 2001). In the UK, policy includes a self-employment option within the main unemployment programme (New Deal), national enterprise programmes targeted at young people (e.g. Prince’s Trust) and older people (e.g. PRIME) and area-based initiatives (e.g. New Entrepreneur Scholarships). Schemes are also sponsored through local funding streams and under regeneration programmes (e.g. the Local Enterprise Growth Initiative and City Growth Strategy). Innovative projects have been supported under the Phoenix Fund. 

Promotion of enterprise programmes is underpinned by three logics in UK policy, that: the UK would have more start-ups if all areas and groups started businesses at the same rate as those with the highest rates of entrepreneurial activity; individual people in disadvantaged areas and from disadvantaged groups could gain inclusion in economic activity and wealth creation if they engaged in small enterprise, and; small enterprise may be a more readily available form of work than employment for people facing discrimination in the labour market (SBS, 2004). The first of these logics relates to the aim of promoting a dynamic stock of small businesses and the assumption that this will contribute to a competitive economy. The second and third logics relate small enterprise policy to the social inclusion agenda, which seeks to spread opportunities for wealth creation, reduce child poverty and save on the social security bill by moving the economically inactive into paid work (Jayawarna and Rouse, 2007). 

‘Enterprise inclusion’ policy assumes that disadvantaged groups have a realistic chance of starting sustainable businesses and creating wealth. This logic draws on a discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity that, Scase (1992) argues, underpins popular and political enterprise rhetoric and is fundamental to the concept of managed capitalism as essentially fair or open. This discourse highlights the individual agency of the business starter and tends to underplay our considerable accumulated knowledge of the contingency of business success on human, social and economic capital resources (e.g.; Montgomery et al., 2005; Anderson and Miller, 2003; Robinson and Sexton, 1994; Cooper et al., 1994) to which disadvantaged groups, by definition, have unequal access. By establishing enterprise programmes, UK policy has recognised that disadvantaged groups require additional help to start-up but the degree of support is low. 

Since the early critique of Thatcherite enterprise culture rhetoric (e.g. Burrows 1991; Heelas, 1991), there has been very little debate about the realism of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity or the ‘enterprise inclusion’ policy that it supports.  In this article, I begin to explore how this lack of critical reflection has been sustained by investigating how the discourse has become hegemonic in the culture of a particular enterprise programme. The initiative is presented as seeking to discursively govern and rehabilitate disadvantaged young people through the agency-orientated rhetoric. An explanation of why this discourse is not radically undermined by the relatively poor outcomes for enterprise programme participants is presented. The paper begins with a review of existing knowledge about enterprise programmes. It then outlines the study methodology and the enterprise programme before presenting the empirical evidence, a summary and implications for policy.  

Enterprise Programmes and the Discourse of Enterprise as an Open Route of Opportunity

Systematic evaluations of UK enterprise programmes are relatively rare but have been conducted on the Prince’s Trust Business, a youth enterprise scheme targeting the workless (Meager et al., 2003; BMRB International, 1996), the New Deal self-employment option, part of the national unemployment programme (Kellard et al., 2002) and the New Entrepreneur Scholarship programme, available to all residents in deprived neighbourhoods (Rouse and Boles, 2004; Jayawarna et al., 2007; Rouse and Jayawarna 2007 (a, b); Rouse and Jayawarna, 2006). Qualitative and longitudinal  research has also been conducted on the Enterprise Allowance Scheme, a national programme for the unemployed that operated in the 1980s (MacDonald and Coffield, 1991; MacDonald, 1996), and a youth enterprise programme (Rouse, 2004; Rouse and Kitching, 2006).

Most enterprise programme participants start businesses (Meager et al., 2003; Rouse and Boles, 2004; Jayawarna et al., 2007), indicating effectiveness in converting start-up intentions into behaviour.
 There is also qualitative evidence of success in engaging disaffected young people alienated from poor quality employment opportunities (Rouse, 2004; MacDonald and Coffield, 1991). The medium-term survival rate of ventures is  consistently high (Meager et al., 2003; BMRB International, 1996; Jayawarna et al., 2007; Rouse and Boles, 2005)
 although it is likely that evaluations inflate survival rates due to non-response from business failures.
 Participants from groups that are constructed in policy terms as disadvantaged or under-represented in small business tend to start with fewer financial resources (Rouse and Jayawarna, 2007a) and have lower rates of survival (Jayawarna et al., 2006; Meager et al., 2003)
, although there are exceptions
. Rouse and Jayawarna (2007b) found that the general relationships between having higher stocks of human, social and financial capital and business survival evident in the wider small business population is also present in an enterprise programme. Thus, chances of success are unequal within these initiatives.

Most businesses started do not have premises, a partner or employees (Jayawarna et al., 2007). They are also small in terms of turnover. (Jayawarna et al., 2007; Rouse, 2004; Meager et al., 2003; Kellard et al., 2002; MacDonald, 2006; MacDonald and Coffield, 2001). Turnover does increase over the medium time, but from a low base.
 Most businesses fail to generate a living wage for the owner (Jayawarna et al., 2007; Rouse, 2004; Kellard et al., 2002; Meager et al., 2003, MacDonald, 2006; MacDonald and Coffield, 2001).
 

There is a tendency, even among academic researchers, to assume that when businesses fail to thrive, enterprise programme participants are newly empowered by the learning experience of business start-up to pursue successful employment careers (e.g. Shutt and Sutherland, 2003). However, the most likely outcome is to continue trading in a chronically marginal enterprise. Owners of marginal businesses may hide their trade from the welfare system in order to appear eligible for benefits and, so, their businesses become informal (Rouse, 2004; MacDonald, 1996). A significant minority rely on debt income to compensate for low drawings (Rouse, 2004; Jayawarna et al., 2007).
 Household resources may also be diverted into business expenses and childcare, increasing pressure on vulnerable families (Rouse, 2004). Cost saving by using unregistered childcare or trading and caring simultaneously can place children at risk of harm (Rouse and Kitching, 2006). Thus, marginal trading can worsen social exclusion. 

Creation of marginal enterprises contradicts the policy objective of creating a dynamic stock of businesses, in which only the most fit enterprises survive and the remainder make an efficient exit from trading. Rouse (2004) explained the tendency to continue in marginal enterprise in terms of a poor attachment to employment. Some start-ups are motivated by resistance of the employment relationship, but other business founders start with a more positive attachment to employment that is effectively spoiled by aspiring to a more prosperous and independent life during business planning. This finding is illustrative of the intermediate class position held by the petit bourgeoisie who, even when they do not create incomes equivalent to the middle class, hold status and independence higher than the working class and may believe themselves to be socially mobile (Roberts, 2001; Scase 1992). Thus, business planners may buy into the popular discourse of self-employment as liberating and employment as inhibiting (Scase, 1992). Attachment to enterprise also reflects the future-orientation of the business planning process which, if not subjected to realistic criticism, may fuel optimism and risk-taking not grounded in a realistic assessment of personal resources and opportunity structures (Rouse, 2004).

Business closure can be interpreted as a learning experience (Stokes and Blackburn, 2002; Rouse, 2004; MacDonald and Coffield, 1991) or as a sign of personal failure (Rouse, 2004; MacDonald, 1991). Interpreting business failure as personal failure can lead to a breakdown in mental health (Rouse, 2004; MacDonald and Coffield, 1991). Business failure may also create personal debt (Rouse, 2004; MacDonald and Coffield, 1991) and intense pressure on vulnerable families (Rouse, 2004). 

Short-term labour market outcomes after business closure are mixed.
 If business failure is interpreted as a learning experience, a common response is to plan a new business (Rouse, 2004). Little is known about the outcomes of these ventures but, given that they are started in a context of debt, without programme support and motivated by the desire to be in business rather than discovery of a market opportunity, their prospects seem poor. Starters may be motivated by the rhetoric that second enterprises are always more successful than the first (Rouse, 2004), but this is an unsupported myth. Evidence that few resume trading in the short-term (Jayawarna et al., 2007) suggests that second businesses may be stalled by a lack of resources. Meanwhile, the plan to start-up may fuel identifications with owner-management and block transitions into employment (Rouse, 2004).

In short, evidence about the success of UK enterprise programmes is ambivalent: the policy aim of promoting a dynamic start-up market is supported by high rates of start-up but undermined by failure to exit from marginal enterprises; the social inclusion objective of integrating disadvantaged groups into gainful work is satisfied by high rates of transition into owner-management but contradicted by low drawings and a tendency to trade informally. The relatively poor performance of businesses suggests that enterprise programme do not compensate for participants’ lack of the economic, social and human capital resources on which successful business founding is contingent (e.g. Montgomery et al., 2005; Cooper et al., 1994; Robinson and Sexton, 1994). Thus, they do not overcome age, class, gender and/or ethnicity-related barriers to profitable small business owner-management. Overall, while enterprise programmes succeed in engaging participants in the labour market, they do not – as they are currently resourced and managed – create social mobility or economic prosperity.

The key concern for this paper is explore how negative outcomes have been ignored in the ‘enterprise inclusion’ agenda in Britain. The research community has made some warnings signs. In addition to enterprise programme research, Marlow (2006) and Marlow et al. (2003) offer theoretical criticisms of enterprise as a mode of social policy and Blackburn and Ram (2006) urge policy makers to adopt a stronger model of social inclusion that acknowledges the strength of barriers to enterprise for deprived groups and matches this with more resource-intensive interventions. However, perhaps due to functionalist adherence to policy assumptions in a research community that is often dependent on policy makers for funding (Curran and Blackburn, 2001) these criticisms are rare and have not significantly influenced enterprise policy. 

MacDonald and Coffield argued that few people, including enterprise programme staff, really believe that the business started have a chance of succeeding. They relate a lack of public debate to the self-interest of programmes and their employees, who can only compete in the open market of the enterprise industry if they comply with the enterprise culture rhetoric that has been central to British politics since Thatcher. Early commentators criticised the notion of an enterprise culture for lacking coherence (Burrows 1991; Fairclough, 1991) but also linked it to a core set of ideas: that the economy is open to all agents who work hard and innovate (Scase, 1992; Burrows, 1991), and that people should be encouraged to pursue their freedom to make it in business (Heelas, 1991). Scase (1992) and Burrows (1991) both argued that this discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity is used to divert attention from inequalities in society, particularly in the ownership of resources required to succeed in business. It achieves this by employing an agency-oriented view of opportunity, focused on individual determination rather than access to resources. This paper will draw on an ethnographic study of an enterprise programme to analyse how this initiative employs and reproduces the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity and defends against counter-evidence and private doubts. By focusing on a programme operating in a different geographical, social and political context to that studied by MacDonald and Coffield, and further ‘unpicking’ the simple assertion that programme operators do not believe in the businesses started, this study will further our understanding of how the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity has become hegemonic within, and beyond, an enterprise programme.

Methodology 

I draw on data from a longitudinal study of a national youth enterprise programme conducted between 1997-9 in Greater London (for full details, see Rouse, 2004). Observation data of the programme were collected through four methods: analysing YEP literature; meeting with a senior YEP official and local branch manager to discuss the purpose and operation of the programme; acting as part-time volunteer and casual administrator in a local YEP branch over a 10 month period, and; observing seven committee meetings in which YEP applications were assessed. As far as I am aware, this is the most in-depth observation of an enterprise programme undertaken in the UK.

A grounded, qualitative approach to data collection and analysis was adopted. The research began with the broad question of how programme participants experience business start-up, trading and failure. The culture and discourse of the programme emerged as one of the foci of the study following observation of the rhetoric used to defend against acknowledging the incidence and outcomes of business failure. Adopting the status of volunteer and staff member as part of the observation was particularly useful in gaining access ‘behind the scenes’ to everyday settings (Jorgensen, 1989). Observation was overt in that senior staff were informed that I would use the time to familiarise myself with the organisation and they relayed my research intentions to employees and selection committee members, although many seemed disinterested in my observation role. At the end of each work shift and after meetings, I wrote ‘stream of consciousness’ field notes about all that I observed. This allowed a focus to emerge through grounded contact with the research context (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

This paper also draws on longitudinal research of youth enterprise programme participants, including up to four interviews with 19 participants (a total of 61 interviews) over a year. After iterative development of several conceptual models, this data was analysed employing a theoretical framework linking identities with beliefs about the opportunities opened through small enterprise. This data was analysed through a process of open and then selective coding (Glaser, 1997) using NUD*IST, a computer assisted qualitative data analysis system. 

The Enterprise Programme

The enterprise programme is a national initiative, partly government funded, providing finance and other support to help unemployed and under-employed young people aged 18-30 (31 if disabled) to start a business. The programme targets ‘disadvantaged’ groups, including the disabled, ex-offenders, ethnic minorities and lone parents. It forms part of a UK (Greene, 2002) and international (OECD, 2001) tradition of public support for youth enterprise programmes.

Observation took place in 1997-9. At this time, the programme acted primarily as a funder of new ventures. Applicants developed business plans during start-up courses run primarily by other agencies and presented these to a programme selection committee. The programme also offered mentoring, training and monitoring support but this was found to be limited for the 19 young people studied longitudinally.

At the time of the research, the current national employment programme – New Deal – had not yet become well established and no self-employment option was offered locally. Thus, youth enterprise programme participants struggled to reconcile their on-going need for welfare support during business start-up with judgements by the Employment Service that trading in a business meant they were no longer unemployed and should sign off. Most of the 19 subjects of this research reacted by trading informally.

At the time the fieldwork was undertaken, approved business ideas were funded through ‘soft’ start-up loans of up to £5,000 and, in certain circumstances, grants of up to £1,500 (£3,000 for partnerships). Given that mean investment during business start-up in the UK is £71,000 and median investment is £15,000 (Fraser, 2004), these maximum figures are low. As with other enterprise programmes participants (e.g. Rosa, 2003; Meager et al., 2003), the young people served by this branch tended to start businesses in easy-entry sectors requiring low start-up capital and few specialist skills. This reflects, in large part, the class resources available. Of the 19 young adults studied longitudinally, none had significant personal savings and only one had significant access to family financial resources. In the UK, personal investment is the primary source of start-up capital (Fraser, 2004), creating a clear disadvantage for those unable to draw on personal or family wealth. Stocks of human capital in terms of educational qualifications varied widely; some were graduates, but others lacked basic literacy and numeracy skills. There was a universal absence of employment experience at a managerial level or in the industry of the business started, both resources related to business success (Cooper et al., 1994). Social capital resources were also limited. Few respondents possessed the contacts considered vital to business start-up and, as Greenbank (2006) also observed, some were unskilled in the norms of operating in business markets, with more middle class customers or regulators. Many of the young people faced aggravating sources of social exclusion, including serious criminal records, mental health difficulties, acute housing problems, unmanageable personal debts, single parenthood and responsibility for a disabled child. In short, many programme participants were multiply disadvantaged and lacked the financial, human and social capital necessary to start more ambitious enterprises and, indeed, to make highly resource-constrained businesses succeed.

The particular youth enterprise programme branch focused on here operated in London in 1997-1999, a context in which many – perhaps the majority – of local residents enjoy significant economic opportunities. In such settings, the structures that exclude disadvantaged groups, including young people, from exploiting local opportunities may be hidden, leading to an individualised explanation of social exclusion (Giddens, 1991; Bates and Riseborough, 1993; Bradley, 1996). This is a very different environment to the depressed locality of Cleveland in the late 1980s studied by MacDonald and Coffield (1991) and MacDonald (1996), in which a dearth of economic opportunity was widespread, probably leading to more structural or area-based explanations of social exclusion. I expected that, in this very different social context, sense-making about the prospects for disadvantaged ‘entrepreneurs’ would be quite different to the disbelief reported in the Cleveland study.

Enterprise as an Open Route of Opportunity: The Discourse of an Enterprise Programme

This section explores how the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity had become established as common sense in the enterprise programme observed and, so, how it had become hegemonic. In contrast to MacDonald and Coffield’s claim that EAS staff did not really believe that the businesses started would succeed, I outline how the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was reproduced in the culture, language and systems of this youth enterprise programme in a range of contexts, both public and private, and how it excluded critical alternatives that may arise from identified seeds of resistance.
An Agency-Oriented Selection Process

On the surface, the YEP’s application process demanded four characteristics: disadvantage that precludes start-up without YEP support; aspiration and determination to work hard to make it in business; financial discipline to future-distance personal consumption aspirations and prioritise business investment, and; a viable business plan. However, as applicants were commonly accepted without serious scrutiny of the viability of business ideas and concerns about resource constraints were commonly ignored, business start-up was largely focused on the first three elements. Thus, it was constructed as agency-oriented, contingent on determination and discipline and capable of rehabilitating disadvantage, but not dependent on access to market opportunities and resources.

The YEP system governed branch selection committees towards an agency-oriented selection procedure. As the YEP’s government funding related to rates of start-up, it encouraged selection committees to be ‘generous’ in their assessments of business viability. It applied further pressure by setting ambitious start-up targets for each branch. This governance was enacted locally by two Chairmen who gave a strong lead in encouraging the acceptance of most applications by focusing attention on the disadvantage and worthiness of the applicant, cutting short critical debate of business plans, and, overtly drawing the committee’s attention to there responsibility to meet start-up targets. 

Focus on the disadvantage and character of applicants was convenient for the volunteer members of the selection committees because it removed the need to rigorously analyse the business plans that applicants had spent months preparing and that they had received in advance of the meeting. Instead, discussion centered on the brief interviews conducted with applicants prior to the meetings. It also helped to hide a lack of capability in analysing business plans: in theory, selection committee members were drawn from a range of backgrounds but, in practice, they were dominated by middle-class and middle-aged white men retired from the civil service or ‘big business’ with limited theoretical understanding or practical experience of small business management and poor understanding of many of the markets applicants sought to enter, particularly youth markets. 

Members’ social backgrounds meant they lacked practical experience of the excluding forces faced by disadvantaged young people. This and, possibly, their political backgrounds, made them comfortable drawing on a theme in the underclass discourse, that  disadvantage can be overcome through effort alone. Applicants were consistently referred to as "kids", as if they had few responsibilities or real difficulties and simply required guidance to become socially mobile. This may reflect the later age at which middle class young people face the responsibilities of adulthood and the short-term nature of the barriers they face to establishing a career. It is inappropriate when dealing with working class young people in their 20s, who manage considerable responsibilities, including parenting on very low incomes, and face long-term structural barriers to secure jobs (Jones, 1995). 

Selection committee meetings did include some critical debate. Concerns about applicants’ plans to use poor quality vehicles and equipment and badly sited or repaired premises indicated awareness of under-capitalisation. In general, the committee soothed the anxiety this raised by trusting in the applicants’ judgement that they could run a business with the resources indicated. One member reassured others that the young people were “used to living on air", reinforcing the belief that under-resourcing could be managed through personal agency. 
In the rare cases when a member insisted that the business could not be established on so little money, loans were made in excess of those requested. However, as the maximum loan was £5,000, this was not always an option. In such cases, the Chairman  encouraged faith in the applicants’ assessment of their resource constraints:

“If he can find money for the [building] repairs, ok, if he can’t presumably he will abandon our offer.” (Chairman of a selection committee, during a selection committee meeting).

The assumption that applicants would give up on their business ideas in the face of resource constraints was unrealistic given the strong attachments they had formed to these narratives of a better future over several months of business planning. As the committee’s doubts were not routinely relayed to applicants, their enterprise aspirations were also reinforced when ‘experts’ in the prestigious YEP accepted their application; they presumed their business plans had been judged to be viable.

Another means through which the selection committee soothed its anxiety about the viability of businesses was to assume that the young person would receive on-going support from the welfare system during start-up and that this would overcome resource constraints. When bank representatives were asked to match-fund an application, they insisted on deferment of a decision to the next committee meeting while welfare entitlements were established. The YEP selection committee was strongly discouraged by the Chairmen from making such deferments. Instead, attention was again diverted to the applicant’s disadvantage and character and the need to meet start-up targets. The value of rigorously analysing the realism of enterprise opportunities was, again, undermined. 

The selection committee was further distracted from rigorously analyzing business plans by its responsibility for scrutinizing applicants’ disadvantage and financial discipline. While in ‘normal’ business plans, applicants may use their curriculum vitae (CV) to demonstrate experience and competence in business trading, YEP applicants displayed  disadvantage in education and the labour market and ‘owned up’ to misdemeanours with the law and inability to attract public or private finance, in order to present themselves as disadvantaged. Business plans also included a Personal Survival Budget which encouraged commitment to living on a meagre income in the short-term and, so, future-distancing personal consumption aspirations. If the applicant included luxury items (e.g. contact lenses), the committee feared that the money awarded would be used to actualize personal consumption aspirations rather than to resource the business. In this case, the money was reduced or released in tranches. This subjectification to the discipline of thrift was integral to the process of encouraging the young people to direct their personal resources to business success and, so, to the agency-oriented selection procedure.

By encouraging young people to confess to their social dysfunction and re-mould their lifeplans in the agency-orientated discourse of enterprise, the YEP selection process can be seen, in Foucauldian terms, as an attempt to govern individuals by influencing the way they view and govern themselves. In this sense, the YEP application process has a striking resemblance to other disciplining practices, such as the psycho-analytic relationship (Rose, 1989) and the employee appraisal system (Ball, 1990). Business plans can be seen as a specialist form of lifeplan – a ‘rehabilitation plan’ - that confesses to past misdemeanours and promises the strategic adoption of a way of life of a legitimate business owner-manager, that is sanctioned by an external disciplining body. More generally, subjectification by the discourse of enterprise can be seen as situating the disadvantaged in an individualized understanding of their situation and developing agency-orientated aspirations of escape. Thus, we can see that the YEP’s agency-orientated selection procedure controls the culture of the organization by influencing its participants, as well as its staff and volunteers.

Distancing from programme outcomes

As with operators of the EAS (MacDonald and Coffield, 1991), the YEP was most concerned with selecting and funding new businesses. This reflected the structure of government funding, which could only be increased by boosting the number of business starts. The YEP’s after-care system was weak and largely entrusted to loosely-managed volunteers. As the YEP had little exposure to, or economic interest in, the longer-term experiences of participants, it formed an impression of its value by observing the start-up phase. Start-up is an exciting and optimistic period for participants, who believe they are entering a new set of opportunities and will succeed in both creating a better life economically and satisfying their work identities through business trading (Rouse, 2004). It is unsurprising that staff and volunteers enjoyed sharing in this optimism and that this, in turn, reproduced belief in business as a route of opportunity and rehabilitation. Staff and volunteers were distanced from the consequences of starting with a poor business idea, inadequate resources and/or personal situations that aggravate social exclusion. They were also protected from observing negative outcomes associated with trading in chronically marginal enterprises and business failure. 

Mythical belief in the power of mentoring

Every successful applicant was allocated a mentor. As with selection committee members, these were commonly drawn from big business or the civil service, lacked practical experience of small business and had little exposure to the lives of disadvantaged young people. They were loosely managed by volunteer co-ordinators and received, at best, little training. Most of the 19 YEP participants observed longitudinally failed to meet regularly with their mentors due to a lack of commitment on both sides. Despite this, the selection committee and local branch managers displayed an almost mythical belief in the power of mentors to turn weak and under-resourced business ideas into successful ventures. When the selection committee voiced serious doubt about the viability of a business idea and this could not be soothed by reference to their disadvantage or character, it was common for the committee – often led by the Chairman – to assume that difficulties could be overcome by a mentor. Thus, barriers to enterprise were constructed as surmountable through the agency of a middle class person. 

Mythical belief in the power of mentoring also helped to protect the selection committee when it did became aware of negative outcomes. The committee was made vulnerable to this through the annual monitoring system, in which a member was nominated to report on a participant’s progress. They often reported that the young person could not be found or that they were in a difficult situation and receiving little mentor support. Typically, the Chairman reacted to this news by asking the mentor co-ordinator to find a ‘good’ mentor. This handing-on of problems to imagined ‘good’ mentors enabled the committee to cope with negative outcomes without addressing fundamental questions about the businesses it started and the limited resources at their disposal to overcome structural barriers to enterprise. 

Positive outcomes rhetoric 

Informal interviews with leading officials at headquarters and branch levels revealed that at, head quarters, the YEP had developed a rhetorical device to further defend against, and distract from, the threat that business failure and negative outcomes might pose to the reputation of the programme as a form of social policy. This rhetoric claimed that YEP participants had ‘positive outcomes’, including entrance into education, training or employment, even if businesses failed. The rhetoric of 'positive outcomes' was reportedly stated in YEP staff training schemes, but is not communicated to applicants, participants or in the YEP’s glossy publicity material.
 It was also not systematically communicated to all volunteers. Thus, the issue of business failure was dealt with in ‘private’ and behind the ‘face’ of an organisation whose ostensive purpose was to establish successful businesses.

The logic or evidence that links participation in the YEP and successful entrance into work or education was not explicated during my participant observation at the YEP. Indeed, my attempt to discuss the issue of business failure with staff and volunteers was repeatedly confronted with affronted silence. The positive outcomes rhetoric came from Head Office and may have drawn on BMRB International’s (1997) claim that participants in YEPs have a higher chance of finding work after their business experience. However, this finding is degraded by probable response bias in the survey and, as young people have a decreasing risk of unemployment as they age, and youth unemployment declined over the study period (Labour Force Survey, 2004), a decreasing rate of unemployment cannot be causally related to participating in a youth enterprise scheme. Perhaps more importantly, it does not explain how starting and closing a business may lead to a 'positive outcome'.

My own analysis suggests that the ‘positive outcomes’ rhetoric may be underpinned by one, or a combination, of the following four rationales. First, that participants learn occupational skills or business acumen through self-employment that can make them more successful in the labour market (although this is not sufficient to make their businesses successful). Second, that business trading increases the young person’s sense of agency, regardless of business failure, and this gives them the confidence to be more 'go-getting' in their search for work, education or training. Third, that young people are aiming to fulfill market positions that are not realistically available to them and, through business failure, will ‘cool out’ their aspirations to a role that is appropriate to their structured position in the labour market (although not to unemployment). Fourth, that the young person enters new networks through business trading and this eases their access to work or education. In the first three of these logics, the emphasis is on how youth enterprise participation affects the behaviour or identities of young people. The fourth logic assumes some change to network resources. Overall, the positive outcomes rhetoric continues to emphasise the open nature of the contemporary economic system. It relies on the idea that enterprise experiences will give young people greater skills and agency, or more appropriate aspirations, and this will be sufficient to access new labour market opportunities. It also denies and distracts from the likelihood of negative outcomes.

Silencing of alternative discourses

Seeds of resistance to the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity were evident in several of the YEP’s daily context but were quickly silenced. Clearly, questions about the structure of enterprise opportunities and the prospect of negative outcomes from business start-up pose difficult questions about the progamme as a form of social policy and were treated as threats. In selection committee meetings, the Chairmen repeatedly forestalled discussion of doubts about an applicants’ chance of business success with his own more positive summing up. This authority was accepted by the more junior volunteers, who had little vested interest in sustaining a challenge to the status quo and whose distance from programme outcomes meant their doubts were speculative. The Chair often swiftly followed his positive summary with the announcement that the applications would be accepted. 

The only committee member who had been a  YEP participant himself did, at one point, ask the Chairman to clarify whether it was YEP policy to support applicants if this was thought to be their last chance of finding gainful work, even if the business idea was hopeless. This was a brave request that confronted the tensions at the heart of the selection committee and that brought silence to the committee meeting. No direct answer was given. Instead, the Chairman reassured the committee that a good mentor would be allocated. The questioner, who was clearly flattered to be a part of the committee, did not press his point.

Business mentors were not so distanced from outcomes. It seemed that many coped by simply withdrawing when businesses floundered. They were also only loosely managed by other volunteers, so may not have had an effective route to feedback their experiences to the YEP staff and selection committee. However, I did witness one mentor making an impassioned attempt to question the logic of starting unviable businesses by standing up and asking critical questions at a mentor training session. In particular, he argued that mentors were being left to "pick up the pieces" when the YEP established unviable businesses and that they were ill-equipped to deal with the social problems faced by participants. This protest was swiftly silenced within the meeting by the course leader (a member of YEP staff) and discussed afterwards as an eccentricity.

My own attempts to discuss negative outcomes were also treated as inaccurate and/or affronting. It was remarkably difficult to engage YEP staff and selection committee members about the possibility of business failure and negative outcomes. For example, all of the officials with whom I raised the issue of debt refuted the idea that it could worsen a young person’s situation. An exception arose with a casual conversation with an auditor who was working for the YEP during a secondment from an accountancy firm. He reported a belief that many businesses failed due to under-capitalisation. This view suggests a seed of resistance to the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity, but the subject was not motivated to pursue his point with YEP officials, perhaps in part because of the defensive organizational culture. Similarly, I had one more engaging telephone conversation with a YEP staff member, who was genuinely curious to know if the businesses I was studying longitudinally were succeeding. This open-minded desire to hear about the nature of outcomes was rare and conducted over a private telephone line. It is unlikely that her doubts about the long-term consequences of the programme were aired publicly, given the defensiveness of more senior staff and her vested interests as a staff member. 

Overall, the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was strongly defended as common sense within the YEP. There were seeds of resistance but these were aired by lone individuals with little interest or authority in challenging the status quo. The official line that start-up led in large part to successful ventures, or to alternative positive outcomes, was strongly defended. This is contrast to MacDonald and Coffield’s report that few staff delivering the EAS believed in the businesses started.

Compliance of participants

As Miller and Morgan (1993) noted in relation to CVs, YEP business plans are constructed narratives prepared for a particular audience to achieve a particular effect. In this case, the audience was a YEP selection committee and the desired effect was securing access to YEP support. As business plans are presented as sales documents, with the purpose of persuading the YEP that business ideas are viable, they are edited
 to exclude any counter-evidence or doubts about business viability. Interview data suggested that applicants did have significant doubts about the viability of their business plans relating primarily to: the realism of projected sales estimates; concern that businesses are under-capitalised, and; awareness of the block that childcare responsibilities posed to working in the business. The young people had plans to solve these barriers to profitability but these were hidden within their private narratives of the future. These private narratives included informal methods, such as continuing to claim benefits. By hiding these doubts and plans, applicants complied with reproducing the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity within the YEP.

YEP applicants were also motivated to comply with reproducing the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity because it gave them new hope that through individual effort they could enter a new set of opportunities and make a better life. They thoroughly enjoyed constructing aspirational lifeplans during business planning and were delighted to have these narratives legitimised by the prestigious YEP – a widely accepted authority in their communities. This process contrasted with the pressure to adapt to low-quality employment that characterised their relationship with the welfare system. It also contrasted with experiences of being excluded from employment opportunities and, in some cases, being labelled locally as personal failures. 

Participants continued to comply with the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity when businesses struggled or failed. They were rarely in regular contact with one another and this, along with their very subjectification by the agency-orientated discourse, meant that they interpreted struggle or failure as a consequence of their personal behaviour. They believed they could succeed in business in the future if they learned from this experience or interpreted their struggle as a sign of personal failure: both individualized interpretations. They rarely questioned if their business plans had been realistic, if they had received adequate support or if the YEP had made a realistic judgement in supporting them. Those who saw business struggle or failure as a learning experience often remained seduced by the enterprise option and continued to hope that their businesses would be more successful in the future or, if their businesses failed, planned to start-up again. This distracted them from reflecting on their chances of success or confronting the YEP with their experiences. Those who felt a sense of personal failure suffered a devastating lack of confidence and, in shame, withdrew all contact with the YEP. Thus, most participants actively reproduced the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity and none actively challenged its realism with the YEP. 

Lack of external scrutiny

The authority of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was also not challenged through external scrutiny. Government funding arrangements incentivised business start-up and created little real interest in, or awareness of, the fate of business started. This may reflect poor commissioning or political interest in maintaining the agency-orientated discourse and enterprise inclusion policy it sustains. As MacDonald and Coffield (1991) observed, competition for funding also does not incentivise partners in the enterprise industry to engage in critical debate. At the time of the research, the programme had also not be subjected to a rigorous longitudinal evaluation and enterprise programmes had been subjected to little academic scrutiny, perhaps reflecting reluctance of small business researchers to critique the enterprise policy makers on which their income often depends (Curran and Blackburn, 2001). Debate by journalists, opposing politicians and the general public was also absent, reflecting the dominance of individualist explanations of life chances (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992), of which the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity is a part. This includes a general failure by the media to report on the high numbers, and outcomes, of business failure and to question the structure of enterprise opportunities (Scase, 1992). In this sense, we can see that the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was reproduced on all sides and had become hegemonic. This is not to deny seeds of resistance, but to point to weak motivations for pursuing them and strong motivations for remaining silent. Thus, the discourse of enterprise was established as common sense, both within the YEP and in its wider context.

Summary and Implications for Policy

‘Enterprise inclusion’ policy is attracting political support internationally but its outcomes, and the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity on which it is founded, have been the subject of little critical analysis. I have offered a rare critique of the effectiveness of UK enterprise programmes and concluded that, while these programmes initially satisfy policy aims by transitioning the disadvantaged into small enterprise, few businesses generate a living wage and the most common outcomes – chronic trading in marginal enterprise and business failure – contradict the policy imperatives of creating a dynamic start-up market and social inclusion. Given our knowledge of the contingency of business success on human, social and cultural capital resources, and the relatively weak interventions offered under enterprise programmes, these findings are unsurprising. The novel empirical analysis I offer helps to explain how the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity is sustained within a particular enterprise programme, despite these negative outcomes.

The discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was reproduced in the culture, language and systems of the programme. It was both reflective and constitutive of practice. An agency-orientated selection procedure conceptualized business start-up as contingent on individual determination and discipline, and capable of moral and practical rehabilitation of the workless, but relatively detached from access to resources. This view served the interests of creating as many start-up as possible, thereby maximizing government funding. Volunteers on selection committees complied because they lacked the time and capability to scrutinize business plans rigorously, were politically tolerant of an agency-orientated view of opportunity and had little practical experience of the constrained lives of disadvantaged young people. Any doubts they held about business viability were soothed by assumptions of welfare support and mythical belief in the agency of (untrained) middle-class mentors. Selection committees were also distracted from scrutinizing viability by their role in policing whether applicants are sufficiently disadvantaged to warrant support and analyzing how to encourage the discipline of thrift to aid rehabilitation through enterprise. At branch level, committees were strongly led by Chairmen, trained in the imperative of meeting start-up targets by head office, who encouraged focus on the potential to rehabilitate characters through enterprise and process claims quickly, rather than carefully analysing viability. 

Funding criteria based on venture creation resulted in an organization whose primary role was to support start-up. Staff and volunteers witnessed the highly enabling experiences of business planning and launch and were distanced from programme outcomes. Having little contact with the negative outcomes of marginal trading and business failure, they were subjectified by a positive outcomes rhetoric, developed at head office level to defend against, and distract from, the possibility of negative outcomes. This rhetoric claimed that a business experience led to entrance into education, training or employment. In its agency-orientation, this notion of learning to be more successful through enterprise effectively extended the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity.  However, it may not have appealed to participants and, consequently, was kept private behind the face of an organization promoting itself as establishing viable businesses.

Seeds of resistance to the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity were evident in a range of settings but both staff and volunteers lacked motivation and evidence to pursue an argument for alternative discourses, particularly because this meant challenging a status quo maintained by a small number of authoritarian figures – particularly selection committee Chairmen. Participants were happy to hide their personal doubts about business viability and access to resources at start-up in order to attract YEP support and to defend their own narratives of a better life based on the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. Thus, they were also compliant with reproducing the discourse within the YEP. Individualised interpretations of business struggle and failure also ensured that participants did not challenge the realism of the discourse when they experienced negative outcomes. 

Ultimately, the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity relates to a lack of critical scrutiny in wider society. Government funding arrangements created little interest in, or awareness of, programme outcomes. Partners in the enterprise industry, often including academics, were incentivised to reproduce the discourse.  Journalists and the general public are also inculcated in individualized understandings of opportunities (Giddens, 1991; Bates and Riseborough, 1993; Bradley, 1996) and hesitance in analyzing the regularity, and outcomes, of business failure in the wider small business population (Scase, 1992). Thus, we can see that the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity was reproduced within and outside the programme and had become hegemonic. While seeds of resistance exist, even within the terms of the discourse – for example, claims of positive outcomes can so easily be confronted with a notion of negative outcomes – it seemed unlikely that anyone would have the motivation or power to seriously challenge the status quo.

MacDonald and Coffield’s claim that programme operators did not believe in the businesses started is unsupported. Distance from disadvantaged youth and programme outcomes, combined with a range of devices to soothe anxiety about, or distract attention from, business viability meant that most staff and volunteers prescribed to the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. Extension of the discourse to incorporate the positive outcomes rhetoric – that situates enterprise experiences as rehabilitative to the workless because it promotes personal agency – shored up any outstanding concern about starting businesses with poor prospects. Thus, the notion that enterprise success or, at least, labour market success, were possible by promoting agency through start-up was well supported.

While this single in-depth study cannot be simply generalized to all enterprise programmes – particularly as it is placed in the historical context of the late 1990s – we can take away generalizable findings on two levels. First, the processes identified can be regarded as sensitizing concepts that may help to explain other contexts. Second, our findings relate to a broader context – contemporary capitalism – whose conditions have not significantly changed. Thus, contemporary governments are still supporting enterprise programmes that offer relatively few resources to overcome structural barriers to start-up (Rouse and Jayawarna, 2006), individualized and agency-orientated narratives of disadvantage are still prevalent and public critiques of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity remain scarce. This suggests that the conditions that supported the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity are unchanged and likely to affect contemporary programmes, although the exact nature of these processes may vary.

Policy makers may be unconcerned by these findings. Promotion of an ‘enterprise culture’ and moral rehabilitation of the workless by encouraging a sense of personal agency may be politically adequate outcomes from enterprise programmes and negative outcomes may be tolerable or ignored. Alternatively, there may be the will to question what the resource-based view of the small enterprise can tell us about the type of intervention required to give disadvantaged groups a more realistic chance of founding a profitable enterprise. In this vein, Blackburn and Ram (2003) call for enterprise policy makers to adopt a stronger model of social inclusion. Alternatively, we might conclude that the enterprise inclusion agenda is futile and the disadvantaged should not be encouraged to start in business (Marlow, 2006). Alternatively, enterprise programmes could promote a critical enterprise culture and, so, act as the expert systems that Giddens (1991) argues are required to help people unfamiliar with contemporary contexts to make risk assessments. At present, the hegemony of the discourse as an open route of opportunity ameliorates against realistic analysis of risks and programme innovation. For me, this is unacceptable because it exposes the vulnerable to negative outcomes. I witnessed the excitement that business planning and launch creates, but also observed negative outcomes, some of them devastating. My motivation in writing this paper is to act as a seed of resistance to the hegemony of the discourse of enterprise as an open route of opportunity. My hope is that this will form part of a line of argument that motivates innovation in enterprise inclusion policy.
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� NES: second wave - 83.1% of respondents had opened a business and 9.8% were still involved in starting a business (Jayawarna et al., 2006). Start-up rates are not recorded in the PTB or New Deal research.





� NES: 92.2% still trading (average business age 29 months) (Jayawarna et al., 2006). PTB – 65.2% still trading 28-31 months after start-up and 50.0% 44-47 months after start-up. New Deal – not data available about the survival of businesses.





� Three factors indicate that evaluations are biased against ‘failed’ businesses. First, ‘failed’ business owners may have been more difficult to trace because labour market change is often accompanied by housing change (Jones, 1995). Second, respondents who have lost contact with the enterprise programme may have received the least advice and, so, been more vulnerable to failure. Third, ‘failed’ business owners may have refused to participate due to shame, the fear of being pursued for debt repayments or because they had a poor opinion of the enterprise programme.





� NES – 94.9% of male participants survive compared to 89.9% of female participants; 93.3% of participants qualified to NVQ4 or equivalent survive compared to 80.0% of participants with no qualifications; 90.9% of the previously economically inactive survive compared to 93.8% of the previously economically active (wave 2) (private communication); PTB – 67.3% of male participants survive in business compared to 62.1 % of female participants; 66.2 of white participants survive compared with 52.2% of non-white participants; 69.3% with a degree-level qualification survive compared with 54.2% with no qualifications; 71.5% of participants employed prior to start-up survive compared with 61.9% of the unemployed and 61.0% of the otherwise economically inactive (wave 3) (Meager et al., 2003). 





� PTB – 71.9% with a health problem or disability survive compared to 64.1% of the healthy; survival among those with post-graduate level of qualifications (55.8%) is more similar to those with no qualifications (54.2%) than graduates (69.3%) (wave 3) (Meager et al., 2003).





� NES: first wave – median turnover is £2,100, 52.7% turnover under £7,500 and 77.0% turnover under less than 17,500 (average business age 7 months) (Rouse and Boles, 2004 and private communication); second wave – median turnover £18,000, 52.1% turnover under £20,000 and 77.9% turnover under £50,000 (average business age 29 months); turnover increased between waves in 86.4% of surviving businesses (Jayawarna et al., 2006 and private communication). PTB: wave 3 – turnover under £100 per week 12.6%; turnover under £200 per week 29.0%; turnover under £500 per week 60.5%; turnover under £1000 per week 80.8% (following further analysis of data reported in Meager et al., 2003).





� NES: first wave – 37.8% made no drawings, 65.4 % made drawings of less than £2,500 and 11.2% made drawings of £10,000 or more (average business age 7 months) (Rouse and Boles, 2004 and private communication); second wave – median drawings of £3,600 (average business age 29 months) (Jayawarna et al., 2007). PTB: wave 3 - 29.6% drew under £50 per week, 76.3% drew under £200 per week (following further analysis of data reported in Meager et al., 2003).





� NES: the proportion of business traders relying on debt income to cover living costs increased from 13.4% to 23.4 % between survey waves (Jayawarna et al., 2007).





� NES: of the 12 respondents reporting business closure at wave 2, three were in employment, two were in business, three were unemployed, one was unemployed and looking after family, one was looking after family and one was in training of education. Overall, seven were economically inactive (private communication). PTB – of the non-survivors at wave 3, 48.0% employed, 11.2 % self-employment, 19.8% unemployed and 21.0% economically inactive/other (following further analysis of data presented in Meager et al., 2003); those in employment prior to start-up were more likely to be in employment following business closure (Meager et al., 2003).


  


� A YEP Chairman reported to me that he had been ‘trained’ in the ‘positive outcomes’ rhetoric during a training scheme given at the YEP’s headquarters.
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