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Objectives: The growing level of participation by black-owned businesses especially in London can have a profound impact on the dynamics of the regional economy. However, the sector is marred by a number of issues such as high mortality rates, ethnic embededdness and abysmally low take-up of business support. The dearth of information and context-relevant research regarding this sector only adds to the problem. The objective of this work is to bridge this gap by preliminarily seeking an understanding of the black-owned business sector in relation to the discourse around business support, how the discourse is constructed, disseminated and implications for business support take-up (status, delivery and engagement).

Prior Work: This work draws from the authors’ prior research in the area of Black African entrepreneurship and SME business support and is in alignment with the Regional Development Agency’s policy priority on the growth and sustainability of ethnic entrepreneurship.
Approach: Rooted in the notion that practice follows discourse and vice versa, this paper takes a unique approach and seeks to unpack the beliefs, assumptions and values associated with black business support from the point of view of those who provide such support. The idea is to unravel the causal issues relating to support take up by examining the supply side of the equation. In trying to string together the inter-subjectively created discourses of business support, the research protocol is conducted at two levels: (a) focus group of black business support providers in the London area and (b) informed by the themes generated in the focus group, narrative interviews.
Results:  By de-constructing the language used by the provider sector to ‘talk’ about their role and self identities, we were able to examine the attitudes and beliefs underpinning business support, strategy and implementation. The study was limited to black African businesses in the London area and therefore may not be generalized to other ethnic populations.
Implications:  Reflection and retrospection by the service providers shifts the spotlight from the content and delivery of the policy framework onto the actual ‘engagement’ aspect of the policy. This provided us with a foothold to explore whether, and to what extent, alternative and new perspectives on supporting black businesses are needed.
Value:  The novelty of this paper lies in the fact that it attempts to unravel the complex processes of business support within the context of the black–owned business sector by decoding the narrative discourses used by the business support providers. Such intrinsic examination of views and beliefs underpinning business support is relatively unique and provides a robust platform for further research.
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Introduction

The contribution of Black African Small to Medium-sized Enterprises (BASMEs) to the economy of the UK (especially the regions such as London, Birmingham, Manchester where they are concentrated)  is significant and set to impact many of the regions’ economy far more profoundly than is currently the case. Whilst available evidence indicates a steady growth of black-owned business start-ups (the number rose by a third between 2000 and 2004 in London), those who have studied the entrepreneurial processes of African and Caribbean population sub-groups have consistently expressed concerns that black business start-ups tend to suffer higher levels of sustainability crises than the norm. Apart from the hackneyed ‘ethnic penalty’ considerations, it is established that black entrepreneurs are not sufficiently availing themselves of professional business support. Paradoxically, despite their continuing growth in numbers, the plethora of agencies delivering business support to SMEs do not seem to have improved the abysmally low take-up rate of professional business support opportunities by black businesses. In part, this account for the perennial failure crises and disproportionate high mortality rates which black-owned businesses tend to suffer. 

Whilst evaluation evidence exists on the inadequate state of business support targeted at black businesses, relatively little research has been done to develop new perspective and new explanations of the underlying issues which, in turn, will allow a robust turnaround strategy to be worked out. Accordingly, this paper aims to problematise the issue of business support for black businesses. It does this by separating business support delivery (i.e. direct delivery of support services to businesses) and engagement (i.e. raising the demand for business support). Rooted in the notion that practice follows discourse and vice versa, we focus on the discursive strategies used to promote business support (from the point of view of business support providers), the beliefs, assumptions and values underpinning the language used to ‘talk’ about business support by the providers. This line of inquiry follows an enduring philosophical aphorism in marketing communication which posits that when a message fails to get through to the intended audience in a manner anticipated, it is the fault of the sender and not the receiver. It is likely, therefore, that a significant part of the difficulties arising from the poor record of business take-up by black businesses may be traceable to the supply side of support provision. 

With this as a point of departure, the paper seeks to unpack the subterraneous and often culture-bound blockages to business support take-up by black businesses. It seeks an understanding of (i) the black-owned business sector in relation to the discourse around business support, and (ii) how the discourse is constructed, disseminated and implications for business support take-up (status, delivery and engagement).

Black-owned Businesses: A UK Overview

Black / Black British is a growing ethnic community in the UK consisting of people with a Black African or Black Caribbean origin. Broadly speaking this category includes Black – British, Black – Caribbean, Black – African, Black – Other, North African, Mixed – White and Black Caribbean, Mixed – White and Black Africans (GLA, 2004; LDA, 2005).

 


Table 1: Population of the UK: by ethnic group, April 2004


                                                         Source: ONS, 2001 Census

Based on the 2001 Census data, there are over one million black people living in the UK representing 2% of the total national population and 25% of the total ethnic minority population in the UK, second only to that of the Asian community (Census, 2001). It is estimated that this number will increase by at least three million by 2025 (CEEDR, 2000)

Based on the Annual population survey conducted by the ONS (2004), people in employment from Pakistani, Chinese and White Irish groups were more likely to be self-employed than those in other ethnic groups in Great Britain. One in five Pakistanis in employment were self-employed (21 per cent), as were just under one in six Chinese (16 per cent) and White Irish (15 per cent) people. This compared with around one in ten (11 per cent) White British people and fewer than one in ten people from a Mixed or Black ethnic group (7%). Considering that self-employment is an indication of entrepreneurial activity, it can be read that black minority groups have a below average representation in self-employment.

Chart 1: Self-employment as a percentage of all employment by ethnic group
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Source: ONS, 2001 Census

According to the Labour Force Survey (LFS), looking at the self employment activity of the ethnic minorities in UK for the last 5 years, the results resound the fact that self employment rates are comparatively low for Black population in the UK.

Chart2: Self-employment by ethnic groups in the last five years
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Source: LBS (2000 – 2005)

Paradoxically, the SBS Household Survey (2003) revealed that almost one third (31%) of those of Black Caribbean and Black African origins in England wanted to start their own business. This is a relatively high percentage when compared to that of the White community (9%) and the Asian Community (21%). These results were echoed again in the following SBS Household Survey of 2005. The 2005 survey reiterated that the level of entrepreneurial intent is high among Black Caribbean (25%) and Black African (27%) people in comparison to the white (11%) and other ethnic populations i.e. Indian (15%), Pakistani (13%) and Chinese (15%); thus suggesting that black people are more entrepreneurial and are more likely to be ‘would be’ entrepreneurs in comparison to other sub-groups in the UK population.

Chart 3: Proportions of Thinkers, Doers & Avoiders in England, by Etnicity
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Source: SBS (2005)

However, the high proportions of black people wanting to start their own business do not appear to be feeding through into actual business activity. Going back to the SBS Survey (2005), the proportions of black people that actually start-up a business dwindles down to a mere 8% in Black Caribbeans and 11% in Black Africans. There is a stark contradiction in the percentage of Black populations that want (thinkers) to start and own a business as opposed to those that have been successful in so doing (doers). 
Black-owned businesses in London:

There are over 10,000 businesses owned by people of Black Caribbean and Black African descent in London (4% of all London businesses), having a turnover of approximately £4.5, billion and providing around 70,000 jobs (LDA, 2005). However, when compared with white and other ethnic minority businesses, Black-owned businesses are underrepresented compared with the proportion of population which is black. For example, in London, black-owned businesses comprise 4% of all businesses, but 12% of London’s population is black (GLA, 2004).

More encouragingly, according to the LDA (2005), though still underrepresented, Black-owned businesses are growing at a much higher rate (80% in the past decade) when compared with other ethnic groups i.e. White – (4%) and Asian (45%).

This is a clear indication that there is a growing entreprenerial interest and acivity in the African and Caribbean communities and  more has to be done in understanding the needs and issues of the exisiting businesses and potential start-ups.
Characterising Black Businesses

Changing nature of black-owned businesses

Black-owned businesses, whether African or Caribbean, clearly provide a very valuable contribution to London’s economy (GLA, 2004). Although their characteristics and needs are not yet well understood, it is clear that they are distinct from businesses in general in several respects. They are more likely to be smaller firms and so require the support that small firms normally require. It is also clear that they cover many different sectors and so will be subject to the different market conditions, trends and pressures that these different sectors experience. Indeed ethnic minority businesses, including black-owned businesses, are no longer simply concentrated in one or two industries and do not serve only niche markets (GLA, 2004; Nwankwo, 2005). 

Sectoral concentration of black-owned businesses

Most black-owned businesses are in Business Services (this is the biggest single industry in terms of numbers of firms). This is the same as for the population as a whole. As Table 3 shows, the ranking of the biggest sectors (in terms of numbers of firms) is more or less the same for black-owned firms as for all businesses. Far from being concentrated in a few niche markets, black-owned businesses are spread across all areas of the economy. The Biggest sectors -by number of businesses- shows that Black businesses are concentrated in three main sectors (1) Business Services, (2) Wholesale & Retail, and (3) Hotels & Restaurants.
These elements are also alluded to in Nwankwo’s (2005, p. 125) study characterizing Black African entrepreneurs. Professional services (including Accountancy firms, Legal/ solicitors, financial advisory, training/ consultancy); food (restaurants and catering, food retail); general merchandise; fashion and beauty (hair dressing salon, barbing salon, cosmetics, clothing and fashion accessories); and general services (including logistics/ freight forwarding, cab offices, auto mechanics and electric and electronics). Nwankwo also noted that there was very little evidence of structural concentration in any particular sector as compared with the Asian counterparts in the popular Asian corner-shops and Chinese restaurants as well as Vietnamese nail shops. He however warned that a lack of concentration of this nature should not be confused with an absence of an ethnic-based market aggregation.

Nwankwo (2005) has sketched various factors that can be streamlined into two broad areas:  Person-specific factors (low interaction with support systems, inadequate training, high levels of stress, spreading thinly and widely etc.) and environmental factors (lack of targeted support, access to finance, negative racial experiences).  

Problematising Black Businesses’ Support Needs

Businesses within different sectors are bound to experience different market conditions which will be one of the primary drivers of success  (Ram and Smallbone 2001; Curran and Blackburn, 1993). Just as business-owners from different ethnic groups will require different kinds of support, so businesses within different sectors require different kinds and levels of support. Indeed, there is some research which suggests that sectoral trends and forces are more important than ethnic group in determining businesses needs (Rutherford and Blackburn, 2000). 
Specific reasons cited by businesses that had problems accessing external finance included the cost of repayments, lack of collatreal, cannot raise enough, leaders do not understand and decisions are made at the head office etc. The sorts of reasons mentioned by black-owned businesses are not statistically different from those mentioned by businesses in general (Ram and Smallbone, 2001; Bank of England, 1999; British Bankers Association, 2002). 
However previous research seem to suggest that black-owned businesses have serious difficulties accessing adequate finance than other businesses in general (GLA, 2004). One of the most comprehensive recent studies was the British Bankers Association (2002) report, which found that access to external start-up finance was very different between different ethnic groups. Chinese businesses were the most likely to access external start-up finance (51 per cent) and African-Caribbean businesses the least likely (31 per cent). Indeed the GLA (2004) admitted that although “...research does not provide clear evidence of discrimination, but it does paint a picture of diversity, and does demonstrate that African-Caribbean businesses have particular difficulties in accessing finance. Much of this can be explained by factors such as size, but there is an unexplained difference.”
To understand some of these unexplained nuances, we turned to the black business support providers for answers in what we present as their tales. An attempt at deconsctructing these tales is presented in the rest of the paper.
The extent to which the myriad of small business support networks in London (most of the network members draw support from public sector resources) effectively engage ethnic minority entrepreneurs, in general, remains a very open question an area of continuing public policy concern. There are obvious lacunae in both literature and policy arenas and these tend to be more confounding when related to the black business sector. For example, anecdotal evidence (to the best of our knowledge, hard empirical evidence is not yet available) indicates that black-led business support provider organizations and networks have grown tremendously in recent years – a growth rate that has been inferred to outstrip what is observable in relation to other ethnic minority population sub-groups in London. With this in mind, it is a paradox that a population sub-group that  has seemingly witnessed the highest growth rate in targeted business support intervention, judging by the sheer number of black-led business advice/support agencies, is adjudged to be one of the most disinclined to  instigate or take-up business support. Therefore, it seems the case that the underlying issue is less of the availability of business support infrastructure but more of establishing points of identification (and or alienation) between the provider sector and the target population. 

Two issues are important in seeking a preliminary understanding and therefore problematising black business support take-up; (a) structure of black business and (b) attitude to business take-up. 

Business structure: The reasons for the poor business support take-up vary according to industry structure and nature of business. (PROVIDE A SCHEMA). For example, those businesses that operate in niche ethnic markets (e.g. food, fashion/clothing, hair-dressing and general retailing) are varied but systemically revolve around “low interaction with institutional support systems” (Nwankwo, 2005, p.131).  However, the situation for businesses that have achieved a ‘break-out’ into the mainstream growth sectors (e.g. creative industries, ICT, service/consultancy/health & social services) are different, with support needs revolving around the stress of entrepreneurship, strengthening/deepening the value chain, quality accreditation, value mapping/matching, access to public procurement, etc.).      

Attitude to business take-up: The reasons for the poor business support take-up are varied (LDA, 2005). A review of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) owned businesses by the London Business Support Network (LBSN, 2003) revealed the key obstacles impacting business support effectiveness in London. These include:

· failure of business support agencies  to market services effectively

· lack of cultural awareness and understanding by business support organizations

· BME owned businesses tend to be more heavily concentrated in some non-priority sectors (e.g. retailing) for business support organizations

· Weak resource base of BME businesses to pay for business support services, whether privately supplied or publicly funded.   

Other studies/review (e.g. LBSN, 2006; LDA, 2006, 2004; CBI, 2005) further highlight a range of militating factors that include poor awareness of what support is available and where to get it, poor positioning of mainstream business support (i.e. support services are often not tailored or designed to match the needs and aspirations of black businesses), tardy mechanisms through which aspects of business support systems are communicated and the strategies of engagement. According to Nwankwo (2005), three major interlocking factors combine in different degrees to reveal the some of the subterranean attitudes of black entrepreneurs to business support. Drawing data from black Africans, he outlines these to include factors that are (i) person-specific, (ii) those that relate to the operating and (iii) those that emanate from the institutional environment. Although it might be somewhat problematic to try to provide as comprehensive synthesis of those factors along the three-pronged compartmentalization, the key highlights include:

· Low interaction with institutional support systems: Black businesses are reluctant to seek and accept support from external sources partly due to the abysmally low level of interaction with the wider, mainstream, institutional support network. This manifests itself in a number of ways;

· low awareness of the support provisions that are publicly available mainly because many entrepreneurs are so operationally embedded in their ethnic communities to the point of being almost oblivious of what obtains outside the community network. This obviously raises some concerns about the mechanisms through which some of the small business support systems are communicated and the strategies of engagement with the intended recipients. There might be a lesson here from the field of marketing.

· Self-exclusion:  Some entrepreneurs who appeared to be flimsily aware of the support networks thought that such were not intended for them. They believed themselves to be operating at the margins of the economy, meaning that their activities could not be of any notable significance to the ‘authorities’. Consequently, this raises some concerns with regard to the much-orchestrated social inclusion agenda – from the local authority to the national government levels. 

· Self-preservation: A sense of self-preservation emerged as a major reason why many of the entrepreneurs are not ‘open’ and will very readily shield their businesses from external scrutiny. Tax, immigration and employment regulations were seen as real issues. ‘Outsiders’ are viewed with suspicion and as far as possible ‘shut out’ until trust is established. Concomitantly, mistrust of ‘outsiders’ is, in part, rooted in occupational duplicity of some of the entrepreneurs. For example, some are known to hold down full time jobs in addition to operating their businesses, some are self-declared unemployed and claiming associated benefits but actively engaged in their private businesses.

· Strategic introversion and inadequate practical training – business support as a training issue: Many of the entrepreneurs lack a long term outward view of where their businesses are headed but, instead, turning inward and depending more on co-ethnics than is good for their own survival. Ethnic embeddedness, by itself, is not a problem insofar as it is determined by a clear strategic market positioning. The harsh realities of operating a business are all too frequently underestimated, with the result that appropriate levels of sensitivity and positive disposition to instigating professional business support are all too frequently lost. More over, operating an enterprise requires some basic skills which invariably include the skill to harness and leverage external support. While a clear need exists for targeted training, many shy away from undertaking appropriate training that might enhance their chances success in entrepreneurship.

· Paternalism in entrepreneurial orientation: Although the vast majority of the entrepreneurs seems to ‘throw in’ all they can muster (e.g. working very long and sometimes unsociable hours, often ploughing into the enterprise hard-earned income from employment or capital raised from borrowing/re-mortgaging of homes), theocentric orientation appear to underpin their evaluation of success.  That is, business success comes about not merely by attracting and deploying strategic resources alone but by ‘an act of God’. Thus, positioning business support in the classic ‘business angel’ mode alienates a sizeable part of the population group. For example, those who are deeply involved in the new-age black Pentecostalism (based on the precepts prosperity gospel) do feel aghast by the idea that of ‘business angels’ arrogating to themselves the power to change others’ manifest destiny which ordinarily should be a preserve of God. Thus, the issue theocentric orientation arose because of the apparent effect of extraneous factors (particularly religion) in shaping entrepreneurial orientations within the Black population. For example, success in entrepreneurship is often seen as an ‘act of faith’ – a matter of divine intervention rather than an outcome of strategic processes.  Nevertheless, it seems that this paternalistic tendency is not simplistically culture-bound but an expression of   ‘resigned reaction’ to perceived institutional failures or ethnic disadvantages.

· High levels of entrepreneurial stress: Burdens of entrepreneurship are often ‘bottled up’ and, therefore, not shared - for example, with specialist advisors and/or consultants – leading to burn out. High stress levels and the attendant coping strategies tend to blur the long-term strategic vision while concentrating on short-term, ‘fire-fighting’ tactics. Hence, in many respects, family commitments (both nuclear and extended) interfere with work and both personal life and entrepreneurial life gets muddled up together – resulting to strategic drift and lack of clear direction of where the enterprise is headed. But, rather than seek professional support, recourse is often taken to the informal realm of families, friends and socio-cultural networks.
· Octopus phenomenon - spreading out too thinly and widely: Many black entrepreneurs were found to engage in many business undertakings simultaneously – with insufficient attention to the core business. The enterprises they establish become a cluster of disparate activities linked only by the entrepreneurs but lacking any strategic coherence. In the circumstance, the entrepreneurs themselves become confused about what their businesses should be about over-estimate their personal capabilities to cope or under-estimate the potential effects inviting professional business support.    

Methodology

The chosen methodology is informed by the authors’ understanding of knowledge and knowledge creation with respect to the world. ‘From the constructivist epistemological position, all knowing involves the (subjective) interpretation of meaning, and without this attempts to construct knowledge of the world could not proceed.’ (Hayes ed., 1997). Drawing from the our epistemological position of social constructivism, the idea is not to ‘measure’ or ‘assess’ the extent of the imbalance between business support and its take up rate. It is more to do with ‘exploring’ the support providers discourses on such an imbalance. ‘Social constructivism is concerned with exploring the various ways in which the given constructs are ‘made real’ (Willig, 2001).

To be able to unravel the idiosyncratic and sometimes inter-subjectively created discourses of business support by black businesses, the research protocol will be driven by a desire to enter the world of the informant from the point of view of those who are active in providing and delivering business support to the sector. The method of data collection will involve two inter-related strategies based on idiosyncratic and multiplicative sampling procedures largely because of the diffused nature of black entrepreneurship. Once the initial screening is completed, detailed in-depth narrative interviews and focus group with principal actors in the business support provider sector will be undertaken to collect data that will illuminate the complex institutions and processes of business support in a way that it is not decontextualised – revealing how the prevailing discursive strategies are contested in the self narratives of black business support providers.  

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to ‘ensure that they cover particular areas, but leave room to follow feedback idiosyncratically so as to explore more particular meanings with research participant’ (Burck, 2005). Face-to-face, individual narrative interviews with 3 business advisors, from a range of business support agencies in London (further interviews are in process).  Each participant was interviewed three times over a period of six months. Participants were required to tell their stories, on three different occasions, from three different positions:

· reminiscences about their identities prior to setting up in business
· reflections upon their current identities as business support providers and 
· imagining their identities and business support provision in the future 
The interviews are of narrative style, with a focus upon business support, business start-up, growth and sustainability as well as their identities as business support providers. 

To ensure anonymity promised at the outset of the research, treatment of research data was undertaken in compliance with the Data Protection Act (1998).  Data obtained from interviews and focus group sessions was stored initially on digital voice recorder. These initial recordings were deleted following immediate transfer to a work-based computer (pass-worded), accessed solely by the research group.  Transcripts of interviews and focus group sessions were also stored on the above pass-worded computer.  Data will only be shared with the research team and genuinely interested academic researchers.   Hard copies of transcripts will be stored in a locked filing cabinet and accessed solely by research team.

Participant’s identity and contact details will be kept confidential; use of pseudonyms will be made to break the link between data and identifiable individuals. With regards the research findings, anonymity was assured in the following ways:

· research findings will be reported on collective basis 

· individual participant quotations will be used only with additional permission from the individual /s concerned 
· any direct quotations incorporated in the findings will be reported anonymously  

The novelty of this paper lies in the retrospection if offers about the role of business support in shaping entrepreneurial processes, simultaneously enabling us to ferret out the ways in which dominant discourses guide as well as constrain the representation of black businesses vis-à-vis business support take-up. 

Narrative discourse analysis is used to deconstruct the use of language, understand discursive resources used within a particular culture or context and decipher the links between business support discourse, institutions, practices and agencies. Because narrative discourse analysis stresses on variation and on understanding the use of language, it may be useful in exploring ideologies, associations and conflicts. The interpretation of the ‘fluidity’ and the ‘how’ of language may help to identify the constructs that the support providers associate with in terms of the support initiatives.  Thus, based on the protocols of narrative discourse, we examine the beliefs, assumptions and values underpinning the language used to ‘talk’ about business support by the provider sector. It embraces the assumption that the social world and power relations are constructed and maintained through language and the processes of producing language.  

Additionally, the language used by business support providers is used to explore their identities as entrepreneurs.  Rather than seeing identity as a rational, thinking, knowing self- discourse analysis helps the researcher to view things in its totality in which the dispersion of the subject is done across multiple discourses. In the current research, this approach is rather useful as support providers can take different positions in the society i.e. achievers, entrepreneurs themselves, women, men, ethnic etc.

Through the language used, it explores the relevance of views and beliefs underpinning business support policy, business support strategy and business support implementation (i.e. engagement rather than direct delivery of support services). The idea is to seek to expose whether, and to what extent, alternative and new perspectives on supporting black businesses may be required.  

Findings

Key themes that emerged from our interviews with black business support providers included poor levels of Motivation, unemployment, frustration, training, opportunistic, business support, misalignment.
In our interviews with over a dozen black business support providers across London we sought answers to a number of probing questions that perpetuated to low support take-up ranging from:

· What marked out black businesses for targeted action?

· What sort of interventions may be required?

· Why is the mainstream infrastructure not working?

· Why does this gap exist/ why are support providers failing to adequately implement the government objectives?

· Can we apportion blame to the support beneficiaries for not availing themselves to business support?

We also sought to understand how the business support providers came about as well as what prior training they had:

· Motivation for start-ups

· How can we get black entrepreneurs to buy into the initiative?

The responses were damning in some instances. For example, when we attempted to understand what it was that marked out black businesses for targeted action. One respondent pointed out the need for targeted action thus:

This is clearly necessary but additional research to provide further evidence is required. Conventional/ mainstream businesses involve themselves mainly in production and sales but black businesses need funding from someone in a position to be trusted within their particular community network. Two key elements are missing in this regard – skills and finance (Interview 2 - Biz Support Provider SE London)

Do you therefore think there is a legitimate need for targeting black businesses as a unique cluster? Precisely, in the last 10 yrs, as a result of us targeting those clientele – yes, we have developed a pool of Black businesses that are generating a level of income that the white organisations will never get to pay them as salary. We assist them to set up, we assist them to fund raise, we assist them to operate as organisations, whether they are operating as a voluntary sector that is registered or they are operating as a SMEs – now there are lot of those we have assisted to set up as voluntary sectors and as charities and now we are now assisting them into social enterprise – since the govt. allowed the space for them to make profit, we are now going into social enterprise - as they are selling their services they are making money which is supporting the fund raising strategy (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

The damning view of mainstream support providers prompted us to question why the mainstream infrastructure was not working.

There is a problem of business support delivery. Currently there doesn’t seem to be adequate synergy between government support initiatives and the activities of approved business support providers. In other words while the intentions of the government might be considered noble, the implementation by business support providers have not been adequately leveraged (Interview 2 -Biz Support Provider SE London)

Funding is a huge strength of quality support provision. However most small time support providers have been promised higher funding based on conditions – an example is that they must network with mainstream business support. However the mainstream services are full of jargons which are never really understood by the intended beneficiaries. We tend to understand these needs and use vernacular and African idiomatic expressions to get our message across to the recipients in a manner acceptable and understood by them (Interview 3).

Why does this gap exist/ why are support providers failing to adequately implement the government objectives?

The support providers are limited in knowledge. They are constrained because of their low level of understanding of the whole concept (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

Black business support providers are being funded to fail for a number of reasons. (i) They are constrained to short-term funding (mostly 12-month contracts); (ii) withdrawal of funding which is shifted elsewhere as an ‘under spend’ (mostly to mainstream providers); (iii) lack of trust that they will succeed (which cascades down to the recipient) (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

What is encouraged is a trust in numbers with emphasis on quality through large workshops that might not provide the level of detail expected by the beneficiary. We have moved away from this trend to a more tailor-made approach offering customised one-to-one sessions/ support. This approach provides our clients the opportunity to open-up there dreams and nightmares much more. It also enables the development of trust, confidentiality and protection of the ideas from potential competition in a wider audience/ environment ...popular with mainstream providers (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

There are many constraints in this line of business and most are policy related matters. Fund providers question our proposals in rather awkward ways. They are averse to taking on-board the real needs of black businesses capturing the cultural nuances exhibited. They encourage a replication approach to support delivery which lacks in terms of capacity building. Moreover, black business support providers cannot afford to rent prime locations for their offices as they are priced-out of the market due to inadequacy of funds. I have been here in Stratford for over 12 years before the area became famous and now that it has registered its presence on the world map we are being asked to relocate. (Interview 4 – North London).

Are you suggesting that some sort of training might be needed here?

Not really, I’m not so sure it’s a matter of training. I think the problem is more deep-rooted than mere lack of training.

There seems to be a mismatch between the real needs business support providers and recipients. I think you guys in academia need to do more, as academic research have a tendency of unearthing some of these issues. Furthermore, there is a need for the design of specific, tailor-made schemes/ initiatives for black businesses (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London)

Yes, in the sense that they are not capacity built to deliver the level and the quality - both quantity and qualitative level of services which these black communities require (Interview 3).

Do you agree with the research that suggests that there is a low take-up of business support by this group?

Not entirely. Acceptance depends very much on how the support provision is pitched. Mainstream providers don’t deal with visa residents and refugees or asylum seekers wishing to start-up, develop and/ or grow their businesses. This “statutory alienation” has its “backfiring implications” for the London economy. These businesses are “going off the radar” of government statistics. In our case, however, we recognise these disadvantaged groups and provide a tailor-made approach that is culturally appropriate to their needs. We even go out to meet the recipients at any location of their choice – in their own habitats. Finally the knowledge level of the author matters when it comes to providing statistics on low support take-up (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

It depends on who is saying whether they are – we have 200 organisations on annual basis here – just here 200 black organisations that come here to access services - you go to those people (point out in the direction of mainstream organisation across the street), they may have the same number, but how many of those are black? But, ours is 100% black. So, you can’t justify that they are not accessing – yes they are not accessing it - if you pitch it at a certain level, at a certain taste, with certain meaning. I mean, for e.g. some of those people will not touch anybody who’s is on student visa – who is thinking about visa –they will not touch them – if you haven’t got the right of abode – they will not touch you - if you are a refugee, they will not touch you – but here we get on because those refugee people, those who are on student visa, those who are on temporary status, they still have to earn a living, they still have expenses... (Interview 4 – North London)

All those people who are not accessing those mainstream services have gone outside the radar that the government is not picking up revenue from them - no NI contribution – no tax, - I was delivering a workshop one night about 9pm in a restaurant and it was packed and all of a sudden I started hearing some talking at the back so I looked at them and u know what was happening – the guys were trading their merchandise across the wall while they were listening to me – you know – silk socks were going past and shirt – and exchanging cash (everyone laughs) – and this is 9.30pm - you tell me most of these organisations that going to hold workshop at that time – u see what I mean - so we take it to them - this is the cultural appropriateness that I am talking about (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Can we apportion blame to the support beneficiaries (i.e. black entrepreneurs) as well? Do you think they are availing themselves of publicly funded Business Support?

Of course they can do better than they are currently doing. However, you must appreciate the fact that most of them have no experience in seeking business support. For example, requirements for a formal business plan may seem too daunting for them for a number of reasons. There is often a mismatch of expectations on the part of the giver and the recipient which might not be spotted early and can become very catastrophic if spotted at a later stage – as is often the case. To the extent that some beneficiaries might deem the whole initiative a pure waste of time (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

Time is of essence – black businesses want quick results. For example, it might take over 5 meetings before the mismatch of expectations is noticed. Support providers are more interested in meeting certain government targets than actually satisfying their clients’ needs (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

The point that most  business support in its delivering are not addressing the needs of black people…that is the reason why some of them are not taking, some of them the experience of trying to take it is not good…(Interview 4)

For example, if somebody comes to you and said you know, I want to start business, its going to cost me say £50, 000, a Business Support provider – there is a grant scheme available for it – lets sit down and look at what you want to do – then you sit down and give the ideas OK. .fine are you from the area that the support caters for – fine you are from the area – OK we will need a business plan – then we go through the process of the business plan – at this stage you are now beginning to enquire more, then as you enquire more, there could be room now to begin to have certain mis-match. And  because mis-match are beginning to develop, if it is not properly handled in terms of the organisation that is delivering that provision, and the person seeking that intervention, if it not properly handled then it will break down and once it breaks down, it becomes a problem and the problem is you on one hand – because this person is not paying you – government will pay you, you are looking to get all your signatures on paper, this person, you are really not providing for this person –so that this person will be happy, so because most of their experiences you know tend not to be fulfilled because the intervention is not addressing their needs. That’s why there is a need to identify some more tailor-made and not generic formulae – that will address the needs of this community (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

It was also clear that some sort of intervention may well be in order. So we probed on what sort of interventions may be required?

A stage-wise approach is required. There is also a strong need to tap into competency requirements. I have been on both sides of the support provision – business support provider and entrepreneur (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

I did mention the need to rise above statutory alienation. This is one major policy area where change should be initiated (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham)

This took us to the second part of our investigation – to ascertain the primary motivation for starting up business support by our interviewees:

Well, I got into Business Support partly out of interest and partly again because of – its kind of a move that I should say was a bit …not accidental as such…I mean I started out working in a training provision you know – I started out as a trainer at a training centre, from there I got into becoming training centre manager, managing a centre and then there became a need for a  business support provision actually in Hampshire in South Hampton for ethnic minorities – that’s how I got into it – there was somebody – got me involved in setting that business support provision up –Hampshire Business Development Agency – I mean that’s where I formalised it – I mean from time, I have always been interested in business and kind of  business support provision in terms of looking at business plan, looking at business ideas– but it became a formalised service when I got involved in setting up an ethnic minority focus  business support agency – that was in 1996 – so that quite a while now – since then I have been in Business Support (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

I have worked for companies, voluntary sectors, all sorts of sectors, I started my own business at the end of January 1997…I have always been in business support, training and research. I have done quite a lot of research too- within the community for example I have profiled, I have done an economic profile of the Afro-Caribbean in Portsmouth. In 1996, I did a research on setting up IT skill centres within the community and schools. So, I am involved in research, consultancy and training basically – addressing the need of the black community – that’s the best way to put it (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

This organisation started in 1989 – the first thing we did was to direct offenders from custody – that time number of black people in jail were too much (laughs) – still too much now – yeah – its still too much now – but the incarceration level rate was so much and so it took the audit commission – it didn’t take them long to figure out that the government was putting people in jail – those that will not pay £6000 to do legitimate jobs – they are putting them away in jail and paying  £26,000 for them to be kept in jail for one year -  so the economics wasn’t balancing – So, Margaret Thatcher and colleagues started thinking of ways of saving themselves money – so they published a common paper – asked for consultation – this is how it was started from the consultation, you put your proposal on what you think is the answer (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Before, I went into business, I went into employment – It is from diversion from custody – went into training – training to employment – yes – out of employment to business support (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, it was out of a question of if you like identification of perceived need – from so reforming individual lifestyles – realising that entrepreneurship – so you kind of diversified into that area

We are considering moving away from this line of work to social enterprise. Not only because it is emergent policy area, but it makes a lot of sense and more importantly disconnects us from this funding politics (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Is there any explanation for that given the fact that we now have increasing number of black business providers – I mean the number has grown astronomically over the years and at the same time we are still talking about poor business support take up – is it the problem of those who are really targeting Black businesses or should we continue to blame the mainstream providers for all those sort of dysfunctional issues

Well, the main stream providers have got a lot to deal with it because they are what we experienced as being “funded to fail” - because you may have an increase in number of service providers to the black community but how well funded are they – they are given contracts that doesn’t exceed 3 years - a lot of them are funded on annual basis – you can’t plan on year on year – ok-we have European funding for 3 years – half way through it they reduced their intimation rate from 44% to 28% - and it is take it or leave it !-  you understand – where I do know that from that same source, they pick up the phone and call other people and say, we have an under spend – please come and take – yeah - and we all go through the same monitoring system – they monitor us the same way – same audit trail – same audit standard that we are all subjected to – but they don’t trust you enough to invest in you (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, with the resolve that that lack of trust also cascades down to the support itself

Precisely! (stresses) precisely because your budget constraints determines the level services you  can provide - what we have decided to do here from start is to move away from workshop approach  to providing services – yes - so what we do here is one to one –it is very unlikely for somebody to sit in front of you for an hour and say nothing – whereas if it is in a workshop situation, they can sit all day and not raise their hand – not contribute and it is highly difficult to pitch at  a level that addresses everybody’s’ issues – you will be talking at a level and trying to capture – how many times have you heard about people saying – oh I cant go to individual cases – you know , it has to be blah blah– but when it is on one to one, sit here and tell me all your concerns – all your worries – how your grandma is sick – how your grandchildren are there to be born- and how this whole thing fits into the whole equation –at the end of the day they will walk out of that place feeling that somebody has heard them and they will come back – even though that even costs them more because they have to register with £260 in our surgery in order to take advantage of the one to one services – whereas workshops are free – if you walk into workshops and sit there all day free of charge but though it costs them more, they still prefer that and they come in here – they discuss it – and they again – confidentiality – feel that their business ideas is not being stolen by anybody (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Yes, the project is funded by European money but to access it, you have to have a contribution into it - you see what I mean - at the end of the day, we calculate all the fund that comes from private subscription and the one that come from the government – and that means we…budgets - whereas if you gone for workshop thing- scenario to be just that budget coming from public money, and you go out there and you just do… workshop and tell people how to write business plans – but here if you write a business plan, I have to go through it page by page – discuss it with you in the next surgery – I have to complete this monitoring form (waves the monitoring form in the air) at every visit – which they sign at the end of it to show that... so and so – so this is also our own quality control on that (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

And this is what the mainstream providers cannot really focus in terms of capturing the audience

They just can’t do that – they just straight on – you must turn up - the programmes start at 10 – what about childcare? Who talks about childcare provision? You may say childcare – ok when it comes to childcare – in order for you to claim the childcare facility, you have to find a registered childcare provider who now will give you a receipt for you to now submit to service provider before you can claim – But we know that our target group have got brothers and sisters – kith and kin who look after their children – yes – you don’t put them into that straight jacket of going through the directory to find the registered child minder – and that registered child minder has to go through certain protocols to get registered – yes - ok safety is important – we know that  - but we also know that there is cultural safety as well – which works (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, in essence what we are doing here is that we have one eye on the main service requirements of the government – statutory requirement about child care – registrations – health and safety – we have an eye on that – we also have an eye on cultural practices that work – the fact that it has not been registered in the big register does not mean it is invalid – they are useful experiences – and what we are trying to do here is to bring the two together where it works and assist the individual to move ahead with the time (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, you are able to provide support at various other levels than the mainstream organisations – is that what you are trying to say?

That’s right – but you have to be supported – you have to be capacity built – say for example if they had supported – what I mean by support is that they had put money to this property issue – if they had put money into that then that brokerage service would have been up and running now – where people instead– its like going into an Estate agent to ask for accommodation – he has done all– they have done all the work – ok – but this client who we are talking about cannot go to the estate agents – because of the bond they are required to produce – they want three years account – they want trade references – yes – and at the end of all those trade references they will tell you like they told us – they prefer PLC – because PLC is unlikely to go down – we know that they might…(Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, essentially you are moving away because of your frustration with the system?

Yes, that’s the reason – yes, because if we are well funded and the politics is not increasing – I mean there would obviously be very little need to go there – but social enterprise is where we are going – we will probably buy franchise as well in order to mover away from dependency on short-term contracts (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

And finally we attempted to find the way forward by asking our respondents how black entrepreneurs in London may be encouraged to buy-into to the government’s business support initiative. The responses did not particularly come as a surprise:

1. This is strictly the decision of the beneficiary – the buzzword of worklessness as opposed to unemployment.  Africans are not interested in government benefits but would rather settle for underemployment

2. There is a need to look more closely at the definition for intervention

3. Criteria for government grants for business start-ups needs redefinition 

4. Training of business support providers is very critical in order to enable them become competent in delivering tangible support

5. Structure- the infrastructure here needs to be output oriented- a term that requires a clear definition. For example, does it mean supporting 20 businesses within a specified period? and finally, 

6. Why should businesses only become eligible after being turned down by banks? This doesn’t augur well for motivation to take-up business support no matter how readily available (Interview 2-Biz Support Provider SE London).

I think that they need to commission more of ethnic minority providers – yeah – they need to support them on longer term – giving people minimum of five years contracts – because it takes that level of time for you to produce your materials, review them and apply new knowledge - they need to commission them for a longer time  in a time period and they need to provide core funding for those service providers – because that is where their capacity building element comes in – because if you are providing services and you cannot afford to go to training, conferences, train your staff – its pointless, they will miss the boat (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, reflecting on the whole if you like support configuration in London, are there any real issues with support providers themselves? What amount of blame can they take in terms of how things have or haven’t worked out over the years?

I illustrate this with an example with Lottery, when Lottery came on, I was on the board that was allocated money/finance – and within 3 hrs we used to give away something like between 5 & 10 million to projects and after about 8 months there was a report that came back to us and 100% of those whose money was withdrawn were from black communities – so not only that they got the contract but it was withdrawn from them – they didn’t deliver – so that was a big concern of mine and I went into it in slightly more detail – and what came out of that was that a lot of organisations operate at a level and they are all good and happy at whatever – and once money comes in they all draw sword against each other and what we are getting was people writing bad single letters to the funders complaining against each other and with the funders not knowing who is telling the truth and not, they go on the side of caution and they withdraw their money (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

However the fund providers think they are clever – when they say we only fund the project but not any support mechanism to the project – Doesn’t work! – because what you get is again the big organisations can afford support mechanism to the project that is running whereas a small organisation will not have that – so you need core funding so that you can address that issue of here today and not gone tomorrow (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

they need to put money aside for capacity building of the organisation – because its not – just like in jobs – its not about getting the job – its about keeping the job – its not about getting the project – its also about managing the project and through that project develop other projects – that should be the growth system – not just one off project – go there and tell the world how good we are – end of story – so all the tables you bought within that period – they all become redundant – then you are back to another fund raising – and when you are fund raising again, all those items that you have given away – you would want to buy them again – so you are constantly in a situation of starting – starting – starting – and then they will turn around and use it (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

So, just to kind of wrap it up, the documentation and the evidence that is published by the organisations saying that the take up rate of Black businesses or the failure rate of Black businesses – what would your final word be on that – is it solely the responsibility of the businesses or as providers, as givers of the service, is there some blame or some responsibility that the providers also have to own up to?

When they say there are failure rates...first of all you need to know who they have spoken to. - Yes, because if they have gone to speak to Newham Voluntary Sector Consortium – they may say to them there are high failure rates, that is not my experience here – my experience is that I need enough to keep me– to meet up with demand – but when you go there and people are not accessing them – One key thing is that they are funding those who enter in their application  - one liner that they are dealing with ethnic minorities, have no real commitment to dealing with ethnic minorities – are you surprised that there is failure rate there? The failure rate is – So, (1) they are commissioning the wrong people, yes, so they are not producing the goods – (2) the people who can produce the goods, are funded to fail (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

They are funded to fail because they fund you for the project – they don’t fund you for the support mechanism that goes with it – yes – and they limit the amount of money you can apply for in any given time- whereas the other people they are funding, they are not limiting them in that same manner – they take money to them – ask them to come and take money – because they are the ones who they feel that.. – So, those two are the big problems which they have – So, there is no point them saying - every black person that come here is very keen to make a living – is very keep to get their businesses up and running – is very keen to support their family – they want to be successful – but they cannot be successful if you keep sending them to the people they are avoiding (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Not low levels, the levels… Because ours is high levels.

It’s quite interesting, who should we be talking to, to get a real picture?

You are talking to one of them now – so talk to people like me

In concert, in terms of probably a broader sort of scale

Well, you know the criteria you used to fish me out – yeah – if you want me to give you – because sometimes in your research methodology, it could be that same method that you use to pick others – I could give you that (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Yes, snowball effect – I could give you that – but if you wanted to be disjointed – you just pick up then – I don’t want to spoil your methodology (Interview 3 Biz Support Provider Newham).

Conclusion

In this discussion paper we have attempted to highlight the tales of black business support providers in London. In doing this we have assessed the ‘real’ or ‘perceived’ notion of low levels of support take-up by black businesses. From our research we have unearthed some discussion points thus:
· There is a perception out there that business support is not well coordinated; 

· Mainstream support providers, having missed out on this crucial point, have inadvertently created a gap in support provision and take-up (owing to their cultural inappropriateness of business support provision);

· Low support take-up among Black businesses is a ‘red herring’, as not many black business support providers share this view;

· The disconnection between business support providers and the intended recipients is indicative of the knowledge level of the author (which has brought about terms such as (i) statutory alienation, (ii) taking black business of the government radar, and ultimately (iii) backfiring effect on support provision); and most importantly 

· The notion that black business support providers are being ‘funded to fail’.

Policy implications

Reflection and retrospection by the service providers shifts the spotlight from the content and delivery of the policy framework onto the actual ‘engagement’ aspect of the policy. This provided us with a foothold to explore whether, and to what extent, alternative and new perspectives on supporting black businesses are needed.

From our analyses these failings can be remedied – at least from the supply side by government provision of:
· more long term funding;

· core funding for both the project and its concomitant support mechanisms.
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