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Objectives:

To look at University intervention as a means of regional regeneration Business Start-ups under European Union Objective 1 funding.

Prior Work:

The paper describes the setting up and operation of an Enterprise Innovation Centre to transfer technical expertise from a University to low-tech type start-ups.  This expertise is based around website development software so clients can build and manage their own website to support their business.  There is very little evidence of application of this type of University knowledge and expertise being utilised to support enterprise and business start-up in local communities.

Approach:

The Enterprise Innovation Centre operates by taking referrals from Business Support agencies such as Business link, Blue Orchid and Train 2000.  The centre offers various types of business and technical support, in particular Web based training, to people from socially and economic ally deprived areas.  The centre is monitored on NVA and job creation targets.

Results:

The paper describes the wide range of activities that The Enterprise Innovation Centre delivers but focuses on training people to develop and sustain their own Web based business.  Results are based on 130 clients who undertook skills based assessment.

Implications:

The implications of the results are that whilst business-planning support is widely available, technical support in terms of E-business applications is limited and a major cause of non-progression of new business start-ups.  

The results of the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce skills assessment which has been carried out on all EIC clients shows that IT skills are an area of concern for people who are looking to start a business in the Merseyside region.  The apparent skills shortage in this area could be one of the many reasons why the Merseyside economy struggles with business start-ups rates.  Therefore the introduction of the Web development programme could meet this need and encourage business start-ups within the region.

Value:

The research clearly demonstrates a process whereby universities can make expertise available to start-ups for people from social and economically deprived backgrounds.
Introduction

The Merseyside economy has been one of the hardest hit by economic changes in the UK.  Business and Enterprise levels within the region are a concern in comparison with levels in other regions of the UK.  The Merseyside Economic Review 2007 indicates the number of VAT registered businesses within Merseyside is 26,655 in comparison with 64,340 in Manchester.  Although the number of VAT registered businesses has in fact grown for the past nine years, this should not disguise the gap that still exists between Merseyside and other regions.

Due to the nature of business start-up rates in Merseyside it is currently supported by the European Union Objective 1 funding, which provides assistance for regions where 75% of the population is on an income below that of the European average.  The Objective 1 programme is one of economic regeneration and focuses on:

· Infrastructure redevelopment

· Inward investment promotion

· Business support to established businesses

· Promotion of enterprise and business start-ups

It is under the last support stream that the Enterprise Innovation Centre has been set up.  In short the centre has been developed to provide technical assistance to local people in the Merseyside area wishing to start a business.  It is within this centre that the Website Development Programme was born as a result of client and referral demand.  The lack of technical IT skills in the region were identified through the use of the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce and Industry Skills Assessment in which people wishing to start a new business are asked to rate their skills levels in a range of areas.  ‘Knowledge of IT systems’ were rated particularly ‘poor’ and in response to this the Website Development Programme was created.

The centre is measured through various outputs that have been identified as areas of weaknesses in the region by the European Union and the Merseyside Economic Review.  The main outputs measured are:

· Number of new business start-ups

· GVA/NVA levels

· Job creation/Unemployment

The latest economic figures (Mersey Partnership, 2005) for the Merseyside region show that economic performance is well below the national averages:

Measure


Merseyside

National Ave

Difference

New Starts (equivalent)       230 (approx)

370


38%

GVA/NVA                            £10,444

£14,470

28%

Unemployment (%)             6.5


5


30%

The aim of the Enterprise Innovation centre in particular through the Web Development Programme is to increase output levels in line with the national average.  In this paper we will analyse the centre’s ability to do this with particular reference to technical E-Business support.



Background to Merseyside Economy and European Union Objective 1 funding in Merseyside

The Merseyside economy is commonly known as one of the weakest in the UK, this can be attributed to the decline of traditional industries, which was at its height in the 1980s.  The decline of these industries created a legacy of significant unemployment and deprivation within the Merseyside region and encouraged the persistent negative image of the area.

Deprivation can be seen in the Merseyside economy through the figures below:

Merseyside unemployment rates as of May 2007 stand at 3.9% in comparison to the UK average of 2.4% (www.merseyside.org.uk) showing the high levels of unemployment experienced in the region.  

Self-employment rates are also a lot lower than that of the national average with rates in Merseyside at 6.5% in 2005 in comparison of 9.2% for the rest of the UK (Merseyside Economic Review, 2007)

When focusing on the wider region, the growth rate of gross weekly earnings in the Northwest has increased since 2005, but the median earning remains lower than the national figure.  Figures for the Northwest show that the gross weekly earning is £344.7 in comparison to figures for the UK at £364.1 (Merseyside Economic Review, 2007)

Business and Enterprise levels in the region are much lower than that of the national average with the number of Merseyside VAT registered businesses at 26,625 against 64,340 in Manchester (Merseyside Economic Review, 2007)

Business density per 1000 population for Merseyside is at 22% in comparison to 38.1% for the UK as a whole (Merseyside Economic Review, 2007)

Through the above figures and comparisons we can see the economic depravations experienced in Merseyside.  This along with social barriers such as crime and the fear of crime, the black market, poor quality housing and low skill base, compelled the European Union to support local councils, public sector organisations and business support services to work towards improving the quality of life for the residents of Merseyside.

To qualify for this funding Merseyside was deemed to be

 “under-performing against the European Union (EU) average, i.e. below 75 per cent of the average performance, as measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per head of the population.  GDP is a standard measure of economic activity in a country or region.

 (www.lmu.livjm.ac.uk/gonw/template.aspx?itemid=803)

The first Objective 1 programme for Merseyside ran from 1994-2000 and saw £605 million of European funding invested in 4690 projects.  These projects included Princes Dock infrastructure, Estuary and Industry business parks in Speke and Merseyside Special Investment Fund.

Despite great improvements in the economy during the 1990s, Merseyside still qualified for Objective One assistance for a second time in 2000 to cover the period 2000-2006.  This has recently been extended until 2008.  In this time the area will receive 1.3 billion Euros’ from the EU, a further 1.3 billion Euros from the UK public sector and an estimated 630million Euros’ from the private sector.

In order to secure the Objective 1 investment for Merseyside, Government Office North West and partners had to submit a Single Programming Document (SPD) to the EU.  This document outlined Merseyside’s case for funding and included a number of aims and objectives for the programme as well as the partner’s vision for the area.

The vision is to achieve:

“A world class city-region that attracts people to live, work, invest and visit”

(www.euandmerseyside.org/euandme.html)

The aims of the project are:

To improve the economy of Merseyside and the wealth generation activity of its residents and businesses through the creation of a competitive, knowledge driven economy focused on growth, higher skills, entrepreneurship, and world-class management skills.

· To reduce unemployment and increase employment and the prosperity of the people in Merseyside to a level closer to the rest of the North West

· To raise education attainment and skills levels through the creation on an Active, effective and inclusive lifelong learning community.

· To create an environment for growth that will stimulate economic activity, and which capitalises on the unique natural character and architectural, historic, cultural and sporting heritage of Merseyside to create a premier European city-region.

· To reduce economic and social disparities within Merseyside, build sustainable neighbourhoods, and ensure equality of opportunity for all Merseyside people and communities.

The objectives of the programme are:

· To make progress towards convergence between Merseyside’s GDP per capita and that for the UK by supporting projects which would result in forecast £1,074m net additional new value-added and £461m net additional value-added safeguarded.

· To make progress towards convergence between Merseyside’s level of unemployment and that for the UK by supporting projects that would result in a forecast 40,149 net additional jobs created (FTEs) and 17,219 net additional safeguarded jobs.

· To make progress towards bringing the level of unemployment in the Pathways areas into line with that for Merseyside as a whole by supporting projects which would result in 10,500 Pathways residents gaining employment.

(www.euandmerseyside.org/euandme.html)

The funding that was received from the European Union has been used in a number of different ways to achieve the above aims and objectives.  One significant result has been the set up of business start-up support/advisory services and initiatives.

Literature Review

In this paper we are looking at the benefit and importance of external business support provided to SME’s and new business start-ups. 

External advice is offered by a wide range of providers, and is generally sought by small to medium sized enterprises. Business support measures are usually directed at enabling new firms to start up successfully, at enabling existing firms to grow, become more viable and perhaps enter the mainstream economy, and at attracting new firms to locate to the area (Oc and Tiesdell, 1999). Ramsden and Bennett (2005) argue, “Advice is usually targeted on filling a specific need, overcoming a bottleneck, or providing a strategic view of market or organisational potential for future development”.
For the purpose of this paper we will classify the types of business support available into three main categories.  Firstly the main source of supply is private sector professionals.  Amongst these are accountants, lawyers and external consultants.  Second are public sector sources based on various central government and local government schemes.  Including the important facilities offered by local chambers of commerce and industry.  Thirdly social contacts through networks of families and friends provide sources of support.

The importance of these categories are highlighted below through a survey conducted by the Centre of Business Research (CBR) as reported in Bennett and Robson, 1999a:

“private sector professionals provide 92% of the sole sources and 86% of all sources of advice used by the 2500 SME’s surveyed…..all public sector sources account for only 8% of sole sources, and 14% of all sources of advice”

The Enterprise Innovation Centre therefore comes under public sector support, as its governing body is the European Union.

“Neoclassic economic theory establishes the framework for analysing the need for support programs. This approach takes as its starting point the existence of different stages in the economy where the supply and demand of goods and services are in balance and where resources are most effectively used” (Boter, 2005)

However, the limited resource base of SME’s often means that this group of companies faces certain disadvantages in the market and cannot compete on the same terms as large companies (Penrose, 1959). Public programs are justified because their support counteracts external effects and stimulates competition in the market. For instance, efforts to facilitate access to business information or to give financial support to small firms supposedly eliminates market imperfections and stimulates competition (Caves, 1977).

Industry bodies and governments have become increasingly focused on encouraging firms to access the new knowledge, adopt the new technologies and become more innovative (OECD, 1997). Their assumption has been that adopting new practices and the most recent technology is universally desirable. This rationale has provided the basis for the provision of a number of publicly funded “enterprise assistance” programmes. While the form of these programmes has varied, according to the conditions existing in the particular country where they are based, almost all have been built upon the rationale that while assistance to individual firms provides the enterprises with an identifiable benefit, the economy as a whole also benefits (i.e. enterprise assistance provides both a private and a “public good”). This is based on the assumption that firms that use assistance programmes will become more effective, thus contributing to the economy as a whole. The result has been that many programmes have had an element of financial subsidy built into their design (Massey, 2003)

Bennett and Robinson (2001) surmised how the 1990s saw a major restructuring of how the government in the UK sought to support SME’s through advice and information agents,

“the early 1990s saw government advice supplied by a mixture of chiefly central policy agents, with some local and regional agencies also present.  By the late 1990s all major central government policy programmes had been decentralized to a network of local agents”

This was done in order to allow greater accessibility and increase awareness of services available.  Changes became apparent as in 1991 the main government advice services were:

· “The Small Firms Service (SFS)

· Local enterprise agencies

· The DTI Enterprise Initiative

· Other government agencies (chiefly the Rural Development Commission (RDC)

· Urban Development Corporations and Urban Programme Initiatives

 In 1997 the main government services were:

· Local enterprise agencies

· Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) (which became Local Learning and Skills Councils in 2001)

· Business Link (BL)

· Rural Development Commission and other regional agencies” 

Bennett and Robinson (2001)

The desired effect was achieved “overall use of government advice sources has indeed increased between 1991 and 1997… an increase from 31.7% to 38.8% of all SME’S using government sources” Bennett and Robinson (2001) This growth appears to be continuing and developing in strength as we see further funds being accessed to support the needs of new businesses
EU support programmes within Merseyside

Below is an overview of a selection of business start-up support/advisory agencies and projects that have been set up due the to the EU Objective 1 funding.  Each support agency has bid for individual amounts of funding in order to help them deliver the support they identified.  

The agencies all have individual targets to meet in line with the aims and objective of the EU Objective 1 funding, although most focus on:

· New business start-ups assisted

· Job creation

· NVA/GVA

Business Link:

Business Link is a national network of 45 local business support agencies that offer impartial advice on areas including planning, finance, sales and marketing, technology and law.

It acts as a one-stop shop for all business start-up and business development enquiries.  It provides support and advice on the different processes of running a business from finance to employment law.  Business Link also operates a referral process where by it has links with other EU funded programmes and support agencies.  Through this process Business Link refers clients to other agencies/programmes that are more suited to the clients needs. 

Blue Orchid:
Blue Orchid a private sector business support agency has accessed funding as provided by the European Union in order to encourage and assist business start-ups in the region.  Blue Orchid employs a number of tactics to do this, such as:

· Funding: Searches, Advice, Application, Approved suppliers.

· Professional Training: Finance, IT, Management, Sales and Marketing, Health and Safety.

· Business Support: Start-up, Marketing, Planning, Finance, Legal, HR
Blue Orchid delivers its support in a number of different ways from one-to-one support to group training sessions.

ICDC (International Centre for Digital Content):
ICDC has been set up with the help of EU funding and is positioned to support business growth by encouraging innovation and fostering enterprise.  The centre is focused around helping businesses and organisations understand how digital technology can benefit them.  ICDC work with organisations to apply technology in practical and effective ways.  Their main stream of support comes in the ways identified below:

· Business Incubation

· Business Services (specialist creative and technical support)

· Research and development

· Training and Education

· Funding

Train 2000:
Train 2000 with the aid of Objective 1 funding has set up the Centre for Women’s Enterprise and Employment.  They only deal with women wanting to start-up in business or enhance with confidence and skills in order to return to the work place.

The team deliver accredited training across Merseyside including:

· Business start up and enterprise skills

· Personal development 

· Business development workshops

· Management training (in partnership with John Moores University)

All the services that are offered are free to women living in the Merseyside area.  The training is developed to meet the individual needs of women and is organised around childcare facilities and time restrictions.

Liverpool John Moores University:
Liverpool John Moores University is heavily involved in the local community and runs a number of projects secured through funding from the European Union as detailed below:

Merseyside SME Development Centre (MSMEDC):
The purpose of the centre is to provide a needs driven support service to a range of Merseyside SME’s that will aid them in improving their competitiveness, growth levels, and promote best practice management.  This support is available in areas such as, supporting investment from other sectors of the community, increasing the number of eco-efficient companies and aiding activity that redevelops and modernises business practice.

E-Business for SME’S Merseyside:
The E-business support programme seeks to open up the possibilities of the internet to Merseyside SME’s beyond current notional concepts of use such as e-mail and online transactions.  Business to business links is one area that has yet to be fully exploited through E-business.

Motivating Merseyside Business to Innovate (MMBI):
The purpose of the project is to improve Merseyside SME business performance and stimulate enterprise, entrepreneurial growth and new business formation.  MMBI will identify whether an SME has the potential to innovate and then provide them with the essential tools to do so.  Examples of support include enabling them to develop process and products through structured Research and Development, and creating the necessary environment and dynamic and supportive climate for them to be successful in this process.

Liverpool Science Park:

In collaboration with the North West Development Agency, University of Liverpool and Liverpool City Council

The first stage of the Liverpool Science Park is to create over 4000 sq m of office space to accommodate high technology and knowledge-based business in a building of outstanding design in a strategic location within the Cathedral Park Environment.  Space will be provided for incubation and grow-on companies as well as offices for the Science Park operating company.  The Science Park is managed by CAM-SCI (Consulting) on behalf of Liverpool Science Park and will act as a hub building and initial space for new and expanding companies in high technology growth sectors.

The Enterprise Innovation Centre
The EIC provides technical/business support and best practice business start-up expertise to start-up businesses and private sector start-up deliverers on Merseyside (especially non-incubator based).  The Centre adds value and complements the existing infrastructure for business planning & delivery support services available to start-ups. 

Business planning for start-ups is reasonably well provided for on but start-up technical/business development and problem resolution support is almost non-existent. 

The need to provide such technical/business support provision has been illustrated whilst undertaking the pilot projects and through an analysis of USA Best Practice, which has highlighted the fact that an essential missing ingredient for large-scale start-up success is early stage support for technical development and problem resolution.  Establishing the EIC has therefore created a solution in the provision of early stage start-up support.  This support is summarised below:

· Technical/business support for all pre-launch and immediate post-launch start-ups

· General support for all Merseyside start-up deliverers to increase capacity and capability

· Best practice business start-up support for all business start-up deliverers

· Creation of a series of start-up clubs and networks (start-ups, deliverers and partners)

· Best practice dissemination to Merseyside

· Support for the development of an enterprise culture on Merseyside

· A Centre of Excellence and Resource Centre for Regional start-up and enterprise activities

· Support for the Graduate Enterprise Programme

The centre’s main (but not exclusive) focus is on non-incubator based, self-employment starts.  It supports women, ethnic, socially and economically excluded groups and young people.  

In terms of the delivery to actual business start-ups, the EIC covers:

· Profiling: Profiling and assessment of the individual and business idea to assess success potential and key personal and technical needs and barriers.

· Idea Development: Of the product/service idea to check viability, need, barriers etc

· Business/product/service development: This would be in the following areas:

· General engineering/science/ICT

· Product/service design and development, including aesthetics

· Market research, R & D process, IPR requirements, technical grant application etc

· Business Registration

· Launch: Technical support at the launch stage

· Post-launch: Continuing technical support

· LJMU Registration: The EIC would be the link for registering start-up people within LJMU providing access to LJMU’s facilities such as Libraries, ICT, etc

Location & External Support:
The Enterprise Innovation Centre is located within the Technology Management Group (TMG), in the School of Engineering (SoE) at LJMU.

The Centre is delivered through the TMG at LJMU, which is providing the necessary infrastructure to manage, coordinate and organise the programme of activities.  The TMG will work in partnership with organisations including SoE, LJJMU, Liverpool Chamber of Commerce and Mersey Chambers, Greater Merseyside Enterprises Ltd, Liverpool Business Centre, Social Enterprise Network and various Merseyside based private sector business start-up deliverers who will support the strategic development and application of the EIC.

Direct Organisation Support:

In addition to extending and reinforcing the existing partnership with Liverpool Chamber the Centre is also working closely with the following organisations to support a range of projects including ERDF, ESF, and NWDA, funded projects.

· Chambers on Merseyside initiatives 

· BLNW and their deliverers

· Local Councils

· Liverpool Business Centre

· NWDA and GONW supported Merseyside Social Enterprise Initiative

· Private sector deliverers (e.g. Train 2000 Ltd, Blue Orchid Ltd etc)

· Federation of Small Businesses

· Universities and Colleges enterprise initiatives

· Graduate initiatives, especially LJMU’s Entrepreneurial Discovery ESF Programme

· Incubators (although not specifically targeted, the EIC will be available to them)

Indirect Organisation Support:

The resources of the EIC are available to support the activities of the following organisations:

· NWDA,

· Alliance for Productivity and Skills, 

· Mersey Partnership, Greater Merseyside LSC,

· Mersey Ventures, MSIF, 

· GM Connexions, Merseyside Social Enterprise Initiatives, 

· Local Authorities, Local Strategic Partnerships, Liverpool Vision, Strategic Investment Areas, the Pathways.

Fit with Regional Strategies:

The Centre supports all phases of the new start-up strategy and the aims of the North West Development Agencies’ Regional Economic Strategy Business Development Strategic Objectives in terms of:

Developing and exploiting the region’s knowledge base to support the creation and translation of knowledge into competitive products, processes and businesses

Improve the competitiveness and productivity of businesses by fostering a higher rate of business formation, encourage enterprise and innovation, and create an environment where a greater proportion of businesses survive and grow.

In doing the above, the project will support the key objectives and aims (job and wealth creation, economic and business development and improved economic performance) of Objective 1 and the Mersey Partnership as defined in their Action plan for the city Region.

Developing The Website Development Programme

The Website Development Programme under the centre’s e-business support category was set up to counteract the low average skill rating of clients regarding their ‘Knowledge of IT Systems’.  This was identified through the use of the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce and Industry Skills Assessment.

Clients ‘Knowledge of IT Systems’ can be defined in different ways.  The problem was finding a suitable solution that worked for a variety of clients, in both supporting their individual business proposals and also for the varying levels of IT literacy.  A feasible solution therefore needed to be adaptable in its delivery.  It was also important that the centre did not clash with the delivery of business start-up support from other agencies and as such needed to be innovative.

The answer was to research and design a programme that could deliver IT systems training and advice that was both technical and remained practical.  This was in order to reach clients who were rated poorly during their initial skills assessment and also continue our work in improving the infrastructure by means of capacity and capability amongst other agencies on Merseyside.  The result is a programme that combines a technical aspect to business start-up support and a practical application of improving knowledge and skills of IT systems.

The Website Development Programme follows the recent boom of Internet based IT systems both on a commercial and residential scale.  As the Internet is currently in a boom period, the centre felt that this was the right application of technical support for training.  The centre also found that many clients were interested in looking at e-business strategies as part of their business plan.  Support that is based upon the ubiquitous Internet platform would enable clients to take advantage of its potential for sales and prospect generation whilst also being a popular medium for marketing.  This would create opportunities to reach a wide National and International audience including target markets and other market segments.  In addition to this, the Internet can also be cost effective given the right set-up.  This was our key criterion whilst developing the programme. 

However, being cost effective was not our only criteria for a practical approach to Internet training.  Accessibility, functionality, flexibility and ease-of-use were also considered vital.

The Website Development Programme set aims to help introduce business start-ups with the design, building process, launch and maintenance of their own website.  This enables committed clients to become self-sufficient enough to manage a website and update it. To achieve this, the centre has written and delivered a simple and straightforward course run over multiple sessions. 

In general the Website Development Programme is a practical training course, delivering one-to-one sessions with clients.  Each client is given a software programme that is free of charge and a training guide written by the centre.  Clients can then work remotely at home to develop their skills in creating a business website or sit with their advisor and work more intensively towards the end result. It is our ambition to encourage clients on the Website Development Programme to adopt an e-business strategy and have the skills to implement their ideas. 
Methodology

This paper has been written with the use of information gathered from the Enterprise Innovations Centre’s clients via the “sign on” process.  In total 126 clients have been assessed to provide the results shown.  There has been no bias over age, sex, ethnic minority etc.  In order to be part of the sample clients must be looking to start-up a business within the Merseyside region and must not be in full time education.   All records provided are confidential although it is necessary to record client names against the information provided.

The Liverpool Chamber of Commerce and Industry has supported the centre through the provision of the Skills Assessment that has been carried out on all clients.  Information has also been provided by the Enterprise Innovation Centres partnership agencies Business Link, Blue Orchid and Train 2000.

Analysis of Research

From the 126 clients interviewed we found that:
Sex:

· 73 are male

· 53 are female

(Appendix 1, fig 1.0)

Indicating that women are still under represented in the world of self-employment and small business.

Borough:

The majority of clients dealt with live in the Liverpool borough (59%) There is a large drop between Liverpool and the next largest region of Sefton (17%) The Enterprise Innovation Centre receives the least amount of clients from St Helens (3%)











(Appendix 1, fig 1.1)

Ethnicity:

The majority of clients coming through the centre are White British (86%) There is a limited amount of clients from an ethnic background using the centre with figures showing Black British (2%), Chinese (2%) and Black African (2%) 











(Appendix 1, fig 1.2)

These results are surprising due to the ethnic diversity within Merseyside.  Possible speculation is that ethnic groups are unaware of support available or that networks in their communities provide internal support thus removing the need for external support.

Disability:

88% of clients have no disability, 2% have a hearing impairment and 6% have a long-term health condition.  These results are, as you would expect.

(Appendix 1, fig 1.3)
Disadvantaged Group:

The majority of clients do not belong to a disadvantaged group, 4% are a lone parent to a child older than 5, 2% are a lone parent with a child younger than 5 and 2% are drug and alcohol miss-users.











(Appendix 1, fig 1.4)

Prior Employment:

The results show that 52% of clients are either self employed or employed in a SME, 23% are employed in a large firm.  10% of clients have been unemployed for 36 months or more.

(Appendix 1, fig 1.5)

From these results we have a social demographic profile of the type of clients that the EIC deal with, the majority being white males from the Liverpool area of Merseyside having no disability and not belonging to a disadvantaged group.  Prior employment provides some interesting statistics indicating that the majority of clients are already employed elsewhere whilst looking to start their own business.  Only 10% of clients are classed as long term unemployed thus possibly questioning their ability, motivation and determination to be self sufficient in comparison those already in a working environment.

On entering the EIC all clients are asked to complete a Chamber of Commerce and Industry Skills Assessment.  In this assessment clients are asked to rate their knowledge of a range of business skills that are deemed appropriate in order to run a business.

The results are shown below in figure 2.0:
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(Appendix 2, fig 2.0)

From these results we can identify the skill rated the weakest is ‘Knowledge of IT systems’ with 11% of clients rating their skills in this area as ‘Very weak’. Knowledge of finance follows closely with 9% of clients rating their skills in this area as ‘Very weak’.  A further 29% of clients rate their ‘Knowledge of IT systems’ as weak in comparison with only 10% of clients rating their ‘Human resource management’ skills as ‘Weak’.  This trend continues with only 7% of clients indicating their have ‘Very strong’ ‘Knowledge of IT systems’ in comparison with 42% of clients indicating they have ‘Very strong’ ‘Customer service management’.

The Chamber of Commerce and Industry Skills Assessment clearly shows the lack of skills in relation to ‘Knowledge of IT systems’, therefore we can speculate that this skill is one of the most significant barriers facing people wanting to start-up in business.

It is from this assessment that the EIC decided to implement the Website Development Programme in order to help develop knowledge and skills, hence removing a barrier to business start-up.

In response to this, we will now go on to compare the business launch, turnover and job creation rates for those undertaking Website Development Programme in comparison to those receiving non IT/e-business support.

From the results below we can see that 62% of clients supported by the centre are receiving web-based e-business support whilst 38% are receiving “other support” which includes idea development, invention or innovation support and profiling.
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Exact figures can be found in Appendix 2, fig 2.0

Further investigation from these results has been undertaken to determine clients that have fully launched a business.  For this research paper we are classifying a launched business as any business that has generated any level of turnover.  Results show that 63% of web-based clients have launched their business whilst only 21% of clients receiving “other support” have launched (Appendix 2, fig 2.0).  This early research shows the ability of the Web Development Programme to assist business launch rates in Merseyside with a 63% success rate. 

These figures show a startling difference between the two services offered by the EIC.  Possible explanations include the quality of clients receiving different types of support and their personal motivation to start-up in business.  Consideration must be given to the length of time taken for idea development and taking a product/service to market, in comparison to the time taken to deliver e-business support. 

These results are statistically significant under the Pearson correlation test.  As shown below there is direct correlation between web/other and business launched/not launched.  The correlation result at .409 shows correlation is significant at 0.01 level, we can assume that as one value increases the other also tends to increase, thus we can reject the null hypothesis.  There is association between variables.
Correlations

	 
	Web/other support
	Business launched/not launched

	Web/other support
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	.409(**)

	 
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	 
	.000

	 
	N
	126
	126

	Business launched/not launched
	Pearson Correlation
	.409(**)
	1

	 
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	 

	 
	N
	126
	126


**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Further analysis was undertaken concerning the type of support provided and the amount of jobs created.  We have found that clients undertaking web-based e-business support are more likely to employ one or more employee.  (For the terms of job creation, a client who employs him or herself is regarded as 1 employee).  Results show that 64% (Appendix 2, fig 2.1) of web based clients created job outputs.

In comparison client receiving “other support” are less likely to employ one or more employees.  Only 21% (Appendix 2, fig 2.1) of clients in this category have created job outputs.

Web-based E-business/other support * Number of employees (prior to support) Crosstabulation

	 
	 
	Number of employees (prior to support)
	Total

	 
	 
	0 employees
	1 employees
	2 employees
	3 + employees
	 

	Web/other support
	web support
	Count
	29
	45
	2
	2
	78

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	37.2%
	57.7%
	2.6%
	2.6%
	100.0%

	 
	other support
	Count
	38
	10
	0
	0
	48

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	79.2%
	20.8%
	.0%
	.0%
	100.0%

	Total
	Count
	67
	55
	2
	2
	126

	 
	% within Web/other support
	53.2%
	43.7%
	1.6%
	1.6%
	100.0%


These statistics suggest that the Website Development Programme is more successful in encouraging job creation in comparison to other support services available.  In response to these statistics we must again consider the time taken to develop a business through ‘other support’ in comparison to the time taken to develop a business through web-based e-business support.  Another variable to take note of is the client’s stage in the business planning process or launch phase, when they first receive support. 

The second measurement in question is the generation of turnover.  Turnover is measured per client after a period of six months support from the Enterprise Innovation Centre.  The results show that 39% of the clients receiving web-based e-business support launched their business and are generating turnover figures in comparison to only 13% of clients receiving ‘other’ support that launched their business and generated turnover figures.  

The majority of launched businesses generating turnover fall into the category of £0-£4999.  The table below shows that 22% of clients receiving web-based e-business support generated a turnover in this category and 10% of clients receiving ‘other’ support generated a turnover in this category.  

Web-based E-buiness/other support * Turnover at 6 month review Crosstabulation

	
	 
	NVA at 6 month review
	Total

	 
	 
	£0-4,999
	£5,000-9,999
	£10,000-14,999
	£20,000-24,999
	£25,000 +
	Not ready for review
	Not trading
	 

	Web/other support
	web support
	Count
	17
	2
	4
	1
	6
	26
	22
	78

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	21.8%
	2.6%
	5.1%
	1.3%
	7.7%
	33.3%
	28.2%
	100.0%

	 
	other support
	Count
	5
	1
	0
	0
	0
	6
	36
	48

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	10.4%
	2.1%
	.0%
	.0%
	.0%
	12.5%
	75.0%
	100.0%

	Total
	Count
	22
	3
	4
	1
	6
	32
	58
	126

	 
	% within Web/other support
	17.5%
	2.4%
	3.2%
	.8%
	4.8%
	25.4%
	46.0%
	100.0%


This is in stark contrast to only 8% of launched businesses receiving web-based e-business support that generate a turnover in excess of £25,000. For clients receiving ‘other’ support, no business generated a turnover in excess of £25,000.  In fact, the highest amount of turnover generated by clients receiving ‘other’ support was in the category of £5,000-£9,999. 

We can assume that the majority of launched businesses generating turnover in the category of £0-£4,999 was due to businesses only trading for 6 months or less and still being within the launch phase of their business life-cycle.

No businesses receiving ‘other’ support have managed to generate a turnover in excess of £9,999, possible explanations include the powerful marketing and sales tool of the Internet that these businesses are not accessing.  In addition to this, client receiving ‘other’ support may be involved in innovation or similar activities that require a longer process of business planning and research before the generation of any turnover.    
For the specification of this research paper, we have focused on categorising support from the EIC under the two headings of ‘web-based e-business’ support and ‘other’ support.  Under these two headings, we have compared job creation and turnover as detailed in the EU Objective One aims and objectives.  These results are by no means exhaustive and further research and analysis is required to create a comprehensive picture of the effects of technical support to business start-ups.

Conclusion

From the research carried out for this paper, we can clearly see that Merseyside is underperforming against the national and regional averages for business start-ups and enterprise activities.  Business density per 1000 population for Merseyside is at 22% in comparison to 35.1% for the UK as a whole (Merseyside Economic Review, 2007).

In order to help increase Merseyside’s small business and enterprise levels, the Enterprise Innovation Centre was set up with the support of EU Objective One funding.  The main aim of the centre is to provide technical support to pre business start-ups and early stage business launches.  This will increase the capacity and capability of business start-up support on Merseyside, in partnership with other EU funded agencies.  

Skill gaps have been identified with the use of the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce and Industry Skills Assessment.  The results of the assessment indicate there is a lack of knowledge in relation to IT systems.  We identified that 74% of all clients rated their knowledge of I.T. systems as being between ‘OK’ and ‘No Idea’.  Therefore there is a significant shortfall in skills, indicating the need for support services in this area.

In order to address this shortage, the Enterprise Innovation Centre designed a Website Development Programme to implement a course of activities to encourage the adoption of e-business and also advise on ICT best practice.

The results of the Website Development Programme have clearly proven that technical support can be successfully delivered as business start-up support.  This is evident through our analysis of job creation and turnover generated.  The Website Development Programme has supported 49 launched businesses, all creating at least 1 new job.  The combined turnover of all these launched businesses currently stands at £318,000. From these results, we can clearly demonstrate the economic benefits of the Website Development Programme to Merseyside.

It is our opinion that business start-up support is extremely important in helping to generate new business start-ups.  However in order to continue the growth in start-up success rates, the support boundaries need to be widened to incorporate the current changes in the business environment such as advancing technology and IT systems.

Limitations

Whilst conducting this research, we have encountered problems and difficulties in gaining financial information from clients that have launched their business. As previously indicated this could be due to the large scale ‘black market’ that is still in operation in Merseyside.  In general, it is speculated that many business start-ups and small enterprises decline to disclose their financial information as they yet to register with HM Customs & Excise and are in essence involved in ‘tax evasion’ or ‘benefit fraud’.

Due to the nature of business start-ups, financial records are often not kept or inaccurate due to poor preparation and time constraints.  This may result in false information being declared. 

As the Enterprise Innovation Centre works on a referral process, there is the possibility that ‘double-counting’ may take place.  It is the responsibility of Government Office North West to ensure this does not happen.

The Enterprise Innovation Centre has also experienced problems with the commitment of clients to the centre.  It is often that clients are inexperienced and are unable to allocate the time, resources and motivation required to launch their business.

Problems can also be encountered when clients are still only in the initial/preliminary stages of their business planning.  With regards to the Website Development Programme, working with clients that are unprepared can cause delays and disruptions.  In addition, the nature of business proposals can sometimes make it difficult to complete the Website Development Course, or are not suitable. 

Limitations within the centre are based around financial constraints.  There are only two full time advisors to provide technical support on all aspects of the centres work.  Therefore time must be allocated evenly amongst all of the centre’s clients.

The Enterprise Innovation Centre is unable to provide any financial assistance or grants to support the launch or growth of new business start-ups and innovation.
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Appendix 1

Fig 1.0

Gender

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Male
	73
	57.9
	57.9
	57.9

	 
	Female
	53
	42.1
	42.1
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 1.1

Borough

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Liverpool
	74
	58.7
	58.7
	58.7

	 
	Sefton
	21
	16.7
	16.7
	75.4

	 
	wirral
	16
	12.7
	12.7
	88.1

	 
	St Helens
	4
	3.2
	3.2
	91.3

	 
	Knowsley
	11
	8.7
	8.7
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 1.2

Ethnicity
	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	White British
	108
	85.7
	85.7
	85.7

	 
	White other
	1
	.8
	.8
	86.5

	 
	Mixed white and black African
	1
	.8
	.8
	87.3

	 
	Mixed other
	1
	.8
	.8
	88.1

	 
	Asian or Asian British- Pakistani
	1
	.8
	.8
	88.9

	 
	Asian or Asian British- other
	1
	.8
	.8
	89.7

	 
	Black or Black British- Caribbean
	1
	.8
	.8
	90.5

	 
	Black or Black British- other
	3
	2.4
	2.4
	92.9

	 
	Mixed White & Black Caribbean
	1
	.8
	.8
	93.7

	 
	Asian or Asian British- Indian
	1
	.8
	.8
	94.4

	 
	Asian or Asian British- Bangladeshi
	1
	.8
	.8
	95.2

	 
	Chinese
	3
	2.4
	2.4
	97.6

	 
	Black or Black British- African
	3
	2.4
	2.4
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 1.3

Disability
	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Not disabled
	111
	88.1
	88.1
	88.1

	 
	Deaf/hearing impared
	3
	2.4
	2.4
	90.5

	 
	Physical disability
	1
	.8
	.8
	91.3

	 
	Long term health condition
	8
	6.3
	6.3
	97.6

	 
	Learning disability
	1
	.8
	.8
	98.4

	 
	Mental health issue
	1
	.8
	.8
	99.2

	 
	Multiple disability
	1
	.8
	.8
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 1.4

Disadvantaged Group

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Lone Parent (with child under 5)
	3
	2.4
	2.4
	2.4

	 
	Ex offender
	1
	.8
	.8
	3.2

	 
	Long term health condition
	9
	7.1
	7.1
	10.3

	 
	Lone parent (without child under 5)
	5
	4.0
	4.0
	14.3

	 
	Drug & alchol mis users
	2
	1.6
	1.6
	15.9

	 
	Mental health issue
	1
	.8
	.8
	16.7

	 
	Multiple diability
	1
	.8
	.8
	17.5

	 
	Not disadvantaged
	104
	82.5
	82.5
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 1.5

Prior Employment

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Employed (in SME or self-employed)
	66
	52.4
	52.4
	52.4

	 
	Employed (in large firm- >249 employees)
	29
	23.0
	23.0
	75.4

	 
	Inactive
	1
	.8
	.8
	76.2

	 
	Unemployed < 6 months
	5
	4.0
	4.0
	80.2

	 
	Unemployed 6-12 months
	6
	4.8
	4.8
	84.9

	 
	Unemployed 12-23 months
	1
	.8
	.8
	85.7

	 
	Unemployed 23-35 months
	1
	.8
	.8
	86.5

	 
	Unemployed > 36 months
	13
	10.3
	10.3
	96.8

	 
	11
	4
	3.2
	3.2
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Appendix 2

Fig 2.0
Web/other support

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	web support
	78
	61.9
	61.9
	61.9

	 
	other support
	48
	38.1
	38.1
	100.0

	 
	Total
	126
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Fig 2.1

Web/other support * Business launched/not launched Crosstabulation
	 
	Business launched/not launched
	Total

	 
	Launched
	Not launched
	 

	Web/other support
	web support
	Count
	49
	29
	78

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	62.8%
	37.2%
	100.0%

	 
	 
	% within Business launched/not launched
	83.1%
	43.3%
	61.9%

	 
	 
	% of Total
	38.9%
	23.0%
	61.9%

	 
	other support
	Count
	10
	38
	48

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	20.8%
	79.2%
	100.0%

	 
	 
	% within Business launched/not launched
	16.9%
	56.7%
	38.1%

	 
	 
	% of Total
	7.9%
	30.2%
	38.1%

	Total
	Count
	59
	67
	126

	 
	% within Web/other support
	46.8%
	53.2%
	100.0%

	 
	% within Business launched/not launched
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	 
	% of Total
	46.8%
	53.2%
	100.0%


Fig 2.2

Web/other support * Number of employees (prior to support) Crosstabulation

	
	 
	Number of employees (prior to support)
	Total

	 
	 
	0 employees
	1 employees
	2 employees
	3 + employees
	 

	Web/other support
	web support
	Count
	29
	45
	2
	2
	78

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	37.2%
	57.7%
	2.6%
	2.6%
	100.0%

	 
	 
	% within Number of employees (prior to support)
	43.3%
	81.8%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	61.9%

	 
	 
	% of Total
	23.0%
	35.7%
	1.6%
	1.6%
	61.9%

	 
	other support
	Count
	38
	10
	0
	0
	48

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	79.2%
	20.8%
	.0%
	.0%
	100.0%

	 
	 
	% within Number of employees (prior to support)
	56.7%
	18.2%
	.0%
	.0%
	38.1%

	 
	 
	% of Total
	30.2%
	7.9%
	.0%
	.0%
	38.1%

	Total
	Count
	67
	55
	2
	2
	126

	 
	% within Web/other support
	53.2%
	43.7%
	1.6%
	1.6%
	100.0%

	 
	% within Number of employees (prior to support)
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	 
	% of Total
	53.2%
	43.7%
	1.6%
	1.6%
	100.0%


Fig 2.3
Web/other support * Turnover at 6 month review Crosstabulation
	
	 
	NVA at 6 month review
	Total

	 
	 
	£0-4,999
	£5,000-9,999
	£10,000-14,999
	£20,000-24,999
	£25,000 +
	Not ready for review
	Not trading
	 

	Web/other support
	web support
	Count
	17
	2
	4
	1
	6
	26
	22
	78

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	21.8%
	2.6%
	5.1%
	1.3%
	7.7%
	33.3%
	28.2%
	100.0%

	 
	other support
	Count
	5
	1
	0
	0
	0
	6
	36
	48

	 
	 
	% within Web/other support
	10.4%
	2.1%
	.0%
	.0%
	.0%
	12.5%
	75.0%
	100.0%

	Total
	Count
	22
	3
	4
	1
	6
	32
	58
	126

	 
	% within Web/other support
	17.5%
	2.4%
	3.2%
	.8%
	4.8%
	25.4%
	46.0%
	100.0%
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