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Abstract

In many universities today business plan competitions are seen as an integral part of the offering made to students and graduates with an interest in entrepreneurial development. Such competitions are gaining significant interest as a way to encourage both entrepreneurial behaviour and new venture creation. Using a comparative case study approach this paper sets out to explore the impact business plan competitions really have in Higher Education and, in particular, on entrants’ entrepreneurial development. It also considers how business plan competitions can improve the transferable skills of entrants and stimulate student propensity towards entrepreneurial activity. 

Focusing on the business planning competitions of Newcastle University, the University of Ulster and Queen’s University Belfast, this paper aims to:

(1) Support the progress and future development of business plan competitions.

(2) Identify the intended and realised outcomes of such competitions in encouraging entrepreneurial development, particularly entrepreneurial intentions and attitudes, transferable skills and the employability prospects of participants. 

(3) Compare the structure and distinctive features of the competitions under review to develop discussion and recommendations for the effective development and implementation of such competitions. 

This paper will be of interest to those involved in developing and/or managing business plan competitions, educators and policy makers.

1. Background - The Regional Context

Despite increases in national UK trends and statistics for entrepreneurial activity levels, Northern Ireland and the North East region of England trails behind other areas of Britain. Northern Ireland is currently ranked as the least entrepreneurial of the UK’s 12 regions at 3.7% (rate of early stage entrepreneurship) while the North East ranks 9th at 4.4%. (Harding, 2006).

Furthermore, the North East has only recently attained venture creation levels approaching the national average and the rate of business ownership remains low with VAT registrations half-the national average. Despite gains, the region experiences a difficult entrepreneurial culture of 'low business stock, low start-up and survival rates' (Benneworth, 2006). 

While it is not suggested that there is a casual link between low graduate start-up rates and regional backgrounds, it is, however, interesting to speculate if there is a connection. Indeed, as with entrepreneurial activity in the wider UK region, it is only recently that the Higher Education institutions have begun to produce increased outputs and outcomes from entrepreneurial education. For example, in 2002 the rate of graduates registering as self employed six months post graduation was slightly more than 1% of those employed in the North East (Freeman & Nixon, 2002), a rate less than half the national average at the time. Although the output of graduate businesses in the North East has increased, the rest of the UK has increased the rate of new graduate starts. Although gains appear small, the achievement is significant. As well as adding to the stock of businesses the process also assists with retaining graduates in the area, which has been another traditional problem experienced not only in the North East of England but also in Northern Ireland.

In many universities today business plan competitions are seen as an integral part of the offering made to students and graduates with an interest in entrepreneurial development. In this study the Higher Education institutions involved viewed the role of such competitions as important, not just to develop entrepreneurial skills/efficacy but also as they contributed to making a region ‘sticky’ – or as a mechanism to help retain graduates locally whether in employment or as a result of start-up activity. This is seen as a valuable contribution to closing the ‘entrepreneurial gap’, (Benneworth, 2006).  For example, Benneworth highlights that despite the history of innovation and industrialisation in the North East of England more recently there has been a 'poor record in entrepreneurship that has seen the region slide down the prosperity league tables'
Benneworth states that to close the 'entrepreneurship gap' that exists it is important for the North East, for example, to gain from the prosperity of entrepreneurial activity generated in other parts of the UK but it is recognised that this is both a long term aim and a large scale task for a range of responsible parties. 

The main issue for the economic development of a region appears to be ' ensuring a flow of sensible ideas for new businesses and helping entrepreneurs to assemble resources to realise those ideas'. 

It is against this difficult but improving regional context that a number of initiatives have begun which attempt to create a more entrepreneurial environment. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor UK (2006) highlighted that students who graduated from the North East after the year 2000 are now as likely to be entrepreneurial as in the UK as a whole. While the graduate picture is less positive in Northern Ireland with graduate entrepreneurship levels laying at the bottom of regional rankings, GEM emphasised a strong association between enterprise education/training and a person’s propensity to be entrepreneurial, an issue, which will be explored further later in this paper (Hart, 2006).

2. The Development of Entrepreneurship Education in the UK


Entrepreneurship and enterprise are increasingly recognised as key components of education today. A focus on entrepreneurship has been highlighted by such bodies as the European Union (EU), which, in its Lisbon Strategy of March 2000, declared its objective of transforming the EU into the world’s most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy by 2010. It has also indicated that it considers entrepreneurship to be one of the “new basic skills” for the knowledge-based economy. Entrepreneurship education is therefore seen as crucial to achieving the Lisbon agenda.

Davies (2002) suggests that young people in current education will face greater economic uncertainty and more frequent change in their lives than their predecessors. He proposes that there will be an increased need for enterprising skills and mindsets, not only for business or entering self-employment, but to maintain a competitive advantage in the marketplace and remain employable. In this respect, Enterprise may be seen as the skills and attributes needed to weaken the link between economic uncertainty and social exclusion (Davies, 2002). In addition, Chusimir (1988) reports a direct relationship between entrepreneurial education and entrepreneurial success while McMullan and Long (1990) propose a positive correlation between entrepreneurial education and economic development. Each of these studies concluded that entrepreneurial education from a young age would benefit future societal opportunity. However, recent research questions this commonly assumed link between entrepreneurial activity and economic growth, arguing that the link does not prove a causal relationship due to limitations of research data (Harding, 2003; Lena and Wong, 2003). Harding (2003) suggests that the main benefits gained from entrepreneurship policies are the jobs created and the ‘greater well-being at a community level and the consequences for social cohesion and inclusion’. Research by Down (2006) supports the idea that an entrepreneurial culture can be formed in the UK by directing efforts towards enterprise education.

Government initiatives to encourage entrepreneurial behaviour are not just to increase the number of independent companies but can create a positive impact on the economy by encouraging people to think about work more broadly in enterprising ways (Down, 2006). Work is no longer a secure and robust relationship between the individual and the organisation, but one that resembles the risk and insecurity of entrepreneurship. Thus, one might see the introduction of enterprise into education as a way of training people in the new realities of the labour market: the aspirational side of this is that some will start and succeed at running their own enterprises. But most will simply apply the ideology of enterprise to ‘normal’ work.  Citing Gavron et al. (1998), Down highlights that ‘the rapid growth of the graduate population and the concurrent decrease of job opportunities in large firms point to the need for graduates to see SMEs as a positive alternative and to gain appropriate skills’ (Down, 2006).

Thus, a broader understanding of entrepreneurship is emerging which puts a crucial importance on entrepreneurship education not only to contribute to building a better economy through a greater incidence of start-ups but also developing essential life skills for the future. Government initiatives also highlight the important, if not pivotal role, of the education sector in bringing about a positive change in entrepreneurial culture and a greater incidence of entrepreneurial activity amongst our graduates.

3. The Emergence of Business Plan Competitions
Business plan competitions are gaining significant interest as a vehicle to encourage entrepreneurial behaviour and promote new business ventures (McGowan, 2005). Generally set up by business groups and Universities, these competitions provide an arena to celebrate and reward idea generation and action. However, critics claim that the action of business planning actually creates a barrier to entrepreneurial flair in its approach to situations and decision-making. This debate is further hindered by the failure of theorists to agree on a suitable measure to determine the effect of entrepreneurial education and thus, the lack of empirical data proving either perspective.

Despite this, business planning is becoming widely recognised as a method for entrepreneurial education (Honig, 2004). Whether as a tool to encourage more business start-ups for economic prosperity (McMullan et al., 1986), or as an opportunity for entrants to develop skills useful in all aspects of life and employment (Cooper et al., 1998), the question is whether business plan competitions are an effective learning device in higher education?

Business planning was traditionally used as a framework tool to promote good management and formally document future actions to be followed in order to ensure the success of the firm. Skills such as research, planning, and decision making are key to the success of a business, but these processes are also a ‘useful skill for everyone’ (Cooper et al, 1998). It is the vital recognition of these skills in other areas of work, and life, that business planning competitions aim to promote as well as encouraging new business ventures.

In Europe there are over 25 established competitions which take the form of two general models: the university based model involving students and sometimes staff; and the regional level model organised by an independent organisation and involving anyone in the region with an innovative idea. The aims of university business plan competitions are generally based around technology transfer, whereas on a regional level the focus is on economic development and regeneration. Competitions often focus on the viability of the business plans submitted and award one large prize fund for the most viable project in order to provide a financial boost to the enterprise.

Competitions cover a wide range of objectives including enterprise support for students, promotion of business start up opportunities, regional development and social responsibility. The level of economic development of a country is a major influence on the intentions behind competition start-up. Gailly (2003) discusses the efficiency and effectiveness of business plan competitions through the analysis of ‘123Go’, a competition organised annually in four European countries since 2000. Evidence from this report, based on data from participants of the competitions, indicates that ‘the business plan competition is very effective in providing ‘collateral’ support… in particular through contacts with other prospective entrepreneurs and with the experts involved in the evaluation process’ (Gailly, 2003). 

Business Plan Competitions in the UK

The UK provides ‘favourable’ economic conditions for new venture creation, i.e. stable economy, large number of young people with good practical and academic education, integrated markets and strong science and research output (Trainer, 2002). Trainer suggests that, compared to America and elsewhere in Europe, the UK’s successful businesses are old businesses representing an entrepreneurial gap, a number of reasons for this were discussed at the 2002 MIT Conference in Bologna. Business plan competitions can be used to address a number of issues including developing the venture capital market, encouraging partnerships between stakeholders (entrepreneurs, researchers, investors, mentors etc.), role models and business angel networks. By forming these networks, highlighting competition winners as role models and continuing to support ‘winners’ after start-up, the entrants are more likely to invest in new ventures themselves.

Pauric McGowan, Director of Northern Ireland Centre for Entrepreneurship (NICENT), highlighted the value of extra curricular activity at the 2005 White Rose Enterprise Learning conference. He gave special reference to business plan competitions, for which he identified three main roles: ‘a focus for would-be entrepreneurs; a learning tool for use by academic staff; and an opportunity to promote the commercialisation agenda within the university constituency – particularly the commercialisation of primary research’ (McGowan quoted in Handscombe & Kothari, 2005). McGowan focuses on the value of the planning process rather than the importance of a plan itself and allows for flexibility in learning stating that ‘student business planning competitions should be seen as a constructive university–business/community interface’ (Handscombe & Kothari, 2005). 

4. Competition Case Studies

Newcastle University Enterprise Centre

The Enterprise Centre has existed since 2004, although the university has been providing enterprise activities from 2001. The establishment of the Centre was a culmination in development that was in part driven by increasing student demand and emerging agendas and, importantly, by changes and support within the institution’s senior management. The Centre was recently re-located within the Careers Service and provides related services across the current population of 18,000 students. The portfolio of activities delivered by the Centre is wide ranging and includes extra-curricula programmes, support to academics for embedding enterprise across a wide range of disciplines, business start up support and innovative schemes such as student Enterprise Interns, Entrepreneurs in Residence and programmes for research postgraduates. In 2004, the Centre became recognised as the only educational establishment to be awarded the Centre of Excellence standard by the Small Firms Enterprise Development Initiative. 
The Enterprise Challenge

The business plan competition at Newcastle University operates as the ‘Enterprise Challenge’. Launched in 2002 it was the first such competition in the North East of England and remains the largest. Entrants of between 250-300 each year produce in the order of 60-75 business plans. Some two-thirds of these entrants have been seen to follow through their plans and create businesses. 

In order to assess the impact of the Enterprise Challenge it is important to appreciate the background to the competition and understand how the model addresses the specific objectives of the organisers. The competition was developed following attendance at the MIT Global Start-up Workshop in 2002 and was introduced in line with business plan competitions (often referred as Entrepreneur Challenges), which ‘reward evidence of entrepreneurial skills rather than simply the financial viability of a business plan’ (Trainer, 2002). The Enterprise Challenge is predominantly about recognising entrepreneurial development, whilst also creating new ventures and raising profile through celebrating and showcasing students’ achievements. 

The competition is divided into a number of prize categories. Some of these are sector specific such as ‘Science & Technology’ or ‘Social Enterprise’ with additional categories including 'Overall Viability' for the most viable idea regardless of sector, and ‘New Trader’ in recognition of a winning business idea from the previous year that is sucessfully trading. Although the competition prizes are totally funded through sponsorship, prize monies are awarded without constraints. The intention is that awards primarily recognise effort and achievement and prize money can be spent in any way the winner decides. This decision was taken to avoid ‘saying that the prize must only be spent on the business’ which deters students from entering. In addition the range of prize categories reflects academic disciplines in an attempt to tie in subjects where entrepreneurship appears in the curricula. In part, this structure is reinforced where particular degree programmes have as an assement output the production of a business plan where these plans are entered automatically into the competition as an added incentive. Unlike the majority of other business planning competitions where only business viability is rewarded, this approach attracts entrants from a wide range of subjects and sectors and is an attempt to reinforce the idea that enterprise and entrepreneurship is for anyone and not just those who want to start a business (Steyaert and Katz, 2004).

The Northern Ireland Centre for Entrepreneurship (NICENT)

NICENT was established in 2000 as part of Northern Ireland’s response to the Science Enterprise Challenge (SEC) initiative. The Centre was initially funded by the Office of Science and Technology, and Invest NI, the regional development. NICENT is a partnership between the University of Ulster and Queen’s University Belfast, the two universities of Northern Ireland. Between them they host a student population of approximately 50,000 pursuing programmes at undergraduate, taught and research postgraduate levels, in Science, Engineering, Technology, Social Science, Humanities, the Arts, and Business and Management. 

Phase one of NICENT (2000-2007) focused on embedding entrepreneurship within the curricula at all levels within the Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) Faculties primarily. Phase two of NICENT will seek to migrate entrepreneurship still further, to all other faculties within its institutions. A number of institutive have contributed to NICENT’s success to date. For example, the development of innovative eLearning modules, experiential teaching techniques, and staff support and empowerment activity. Without doubt one very important vehicle has been the development of the £25k Award for New Entrepreneurs, a regional business plan competition focused on the NICENT institutions and managed in collaboration with Investment Belfast (now part of the Northern Ireland Science Park (NISP)). 
The 25k Award for New Entrepreneurs

Similar to Newcastle’s experience, the £25K Award was inspired by the Enterprise Award Competition organised by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). It aims to promote entrepreneurship within the universities of Northern Ireland and encourage successful technology transfer from the Higher Education sector. The Award is open to graduates and postgraduate students attending full or part time courses as well as staff from the Partnership institutions. 

Historically the Award has brought together teams of students and staff predominantly from the disciplines of Management, Science, and Engineering to write a plan for an innovative business idea. In the past the most successful entries had mainly emanated from the Faculty of Engineering and had mainly involved the commercialisation of high-tech ideas. However, recently the appeal of the Award has broadened significantly and has seen entries from almost all faculties, this in particular relates to the University of Ulster. This improvement in appeal can be contributed to NICENT’s success in embedding entrepreneurship within the curricula and the strong marketing profile that the Award has built up. 

Over the last six years the Award’s popularity has grown from 28 submitted plans in its first year to over 60 plans in the most recent year. Its success has also enabled Invest Belfast to attract significant private sector sponsorship as well as the financial support of Invest Northern Ireland, the Regional Development Agency, for the competition. 

Features of the Competitions

The table below summarises the distinctive features of the respective competitions. Issues arising as a consequence of these features are discussed later. 

Table 1: Summary of competition key features 

	Aspect of Competition
	Newcastle University
	NICENT

	Focus
	Encouraging entrepreneurial development and new venture creation. Feeds into regional competition.


	Promotes entrepreneurship and encourages successful technology transfer. A regional competition.

	Organisation
	Single institutional offering to current students and graduates up to five years post-graduation. 

 
	Offered to current students and staff based in the two universities of N Ireland. Administered by an independent external organisation.



	Structure
	Award categories encompassing a wide range of disciplines. Specific awards for ‘new trader’ and recent ‘alumni businesses’. Judging panels for each category.


	A single award for the best overall plan, plus awards for two runners-up; the faculty of the overall winner; best undergraduate entry, and the final ten.

	Resources
	Competition organised centrally by university staff. Sponsorship and ticket sales pay for prizes and award ceremony. 


	Competition organised by Investment Belfast in conjunction with NICENT. Sponsorship pays for prizes and award ceremony.

	Support
	Integration with other enterprise activities to provide development opportunities. 


	Information sessions, mentoring and business planning workshops are provided.

	Perception
	Highly respected competition and event. Awards ceremony attended by 300 people of which half are internal and external guests. 


	A well-known and strongly supported competition. Awards ceremony invitations are highly regarded and are sent to a mixture of internal and external guests. 



	Impact
	Limited measures currently in place. Informal monitoring of entrants’ progress post competition focussed on those who start up.
	Preliminary research was initiated in 2006. An annual research programme that will form part of a longevity study was established in 2007.


5. Research Findings

While both Newcastle and NICENT conducted individual research studies a number of common issues were explored. Some similarities and comparisons have emerged from the findings that add to the debate on this subject. These have been categorised under the headings of Entrepreneurial Intentions and Attitudes, Transferable Skills and Employability.

Newcastle University

To assess the impact of the Newcastle business plan competition a combination of semi-structured interviews with key organisers and a questionnaire of entrants past and current was undertaken between October 2005 and April 2006. At the time of the research 586 individuals had entered the Enterprise Challenge competition between 2002 and 2005 either individually, or in teams, producing 163 business plans in total. 

From stakeholder interviews and desk research five key areas were identified for investigation using the student survey. These areas were:

· Entrant profile

· Entrepreneurial intentions

· Transferable skills

· Employability

Entrant Profile

Full data and contact details recorded by the Enterprise Centre were available for 347 past participants constituting a 60:40 male to female split. Of these participants 197 were traceable and 41 responded to the questionnaire constituting a 21% response rate. The profile of entrants included postgraduates and undergraduates from a wide range of disciplines including Law, Business, Chemical Engineering, Mechanical Engineering, Agricultural Food Marketing, Information Systems and Applied Communications. A small but significant number of graduates (alumni) also participated in the Newcastle business planning competition.

Although entrants’ reasons for writing a business plan and entering the competition were varied, 44% stated they had either ‘always wanted to set up their own business’ or ‘already had an idea for a new business venture’. Other remaining reasons for entering included ‘attracted by cash prize’ and ‘submitted as part of degree programme’. A small number saw the competition as a means to gain publicity or to have their plan validated through association with the Enterprise Centre. 

Entrepreneurial Intentions and Attitudes

One aim of the competition is to highlight the range of help and advice available for students interested in enterprise. The Centre holds an assumption that getting students involved in enterprise activity develops the confidence and skills to start new businesses. Although some two-thirds of entrants go on to start a business post competition it is difficult to conclude that this was as a result of entering. 

Most respondents had a fairly strong desire to start up a new business venture if the opportunity were to arise whereas only 2% of those surveyed agreed with the statement that they have no intention to start up a new business venture. 

Transferable Skills

The Enterprise Challenge is aimed at encouraging students towards an entrepreneurial outlook by helping them to develop key transferable skills and understand the opportunities for entrepreneurial activity and not necessarily business start-up. The research indicates an improvement across a range of transferable skills that formed the institution’s skills framework following entrants’ personal experience of writing a business plan and entering the Enterprise Challenge.  

All entrants surveyed confirmed that they had perceived a positive improvement in their transferable skills. Using mean values improvements were shown across all the skills with the most significant improvement in the area of ‘business awareness’. 

Employability

The process of writing a business plan and entering the competition was valued by the majority of respondents as being useful or very useful in improving employment prospects and developing useful networks. The results suggest that 86% of respondents have used the experience of writing a business plan and entering the Enterprise Challenge as part of the recruitment or interview process when seeking employment. 

NICENT

In 2006 Investment Belfast, in conjunction with NICENT, conducted research to gain insights into the efficacy of the £25k Enterprise Award Scheme in encouraging entrepreneurship and successful technology transfer from the Higher Education sector in Northern Ireland.

A survey using a semi-structured questionnaire was sent to individuals identified as spokespersons for each of the business ideas that reached stage two, the final ten teams, over the past six years of the competition. 

Entrant Profile

A total of 48 individuals were asked to complete the questionnaire. Representatives for 17 teams returned completed questionnaires, representing a 35% response rate. There was an almost 50-50 split of male to female respondents. Of the teams represented eight were from the University of Ulster, (UU), and nine were from Queens University Belfast, (QUB). 

Entrepreneurial Intentions and Attitudes

A high number of respondents agreed that participation in the £25k Enterprise Award had helped to demonstrate to them that establishing a new business could be a viable alternative career choice in the future. In addition, almost all indicated that they perceived themselves to be better equipped to embark on an entrepreneurial new venturing career with 88% indicating that they were more aware of the existence of business opportunities around them as a consequence of their participation. 

An improvement in entrepreneurial intention and attitude is also suggested by the finding that 87% of respondents felt that they had experienced an improvement in their attitude to risk-taking and starting a business. The vast majority of respondents also indicated that their attitude towards entrepreneurial new venturing as a valid and rewarding career choice had improved as a consequence of their participation in the Award, with only 6% stating that there was no improvement. This is further supported by the finding of 100% of respondents who stated that they now hold entrepreneurs in high esteem.

Many also felt that the competition had improved their entrepreneurial credibility and had gained further support as a consequence. This is illustrated by the fact that 64% of respondents stated that they had received funding after their engagement with the Award. The most popular type was Proof of Concept funding from Invest Northern Ireland. Other sources included the Higher Education Innovation Fund, (HEIF), and IRTU funding.

Fifty per cent considered it a distinct possibility that they would set up their own business “at some point in the future” while 20% stated that they definitely intended to do so. However, it is unclear if there is a direct link between this intention and their participation in the 25K Award. 

Transferable Skills

Similar to Newcastle’s findings, there was a clear indication that respondents had perceived a positive improvement in their transferable skills. When presented with an extensive list of key skills identified in extant research and considered as essential for new venture start-up, respondents indicated an improvement across all skills with significant improvement in their degree of understanding in a number of areas such as business planning, market research, marketing strategy and communication.

Sixty four per cent of respondents also indicated that they had been able to further refine their business proposition after the competition, indicating a further application of skills gained and a growth in confidence. The development of a “realistic” business plan appeared to be the most important example of refinement activity going on. The need to “focus” on marketing, market research, finance and management issues were recognised as crucial to transferring technology to commercial reality. 
Employability

A number of respondents agreed (60%) or strongly agreed (20%) that their participation in the Award had helped them to behave entrepreneurially within their position of employment. Sixty four per cent of respondents also expressed the view that their successful engagement in the Award Scheme, coming in the last ten, enhanced their profile and credibility as potential entrepreneurial new venturers amongst other entrepreneurial practitioners. The publicity surrounding the gala event itself was seen to “open doors” into other entrepreneurial networks. 

It is interesting to note that of those survey 94% were employed with the remaining 6% declared as self-employed. Some stated that they had entered employment in the short-term to gain further experience before developing their entrepreneurial ambitions further.

6. Discussions and Recommendations

Both Centres hold an assumption that getting students involved in enterprise activity develops the confidence and skills to start new businesses. Although some entrants start a business post-competition, or have a strong intention to do so in the future, it is difficult to conclude that this is as a result of entering a business plan competition. However, there is strong evidence to suggest that both organisations have succeeded in meeting their competition objectives to a large extent. Entrepreneurial awareness, attitudes, behaviour and skills have improved and there has been some level of new venture creation, more so in the case of Newcastle, and technology transfer. This type of output may take longer to unfold as it may take some time for the full impact of the competition to be realised, thus emphasising the need for longitudinal research of the impact on participants.

Competitions do provide an opportunity to promote the commercialisation agenda within the university constituency and encourage business start-up (Handscombe and Kothari, 2005).  According to Wilson et al. (2004) it is essential for Universities to harness the entrepreneurial capabilities of students as a key to future benefits and as such it is paramount to gain a better understanding about students’ attitudes towards entrepreneurship, and thus legitimise entrepreneurship through the organisation of high profile and successful competitions.

In both competitions all entrants surveyed confirmed that they had perceived a positive improvement in their transferable skills with improvements shown across all the skills areas suggested. Furthermore, not only was it suggested that such skill improvement was beneficial for future business start-up activity but also added value to participants as employees and had helped to differentiate them in the job market. The process of writing a business plan and entering the competitions were valued by the majority of respondents as being useful in improving employment prospects and it helped them to develop as intrapreneurs within their place of employment. 

However, whether it is the case or not, the cliché of the entrepreneur traditionally signifying risk, bravery and ambition (Down and Warren, 2006) will most likely affect the propensity of students toward entrepreneurial activity but does not necessarily mean that they will start, or are capable of starting, their own business.  Down and Warren (2006) recognise the value of the ‘extraordinary’ image of the entrepreneur as a key element to inspire and motivate future generations towards entrepreneurship. Furthermore, Down (2006) questions the outcome of entrepreneurial education and whether more entrepreneurs will be created as a result or simply people with better business skills.  

Introducing students to associated business language such as marketing, legal and financial terms in the context of a familiar situation makes them easier to understand (Cooper et al., 1998).  Similarly associated skills recognised by entrants included ‘confidence to look for opportunities and act on them’ and the ‘ability to relate theory to practice’.  These skills are useful in business and encourage students to take responsibility for their decisions and actions promoting a positive learning experience by encouraging individuals to overcome problems rather than accepting failure (Cooper et al., 1998).

The high, above average, ratings for all the skill areas reflects well on the effectiveness of the competitions in developing key transferable skills.  In today’s competitive graduate environment students are increasingly concerned with the idea of differentiating themselves from their peers.  It would appear that creating an individual entrepreneurial identity, based on such transferable skills, is available to everyone and can be developed to define who we are (Down, 2006).

The process of writing a business plan and understanding the elements contributing to, and affecting, decisions is a widely desired skill (Galbraith, 1977).  However, critics claim that business planning generates rigidity and other unintended consequences (Gray, 1986; Mintzberg, 1994) as the antithesis of entrepreneurial behaviour.  Gibb (2005) summarizes this view by stating business plans were not invented by entrepreneurs but by financiers and plans reflect the culture of their world. This research suggests that entering the business plan competitions gives students the opportunity to develop their skills to enhance their employability.  Some, for example Gibb (2005), suggest that whilst there is little evidence to link business planning and entrepreneurial success they are an important component in developing skills in relationship management as they require the writer to appreciate that expectations of stakeholders vary and therefore plans need to be tailored to a particular audience. If this is the case, does it really matter whether planning can be restrictive, or should students be further educated as to the potential problems of this approach?    

It is clear that both competitions are well respected, popular with participants and appear to achieve the stated aims to a large extent. However, would the majority of those entrants who participated with the intention of starting a business have done so regardless?

This view is supported elsewhere, in particular, in the study of 22 Australian competitions by Russell et al in 2004. However, participants felt that the experience of the competition had eased the transition into start-up. Furthermore the data suggested that competitions have the most impact at the early stage of businesses and that the skills developed gave new businesses a greater chance of success.

In comparison, both case studies highlight essential differences between the respective competitions and each gives rise to particular issues that are worthy of mention as they point towards factors that may need to be considered by others with an interest in such initiatives. The following identifies two key elements of each competition and the associated issues:

Focus: Wide focus (individual development & variety of disciplines) vs narrow focus (new venture creation & a specific sector)

It is difficult to prove the link between development and future venture creation but wider focus does attract more entrants than where only business viability is considered. Broad competition does provide a legitimate route and incentives where business plans are produced as part of curricula. However, it can be difficult to manage sponsor expectations, i.e. where contracts may be an expected outcome, as more categories require more entrants! However, categories can be added or removed as trends or circumstances dictate. A narrow focus on particular sectors or disciplines helps direct attention and may be easier to sustain in the longer term. This approach can also be used to ‘target’ sectors that are seen as important or requiring development.

Organisation: Single institutional offering vs. open to a number of institutions

In the North East, with five universities running events, there is a possibility of competition for sponsors and publicity. Likewise the higher profile and value of the regional competition could divert attention and resources away from individual institutions. However, individual competitions provide a useful focus and motivator for staff and students internally. Regional competitions, like that presented by NICENT, can be more closely aligned and supported in relation to regional economic development. They also prevent crowding in the competition market place, as there are other competitions outside Higher Education that students become involve with. In respect of resources individual institutional competitions may be at a disadvantage as only one organisation carries the burden of resourcing and organisation.  

The authors accept that it is difficult as yet to demonstrate that there is a causal link between competitions and the creation of new businesses. This should be the focus for any future research in this area. The authors also recognise the limitations of their research and their case study approach. However, this exploratory study in conjunction with exact research in the area provides some interesting observations on the impact of the competitions considered. There are indications from both studies, and practice, that there are other equally valuable outcomes from competitions.  These includ: inculcating experience and skills that are useful within other spheres of life such as traditional employment; providing an opportunity to apply a discipline in a different context; competitions raise institutional profile; celebrating achievement; and engaging stakeholders. Russell et al (2004) also suggest that competitions ease the transition to start-ups through such activity as developing networks and teambuilding.

There is no doubt that further research in this area will continue to illuminate the impact of business plan competitions and the contribution they make to economic and social development within our regions. 

References

Benneworth, (2006); Understanding the entrepreneurship gap in the North East of England: Report presented at: Closing the gap: What’s happening in the North East?, 16th March 2006.

Cooper, Oakes, Townley, (1998); Business Planning as a Pedagogy: Language and Control in a Changing Institutional Field, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 43, Issue 2.   

Chusimir, (1988); Entrepreneurship and MBA Degrees: How Well Do They Know Each Other?, Journal of Small Business Management, Vol 26, Issue 3, July, pp. 71-74

Davies, (2002); Review of Enterprise and the Economy in Education; HM Treasury/HMSO.

Down, (2006); Narratives of Enterprise: Crafting Entrepreneurial Self-identity, Cheltenham. Edward Elgar.

Down, Warren, (2006); Constructing narratives of enterprise: Clichés and entrepreneurial self-identity’, under review by International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research.

Freeman, Nixon, (2002); Business Plan and Strategy for Enterprise, unpublished, Newcastle University.

Gailly, (2003); Teaching entrepreneurs how to write their business plan: case study

and empirical results, Unpublished Report, Universite catholique de

Louvain, Belgium.

Galbraith, (1977); Organisation Design, Addison-Wesley, Reading,

MA, USA.

Gibb, (2005); Policy Paper 003, Towards the entrepreneurial university: entrepreneurship education as a lever for change, National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship, Birmingham.

Gray, (1986); Uses and misuses of strategic planning,  Harvard Business Review, January/February, pp. 89-97.

Handscombe, Kothari, (2005); White Rose Enterprise Learning Conference Good Practice and Coherent Policy, Report.

Harding, (2003); Government and Education Efforts to Further Entrepreneurship the United Kingdom, Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Report.

Harding, (2006); GEM UK, Regional Summary, North East and Newcastle.

Hart, (2006); GEM, Northern Ireland Summary.

Honig, (2004); Entrepreneurship Education: Toward a Model of Contingency-Based Business Planning , Academy of Management Learning & Education, Vol. 3, Issue 3
Lena, Wong, (2003); Attitude Towards Entrepreneurial Education and New Venture Creation, Journal of Enterprising Culture, vol. 11, No. 4, pp. 339-357.

McGowan, (2005); Presentation to: White Rose Enterprise Learning Conference: Good Practice and Coherent Policy, 14 October 2005.

McMullan, Long, Graham, (1986); Assessing Economic Value Added by University-Based New Venture Outreach Programs, Journal of Business Venturing, Vol. 1, pp. 225-240.

McMullan, Long, (1990); Developing New Ventures: The Entrepreneurial Option,  San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Mintzberg, (1994); The Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning, New York: The Free Press.

Russell, Fredline, Atchinson, King , O'Conner, Brooks, (2004); The Role and Impact of Business Plan Competitions: Final Report, Department of  Industry, Tourism and Resources  (DITR).

Steyaert, Katz, (2004); Reclaiming the Space of Entrepreneurship in Society: Geographical, Discursive and Social Dimension, Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, pp. 179-196.

Trainer, (2002); MIT $50K Global Start-up Workshop, Bologna Conference Report, unpublished, Newcastle University.
Wilson, Marlino, Kickul, (2004); Our Entrepreneurial Future: Examining the Diverse Attitudes of Teens Across Gender and Ethnic Identity, Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship, Vol. 9, No. 3, pp. 177-197.

Bibliography
Commission of the European Communities, 2004 – Green Paper Entrepreneurship in Europe (2003) and Action Plan 2004.

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, 2005 – Corporate Plan 2005-2008.

North East regional business plan competition: http://www.blueprintcompetition.co.uk
Newcastle University Enterprise Challenge :http://www.careers.ncl.ac.uk/enterprise

Northern Ireland Centre for Entrepreneurship: http://nicent.ulster.ac.uk
Business Plan Competitions – What impact do they really have?
Page 5 of 15

