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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This paper is about the concept of accidental entrepreneurship but also illustrates its complexity as practised by a woman in the very masculine environment of gang mastering. It seeks to demonstrate that entrepreneurship can and does flourish unaided and that it is not always possible to plan for it or promote its presence. This paper is important because it tells a true story of feminine grit and determination in the face of adversity. Melle the reluctant heroine acts as an inspirational beacon to all women. When asked if she considered herself to be an entrepreneur she replied “what’s that”. Nor did she consider herself a business women Melle replied “No, I don’t have a briefcase”. Characteristically she prefers to be viewed as a worker. 

Prior Work: This work builds upon extant knowledge of government initiatives to encourage and promote enterprising behaviour amongst minority groups. However, it does not seek to position itself in relation to any particular strand of entrepreneurship literature. This is so because it relates to a ‘disabled woman’ with no prior entrepreneurial social capital who overcame discrimination in the form of unfair dismissal to found a thriving Gangmaster business employing over a hundred migrant workers in a fair and ethical way.


Approach: The approach adopted in this qualitative study is a combination of the narrative methodology and case study approaches. In doing so this study answers the call of Bygrave (2007) for an increase in such approaches to explore the descriptive nature of entrepreneurial behaviour in every day settings in an ordinary business born of serendipity and chance. 


Results: It is difficult to point to any clear results. However, like most stories, one can draw tentative assumptions from the narrative. Yet, there is a clear moral to the story, which acts as a cautionary tale to Enterprise Agencies that not all enterprising behaviour can be planned for. 


Implications: The narrative clearly demonstrates the unpredictability of entrepreneurship in that a ‘disabled women’ with no prior experience of business and no conception whatsoever of the word entrepreneur, accidentally became an entrepreneur without trying to do so. 


Value: The key contributions in this narrative account are 1) to question the (im)probability of any enterprise agency in planning or initiating the promotion of all occurance sof entrepreneurship andentrepreneurial activity, which by its very nature thrives on chaos; 2) to highlight the contemporary practice of gang master activity as entrepreneurship. 


WE WANNA BE IN HER GANG!

A CASE STUDY ON ACCIDENTAL ENTREPRNEURSHIP
INTRODUCING THE CONCEPT OF ACCIDENTAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP
This practical discussion paper and attendant case study concentrates very much upon the notion of accidental entrepreneurship per –se.  Indeed, ‘accidental entrepreneurship’ is a subject worthy of further research consideration. This is so because of the fact that traditionally scholars of entrepreneurship envisage ideal typical candidates and scenarios in which the prospective protean entrepreneurs possess all the necessary antecedent storylines; fervour, as well as having the traits, personalities and characteristics we have come to expect from entrepreneurs. These elements mark them out as special people and the idea that an individual without prior exposure to the to the entrepreneurial ideal can become an entrepreneur may strike those amongst us with a propensity to theorise as being unlikely. Nevertheless, not all businesses are conceived from the passion of their founder. Serendipity, luck, chance and happenstance and even being in the right place at the right time can often play a significant part in achieving an entrepreneurial outcome. Success can result from muddling through and making a mistake, as much as it can from being right. After an initial undertaking has been given and a person begins to fulfil a contract to provide goods or services, such as the one given by the unlikely heroine of this story ‘Melle’. Sometimes relying upon one’s life experience, social capital, perseverance and capacity for hard work are enough to sustain a business. Often having a mere presence in a business can prove beneficial to growing other more sustainable businesses. The old adage ‘You have got to be in it to win it’ springs to mind and if the truth were to be told many people of average skills and intelligence have become rich in business by association with other entrepreneurial driving forces. 

This case study is of significance to Policy Makers and to Enterprise Agencies alike because in telling Melle’s story we get very close to the state of mind of an early career entrepreneur. Granted, the story demonstrates a confused but energetic entrepreneurial mind but then that is often the way of things). In telling her story we seek to highlight the improbability of policy makers putting policies in place to encourage prospective entrepreneurs to start their own business. Furthermore we argue that as service providers, State sponsored Business Advisors such as Business Gateway should be less problem and process driven and more person centred.  

This paper has three sections – Firstly a brief methodology section followed by the presentation of a case study of accidental entrepreneurship. We consider it vital to narrate Melle’s story in its entirety before subjecting it to analysis and theoretical underpinning. We consider it a story worth listening to. We then attempt to place Melle’s Story in context by discussing and explaining it in relation to entrepreneurship theory. In doing so we make tentative suggestions as to how Policy Makers, Enterprise Agencies and Consultants can help fledgling entrepreneurs like Melle. The paper ends with some even more tentative conclusions and recommendations for further research.             

METHODOLOGY

This very practical qualitative study utilises the case study methodology to highlight issues and problems surrounding disadvantaged people(s) who set up in business.

At the inception of this study, the author John Anzani was a business adviser for Midlothian Lothian Council. It was in this capacity he came into contact with the lady on which this case study is based. She sought his advice on certain aspects of her business and a healthy client  / patron relationship ensued which caused the author John Anzani to question how best to help prospective entrepreneurs like her. In the interests of client / patron confidentiality she has been given the pseudonym of Melle to protect her identity. The author John Anzani quickly realised that his client was an enigma in the true sense of the word and discussed her (in)credible story with the second author Robert Smith. Melle was approached and consented to being the subject of this case study. She signed a consent form (See appendix1) to this effect. We do not mean to sound patronising in calling her story incredible. However, Melle is female; from an impoverished working class background; has no educational qualifications; is profoundly deaf; may have literacy and confidence issues but has succeeded by luck and pluck in setting herself up in business as a Gangmaster employing over 100 Polish migrant workers. She genuinely has no conception of what the word entrepreneur means in the wider sense of her decision to go self-employed.       

TELLING MELLE’S STORY

The title of this section is significant because it is patently obvious to both author’s that Melle is not comfortable in owning nor telling her own story yet. She has low self-esteem and confidence issues and is more comfortable doing what she does best – working and solving problems. Indeed, listening to Melle can be somewhat confusing because she has a tendency towards being vague and is not a natural storyteller. In time we hope that she will no doubt grow in confidence and come to own her own story. 

Melle was born in 1967 into a working class family and is to all intents and purposes deaf. She left school aged fifteen with no qualifications and since then has never undertaken any further education. Following school she alternated between periods of being registered as unemployed and working as a cleaner for Morrison's Construction whilst in Scotland. She worked at a succession of cleaning and menial type jobs. For several months a year she would travel to other parts of the UK to do seasonal work in agriculture and leisure. This pattern then repeated itself over the next two decades. For instance, she would travel to Jersey to harvest potatoes and then to work at a caravan park. She was often accompanied on these adventures by her sister and there was a “group from Glasgow” who also returned year after year. This was 'summer' work in as much as the peak times of employment were generally between April to October. Upon her return she would pick up some part time cleaning. Some years she came back early because she missed her family. Family is very important to Melle. For long periods she lived with her parents or siblings. This filial connection has continued into her business life as she chose relatives as the directors of the company. Melle’s sister who to borrow a Scots saying is ‘hale and hearty’ trained as a mechanic.

During the period 2003 to 2004 Melle was staying with her sister in Haddington, Midlothian and was temporarily unemployed. Her sister worked twelve-hour shifts to support them both. Melle was claiming income support and disability benefit.  It is relevant that she had just lost her job with a previous employer where her sister works as a mechanic due to nearly being run down by a reversing vehicle. She had been there about 2 years. Melle spent a miserable year in employment limbo. However, being temperamentally unsuited to inactivity she filled her days by walking her sisters dogs. Her route took over fields owned by a large agricultural producer / manufacturer. On one of her regular excursions she engaged a supervisor in conversation. During the conversation Melle mentioned that she had worked on labouring gangs. The supervisor asked her if she could get a gang of workers together. Melle can be rather vague at times and it is probable that she had asked the supervisor for a job. Notwithstanding this, Melle received this suggestion / invitation in a positive light. She believes in making her own luck and accepted the idea straight away without fear of the consequences, happy to be doing something about her circumstances. The supervisor suggested she see the boss, which she did. She somehow convinced the boss that she had plenty of experience working as a seasonal agricultural worker herself and could easily be a gaffer. 

Characteristically Melle “just started” by getting a work gang together. She had good contacts and a network of friends who knew willing workers. As a sign of the times many were migrant workers from Poland. The majority of her staff are recruited via word of mouth through the existing staff. This is certainly true of the Polish workers. This recruitment is often based on family and friendship groups. Ideally Melle prefers staff with their own transport due to the location of the work. It was only after she started supplying labour that the full extent of her undertaking hit her. She complains of getting headaches from “all the rules”. She remembers that she had had an idea several years ago to start a Nursery but she was never in a position to do anything about it because by her reckoning people like her just didn't do things like that. Melle was offered an extended contract but had difficulty in establishing a bank account for the business since she had no previous credit record. Eventually the Halifax accepted her application, partly because her sister had a savings account with them. Melle knew full well that she was setting up some sort of business and that [supposedly] didn't worry her but she did not appreciate that she had to set up a company. The whole process of establishing the company stemmed from the issue of paying staff.  In order to be paid by her contractor she had to give them her bank details because otherwise they she could not pay her workers. Melle learned the hard way on a daily basis. She realised that she would have to open up a bank account and was dismayed by the extensive paperwork to be completed. For Melle it was a completely new experience for which she was unprepared. She did not have anyone to turn to for help or assistance. When Melle started trading she did so under her own name. She then hit on the idea of calling it after the motorway she spent so much time driving on. However she later adopted a suggestion of one of the staff to buy a company “off the shelf”. In her complete ignorance of company matters she did not realise that there would need to be named Directors. Melle appointed her sister in this role. Later still Melle sought advice from Companies House and realised that a second Director was required. She asked her brother to perform this role. However, he is a ‘hands on’ person and prefers to drive and often transports staff. He leaves all the paperwork to Melle.  

During this start up phase Melle had contacted Business Gateway (an organisation whose services she rates highly). Melle found them helpful in finding an accountant. It is instructive that she did not undertake any of the pre-set up training available through Business Gateway.  In her case it was almost certainly due to her low levels of literacy which have led to and / or compounded a lack of engagement with courses of any type.  There may also be an element of the documented reluctance of entrepreneurs to seek formal training. Melle has however shown a willingness to seek advice especially where it can be given on an informal basis. Hence, although she approached the author John Anzani in his role as a business support professional and was seeking advice on specific points of employment legislation the fact that the service was deliberately delivered in an informal manner lowered a barrier and meant that she felt confident enough to engage. Similarly she has maintained a support relationship with a member of Business Gateway staff that led to her “following” him when he left to join an accountancy franchise. Melle then chose them as her accountants. The member of staff has now returned to Business Gateway and it may be no coincidence that her relationship with the accountants is now deteriorating. Unfortunately these are the sorts of circumstances where she is unable to seek the assistance she knows she needs. She confided that she did not ask the company's accountant any questions because she was worried that “they'll think that I should ken these things”. In that instance she did not seem to have her concerns assuaged. The likely result of this is that the operations of her company may not be as tax-efficient as they otherwise might be as she, for instance, buys capital assets that would attract tax allowances if they were purchased by the company. She had also obviously contacted the Business Development team of Midlothian Council.
Melle had been trading for some 8 – 9 months before the legislation requiring Gangmasters to be licensed came into effect.  Melle is impulsive and stated categorically that had she realised all she would have to do to get a licence she would not have started. She is clear that whilst the general bureaucracy surrounding the establishment of a company is daunting it is the extra hoops posed by getting a Gangmaster's licence that would be the key deterrent. Melle battled through the registration process and the extra regulation which being an established business entailed. Melle had a strong feeling that she was already doing things right and a belief that there was a viable business, which should be continued.  Even so Melle admits that she “nearly packed it in 2 or 3 times”. What is interesting is that Melle never seemed to contemplate operating without a licence. There was a period when she was allowed to operate without the full license but this was whilst she was resubmitting her application and she had her full license issued in early 2007. Melle’s honesty and integrity are so transparent because she was firmly of the opinion that her Contractor and in particular their customers i.e. Tesco, M&S etc. would not want their reputations tarnished by being found to have had unlicensed labour involved in the supply chain. 
Despite her initial lack of knowledge Melle has proved able to learn as she progresses and has exhibited a degree of ruthlessness not always demonstrated in the governance of family firms.  She had cause to remove her brother from his directorship due to his unauthorised drawing of funds in her absence. She replaced him with a niece who has specifically been recruited to help with paperwork.  She has also changed banks in order to reduce the charge costs. She is likely to review her accountants soon since they have recently significantly reduced the payroll service they give her. They are now not able to produce payslips until Monday meaning that staff do not get paid until after the weekend.  This has not been a popular change and could have been totally avoidable.

Melle is a caring person and has a strong paternal streak. Her workers complained of the difficulty in obtaining decent accommodation.  Melle cited rents of £600 pcm for 4.  To overcome this she hired caravans at Port Seaton for workers; however, unlike other unscrupulous Gangmasters she did not put a markup on the charge to staff. She had had caravans at Port Seaton since 2006 and has purchased a large flat in central Dalkeith. She intends to use this not only to provide housing for some of her Polish workers but also to provide an office. Her paperwork and files are all over the floor at her parents' house and she feels that the business needs a proper base. However, it is a demonstration of the weakness caused by the poor relationship with the accountants that Melle bought the flat as an individual rather then the company owning this asset. She is thus at a key stage of development since she is now specifically recruiting in order to free her time from mundane tasks to allow her to concentrate on running and growing the business. It is unlikely that she will fully be able to detach herself from day to day matters given the nature of the staff pool she employs. “They come and then it's my responsibility” she said citing the example of a woman who came here to work and who brought two young children with no idea how she was going to access the childcare she needed to enable her to work.  This last instance has caused her to return to her longstanding idea of running a Nursery, this time specifically aimed at children of Polish parents and staffed by Polish staff.  She has even identified premises that she thinks could be suitable. However, if she finds the regulations of the GLA onerous then it might be that the level of regulations governing childcare would be even more daunting and may lead to the project being abandoned.

Melle feels that the last two years have gone so fast and that she has spent all of the last year on government regulations. She remarks “I have no time for myself”. At one point she had 120 staff on the books of whom some 80 were non UK nationals [almost all Polish]. At times she felt “lost in the paperwork” especially since the passport details of all the staff have to be retained. She currently has 60-70 staff a number that she expects to rise to at least 100 in November/December. There are seven different departments in her Contractors Factories / fields and she supplies between 25 and 30% of all staff.  She has now managed to change the contracts that she fulfils so that none of her staff have to work in the fields.  They now all work under cover. This has an obvious advantage in terms of recruitment. It also has an advantage in that it is much easier to tell staff [particularly foreign workers] where they will be working since the fields in which the crops are grown are rarely contiguous, may be widely separated and are not identified by signs stating “Farmer X's produce”.

As a result of her honesty and decency Melle’s profit margins are not as high as they could be. She does not make a large profit per person per day. Even so she felt that there was a possibility of being undercut on price, although she wondered how such a competitor would be able to maintain supply. She charges £7.35 per employee and pays them £5.35. Melle works in competition with another labourer provider whose route into this activity was very different to hers. He had been a farmer who used foreign workers but realising that there was money to be made became a Gangmaster. Melle remains aware of her limitations with regard to IT and is looking for accessible training. Her sister-in-law had produced invoices for her but their was a question mark about how sustainable this was in the longer term. Melle is still working hard and has now started to supply other Contracts. This is significant because it lessons the dangers to the business failing. The contracts resulted from word of mouth recommendations. She is optimistic about her future and has secured long term contracts. 

When asked if she identified with the term ‘Entrepreneur’ remarked “What’s that?”. When asked if she considered herself to be a businesswomen she replied in earnest “I don’t have a briefcase”. When asked what term she would use to describe herself she said “Worker” and reiterated several times that she saw her present role as a way to ensure that she had a job.

PUTTING MELLE’S STORY INTO CONTEXT

Although Melle refuses to accept that she is an entrepreneur, nor engage with the concept, it is significant that a chance encounter with a Supervisor led to Melle’s entrepreneurial career path. Scholars of entrepreneurship are awakening to the role that Serendipity plays in future shaping entrepreneurial outcomes. For example, Martello (1994), Eliasson and Henrekson (2004), Reynolds (2005) and are amongst those scholars who have considered the subject. Martello (1994) contributes by stressing that serendipity is a misunderstood quality, which contributes to potential entrepreneurial behaviours. It is often related to discovery, creativity and innovation. However, serendipity by its very nature is unpredictable. For Eliasson and Henrekson (2004) major innovations emanate from the ingenuity and serendipity of individual entrepreneurs. Yet as Cunha  (2005) ask can serendipity be planned for? Orhan and Scott (2001) developed a model of the factors that motivate women to start their own business and identified a number of situations that relate to women’s decisions to become entrepreneurs of two of which are worth considering here  - namely no other choice and entrepreneurship by chance
. Melle’s story has an accidental air to it. Extant references to accidental entrepreneurship include those of Moore (2001) and Kroll and Lambert (2003). Indeed, Moore (2001) considered the case of scientists who developed new technology and in the process went on to become successful in business. The concept of accidental (or necessity) entrepreneurs is well-established (Brazeal and Herbert, 1999). Also, Haynes et al (1999) discuss the scenario of entrepreneurs becoming so by accident as a result of being dissatisfied with their primary employment or lack of it.

Despite Melle’s refusal to adopt the mantle of entrepreneurial identity we have no compunction in labelling her - a ‘Protean Entrepreneur’. Anderson (2000) argues that although the entrepreneurial process is the creation and extraction of value from the environment, the background of the entrepreneur configures the idiosyncratic entrepreneurial process. For Anderson, the key to understanding this is argued to be the entrepreneur's perception of value, so that entrepreneurship is argued to be protean in that it takes its shape from the dynamics of the individual fitting themselves into their perception of the socio-economic context. Thus the entrepreneurs' approach to business can be understood in terms of their values and consequentially their entrepreneurial business is shaped and formed from these same values. We argue that Melle’s case is a classic example of fitting self to circumstance as envisaged by Anderson.

Although serendipity obviously played a part in her story, we should not forget that during her early working life Melle developed a unique social capital that formed the basis of her future entrepreneurial life path. It was this social capital which led to her performing the classic pattern of employment for unqualified workers in agriculture, which in later years allowed her to empathise with migrant workers. Melle always had the potential to work for her self. She clearly possesses what Blanchflower et al (2001) refer to as latent entrepreneurship. Indeed, in their article Blanchflower et al speculate on why so much entrepreneurial spirit lies dormant. It is an answer that no one is likely to answer. According to Bhide (1996) an entrepreneurs personal and business goals are inextricably linked. In Melle’s case it may well be that she was searching for an outlet for her social capital and latent entrepreneurial talent.

Because of her hearing difficulties Melle could well be classified as being disabled. Initially the authors were tempted to make this hardship a central feature of the case study. However, Melle does not present as if disabled and accepts this as part of her being. In any case her levels of self-efficacy and energy more than make up for her deafness. For those interested in the subject of disabled entrepreneurs see Blanck et al (2000); Seekins and Arnold (1999);Rizzo (2002);  Niekirk et al (2006); and Larsson (2006). Indeed, Blanck et al (2000) narrate that disabled entrepreneurs are often highly motivated and focused individuals. Seekins and Arnold (1999) point out that in rural communities disabled workers find opportunities for employment more difficult to obtain than in urban areas hence the attractiveness of entrepreneurship and self-employment as a growing career choice for many disabled people. According to Rizzo (2002) people with disabilities are utilizing self-employment as a work option in greater numbers than ever before. Niekirk et al (2006) discuss the effective development of a community disability entrepreneurship programme and in particular the quest of disabled people to establish themselves as entrepreneurs. Larsson (2006) argues that for disabled people entrepreneurship has become an important alternative for many people, as a way to increase both security and flexibility. Larsson stipulates that in Sweden at the Millennium 1,000 (or 10%) of those registering a new business had some type of 'work handicap'. This study surveyed a group of new entrepreneurs with disabilities about their entrepreneurial activities. Of those interviewed by Larsson, 51% were women. Larsson found that entrepreneurs with disabilities succeed to the same extent as other entrepreneurs. In light of Melle’s outgoing personality and the strength of character she displays it would be all too easy to dismiss Melle’s handicap as irrelevant. However, it is wise to remember that she was sacked from a previous employment for Health and Safety concerns and did spend a year on the dole.
Despite recent criticisms in the press, the small business sector in Scotland is nevertheless well enough served by Scottish Enterprise and its sister organisations the ‘Business Gateway’ and ‘Careers Scotland’ who provide the front line help to those setting up in business. Business Gateway is its advisory arm whilst Careers Scotland is its training and employment wing. For a resume of the role of enterprise agencies in creating regional enterprise and innovation cultures in Scotland see Thomas (2000). Business Gateway has an extensive presence on the internet and their advice is quite substantive, providing that one is well educated and literate in the English language.
However, not every prospective entrepreneur (like Melle) or her workforce for that matter are fully literate. Monder Ram (Ram, 1998) articulates that there has been considerable Government support to encourage ethnic minorities into business since the 1980’s. However, we argue that this help mainly extends to settled ethnic communities such as the Asian and Chinese business communities. These have developed a mastery of the English language. Marlow (1992) argued that these communities often gained a position of prominence without the support of business support agencies. Indeed, Ram (1998) points out that ethnic minority businessmen often prefer to source help from unofficial channels of advice or from accountants, solicitors and bank managers with whom they of necessity come into contact with. Scottish Enterprise and Business Gateway do not appear to be geared up to deal with the new ethnic communities of Eastern Europe whom make up the bulk of Melle’s workforce. Amongst her Polish staff she has several with good English. The groups of Polish workers often come for periods of 4 to 5 months at a time, but repeat this pattern returning on several occasions. Some 20 had left in the previous 2 weeks [i.e. early March] but they would be returning in August. Many of the workers would ring from Poland to check that they were still needed before returning. Melle was certain that there were specific gender differences in the skills required to carry out various tasks.  She stated that she needed women for peeling jobs since they had nimble fingers, whereas other tasks were more physically demanding and required the lifting/moving of heavier weights. Melle is what Kupferberg (1998) refers to as a humanistic entrepreneur. For Kupferberg such individuals often arrive at entrepreneurship as a result of a history of job failures. Kupferberg articulates that just as organizations change during their development, so do persons and that we as scholars require to look more closely into the dynamics of personal change that lead certain individuals to commit themselves to entrepreneurial careers. Interestingly, for Kupferberg the answers can be explained in terms of both structural conditions and biographical self-narratives.
Melle was unable to propose any clear priorities for improvements in business support. When asked to suggest what sort of services might have been helpful to her when she was first establishing the business she spoke about the difficulties faced regarding transport. However, apart from a reference to the fact that the Business Development Team of Midlothian Council will not make retrospective grants or loans and comments about the large volume of paperwork she did not identify any specific barriers. This probably reflects a number of factors. One might be the fact that the business a business to business service which does not require operating premises nor large scale investment in equipment although up to 5 minibuses are “insured through the company” although only 2 [?] are actually owned by it. Thus there has been little need to try and raise capital.  Secondly Melle’s own personal experience of a disjointed work history interspersed with periods in receipt of benefits may have contributed to an inability/reluctance to assert demands for support. We believe that Melle’s lack of educational qualifications may mitigate against her. There is tentative evidence that suggests that those with more qualifications tend to be the ones within organisations that receive the most training. This draws us into the inter-relationship between an entrepreneurs qualifications and her / his propensity to seek support from public sector agencies. However, the one government agency with whom she has most contact – the Job Centre – has failed to deliver any practical assistance. In 12 months, Job Centre+ has not produced one applicant, so this may colour her views. What Melle is actually doing here is ‘Direct Recruiting’ which is very entrepreneurial and indeed is not unique in this industry. However, it has implications for Government and Enterprise Agencies and their offspring such as Job Centre+ and Careers Scotland because it cuts out the middleman
.

It is significant that although Melle involves her family in the business she is still very much the person in control of the business. Thus it is not yet a family business but a ‘Family in business’. To us this is an important distinction because as a family in business they have not developed the proper control structures necessary to run a business smoothly. Melle has a tremendous burden of pressure on her shoulders. Anyone who doubt’s Melle’s entrepreneurial ability or entrepreneurial mindset should peruse Figure 1 below which is our interpretation of Mell’e Mental map of where she sees the business going.  


FIGURE 1 – An Entrepreneurial Mental Map of Melle’s business
         














The mental map, although rudimentary is important because it will ensure the survival of Melle in business as a major employer. The first business is likely to survive in the short term for the foreseeable future. However if Melle loses her main contract she might find competition fierce. Her business is thus vulnerable and is based on her ability on a day by day basis to honour her contract. Branching into property and service provision should ensure that in the long term she builds up a sound financial base. Rental income even if modest will be a welcome addition to her business portfolio. However, her third idea of a Nursery is also sound and being in a niche market will make it very popular. It also serves a deep social need that Central Government and Policy Makers cannot deliver. There is obviously a danger of over-reach but her vision demonstrates her entrepreneurial mindset and self. It is distressing as an observer to watch from the sidelines and see her squander money inefficiently by buying property in her own name and to see her dissipating her energies needlessly for want of advice and mentoring.       

Results, Implications and value of the research

The gist of the paper is a simple story relating to how policy makers cannot factor in issues such as gender and disability meeting stubbornness and opportunity. It is impossible to factor in all eventualities. Realistically what they can do is to put fieldworkers in place to support accidental entrepreneurs such as Melle. The main moral of this story is that entrepreneurship is often a simple response to a complex set of social circumstances and that we need to avoid stereotyping because not all women (and men for that matter) can be placed in a box marked entrepreneur. The main themes to emerge from this case study are chance, serendipity and accidental entrepreneurship. There are many rich people out there who have landed lucky and if the truth were known made it by luck or being in the right place at the right time. Melle is not rich by any means primarily because money is not her god. Doing-good for self and others is her driving force. 

As authors, and entrepreneurship scholars, one of the benefits of treating Melle’s story as a case study is that it allowed us to concentrate solely on her experiences without having to shoehorn the best bits into a more theoretical contribution. Stories such as Melle’s are enjoyable to read in there own right without swaddling key events in her life into the straight jacket of an entrepreneur story. Granted Melle may have came from humble beginnings and had to overcome and live with difficulties and hardships but she chooses not to dwell on these. To her they are part of her very being. 

Notwithstanding the above, It is difficult to point to any clear results, yet like most stories, one can draw tentative assumptions from the narrative. In this case there is a clear moral to the story, which acts as a cautionary tale to Enterprise Agencies that not all instances of  enterprising behaviour, or entrepreneurial events, can be planned for. Whilst Liberal thinkers may bemoan the existence of a ‘Nanny State’ Melle acts more like a ‘Nanny’ to her employees than a boss – she is mother, provider, problem solver and social worker all rolled into one approachable person. Her family, her workers and her business all come first before herself. To us Melle is a true entrepreneurial role model for women to follow. Enterprise Agencies and family business consultants should take cognisance and learn from Melle’s unusual circumstances. Having said this we wonder how unusual her circumstances actually are.  Government policies, Enterprise Strategies and the services of Enterprise Agencies are all targeted at a confident and literate working and middle class audience. They assume that their audience is capable of reading and assimilating vast quantities of information in a written format. Such services work on the principle of self-help and assume that if someone wants help they will ask for it. As has been highlighted in Melle’s case this is not always true. Melle has articulated that she often fears asking simple questions for fear of being ridiculed. Also, over time the literate target audience (mentioned above) has come to take business for granted. They pay solicitors and accountants to take care of business and after an initial start up period most business people simply get on with what they do best – the provision of a product or core service. Structure is separated from activity. Most start up advice such as that of Lussier (1995) is aimed at a target audience of literate managers who have lost their jobs or are tired of working for others. Lussier advocates that following the advice of business owners can help increase the odds of survival.   

More could and should be done for protean entrepreneurs such as Melle to help them overcome the difficulties of setting up in business. Indeed, Boylan and Burchardt (2003) called for start-up grants and loans to disabled entrepreneurs to be established, overseen by experienced business advisers with disability awareness training. We argue that disability aside setting up in business is a stressful activity at the best of times and that much more could be done to alleviate the displacement of the mental energy that Melle has had to expend on negotiating bureaucracy and form filling. We argue that there is a need for Enterprise Agencies and Consultants to take a person centered approach to helping budding entrepreneurs like Melle. The ethos of Enterprise Agencies and many consultants is that of problem centeredness and of problem solving. They tailor their advice to the problem as opposed to the person. Indeed, Shephard and Douglas (1996) also called for a person centred approach to entrepreneurship arguing that entrepreneurship education may be killing the entrepreneurial spirit instead of developing it. We argue that what is required is actually the provision of a caseworker / researcher who can shadow and work with protean entrepreneurs such as Melle and spend time researching the areas which they genuinely require help with. In this manner the State would be acting as an entrepreneurial agent. This may help overcome the client patron relationship and free up time for the protean entrepreneur to get on with running and growing their business. 

In a similar vein, Markman and Baron (2003) suggest that some people make more successful entrepreneurs than others because of what they refer to as the “person –entrepreneurship fit”. Person-entrepreneurship fit is based upon Person-organization fit theory. Markman and Baron suggest that the closer the fit between an entrepreneurs personal characteristics and the requirements of being an entrepreneur the more successful they will be. In relation to the desired personal characteristics required by an entrepreneur to succeed are high self-efficacy; perseverance; their use of social capital; and high people skills. Melle definitely possesses a high level of self-efficacy and has a high work rate. She definitely perseveres in her efforts to overcome problems. As has already been discussed she has made good use of her existing rurally based social capital. Despite her confidence issues she also demonstrates good people skills such as listening to workers problems and emphasising with them. Moreover she acts on what she is told and therefore builds high levels of trust, which is repaid in kind by loyalty and hard work. Shepherd and Douglas (1996) remarks that practising entrepreneurship commits one to a stream of actions. We consider that an orientation towards action is vitally important, particularly in Melle’s case where she has clear confidence and self-esteem issues to overcome. To remind readers Melle had failed to act on previous business ideas erroneously thinking that people like her did not go into business. Also, she has a tendency not to ask questions for fear of sounding stupid. The stigma of failure runs deep particularly in Europe (Landier, 2002).      

Melle’s story clearly demonstrates the unpredictability of entrepreneurship in that a ‘disabled women’ with no prior experience of business and no conception whatsoever of the word entrepreneur, accidentally became an entrepreneur without trying to do so. Therefore the key contributions in this narrative account are 1) to question the (im)probability of any enterprise agency in planning or initiating the promotion of all occurrences of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial activity, which by its very nature thrives on chaos; and 2) to highlight the contemporary practice of gang master activity as entrepreneurship. That Melle stumbled into the ruthlessly competitive and shady world of GangMaster and succeed by dint of her honesty and integrity speaks volumes for her strength of character and for women in general. 

Melle does not consider herself to be a Gangmaster just a labour provider. We concur with her judgement in this respect because in contemporary newspaper articles the term has become synonymous with being an unscrupulous entrepreneur. Melle is anything but this.   


Shephard and Douglas (1996) argue that the entrepreneurial spirit is not endemic in every person and requires awakening by the process of learning. In this case it has been learning by doing and Melle has certainly had a steep learning curve. If the roles were reversed and we were economic migrants seeking our fortune in a new land we have no doubt that we would ‘wanna be in her gang’. Melle is very much a pragmatist as opposed to being a thinker. We are heartened by Melle’s optimistic assertion - "I'm learning every day and [there's] still things to learn".
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Appendix 1.

Dear 

Research proposal

I have been asked by Dr Robert Smith of Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen to undertake a joint research project with.  He is a post doctoral researcher at the Aberdeen Business School of RGU and I know him through attending conferences of the Institute of Small Business and Enterprise [ISBE] conferences.

He is interested in looking at different forms of organisation and approach in the provision of labour, especially the different approaches taken by companies supply labour in Industries such as yours.  You don’t need me to tell you that the popular press is not very positive in its coverage of gangmasters.  Yet not only are you the only gangmaster that has used our service in the last 6 years you are one of the very few businesses of any type that has checked that it is meeting its responsibilities under the Minimum wage regulations.  It is clear that you take your responsibilities as an employer very seriously.  For that reason we are asking if you will help us in our research?

Would you be identified?


No.  In line with standard academic procedure in this sort of research your company would be given a false name e.g. “Company Z”, your own name would not be mentioned at all.  Since you would be referred to as the “owner” or the “licensed gangmaster” it would not be clear whether we interviewed a man or a woman.  The Industry i.e. agriculture would be mentioned but not the details of where you operate nor your major customers e.g. “one or more major supermarkets” rather than “Tesco’s”.  Nobody except Robert, me and any typist who transcribes the tape [and who wouldn’t know who was speaking] would have access to the recording or my notes.

What would you have to do?

Simply to meet with me and let me record and note down your answers to a number of questions.  I would supply you with a copy of them in advance so that you could see what we wanted to cover.  I would expect the interview to last about 90 minutes.

What would happen next?

Robert and I would co-write the chapter comparing and contrasting your answers and business approaches with what the press and other academics have written about other gangmasters [both in agriculture and in other industries].  The same material would also be submitted as a research paper to the 2007 ISBE conference in Glasgow.

Could you check what we write?

Yes.  We would send you the final draft before we submit it so that you can object to /reclarify any point that you feel has not been articulated properly.  We have no wish to misrepresent what you say.  If we do not report you accurately then it is not research and is worthless.

Please will you think about helping us?  I will ring you in a few days to explain this further and give you an idea of the areas we’d like to cover.  If you were interested after that then I would let you have a list of the main questions.  Provided you were happy then we’d fix a time and date to meet and I’d interview you.  Hopefully this could all happen before the end of April 2007.

I look forward to speaking to you about this

Yours sincerely

JA
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� The others being - Dynastic compliance; Natural succession; Forced entrepreneurship; Informed entrepreneur; and the Pure entrepreneur.


� This is an emerging pattern that should be taken cognisance of by Enterprise Agencies and policy makers as the author Robert Smith is aware that this may well become the norm. One factory in Fraserburgh, which employs Eastern European Workers, carries out direct recruiting via the families and friends of existing employees. One gets a job by recommendation and the company has a policy of promoting good English speakers into junior management positions so that they can communicate with the workers. This helps for explaining health and safety as well as improving communication. The company provides a Crèche and allows time within working hours for their workers to improve their English. The company has not utilised Job Centre+ for over two years now.   
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