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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In February 2006 Birmingham and Solihull Social Economy Consortium (BSSEC) 
comissioned cbc Ltd to “assess the capacity and resources of existing and 
emerging support, development and infrastructure agencies in the sub-region to 
meet the demand for social enterprise support”.  The research findings will inform 
the development of the “Infrastructure Investment Plan for the Social Enterprise 
Sector in Birmingham & Solihull” for which BSSEC has secured funding under the 
Home Office ChangeUp programme to produce.    
 
Altogether 25 business support organisations and three public sector bodies were 
interviewed between February and May 2006.  Interview questions focussed on 
addressing eight research objectives in the areas of: analysis/summary of existing 
and emerging agencies, their capacity to meet demand, areas of growth demand 
not being met, areas for increasing/developing demand, resources required to 
meet existing/additional demand, agencies’ assessment of gaps in provision, 
sector specific development issues and differential development issues due to 
locality. 
 
The main research findings are presented below.   
 
Overview of Support Sector 
Birmingham and Solihull is one of the most established markets for social 
enterprise support in the region.  There are approximately 300 social enterprises in 
the sub-region, with over 95% of these based in Birmingham. 
 
The 25 support agencies/organisations interviewed can be categorised under four 
areas; specialist social enterprise agencies, other specialist providers (for which 
social enterprise is part of their core activities); non-specialist providers (e.g. 
voluntary and community sector infrastructure); and potential providers (e.g. BME 
enterprise agencies that do not currently support the sector).  
 
Collectively these agencies have identified a current client base of 170 existing and 
emerging social enterprises in the sub-region – this is based on incomplete data.  If 
the missing data were available it is more likely to be closer to 200 clients (this 
includes some client overlap i.e. some agencies are likely to have supported the 
same social enterprise).   
 
The nature of support offered by these organisations includes grants, loans, one-
to-one business advisor support, training, mentoring, coaching, signposting, 
referrals, and consultancy. 
 
In Birmingham, the two main providers of specialist support are Co-Enterprise and 
Initiative for Social Entrepreneurs (ISE). These agencies provide a range of 
specialist social enterprise business support services to potential, new and existing 
social enterprises.   However access to specialist business support is becoming 
increasingly fragmented, incoherent and patchy in the City.  In Solihull the 
recognised provider is the Colebridge Trust, which has no resources to deliver 
support other than to its own businesses. 
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The following conclusions have been drawn from the interviews conducted. 
 
1.  Specialist social enterprise business support for start-up, early trading 
and development of a nature that is provided by Co-Enterprise and ISE is 
very limited and under-resourced. 
Although there appears to be a vast number of agencies that are in some way 
supporting social enterprise, this is a deceptive indicator of actual capacity and 
resources to support the sector.  In reality there are two key agencies that are 
providing in depth support (and a project in South West Birmingham), and a vast 
number of agencies that are dependant on their ability to provide support services 
for their clients.   
 
2. The availability of support on a scale that is required for a growing and 
vibrant social enterprise sector in the sub-region does not exist. 
Many agencies interviewed are reliant upon social enterprise start-up and 
development support (of the type delivered by ISE and Co-Enterprise) that is well 
resourced and accessible so that they can make and receive effective referrals to 
meet the needs of existing and potential clients.  Some agencies that depend on 
this core specialist support have identified low demand for their 
services/programmes due to the lack of referrals received, or are reporting client 
“bounce back” as insufficient capacity or awareness of support exists.  
 
3. Funding for specialist support is becoming increasingly difficult to secure.  
The support sector is far more under resourced than it was three years ago.  A 
range of regeneration initiatives are coming on stream which may potentially 
support the sector, particularly in South West and East Birmingham and North 
Solihull.  The key issue is the sustainability of existing providers until some of these 
opportunities mature.   
 
4. Demand for services from specialist agencies that have resources 
(however limited) is high and they lack capacity to respond fully.  
Co-Enterprise, ISE and Digbeth Trust report very high demand for their services, 
but lack the resources and capacity to meet that demand. Organisational 
sustainability is the biggest challenge facing support agencies – resource intensive 
one-to-one business support relationships with clients are contributing to capacity 
problems.   
 
5. Insufficient focus on new and emerging market opportunities.   
Very few agencies are actually working with social enterprises to develop their 
capacity or position them to take advantage of new market opportunities.  Public 
sector procurement is a very sophisticated strategic agenda and on the face of our 
interviews only one agency has the strategic capacity to deliver against it (i.e. ISE).   
 
6. Very high demand for technical support services  
Social enterprise and voluntary and community organisations require access to 
high quality technical support in the areas of IT, accountancy, human resources 
and legal services.  The key barrier is affordability.   
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7. Key gaps in provision are specialist support, funding and business 
incubation units 
The key gaps identified by agencies are the provision of specialist business 
support for social enterprise, the requirement for funding to resource support 
services and social enterprises, and the availability of business incubation units. 
 
8. Agencies lack in depth knowledge of the services provided by other 
organisations.   
This is preventing high quality and effective referrals, and there is no system in 
place for tracking client progress.  The referral requirements/expectations that 
agencies have of one another, have not been clearly discussed, articulated, and 
shared. 
 
9. LDAs are a key interface with potential and emerging social enterprises 
VCS infrastructure organisations, particularly the Local Development Agencies, are 
a key interface with potential and emerging social enterprises. However they lack 
the knowledge at present to provide basic information and effective signposting.   
 
10. Significant support gap in North Solihull 
Business support is primarily focussed on Birmingham. There is a significant gap in 
North Solihull - particularly support that is available to establish social enterprises 
independent of the Colebridge Trust. 
 
Based upon the conclusions presented above, the following recommendations 
are made: 
 
1. Resource dedicated specialist social enterprise support providers in the 
sub-region 
There is clearly a need for business support that is available to any emerging and 
existing social enterprise across the sub-region. Investment in such support is 
critical for a vibrant and growing social enterprise sector to exist.  This should be 
considered with reference to the new Information, Diagnostic and Brokerage 
business support model for the region.   
 
2. Focus support on new and emerging market opportunities  
The support sector should play a more pro-active, high value added role in 
anticipating, brokering and assisting social enterprises to take advantage of market 
opportunities.   
 
3. Strong and influential strategic leadership is required in order to open up 
opportunities with the private and public sectors. 
 
4. Increase awareness of support available amongst agencies 
Better awareness of the support services offered by all providers is required to 
ensure higher number of referrals to those parts of the infrastructure where 
resources exist. 
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5. Develop a client referral and tracking system  
This should be developed in order to help clarify how social enterprises move 
through the support infrastructure.  This should identify roles and expectations that 
agencies have of one another, particularly where a referral relationship is required.  
The system should also be used to facilitate greater joined up delivery. 
 
6. Provide LDAs with basic social enterprise training 
The Local Development Agencies would benefit from a basic/intermediate level of 
social enterprise training so that they are able to raise awareness of the model 
amongst frontline organisations, provide some initial advice and guidance on 
income generation (which is usually the starting point for many groups), and also 
make effective and informed referrals to specialist providers such as ISE and Co-
enterprise.   
 
7. Explore alternative delivery models 
In view of organisational sustainability challenges for agencies it may be useful to 
explore alternative models to the dedicated advisor approach of delivering support 
such as engaging social enterprises in “peer mentoring”.   
 
8. Address gaps and support growth areas 
In particular this should address the need for business incubation units and access 
to high quality affordable technical support services for social enterprises and the 
VCS.    There may be latent demand for social enterprise support within BME 
communities.  BME enterprise agencies should partner with existing providers of 
social enterprise support where this is to be unlocked.             
 
9. Sector specific development issues – refer to Stage 1 research 
Sector specific development issues did not surface in any great depth during 
agency interviews. BSSEC should therefore refer to the Stage 1 research 
undertaken by ISE for issues, which may have been identified by social enterprises 
themselves. 
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