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Rationale  

North East England suffers from acute entrepreneurship problems including low rates of 
business start-up, limited business stock, significant business failure rates, under-representation 
of women and disadvantaged community entrepreneurs, low cultural valuation of 
entrepreneurship and limited support for high growth SMEs. Research and consultation 
concluded in 2001 identified an overly complex, fragmented and poorly co-ordinated business 
support network with uneven quality and inconsistency amongst service providers and actual 
and perceived administrative barriers as significant constrains upon entrepreneurship and SME 
development in the region.  

Description of the approach  

The North East Business Support network was established in 2004 to integrate and co-ordinate 
business support through a new „regionalised‟ delivery model. Under the „Business Link‟ brand, 
governance and funding was moved from the Small Business Service to the Regional 
Development Agency and the geographical policy delivery focus transferred from the local to 
the sub-regional level. Business Link acts as a broker and „one-stop-shop‟ single entry point and 
seamless connection to the wider network of service providers. A new service provider 
accreditation and registration system has been introduced to improve quality and consistency of 
business advice. 

Relevance of the approach 

The diversity of regional and local institutions is creating issues of duplication, overlap and 
competition for customers, projects and programmes. Its business support system is searching 
for a more effective framework structure but it needs to undertake any reform without 
undermining local initiative. The approach in North East England connects directly to the main 
report‟s policy recommendation seeking to improve co-ordination and integration amongst 
regional and local agencies without losing local institutional diversity, initiative and innovation. In 
common with North East England, standardisation and accreditation is being sought through 
Croatian Agency for Small Business (HAMAG) to improve business support service provider 
quality and consistency.   

Reasons for success or failure 

The regionalisation delivery model has been a relative success in North East England because 
it has simplified the routes into business support for entrepreneurs and SMEs throughout the 
region and the sub-regional focus has reduced fragmentation and duplication at the local level. 
In addition, the local delivery model has been maintained but is now backed up by regional level 
resources. Given the deep rooted entrepreneurship problems in the North East, however, only 
in the longer term will the success of the business support network in improving 
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entrepreneurship outcomes be judged. 

The obstacles that were faced and the quality of the response taken  

The new regionalised Business Link system has had to balance increased targeting (e.g. 
sectors) with participation issues (e.g. women, ethnic minorities, disadvantaged areas) and 
cope with increased intensity of relationships with customers as part of its shift toward a value 
adding service based upon proactive, in-depth understanding and coaching and away from 
simple provision of funding2. In addition, the new network has had to increase the number of 
access points for new customers and increase its use of ICT in service provision. Amidst these 
new challenges, the new network has coped well, although the benefits of the new service 
provider registration system are expected to take longer to filter out weaker suppliers and feed 
through into improvements in the overall network. 

Considerations for adoption of this type of approach  

This learning model highlights the need to think through and establish the most appropriate and 
effective scale for the delivery of business support services for entrepreneurs and SMEs. Too 
many local institutions led to fragmentation and complexity in North East England. Similar 
problems in other countries might warrant exploring the potential of a more regionalised 
approach with fewer, more specialised business support institutions linked within networks. 
Clarification of the legislative framework for RDAs should provide a clearer framework for 
undertaking this task. The service provider and accreditation system could be cross checked 
with the current scheme to ensure good practice policy learning and transfer. 

 
Contact details and website for further information 

 
Business Link North East: 

 
Web-site:        
http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/home?r.l1=1073909872&r.l3=1074537135&r.l2=10
74537118&r.s=m                            
Address: Spectrum Business Park, Seaham, County Durham, United Kingdom 
Telephone number: +44 0845 600 9 006 
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