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Profitnet

An innovative forum for 

developing small businesses

Professor Howard Rush

CENTRIMïCentre for Research in 

Innovation Management

The linkage problem for SMEs

ω ¢ƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴΧ

ω Χthe ΨǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ-ǇǳǎƘŜŘΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
transfer (e.g. spin-offs), and
ς Academic entrepreneurship and spin-

offs from research

ω ΧǘƘŜ ΨDƻƭƛŀǘƘǎΩ, namely the larger SMEs 
ς Linkages with university research 

correlates with the size of SMEs

ω ΧǘƘŜ ΨDŀȊŜƭƭŜǎΩΣthe SMEs at the higher 
end of innovation spectrum
ς ά¢ƘŜ ƎŀȊŜƭƭŜ ƛǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƎǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǇŜŜŘέ

ς Silicon Valley (e.g. Intel)  and bio-
science sector
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óGazellesô Only?

(Source: EURABôs report on ñSMEs and ERAò)

! ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦƛǊƳΩǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ŀƳŀƭƎŀƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ  
technology adoption, product/process development and intensive marketing

Emotions of Entrepreneurs With A Small Business

Å Apprehension to take up the challenge of business

Å What I should do for the good of my business is not what I believe is right

Å I have to do too many things

Å I am not fully equipped to perform my role effectively

Å I do not have adequate resources for effectiveness

Å I do not have control over the results (production, marketing etc.)

Å I am not doing enough for others and the society

Å Very tough to balance business with other life commitments (e.g. family)

Å I am lonely in my business

(Source: Pareek, 1994, p.58)
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Profitnet is

a sustainable infrastructure run by the 

University of Brighton 

for business executives 

to learn and work together

in order to develop 

their leadership and management skills 

and their organisations

What is it?

The Profitnet Concept

Å Who?

ï Managing Directors or Directors allocated in groups of 12-20

ï Mainly Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (<250 employees)

Å When?

ï Three hours meetings, once per month

ï Stay together for 18 months

Å How?

ï Discussion in plenary - get feedback - practice in their firms - report their 
experience to the group - get new feedback

ï Run by specially trained facilitators

Å What?

ï Review both long term plans and everyday issues of the companies

ï Creativity sessions by experts, on topics that members choose
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The Profitnet History
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Funders & 
Policy makers

SMEs

Research and 
Education

Network 
Broker

The Power Of Constructed Networks

Funders & 
Policy makers

SMEs

Research and 
EducationCommon 

space

Organic Constructed

Å For themselves

ï Executives develop their management and leadership skills

ï Emotional support to diminish feeling of isolation and anxiety  

Å For their business

ï 12/15 peers acting as a Board of non-Executive Directors

ï Greater clarity of business, strengths and weaknesses

ï New business strategy and approaches to innovation and growth

ï Knowledge and greater understanding of other business models

Å For innovation

ï Gaining and selecting viable ideas for new product and services

ï Regular support from the group to implement new ideas

ï Tools and techniques for implementation of new ideas

Å For opportunities

ï Networking/collaboration with other businesses in the community 

ï Greater access to University resources and services 

ï Signposting and brokerage to other providers

Why SMEs 

keep 

engaging?
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Survey Results 

N=195, 58% of 339

Not for quotation without 

permission of the authors

Demographics

Motivation and satisfaction from 
activities

(Owner) Skills enhanced

Links with other firms & local support

Linkages with University

Innovation capability

Economic Performance

Survey Framework
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Organisationsô profile

46% of Profitnet members 

hold a University degree 

whereas 54% does not.

In terms of gender the membership is 

quite balanced being 37% of the 

members women and 63% men

67% of members own their business, 

being 42% male and 25% female

Members' Gender & Ownership

Female 

owners

25%

Female with 

other roles

12%

Male owners

42%

Male with 

other roles

21%

Total female 37%            Total male 63% n=195

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL

19%

29%

23%

19%

2%

8%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Postgraduate

degree

Bachelors

Degree

Diploma

(Profesional

or other)

A Level or GCE Entry level Other

n=195

Members Satisfaction

82%

80%

77%

69%

67%

67%

64%

61%

17%

17%

20%

26%

25%

28%

26%

26%

2%

4%

2%

3%

7%

4%

6%

9%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Improving business skills

Improving a business strategy/ plan

Social reasons, e.g. support network

Support for process/ organisation change

New marketing plans

New business contacts

Support for new products or services

Opportunities for joint business activities

Satisfied & very satisfied Somewhat satisfied Unsatisfied & very unsatisfiedn=195
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General skills for business

91%

85%

82%

75%

73%

61%

55%

59%

51%

41%

8%

12%

13%

14%

16%

18%

17%

20%

26%

25%

2%

4%

5%

12%

13%

21%

25%

20%

23%

34%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Business strategy /planning

Business networking

Marketing, branding, etc

Organsiational change

Sales / new markets

Costing services / products

Teamwork in your organisation

Managing people

Technical knowledge / skills

Accountancy/ cash-flows

Percentage of respondents

BUSINESS SKILLS ENHANCED

Impact on business or skills improved I know something new Not at all

n=195

Skills for New Product/Service Development

62%

60%

59%

58%

62%

54%

47%

47%

42%

20%

22%

22%

20%

15%

22%

25%

24%

13%

19%

18%

20%

25%

24%

25%

29%

29%

41%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Problem finding & solving skills

New innovation strategies

Management & leadership

Managing relationships with other organisations

Implementation / Project management

Evaluations & measuring

Technology, e.g. IT systems

Scanning, ex: benchmarking and forecasting

Skilled employees

Impact on business or skills improved I know something new Not at alln=106
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Skills for Process Innovation

78%

72%

69%

66%

60%

57%

52%

50%

46%

17%

16%

16%

22%

22%

25%

25%

25%

14%

8%

14%

14%

14%

18%

19%

25%

26%

34%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Problem finding & solving skills

New innovation strategies

Management & leadership

Managing relationships with other organisations

Implementation / Project management

Evaluations & measuring

Technology, e.g. IT systems

Scanning, ex: benchmarking and forecasting

Skilled employees

Percentage of respondents

Impact on business or skills improved I know something new Not at all

n=195

Survey Results: 

External Linkages
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Rate Activities In Terms of Benefits

10%

9%

0%

0%

0%

9%

20%

27%

9%

9%

27%

27%

20%

55%

45%

45%

18%

27%

40%

9%

36%

18%

9%

9%

10%

0%

9%

27%

45%

27%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Presenting my own

business plan

Commenting on other

people's business plans

Discussing real issues that

one of the members

wanted to work on

Getting input from external

experts

Informal networking

Receiving one-on-one

coaching from the

Facilitator

No Benefit Some Benefit Considerable Benefit Great Benefit Enormous Benefit

Interactions Among Members

Å42% of members are receiving business support or advice from others

Å37% of members with a commercial transaction with other members 

Å21% are collaborating in joint business ventures

0%
10%

20%
30%

40%
50%

Joint business 
ventures

Customer or supplier 
transactions

Business support or 
advice

1%

2%

5%

10%

24%

26%

10%

11%

11%

More than 5 members 2 to 5 members 1 member only n=195
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Linkages with external organisations
Customers, suppliers, competitors & support agencies

INTERACTIONS WITH EXTERNAL COLLABORATIONS DURING 

2007

62%

45%

34%
38%38%

55%

66%

61%

0% 0% 0% 1%
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60%
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Increased Not  changed Decreasedn=77

Survey Results:

Linkages With 

Universities


