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BUSINESSES: 

WHERE TO?
How universities can help small business pave

the way forward? ICTE held its third Think Tank to

discuss with more than 40 experts from Europe,

Africa, Asia and South America.
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special 

one

https://www.coventry.ac.uk/study-at-coventry/faculties-and-schools/coventry-business-school/international-centre-for-transformational-entrepreneurship-icte/
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The letter

In the annual Think Tank 

hosted by the International 

Centre for Transformational 

Entrepreneurship (ICTE) at 

Coventry University, more 

than 40 among business and 

thought leaders from across 

Europe, Africa, Asia, and 

South America convened to 

discuss how universities can 

support small businesses to 

pave the way forward. 

Opening the two-day event,

ICTE’s Executive Director, 

Professor Gideon Maas, 

stated: “There are many 

challenges for small 

businesses to move forward 

and contribute to socio-

economic development. 

Universities play a key role in 

supporting them to innovate 

as a constituent part of the 

integrated ecosystems small 

businesses are part of. But 

we need to change our way 

to formulate ideas to 

support the innovation 

process.” Professor Gideon 

Maas, Executive 

Director at ICTE
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ICTE Think Tank III: 
Small businesses, 

where to?
PROFESSOR ANDREW JOHNSTON

he theme of the Third ICTE Think Tank,

which took place on 19th/20 May 2022, was

to explore the nature of support for small

businesses and assess the next steps for

providing effective support. The two-day

event covered a broad range of topics that

explored trends and needs of UK small

businesses, cooperation between SMEs and

start-ups, the roles of universities in the

small business ecosystem, measuring and

understanding impact of small business

research and support programmes, and the

targeting of support to SMEs.

The Think Tank raised several

important points in terms of understanding

small businesses and developing effective

support. Firstly, small businesses are subject

to many messages and external influences

from changing market conditions to

changes in the policy landscape. In terms of

the latter, there are a multitude of current

issues that small business are required to

deal with including: reaching net-zero

carbon emissions; changes to the tax

regime and collection process; developing

new export markets and maintaining

existing export markets, particularly in light

of the changes Brexit has necessitated; the

need to be

10

more innovative and develop R&D

activities; paying a living wage to

employees; and ensuring employees are

trained. Secondly, when evaluating impacts

of support initiatives, a distinction between

‘hard’, or tangible, factors and ‘soft’, or

intangible factors is useful. Thirdly, the role

of universities in supporting, collaborating,

and interacting with small businesses are

broad and that engagement between the

two is a complex undertaking. Fourthly,

peer learning among firms could be an

important mechanism for supporting firms.

Finally, due to the sheer number of small

businesses operating, engagement and

support maybe best targeted at a smaller

number of influential firms whose activities

will inform others.

Therefore, in terms of future

directions for small business support, the

outcomes of the Think Tank suggest that

there is a need to: 1) better understand the

needs of small business; 2) encourage

university collaborations with small business

and also small business engagement with

universities; and 3) understand the impacts

of small business support activities.

T



1. Understanding the Needs of Small Business

In attempting to understand the needs of small

business it was suggested that starting with the

businesses themselves and ask them what their needs

are would be useful. This would empower small

businesses to push a vision, thus taking a bottom-up

approach rather than a top-down approach to

support and enabling it to be tailored to the needs of

the community. As such, co-design of support

programmes may be an important mechanism

through which support initiatives and programmes

are created.

However, there is a need to understand the

feasibility of this approach in terms of how it would

work in practical terms. Furthermore, there may also

be a need to understand how to support businesses

to learn to adapt rather than promote the

development of specific skills. Therefore, an

experiential approach may benefit small business

allowing them to participate in the creation of support

Given these arguments, the need is to understand

how to promote co-creation of support programmes.

2. Promoting Engagement between Small

Businesses and Universities

The interaction and collaboration between

universities and small business are regarded as

important for promoting learning,

development, and innovation activities. Indeed,

universities play important roles within the

ecosystem that fosters and encourages

entrepreneurship. Yet, given the low levels of

interaction between the two parties there is still

more to understand in terms of the nature of

these relationships.

In seeking to bolster university/small

business collaboration there is a need to

understand who makes the first contact to

create a linkage? Furthermore, while social

networks are widely regarded as important for

developing these links, what kind of behaviours

can academics engage in to encourage the

creation of ‘serendipitous’ links between

academics and entrepreneurs? Within

universities, there is a need to understand how

to create the environment that

promotes and supports business engagement.

Indeed, how might academics be trained to

engage effectively with small businesses is a

key question?

Universities typically possess engagement

officers to act as conduits for interaction with

the small business community. How to

empower these actors to have a broad yet

deep understanding of the knowledge,

expertise, and specialisms within their

institutions?

✳

3. Understanding Impacts

While there are a multitude of potential impacts on

small firms, these tend to be examined in terms of

quantifiable ‘hard’ metrics expressed in monetary

and numerical terms. However, softer, less tangible

impacts are also regarded as important, particularly

when trying to understand the social value of

businesses and also the value of support

programmes and initiatives to entrepreneurs.

The Way Forward

• Exploring the co-creation of support

• Building small business/university networks

• Capturing soft factors

<< In terms of future directions for small business support, the 

outcomes of the Think Tank suggest that there is a need to: better 

understand the needs of small business; encourage university 

collaborations with small business and also small business 

engagement with universities; and understand the impacts of small 

business support activities. >>
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WE WORK WITH 

STUDENTS. THE 

CHALLENGE IS 

HOW TO DEVELOP 

ENTREPRENEURIAL 

THINKING.

PROF. DR. THOMAS BAAKEN, 

MÜNSTER UNIVERSITY OF 

APPLIED SCIENCES
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IAN O’DONNELL

MBE, CHAIR OF

NET-ZERO, UK 

POLICY

COMMITTEE, 

FEDERATION OF

SMALL BUSINESS

“We need to 

stop thinking 

big businesses 

first and start 

thinking small 

businesses 

first. SMEs 

account for 

99.9% of the 

business 

population 

(5.6 million 

businesses). 

SMEs provide 

three-fifths of 

the 

employment 

and around 

half of the 

turnover in the 

UK private 

sector. Yet, 

SMEs' leaders 

are facing 

burnout with a 

growing 

regulatory 

burden, costs 

and a lack of 

skilled people. 

SMEs are fleet 

of foot, 

embedded 

into place and 

are ready to 

deliver social 

change in 

communities, 

but they need 

the 

environment 

to thrive. One 

of the burning 

questions for 

us is to 

address how 

can we create 

regulation that 

does not 

inhibit 

innovation?”14
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Coventry University Alumni, Alejandro Pérez

Llabata, Founder of IUDRO (The University Drone

Racing Company): “The best ecosystems are the

ones that transcend formal boundaries and allow

collaboration. It is not about academic rigour but

innovation.”
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“Recent years have been extremely challenging for

small businesses and the future looks even more

challenging in the current economic context.

Universities can help identify areas where support is

needed therefore better engagement is needed. But

they also need to embrace a problem-solving

approach to research and invest time translating

research findings for non-academic audiences.”
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PROFESSOR

STEPHEN ROPER, 

DIRECTOR OF THE

ENTERPRISE

RESEARCH

CENTRE AT

WARWICK

BUSINESS

SCHOOL

“For most 

small 

businesses 

there is an 

element of 

engagement 

with 

sustainability 

in their 

agendas. But 

there are 

barriers to 

overcome. 

Firms are more 

confident 

about the 

information 

they require 

but how 

effective is 

online 

support? 

Accessing 

materials is 

not enough. 

Facilitation 

and peer 

group learning 

can play a key 

role. The key 

challenge is 

how we 

resource and 

deliver this 

type of 

support to 

help them.”
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“Just a quarter of small 

businesses collaborate 

with universities. Do 

universities follow the 

entrepreneurial 

ecosystem or drive it? 

The danger is to use 

them as a panacea.”
PROFESSOR ANDREW JOHNSTON, DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH, 

ICTE, COVENTRY UNIVERSITY
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Talking about doing business in 

Malawi Ian Lorenzen, Executive 

Director & Partner of Growth 

Africa said: “Looking ahead, access 

to finance and talent retention still 

represent big hurdles for small 

businesses in to grow.”
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SCORE! TELL US A STORY. 

Photo by: Maico Amorim

ICTE NEXT is eager to welcome your opinion piece. If
you have an idea, we would be happy to hear from
you. Just drop us a line at ac6411@coventry.ac.uk.



A plan, thought or suggestion, especially 
about what to do in a particular situation. 

(Oxford Learners Dictionary)

Fred Fingers
Entrepreneurialism in words
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WEEKEND

https://www.coventry.ac.uk/study-at-coventry/faculties-and-schools/coventry-business-school/international-centre-for-transformational-entrepreneurship-icte/

