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-Conference Report- 

 

 

1. About UBA: UBA is a partnership of six NGOs or Social Enterprises, working in business advising. The aim 

of the EU Capacity building programme is to promote successful small-scale entrepreneurship in 

communities at risk of exclusion from the labour market. The partnership is led by the UK based Small 

Firms Enterprise Development Initiative (SFEDI)  as the UK National skills body for Business Advice, and 

the Association of Community Based Business Advice (ACBBA) .  Their European partners are: Mondragon 

Innovation & Knowledge (MIK S. Coop/ Spain),  Aga Khan Foundation (AKF, Portugal), iq consult 

(Germany), Koalice nevládek Pardubicka, o. s. (KONEP, Czech Republic).  

 

2. Conference Focus: As the final dissemination event of the LEONARDO project “Upskilling business 

advisors” (UBA), the conference presents results and products of the partnership, aiming to improve the 

quality of business advice to those who experience poverty and social exclusion. The conference is 

chaired by Ruth Lowbridge, Executive Chair of SFEDI.  

 

3. Key notes: The first key-note speaker, Erika Watson, Director of Greenwell Consulting, talked about the 

importance of business advice for shaping successful entrepreneurs. She stressed that sharing 

experiences with the business advisor is crucial in terms of building up trust. This applies especially to 

people at risk of social exclusion. Being supported by somebody from the same background encourages 

them on their way to entrepreneurship. For becoming a community based business advisor, upskilling 

tools like the SFEDI manual are important. Case studies encourage people from certain communities who 

would never have thought about working as a business advisor. In the following Q & A the conclusion 

came up, that due to the rising importance of the small business market money put into business advice 

is worth it. Another point risen was the efficiency of business advice. Especially community based 

business advice should be allowed to take time to be really effective. In the future, ways of measuring this 

efficiency should be discussed.  

 

The second key note speaker, Norbert Kunz, founder and CEO of iq consult, talked about UBA´s work and 

results. He stated that next to the classical image of an entrepreneur a new type of somebody who 

chooses entrepreneurship driven by necessity has come up. This is called “Inclusive entrepreneurship”. 

Therefore, advisory needs have also changed and business advisors have to be skilled for meeting the 
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needs of specific target groups. The necessary assurance of the quality and efficiency of start-up business 

advice is currently facing various challenges such as the lack of an occupational image for business 

advisors. UBA’ s goal to  establish and develop European quality partnerships in terms of start-up support 

was approached by adapting the SFEDI manual to four European countries. In terms of improving the 

conditions for inclusive entrepreneurship by means of European collaboration, Germany and two Spanish 

regions are currently considering to implement the SFEDI standards. In the Q&A, the balance between the 

business advisor’s formal education and his personal background was discussed. Norbert Kunz stated that 

if the business advisor’s competences are transparent for the client, he can make his individual choice. 

Therefore, quality standards can help to provide the necessary transparency.  

 

4. Entrepreneurs Topic: What did I want from a Business Advisor? In this part of the conference, two 

entrepreneurs talked about which competences a business advisor should have out of their own 

experience.   Sophie Kebede who together with her husband founded a importing service for Teff flour, a 

gluten free product initially from Ethiopia, pointed out communication skills as highly important, 

especially when clients are nervous.. For her, it was important that the business advisor separated out 

what she wanted from what she needed in order to start the business. Furthermore, the business 

advisor’s task is in her eyes to lead the client into the right direction in terms of information about 

funding, legal processes etc. She summed up the business advisor’s role as a link to resources and as a 

great communicator.  

 

Leonor Gomes talked about herself having started a business and giving advice to business starters as a 

so-called business angel in Lisbon. She had the luck to be born into an entrepreneurial family, her father 

mentoring her while starting a bus company. As not everyone could get this support from a member of 

the family, she valued the role of business advisors who share the client’s background and are able to 

build up trust highly important.  

 

5. Workshops: After lunch, the conference continued with two sessions of five parallel workshops. The 

conference guests could choose two different workshops. 
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Workshop I: “Self-Evaluation by Business Advisors: What has the UBA Research Shown?” Facilitated by 

Jiri Kratky from Koalice nevládek Pardubicka and Hana Galiova from GLE Prague.   

 

This workshop aimed to explore the knowledge areas of Business Advisors in five European countries and 

the main obstacles to self-development. Despite the various levels of community-based business advice 

provided in different countries, the principles of business advisors´ work are very similar. Variations were 

identified by the UBA partnership only in terms of the preferences of what the advisor should focus on 

and what knowledge/ skills he/she should acquire or improve. These differences may be caused by the 

range and level of experience of the individual advisors in working with a target group, the level of CBBA 

model development in each country, or by the standard of state support for advisory services. Differences 

also exist in the methods of monitoring and evaluating advisors´ own work each individual advisor may 

prefer different features. This question relates to the business advisor’s professional experience, the 

number of their clients and rules set externally by an organisation or a project. 

In the case of business advice, this is a very specific area where it is very difficult to state detailed 

competences and rules that would be unambiguous and universal all over Europe as the work approaches 

of a business advisor must respect the specifics of national legislation, policies of funding programmes, 

differences in cultural backgrounds and communities where the consultancy is provided. 

 

A subjective evaluation of 25 entrepreneurs from the five countries of the UBA partnership provides 

information on the amount and quality of the business advice. It illustrates the diversity of the level of 

CBBA development in individual countries and regions and also the different expectations of the 

beneficiaries.  According to the entrepreneurs interviewed, the occurrence of answers was most evident 

in the area of networking to access information and support and sources of funding to start and develop 

their business. 

After this introduction, the following key issues were raised during the discussion: 

• Key knowledge areas of business advisors in 5 European countries – verification of research 

results 

• Main obstacles to business advisor’s self- development (sharing of experiences) 

• Financing of community based business advice – should clients pay for services? How much? 

 

Workshop II: Exporting Materials for Business Advisors across Europe. What has been learnt about 

quality? 

Facilitated by Norbert Kunz, CEO of iq consult, Germany.  

 

Norbert Kunz introduced the work of the “Community of Practice on Inclusive Entrepreneurship” (CoPIE), 

a European working group aiming to improve the conditions for inclusive entrepreneurship on a European 

level. An analysing tool developed by the CoPIE reveals strengths and weaknesses of local start-up 

support infrastructures. Within CoPIE, four communities of practice (CoP) cover different aspects. The CoP 

on Quality Management (CoP QM) is lead by iq consult and deals with spreading quality management 

tools. Currently, several Spanish and one German regions are involved. CoPIE offers free Best Practice 

transfer to local authorities in Europe. Since there are many tools in terms of business advice and quality 

management, CoPIE aims to compile a kind of toolbox. Which tool is most appropriate in a certain 

regional context relies on the preconditions. For example, in Spain business advice is 100% publicly 

funded whereas in Germany 70% is provided by private organisations. The Spanish region Galicia and 

Germany are interested in taking over the SFEDI standard. In Spain, there is a large network of community 
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based business advisors/ business informers who lack qualification. It is also considered to transfer some 

tools from e.g. Galicia to the UK in return. The workshop participants agreed on the CoPIE goal to make 

quality management a precondition for public funding in business advice. 

 

 
 

Workshop III: The UBA Experience of Adapting the Manual. Facilitated by Estibaliz Hérnandez and Josune 

Prieto Alonso, Research workers from MIK the management research centre of Mondragon (MCC), in the 

Basque Country.   

 

In Portugal and Spain there is no requirement of formal accreditation of skills for business advisors. 

However, the UBA partners found the list of required skills and competences for the self-evaluation of 

staff or consultants very useful for working on capacity-building and strengthening of informal groups 

towards the setting-up of a business. In the Czech Republic they do not have any accreditation system for 

this profession, but in this case they have considered a better option to delete all the references to the 

SFEDI accreditation system and its corresponding Business Support Standards. Germany is the only UBA 

partner with their own Business Support Standards, and these have been substituted for the SFEDI ones 

used in Britain 

 

The concept of Community Based Business Advice (CBBA) is used the least in the Czech Republic, Portugal 

and Spain, the concept is still in its early stages.  

 

In Germany the CBBA concept is developed with a degree of similarity to the UK. This explains why 

throughout the manual and especially in the initial chapters, partners have explained differences among 

the CBBA concept in UK and their specific Business Advisors. The majority or the partners have integrated 

some of the Case Studies they have developed.   In the Czech Republic and Spain, they have also kept 

some of the original cases, since the national ones did not apply to the approach given in that chapter. 

 

All partners have incorporated national sources regarding websites, organizations, institutions, social 

entities, Government Departments, methodologies, laws, regulations… Partners have also used additional 
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knowledge and understanding to help the BA.  This has included advice on key business areas, concepts 

such as strategic overview, finance and accounting, ICT and e-commerce, people, innovation and 

technology and marketing/Sales are described in this chapter. They are structural concepts 

 

The following key issues were discussed in the workshop: 

• What are the essential characteristics of a CBBA? 

• What are the most important soft and hard skills of a CBBA? 

 

Workshop IV: Can Common Standards for Business Advisors Help Relieve Poverty?   

Facilitated by Armando Pardo, Managing Director of the Association of Community Based Business Advice 

(ACBBA), UK. This workshop explores issues around the possible role of business advisers in the alleviation 

of poverty, in the context of a new economic cycle and dramatic policy changes in the UK.  

 

No doubt the development of common standards can be an effective strategy for ensuring good practice 

in business advice in terms of the professional conduct and competence required of business advisers. 

However, the main question for this workshop was not just whether common standards for business 

advisers are good in a general sense but whether they can help reduce poverty. And this is a much more 

challenging issue, one which nevertheless deserves close examination, particularly at times when the UK – 

and the global economy – is slowly emerging from one of the worst recessions in decades.  

 

The scenario for funded business support is changing rapidly, affecting the existing support infrastructure 

and creating uncertainty about future programmes in particular about start up support targeted at 

disadvantaged groups. 

 

Can enterprise help alleviate poverty? – Whilst the importance of SME businesses in terms of 

employment, output, and innovation is well documented, there is less of a consensus about the role of 

enterprise as a vehicle for overcoming economic disadvantage. Several studies have highlighted the 

limitations of enterprise as vehicle for overcoming economic disadvantage and social exclusion, 

particularly regarding certain social groups such as young people, older people and women with childcare 

responsibilities.  

 

A good set of standards would underpin and inform the interaction of business advisers not just with 

clients but also colleagues, partners and other stakeholders. These standards would place learning as a 

central activity, stimulating a process of continuous development to ensure advisers maintain standards 

and remain up to date. Although there is increasing recognition for the importance of the personalised 

support provided by business advisers, it seems that current approaches tend to better support those 

who are more ‘business ready’ but is still not effective  in helping those with more complex support 

needs.  

Although economic growth, employment and progressive policies are the main factors in the fight against 

poverty, business advisers working with disadvantaged groups also have a role to play. Any attempt to 

strengthen the business advisory profession, for example through the development of common 

standards, should have a positive impact on their clients. However, the full potential of their work could 

only be realised if accompanied by enterprise policies that are truly client centred and adequately funded. 

 

The workshop participants discussed on the following challenges: 

• Managing the poverty line 



 

 

 

 

 

6  

 

    

• Will supporting people through enterprise help? 

• What is our understanding of enterprise as a vehicle 

• German cited approach was very important 

• Division of soft/hard skills demeaning 

 

During the discussion, the importance of business advice based on a profound qualification was pointed 

out: If a business advisor can combine building up confidence and empowerment with communication of 

a basic knowledge of finance and marketing, their work might help clients to leave poverty behind.  By 

using their professional knowledge, the business advisor can establish credibility by encouraging  the 

client to talk about his abilities, skills and experience. In addition to high qualification in a holistic sense, 

the business advisor should help the client to build up a good relationship with his bank. In summary, 

business advisors are not expected to have all the answers, but they should know where to go and be able 

to give clients a starting point as reference. Business advisors and the support they give can alleviate 

poverty, but it takes time. 

 

 
 

Workshop V: What Can We Learn About Quality From Advisors and Entrepreneurs? Facilitated by 

Sandra Almedia, Director of the Urban Community Support Programme K’CIDADE, Portugal. This 

workshop wanted to explore the different approaches to business advice from the perspective of both the 

advisor and the entrepreneur. One of the outputs of the UBA project was the production of 50 case 

studies of business advisors and entrepreneurs from all participating countries: 25 case studies recording 

the issues business advisors experience in their daily practice and 25 case studies of entrepreneurs 

reflecting their view of the Business Advising practice. 

Sandra Almedia presented the results of the case study report to the workshop participants. The analysis 

of the 50 case-studies provided a detailed overview of the different business advising practices in the five 

European countries involved in the UBA project, extracting key success factors with a particular emphasis 

on transferability.  
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One obvious finding is that the institutional and organisational environment in which business advisors 

(BA) perform their job in the five different European countries involved in the UBA project are diverse. 

However, performance and professional challenges faced by BA in the same five European countries tend 

to be similar both at individual and business levels.  

 

The study has revealed different approaches to the practice of business advising, in the five different 

countries: community-based approach, individually-based approach and assessment-based approach. 

These tend to co-relate with different organizational contexts in a harmonious way.  

 

The different approaches to promote entrepreneurship have implications in what is expected from 

business advisors. In a simplistic way, one could say that community-based interventions would demand 

for business advisors very much aware of each community reality and able to intervene effectively as a 

recognized agent of the community. BA in this framework will, obviously, combine these skills with 

business advising “traditional” know-how. 

 

Many common challenges are identified, particularly in what concerns one-to-one interaction between 

business advisors and potential entrepreneurs. 

 

 

6. Closing remarks: Overall, the necessity for (common) standards in business advice such as provided by 

SFEDI has been pointed out as a central issue to deal with both on a regional and transnational level.  

Being asked for any comments on UBA and the conference, many agreed on that the topic was so 

multilayed that more time for the discussions in the workshops would have been necessary.  


