
	
	

	
	

Event	report	
	
The	 19th	 Annual	 Ethnic	 Minority	 Business	
Conference,	 the	 UK’s	 benchmark	 event	 on	
diversity	 and	 entrepreneurship,	 was	 held	 in	
Birmingham	on	the	20th	of	October	2015.	The	
event	 was	 organised	 by	 the	 Centre	 for	
Research	 in	Ethnic	Minority	Entrepreneurship	
(CREME)	and	generously	 supported	by	Lloyds	
Bank.	 Over	 125	 participants	 gathered	 from	 a	
wide	 range	 of	 fields,	 including	 academics,	
practitioners,	policy	makers,	key	actors	in	the	
corporate	 and	 banking	 sector,	 community-
based	organisations	as	well	as	entrepreneurs.		
	

	
	
This	 year’s	 conference	 provided	 a	 unique	
occasion	 to	 showcase	 CREME’S	 most	 recent	
work,	the	challenges	of	bridging	research	and	
practice,	 the	 developments	 within	 the	
Enterprise	 and	 Diversity	 Alliance	 (EDA),	 as	
well	 as	 the	 exciting	 opportunities	 of	

partnering	 for	 the	 future.	 The	 event	 ended	
with	a	gala	dinner	to	celebrate	the	success	of	
ethnic	minority	business	(EMBs).		
	

“This	conference	is	about	making	
diversity	and	enterprise	everyone’s	

business”		
Prof	Monder	Ram,	Director	of	CREME	

	
This	 report	 captures	 the	 main	 outcomes	 of	
the	 conference	 as	 well	 as	 the	 next	 steps	
CREME	 will	 take	 to	 advance	 the	 agenda	 on	
diversity	 and	 enterprise.	 We	 focus	 on	 the	
three	main	themes	of	the	Conference:		
	
(1) the	many	faces	of	ethnic	minority	
entrepreneurs	and	their	contribution	
	
(2) the	nature	of	business	support	for	
ethnic	minority	entrepreneurs	

	
(3) the	importance	of	research-led	
engagement	
	
	
1. The	many	faces	of	ethnic	minority	

entrepreneurs	and	their	contribution	
	
The	 19th	 Annual	 Conference	 kicked	 off	 with	
the	opening	 session	by	Prof	 Simon	Collinson,	
Dean	of	the	Birmingham	Business	School.	This	



	
	

	
	

session	 highlighted	 the	 work	 of	 CREME	 as	 a	
leading	 example	 of	 rigorous	 research	 carried	
out	 at	 the	 Birmingham	 Business	 School.	 Prof	
Collinson	presented	the	work	of	the	different	
research	 clusters	 located	 at	 the	 school	 as	
example	 of	 research	 that	 is	 focused	 on	 the	
importance	of	 local	 context,	 and	 the	 analysis	
of	 the	 policy	 interventions	 needed	 to	
contribute	 to	 the	 growth	 of	 the	 city	 and	
region.		
	

	
	
The	 impact	 of	 diversity	 on	 economic	 growth	
and	 employment	 generation	 was	 highlighted	
as	 one	 of	 the	 key	 research	 objectives	 of	
CREME	which	has	a	shared	agenda	with	City-
REDI,	 a	 new	 research	 institute	 also	 based	 at	
the	 Birmingham	 Business	 School,	 focused	 on	

developing	 an	 academic	 understanding	 of	
major	city	regions	across	the	globe	to	develop	
practical	 policy	 which	 better	 informs	 and	
influences	 regional	 and	 national	 economic	
growth	policies.	
	
Prof	 Monder	 Ram,	 Director	 of	 CREME,	
discussed	 the	 ‘many	 faces	 of	 ethnic	minority	
entrepreneurship’	 in	 his	 keynote.	 Prof	 Ram	
noted	 that	 the	 current	 policy	 emphasis	 on	
growth	 does	 not	 pay	 sufficient	 attention	 to	
the	 importance	 of	 diversity	 and	 its	
contribution	 beyond	 the	 economic	 dividend.	
Research	 by	 CREME	 shows	 that	 in	 the	 UK	
migrants	are	well	represented	in	the	business	
community	with	 1	 in	 7	 businesses	 started	by	
migrants	 and	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 14%	 of	
employment	creation	(Duedil	2014).	However,	
this	 contribution	 is	 not	 only	 limited	 to	 the	
creation	of	growth	and	employment,	but	also	
as	a	vehicle	for	social	integration	of	migrants.		
	
Minority	businesses	serve	as	platforms	for	the	
transmission	 of	 skills	 to	 enter	 the	 labour	
market	 or	 open	 new	 businesses,	 access	 to	
networks,	 refuge	 from	 marginalisation	 and	
integration	 in	 the	 community.	 Migrant	
businesses	 act	 as	 a	 buffer	 against	 the	
exclusionary	 labour	 markets	 that	 migrants	
deal	face	and	they	also	revitalise	these	spaces	
bringing	diversity,	dynamism	and	new	services	
and	goods	to	the	community.		



	
	

	
	

Prof	 Ram	 also	 discussed	 how	 mainstream	
discourses	on	 innovation	often	underplay	the	
role	 of	 diversity	 and	 ethnic	 minority	
entrepreneurs.	 Some	of	 these	 challenges	 can	
be	 resolved	 by	 using	 the	 outcomes	 of	
research	 to	 inform	 practice	 and	 putting	 in	
touch	 ethnic	 minority	 entrepreneurs	 with	
business	 support	 providers,	 particularly	 in	
contexts	 of	 ‘minority-majority’,	 such	 as	
Birmingham.		
	

“EMBs	should	be	central	to	innovation	
discourses”,		

Prof	Monder	Ram,	Director	of	CREME	
	
Prof	Richard	Roberts	(CREME)	chaired	a	panel	
that	presented	preliminary	results	of	research	
on	 entrepreneurial	 households.	 The	 need	 to	
think	 ‘beyond	 the	 individual	 entrepreneur’	
was	key	theme.	Prof	Sara	Carter	(University	of	
Strathclyde	 and	 the	 Enterprise	 Research	
Centre)	examined	the	economic	well-being	 in	
the	 entrepreneurial	 household	 and	 in	
particular	the	role	of	income	and	wealth.	Prof	
Carter	 discussed	 how	 households	 influence	
business	 decisions,	 how	 insecurity,	 risk	 and	
money	are	managed	and	how	economic	well-
being	 is	 constructed.	 Carter	 emphasised	 the	
need	 to	 go	 beyond	 the	 individual	 since	
households	 are	 key	 in	 strategic	 business	
decisions;	 focusing	 unduly	 on	 and	 the	

individual	 entrepreneur	 misses	 important	
drivers	 and	 constraints	 in	 business	 growth	
decisions.		
	

	
	
Dr	 Maria	 Villares	 (CREME)	 presented	 recent	
work	around	the	bricolage	strategies	that	new	
migrants	put	in	place	with	data	based	on	data	
from	the	West	Midlands.	She	emphasised	the	
need	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 household	 and	 family	
instead	of	the	individual	or	firm	to	understand	
the	 complexity	 of	 business	 strategies	 and	
decisions,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 differential	 impacts	
on	 different	members	 of	 the	 family.	Migrant	
entrepreneurs	 combine	 different	 sources	 of	
finance	 in	 order	 to	 survive	 and	 grow	 their	
businesses.		
	
These	 bricolage	 strategies	 take	 different	
forms	 such	 as	 multiple	 activities	 within	 the	
same	 business	 site,	 multiple	 job-holding,	
relying	 on	 fixed	 income	 from	 other	 family	
members,	 and/or	 developing	 portfolio	
strategies.	 The	 panel	 highlighted	 the	



	
	

	
	

importance	 to	 understand	 how	 family	
relationships	 are	 structured,	 especially	
regarding	the	negotiation	of	individual	roles	in	
the	reproductive	and	productive	spheres.		
	
2. The	nature	of	business	support	for	ethnic	

minority	entrepreneurs	
	

Given	 the	 importance	 of	 business	 support	 to	
SME	 development	 and	 growth,	 CREME,	 as	
part	 of	 its	 contribution	 to	 the	 work	 of	 the	
national	Enterprise	 Research	 Centre	(ERC),	
has	investigated	key	issues	on	conceptualising	
support,	 including	 understanding	 who	 and	
what	 matters	 EMBs.	 Dr	 Drew	 Gertner	 (ERC	
and	CREME)	 looked	at	the	nature	of	business	
support	 for	 ethnic	 minority	 entrepreneurs.	
She	 developed	 a	 relational	 perspective	 to	 in	
which	 entrepreneurs	 are	 seen	 as	 embedded	
in	interconnected	sets	of	social	and	economic	
relations	 that	 span	 various	 spatial	 scales	 and	
which	can	change	and	develop	over	time.	Key	
findings	included:		
	

• The	 complexity	 of	 business	 support	
usage	by	entrepreneurs	

	
Ethnic	minority	entrepreneurs	have	their	own	
business	support	 journeys.	They	continuously	
engage	 with	 various	 informal	 and	 public	
sector	 actors,	 organisations	 and	 individuals.	
The	importance	of	adopting	a	broad	definition	

of	 support	 was	 emphasised,	 “the	 act	 of	
providing	 an	 entrepreneur	 with	 access	 to	 a	
value	 resource	 and	 a	 supporter	 as	 any	
individual	who	willingly	performs	such	an	act”	
(Hanlon	and	Sander,	2007:620).	
	

• Four	 key	 actors	 stand	 out	 as	
important		
	

Four	 actors	 were	 most	 useful	 for	 the	
entrepreneurs:	 accountants,	 family	 and	
friends,	 individuals	 with	 sector	 specific	
knowledge	and	the	Internet.		
There	 were	 also	 ‘dark	 sides’	 found	 when	
entrepreneurs	 engaged	 with	 family	 and	
friends	 and	 actors	 with	 sector	 specific	
knowledge.	 For	 the	 former,	 this	 included	
entrepreneurs	 becoming	 locked	 into	ways	 of	
doing	 things	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 upsetting	
family	 or	 friends	 and	 for	 the	 latter	 it	 was	
related	to	competition.		
	

• Ethnic/cultural	 links	 are	 not	 as	
important	as	has	been	suggested	
	

While	 the	 findings	 did	 demonstrate	 that	
ethnic/cultural	 proximity	 ‘broke	 the	 ice’	
between	 actors	 and	 brought	 an	 element	 of	
empathy	 to	engagements	and	was	 important	
for	 ethnic	 entrepreneurs	 in	 low	 value-added	
sectors	with	language	fluency	issues,	cognitive	
proximity	 or	 sector	 specific	 knowledge	 was	



	
	

	
	

most	 important	 for	 entrepreneurs.	 There	
were	 also	 ‘dark	 sides’	 to	 engaging	 with	
individuals	 from	 a	 similar	 ethnic	 background	
such	 as	 jealousy	 between	 individuals	 from	 a	
similar	ethnic	group.		
	

• Support	spans	various	spatial	scales	
	

The	 key	 finding	 here	was	 that	 entrepreneurs	
utilise	 knowledge	 at	 both	 local	 and	non-local	
scales.	 The	 local	 scale	 is	 utilised	 to	 validate	
ideas,	 to	 access	 information	 related	 to	
regulations,	 understand	 market	 needs,	 ways	
of	 doing	 things	 and	 the	 labour	 market.	 The	
non-local	 scale	was	utilised	by	entrepreneurs	
to	source	ideas	and	knowledge	for	innovation.			
	

• Public	sector	organisations	are	not	as	
helpful	 as	 they	 could	 be	 for	
entrepreneurs	
	

Entrepreneurs	 struggled	when	 engaging	with	
public	 sector	 organisations	 as	 they	 lacked	
sector	 specific	 support	 and	 entrepreneurial	
experience.	Overall,	this	meant	it	was	difficult	
for	 entrepreneurs	 to	 access	 specific	 advice	
that	was	relevant	for	their	businesses.		
	
Dr	 Drew	 Gertner	 followed	 her	 presentation	
with	a	discussion	with	entrepreneurs	who	had	
participated	in	the	research.	The	conversation	
was	 centred	 on	 whom	 the	 entrepreneurs	

went	 to	 for	 support;	 challenges	 they	 faced,	
the	 role	 of	 sector	 and	 ethnicity	 in	
engagements	 and	 how	 the	 city	 they	 were	
based	 in	 affected	 their	 ability	 to	 access	
support.		
	
The	 panel	 participants	 included	 Norwich-
based	 entrepreneur,	 Abraham	 Eshetu,	
Abraham	Eshetu	Consulting	and	Birmingham-
based	 entrepreneurs	 Dr	 Amrit	 Chandan	 and	
Scott	 Hardman,	 Blue	 Vine	 Consultants.	 All	
highlighted	 the	 importance	 of	 sector	 specific	
support	 and	 the	 limited	 role	 of	 ethnicity	 in	
facilitating	 engagements	 with	 support	
providers.	 Abraham	 explained	 the	 difference	
in	accessing	support	in	a	less	diverse	city	such	
as	 Norwich.	 He	 highlighted	 that	 starting	 in	
non-diverse	city	means	the	entrepreneurs	has	
to	 think	 ‘outside	 the	box’.	Support	 structures	
are	 weaker	 for	 those	 who	 need	 specific	
support	 provision	 and	 providers	 are	 less	
prepared	to	support	ethnic	entrepreneurs.		

	

	“Norwich	as	a	non-diverse	city	means	
you	tend	to	think	outside	the	box”		
Abraham	Eshetu,	Entrepreneus	

	
	
	
	



	
	

	
	

3. The	importance	of	research-led	
engagement	

	
Bringing	 research	 into	 action	 was	 the	 core	
theme	 of	 the	 second	 session	 of	 the	 day,	
through	a	panel	chaired	by	Prof	Kiran	Trehan	
(CREME)	 on	 the	 EDA,	 who	 highlighted	 the	
power	 of	 working	 as	 a	 collective	 in	 order	 to	
make	a	difference.		
	
The	 panel	 comprised	 Andy	 Lee	 (Natwest),	
Leila	 Green	 (Staffordshire	 Chamber	 of	
Commerce),	 Ruth	 Lowbridge	 (SFEDI)	 and	
Jackie	 Brierton	 (Co-Founder,	 Women’s	
Enterprise	Scotland)	and	aimed	at	presenting	
the	 work	 carried	 out	 by	 EDA	 around	
promoting	 awareness	 and	 championing	
change	 that	 makes	 a	 difference.	 Jackie	
Brierton	 (Co-Founder,	 Women’s	 Enterprise	
Scotland)	explained	why	diversity	mattered	in	
Scotland,	 particularly	 in	 relation	 to	 tackle	
gender	 inequalities	 in	 order	 to	 boost	
economic	growth.	The	gap	between	men	and	
women	 in	 relation	 to	 business	 ownership	
should	 be	 placed	 as	 a	 central	 target	 for	
economic	inclusion	and	growth.		
	

“We	need	to	understand	the	role	of	
inequality	in	deterring	growth”	Jackie	
Brierton,	Women’s	Enterprise	Scotland	

	

Leila	 Green	 (Staffordshire	 Chamber	 of	
Commerce)	 presented	 the	 usefulness	 to	
taking	 research	 outcomes	 and	 embedding	
them	 in	 the	 agenda	 of	 the	 organisation.	 For	
example,	 the	 Staffordshire	 Chamber	 of	
Commerce	 used	 to	 have	 low	 number	 of	
women	 from	 BAME	 communities,	 and	 it	 has	
now	 increased	 largely	 in	 the	 last	 years.	 This	
point	is	also	raised	by	Ruth	Lowbridge	(SFEDI),	
who	 signalled	 the	 positive	 outlook	 of	 having	
40	 per	 cent	 of	 women.	 Andy	 Lee	 (Natwest)	
highlighted	the	importance	of	engagement	for	
his	organisation,	particularly	engaging	directly	
with	 the	 local	 communities	 and	 in	 particular	
with	EMBs.	He	highlighted	as	an	example	the	
ongoing	listening	campaign	at	the	Lozells	area	
together	 with	 CREME	 and	 Citizens	 UK	
Birmingham.		
	

“The	EDA	makes	learnings	and	research	
translatable	in	day-to-day	business”	

	Prof	Kiran	Trehan,	CREME	
	
This	 research	 engagement	 stream	 will	 be	 at	
the	 core	 of	 the	 work	 carried	 out	 within	
CREME	 and	 the	 Enterprise	 and	 Diversity	
Research	Cluster	 at	 the	Birmingham	Business	
School	 in	 the	 forthcoming	 months.	 The	 last	
session	 of	 the	 day	 was	 allocated	 to	 present	
how	researchers	are	partnering	for	the	future	
regarding	 the	 diversity	 agenda.	 Prof	 Sara	



	
	

	
	

Carter	 highlighted	 how	 the	 work	 carried	 out	
at	 the	 ERC	 will	 take	 the	 theme	 of	 diversity	
transversally	 in	 the	 different	 work	 packages	
related	 to	 financing,	 growth	 and	 business	
support.		
	
The	 diversity	 agenda	 will	 be	 particularly	
developed	 through	 the	 work	 of	 EDA.	 The	
panel	 featured	 Saidul	 Haque	 Saeed,	 Senior	
Organiser	 of	 Citizens	 UK	 Birmingham,	 who	
presented	 the	 collaboration	 with	 the	
University	 of	 Birmingham	 in	 relation	 to	 an	
ongoing	 listening	 campaign	 with	 local	 small	
entrepreneurs	 in	 the	 city,	 with	 the	 aim	 of	
facilitating	 their	 engagement	 with	 key	
stakeholders	in	the	region.		
	

	
	
This	collaboration	has	so	far	brought	together	
around	 40	 entrepreneurs	 from	 settled	 and	

new	migrant	 communities	 that	 have	 opened	
businesses	 or	 have	 the	 aspirations	 to	 initiate	
new	 start-ups.	 The	 listening	 campaigns	 have	
been	 held	 in	 Lozells	 and	 Small	 Heath	 and	
unveiled	 key	 emerging	 challenges	 that	 local	
entrepreneurs	 in	 these	areas	are	 facing,	 such	
as	 difficulties	 in	 access	 to	 finance,	
disconnection	 from	 key	 stakeholders	 in	 the	
region,	or	unsatisfactory	provision	of	services.	
CREME	 and	 Citizens	 UK	 will	 keep	 their	
engagement	work	in	the	forthcoming	months	
to	facilitate	access	to	key	stakeholders.		
	
	This	 engaged	 scholarship	 approach	 is	 also	
coming	 to	 fruition	 through	 the	 starting	 of	 a	
new	 research	 project	 and	 long-term	
programme	of	 knowledge	exchange	between	
CREME	 and	 Ashley	 Community	 Housing	
Association	 (ACHA).	 Richard	 Thickpenny,	
Business	Developer	from	ACHA,	presented	the	
aim	 and	 goals	 of	 the	 organisation.	 The	
collaboration	 aims	 at	 supporting	 migrant	
entrepreneurs	 transforming	 ACHA’S	
organisational	 practice.	 In	 order	 to	 fulfil	 this	
objective,	the	project	will	map	the	aspirations	
and	 capabilities	 of	 recently	 arrived	 migrants	
to	 become	 entrepreneurs.	 This	 framework	
will	 be	 implemented	 in	 order	 to	 identify	 the	
constraining	 and	 enabling	 factors	 that	
block/facilitate	 migrant	 entrepreneurs	 to	
realise	their	aspirations.	
	



	
	

	
	

Next	steps	
	
The	 work	 that	 CREME	 and	 its	 partners	 have	 put	 forward	 will	 keep	 its	 course	 focused	 on	 the	
promotion	of	diverse	SMEs	through	engaged	scholarship.	This	will	be	achieved:		
	
- Consolidating	the	initiated	long-term	collaborations	with	community	based	organisations	

	
- Measuring	the	impact	of	EDA	on	the	partners	in	fostering	support	for	EMBs		
	
- Disseminating	the	findings	of	key	research	projects	

	
- Scaling	up	the	research	goals	to	a	European	common	research	agenda	around	EMBs	
	
	
	
	
	

For	further	details	about	the	Centre	for	Research	in	Ethnic	Minority	Entrepreneurship	(CREME)	
please	contact	Sophie	Sinclair,	Centre	Manager:		
	
Email:	s.c.sinclair@bham.ac.uk	
Phone:	+44	(0)121	415	8362	
Website:		
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/business/creme/index.aspx	
Twitter:	@CREMEatBham	
	


