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‘Barefoot business advisers’ are a cost-effective way of stimulating 
entrepreneurs in the most unlikely circumstances 

Finding the hidden entrepreneurs 
BizFizz helps reluctant entrepreneurs to find their way in 21 communities in 
England. The simple way the scheme works is that a coach provides free, 
confidential advice to anyone who wants to start up a business. The coach 
is backed up by a local panel who provide links to a wide range of helpful 
resources. Low on bureaucracy, the scheme’s results are good. 

The BizFizz project puts a coach into a deprived area to stimulate entrepreneurship and 
help new entrepreneurs turn their ideas into reality. A panel of local people provides a 
far-reaching network that new entrepreneurs can tap into. The process is demand-led, 
and starts with a community asking for a coach to be appointed. 

The approach was developed jointly by NEF (the New Economics Foundation) and the 
Civic Trust in 2001 to provide business support to people in communities experiencing 
economic disadvantage, and to challenge the misconception that there is a lack of 
entrepreneurs and enterprising ideas in these communities. The methodology is derived 
from the Enterprise Facilitation model invented by Italian-born American Ernesto Sirolli. 
One reason it works so well is that coaches are not distracted by administrative or 
liaison tasks, so they can focus full-time on helping entrepreneurs. This leads to quite 
high numbers of successful businesses started. There is of course a downside to this 
devolved approach – success depends very much on the character of the individual 
coach employed. 

A robust model 

An initial pilot project ran for two years from 2001-03 with the support of the UK 
government’s Phoenix Development Fund. It covered four diverse communities: the pit 
villages of Easington and Horden on the County Durham coast and Tuxford in 
Nottinghamshire, the shipbuilding town of Jarrow on Tyneside, and the Norfolk market 
town of Thetford. 

A second batch of projects started in 2004-5 in nine more locations, and more recently a 
third wave of 16 more coaches have got under way. As before they are in a disparate 
set of places ranging from inner-city districts in East London, Liverpool and Bradford, via 
the suburbs of Norwich to small towns such as Hastings on the Sussex coast. This wide 
diversity allows BizFizz to prove how robust its model is. The scheme is currently 
operating in 21 neighbourhoods. 

How it works 

BizFizz places business advisers in the heart of communities. They are called ‘coaches’ 
since their role is not to do the legwork for local entrepreneurs, but to help them discover 
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their own potential. The coaches are usually experienced entrepreneurs, with some 
experience of giving advice and support to businesses and a strong commitment to the 
approach. Each coach gets to know the community thoroughly, through extensive 
personal introductions as well as visiting local pubs, clubs, societies, schools and faith 
groups to introduce themselves, and let everyone know they are there. Experience 
shows that many of the best coaches are middle-aged women. 

Each coach provides free, confidential business advice to anyone with a business idea, 
to people planning a start-up and to those already running small businesses. The coach 
will help in whatever way seems most appropriate: for instance if someone mentions 
they might have a good idea, the coach might say: “Let me help you with some market 
research.” They might later suggest applying for a certain grant, or where suitable 
premises might be found. But what the coaches do not do is take the initiative – they 
have a motto “never advise, never motivate”. 

Elliott Patterson, the coach in Easington in northeast England, has had to battle with the 
legacy of coal mining, which means unemployment, long-term illness, general ill health, 
a short life expectancy and low levels of education. The area’s historical reliance on one 
large employer has also resulted in a low level of entrepreneurship – anyone with 
ambition tends to move elsewhere. Yet he still finds people with viable business ideas – 
even if self-employment tends to be people’s last resort when all other options have 
failed. What sets him apart from more conventional business advisers is that he sees 
possibilities where others don’t, and tries to find ways to make ideas work. "It's about 
raising horizons and aspirations," he says. "It's not aiming too high and failing, but 
aiming too low and succeeding that we need to avoid.” 

Back-up support 

The coaches form the cutting edge of the scheme, but there is back-up both locally and 
nationally. At local level, the crucial source of tips and contacts is the panel, made up of 
20 or 30 local people with as varied a range of backgrounds as possible – they might 
include community activists, teachers, councillors, faith group leaders and business 
people. With any luck, there might also be people with expertise in key areas such as IT, 
marketing, book-keeping, premises or banking, as well as people from regulatory 
authorities such as planning, environmental health and the Inland Revenue. The fact 
that there are local professionals are involved makes it all the more necessary that the 
identity of the entrepreneurs is kept confidential – this way conflicts of interest cannot 
arise between formal requirements and practical solutions. The panel will meet 
approximately monthly, not to manage the coach but to discuss current cases and see 
how they can help. Each member of this panel undertakes to introduce the coach to ten 
of their own contacts – thus instantly building up a wide local network.  

Alongside the panel is the management group, which is made up of four or five people 
drawn from the panel, and representing a mix of organisations and interests. It is their 
job to stop the panel becoming involved in management and to keep them focused on 
providing as wide range as possible of practical help to entrepreneurs. 

At national level, a national co-ordinator runs induction training for new management 
groups, but once they are up and running they are expected to be self-renewing. 

BizFizz coaches are funded from a range of sources including government programmes 
such as LEGI, the Local Economic Growth Initiative. The methodology is cost-effective. 
As an example, in his initial two-year pilot period, Fred Forshaw, the coach in Tuxford, 
assisted 36 new-starts, 48 existing businesses and 27 people considering becoming 
self-employed. All but one of the 36 new-start businesses were still trading at the end of 
the pilot. One-third of clients were female, and the new businesses created 60 jobs. All 
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this at a total cost of around €500,000 over the two years, in addition to which a 
significant amount of voluntary time was contributed by the panel members. 

Links 

www.bizfizz.org.uk – includes download of the book Who's the Entrepreneur? The 
BizFizz Story: Unleashing the passion, transforming communities 

Contacts: 
Elizabeth Cox 
New Economics Foundation 
3 Jonathan Street 
UK-London SE11 5NH 
Tel: +44 20 7820 6300 
Fax: +44 20 7820 6301 
E-mail: mailto:elizabeth.cox@neweconomics.org 
Website: www.neweconomics.org 
 
Paul Squires 
The Civic Trust 
2nd Floor 
Essex Hall  
1-6 Essex Street 
UK-London WC2R 3HU 
Tel: +44 20 7539 7900 
Fax: +44 20 7539 7901 
E-mail: mailto:psquires@civictrust.org.uk 
Website: www.civictrust.org.uk 
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