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09:00 Opening remarks from the conference chair 

09:10 Conversation café 

09:30 Keynote address: Lessons from a 40-year entrepreneurial journey

10:00 Unlocking the future: AI business masterclass

11:30 Mid-morning break

11:50 Employee recruitment, retention, and development panel

12:30 Keynote address: Mind the gap

13:00 Keynote address: Get paid on time and in good time

13:20 Closing remarks from the conference chair

13:30 Lunch and networking

agenda
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Lessons from a 40-year entrepreneurial journey

Mark huxley
Founder, Huxley Advisory Limited

Master of the Company of Entrepreneurs 
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The Entrepreneurial Journey: Sharing some 
wisdom from my 27 Years at the coalface

Exploring the essential traits of successful entrepreneurship, the power of personal truth, and building customer loyalty.

Mark Huxley



Traits of a Good 
Entrepreneur

Visionary

Entrepreneurs see 

opportunities where others see 

obstacles.

Resilient

They embrace setbacks as 

learning opportunities and 

persist through adversity.



Adaptability: Key to Survival

"It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most 

intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable to 

change." - Charles Darwin

1 Stay Curious

Remain open-minded to 

new ideas and innovations.

2 Pivot Strategies

Adjust in response to 

market shifts and 

technological 

advancements.

3 Evolve Constantly

Continuously adapt to changing consumer needs and industry 

trends.



Leadership and Purpose

Effective Leadership

Lead by example, 

fostering trust and 

empowerment within 

your team.

Driven by Purpose

Align practices with core 

values and ethical 

principles.

Communication

Articulate your purpose 

and passion with clarity 

to build trustworthiness



The hierarchy of your brand pyramid

1

Merit and Esteem

Purpose - Cause - Belief - Brand Essence

2
Customer Connection

Personality - Reputation - Sales

3
Brand Bundle

Logo - Visual Elements

4
Relationship

Price - Selection Ease

This is a visualisation of your brand ambition. As the highest value area denotes, success really will be measured by enhanced 

reputational equity and emotional connection with clients, prospects and influencers.



Establishing Core Beliefs

Self-Reflection

Understand your personal values and driving 

principles.

Integration

Weave core beliefs into every aspect of your business.

Communication

Articulate your vision clearly and compellingly across 

all channels.



Building Client Loyalty

Build Trust

Deliver on promises 

consistently to 

establish 

trustworthiness.

Provide Value

Offer solutions that 

genuinely enhance 

clients' lives or 

businesses.

Personalize

Engage on a personal 

level, anticipating 

and meeting 

individual needs.



Inspiring Words from Barack 
Obama

"Focusing your life solely on making a buck shows a certain 

poverty of ambition. It asks too little of yourself. Because it's only 

when you hitch your wagon to something larger than yourself that 

you realize your true potential."

Let these words guide you to create a business with purpose and 

impact.



Richard godfrey
CEO & Founder

Rocketmakers 

Unlocking the future:
Ai business masterclass

www.helptogrowalumni.org 

James routley
Chief Operations Officer

Rocketmakers 

Keith walker
CTO & Founder

Rocketmakers 

Ollie SMITH
Business Development 

Rocketmakers 

Matt harris
Chief Information Officer

Rocketmakers 

Adam clarke
Senior Software Engineer

Rocketmakers 
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Expert panel: 
Employee recruitment, retention, 

and development 
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Charlie rogers
Founder

Undefinable Community

Joseph zeratzion 
Leadership and Performance

Consultant

Coaching Lens

Charles RUE
Global Head of Recruitment

S&P Global
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Belinda-Jane dolan
CEO

The World Happiness Project



Mind the Gap

Ugo agbai
Co-Founder of Ruka Hair

www.helptogrowalumni.org 



UgoAgbai
CSO+co-founder@Ruka

@ugoagbai|ugo@rukahair.com

winningasanSMEtoday
Nov21

mailto:ugo@rukahair.com


aboutme

- I’m Nigerian by heritage, and I was born and raised in

South LDN

- I’ve always lived, studied and worked in London (so

boring)

- My academic background is in Bioengineering, business

wise I am a proud student of Winging it Academy

- I worked at McKinsey before founding Ruka

- In my spare time I sleep, workout, go to gigs and write

music



expression

hair has always been a form of 
expression. braid patterns and 
hairstyles across some communities 
have been a way to reflect identity, 
age, status, and wealth.

revolution

during colonialism, braid styles were 
used to map out escape routes for 
enslaved people, helping them avoid 
capture and death.

protection

hair care also serves as protection, 
shielding textured hair from heat 
damage, humidity, and over-
manipulation.

hairisembedded 

intoeveryareaoflife



thisiswhythehairextension

+ restorationmarketisworth

$87bn,drivenbypeoplewith 

texturedhair

highfrequency

76%of Black women change their 
hairstyle every 4-6 weeks

highspend

Black women spent $9.4bn 
on beauty in 2023, outpacing 
overall beauty growth

changing 

demographic

14%of US population in 2023,with 
a buying power of $1.8Tnby 2024



38%

ofthe$100Mworth 

ofhairimportedinto 

Africaiscounterfeit

90%

of synthetic hair

products on the

marketaretoxic

1in3

blackwomen 

experiencehair 

losstoday

despitethemagnitudeof 

demand,therehasbeen 

little-to-noinnovation

inhairtechnology



Genericproducts
Noethicalorsafety 

standards,highlymanualQA

Unregulated3P 

wholesaleord2c

t
o
d
a
y

Innovative consumer-centric 

NPD

Lab-basedQAmethods 

andapatentablefibre

Establishedretailand 

salonchannels

Nobrandbuilding

Creativedirectioninlinewith 

globalconsumerbrands

andthemarketisunderpinned 

byanunscalable,unethicaland 

unregulatedsupplychain



Andwe’vedoneeverythingwesetouttodo!



2021
Raised£1.4Mseed 

capital

InitiallaunchinQ4, 

awardedthe#1afro 

hairextensions 

brand

2023
WonGooglegrant, 

anITV adcampaign 

andaJCDecaux 

campaign

Launched 

hypoallergenic 

synthetichairrange

2024
WonEstéeLauderx 

TikTokgrant

Scalingour 

professionalchannel 

througheducation 

partnershipswith 

DesignEssentials, 

HenkelBrandsand 

Gymshark

2022
Raisedaseedextension, 

includinga£1M+ 

crowdfund

Westfieldpartnerships, 

first-of-its-kind 

Selfridgesconcession 

launch,andproduct 

wornbytheGOAT

Ourstartuptimelineinhighlightslookssomethinglikethis



Andwe’vedoneeverythingwe setoutto 

couldwhilst

learningonthejob,readjustingtovolatile 

marketconditions,growingaspeople,as 

leadersandasateam,withoutrunningoutof 

money,annoyingourcustomers,partnersor 

investors



2021
Hadtoclosethebusiness 

beforewehadbegunbecause 

supplychainwasharderthan 

wethought

Spentwaytoomuchmoney 

ontherelaunch

2023
Hadtoacceleratetomarketour 

entrylevelproductinresponseto 

squeezedconsumerspending

Had an £8M funding round

collapse due to an unstable

Nigerianeconomy

2024
Cutourteamsizebyhalfafter 

somehiringmistakes

Hadtohelptheteamrecover 

from2023disappointmentsand 

burnout

Hadtosharplypivotfromgrowth 

focustoprofitabilityfocus

Spentmostoftheyearnotwith 

theteam

2022
HadtofigureouthowtoturnaD2C 

companyintoonewhocoulddo 

physicalretail- turnsoutthey’re 

differentthingsandretailisvery 

challenging

Didlotsofthingsthatcouldnever 

scale- likecustomwigsand 

droppingcelebrityordersinUbers

Ourstartuptimelinealsolookssomethinglikethis



robustplans,looselyattached

raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

build a pre-emptive and 

responsive team

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?



makeflexiblebutaggressive 

workingyourvalueproposition

Hire forpeoplewhoarelookingfortheflexibility,ownershipandimpact that 

startuplifeoffers.Most startupsfail,hirepeople thatdeeplywant towin

beradicallytransparentto 

earntrust

Whatdopeopleneedtoknowtofullycommit toyourmission 

andvision?

buildaculturethatweeds 

outmisfits

Howdoesfeedbackandtransparencyworkinyourteamtohelp 

youmakeslowhire/ fastfiredecisions?

build a pre-emptive and 

responsive team



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

robust plans, loosely 

attached
buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam



keeplookingaround

Whyexecuteona planthat’s2+yearsoldandhasn’tbeenadaptedfor 

what’shappeninginreal-time? Lookaroundandadapt

buildscenariosintothe 

plan

Even thinkingthroughscenarioscanhelp tocreateflexibilityand 

canhelpeveryonetoanticipatechange

test,ask,test,ask

Bringconsumersandclientsinat theearlieststageofplanning- testingthings 

withthemandaskingwhattheythink.Allowtheirinputstochangeyourplan

build a pre-emptive and

responsive team

robust plans, loosely 

attached



thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

raising capital widely

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached



doIneedto 

fundraise?

dilutive

venturecapital

An innovative idea that has a large “addressable market” and a

hugeopportunitytoscalebutonlywithsignificantcashinvested

e.g.$1M+.Youcan 10xyour investor’smoney in5 years.You

don’tmindgivinga significantportionofthebusinessaway,

includinganeventualsaleorpublicoffering

angelinvestors

An innovativeideawitha largeopportunitytoscale,withsome 

money investedandtherightbackerseg.<$1M.Youdon’tmind 

givinga smallportionofthebusinessawaytogetstarted

accelerators

A uniqueideawitha largeopportunitytoscale, thoughopento 

somerefinementandfeedback.Lookingfornetworkand 

supportmorethanthebestdealterms

raising capital widely 

1/2



doIneedto 

fundraise?

non-dilutive

crowdfund

I havea strongnetworkoffriendsandfamilyand I’mgreatat 

storytellingandgettingmyvisionout there. I’dprefernottogive 

ownershipaway,andIdon’tneedmorethan£50ktogetstarted

traditionalloan

I havestrongexistingeconomicsand/orassetsthatmakeit 

feasibletoseekouta loan,and I’mconfidentthattheamountI 

needcanbemadebackby thebusiness

grants+ competitions

I haveaninnovativeanduniqueideathatalignswiththegoalsof 

certaincompanies/ thegovernment,andI amgoodat 

translatingmy ideatopaper. I canalsogenerateenoughearly 

tractiontoevidence futuresuccess

raising capital widely 

2/2



doIneedto

fundraise?

https://growth.tlb.org/



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

seek out partnerships

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached



Thingswedidn’tpayforthisyear!!



developspecialistexpertise

Whatnichedoyougodeeponthatyourcompetitors/ potentialsponsors 

nothavetime/resource/know-howtodothemselves

beconsistentandpatient

Most significantpartnershipsdon’thappenovernight,build 

relationshipsandtrustasyoupitch

pitchboldly!

Askforexactlywhatyouwouldneedtomakesomethinghappen,andbeclear 

onthevalueyouwouldcreateforthatpotentialpartner,thendeliver!

build a pre-emptive and

responsive team
seek out partnerships



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

thinking in enterprise value

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached



findoutwhatmakesyour 

businessvaluable

Try talkingtoinvestmentprofessionals inyour industry toseehowtheysee 

boththe landscapeandyourbusiness

buildyouroperational 

assets

Protect yourknow-how, intellectualproperty,keypartnerships 

andnetworksfromthegetgo. It’sallvaluable

buildvaluewhereotherscan’t

Look forwhitespaces,understandwhycompetitorsaren’twinningthere,and 

solveforit (e.g.Ruka inAfrica,RukaSynths)

build a pre-emptive and

responsive team
seek out partnershipsthinking in enterprise value



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

be bolder online

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached



EGC(employergeneratedcontent) 

overUGC(usergeneratedcontent

Consumersloveseeingthefoundersandteamsbehindcompanies, theywant tobuy into 

thebusinessbeyondtheproduct

buildcredibilitybytelling 

yourstory

Reiteratingthemissionandvisionofthebusinesscanattract 

partners/ investorsorganically

findtheformatandchannelthat 

worksforyou

Youdon’thavetodoTikTok trendstoberelevant ifthat’sunnaturalforyou

build a pre-emptive and

responsive team
seek out partnershipsthinking in enterprise valuebe bolder online



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached

build a digital curriculum



readrelevantstartupliterature

Youdon’thavetoreadeverybookeverrecommendedinorder,butpick thetitlesmost 

relevanttoyourseasonofbusinessandflickthroughlikea textbook

listentoreal-timeexperiences

Withtheriseoffounderpodcastingandsubstack,therearemanyways tofindout 

whatthepersonjustaheadofyouisdoing

usegenerativetools

Tools likeClaude,Copy.aicansaveyoutimeandhelpgetdonetasksthatare 

newtoyou- fromlegaltomarketing

build a pre-emptive and

responsive team
seek out partnershipsthinking in enterprise valuebe bolder onlinebuild a digital curriculum



resources/ toolsI love

DownloadbooksinPDF 

format:pdfroom.com

Notability(fornotetaking 

oniPad/ tablet)

paulgraham.com/articles

reading

Founders- podcast

Acquired- podcast

HowIBuiltThis- podcast

listening

FinancialTimes

FT NewsBriefing/ 

TheJournal

Lifetimely- eCommetrics

Fyxer.AI- inbox 

management

Claude!

tools



raisingcapital

widely

thinkinginenterprisevalue

seekoutpartnerships

bebolderonline

personaloperatingmodel buildadigitalcurriculum

Whatmakesus smallbutmighty?

buildapre-emptiveand 

responsiveteam
robustplans,looselyattached

personal operating model



personal operating model

affirming

Whataffirmsyourpersonal fundamentals?Who 

knowswhoyouareoutsideofyourbusiness?

problemsolving

Whocanyoubounceunfinishedthoughts/ ideas/ 

problemswith, andgetanadditiveresponse?

venting

Wheredoyoucreatespaceforunfinishedfeelings/ thoughts? 

Howmuchspacedoyouholdforothers?

renewing

Wheredoyoufinda renewedvision,hope,excitementand 

energy?Howdoyouensureyou’reperformingoptimallyforYOU?



UgoAgbai
CSO+co-founder@Ruka 

xMcKinsey,ImperialMEng

LinkedInUgoAgbai| IG@ugorjileah|ugo@rukahair.com

thankyou!

connectwithmehere!

mailto:ugo@rukahair.com


Get paid on time and in good time

CARLO GIBBS
Chief of Staff to the Small Business Commissioner 
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Office of the Small Business Commissioner (OSBC)

Getting paid on time and in good time

Carlo Gibbs, Chief of Staff



Why it matters

• Data shows that in the UK small businesses are owed on average an 

estimated £22,000 in late payments, accounting for around 18% of invoices, 

and the average time to pay was 32 days in 2023. 

• Research estimates SMEs spend 56.4m staff hours per year chasing late 

payments at a cost of £6.3bn per year

• The cost of additional finance to cover cash flow shortfalls as a result of late 

payment SMEs is £684m per year.

• 15% of SMEs cited cash flow and late payments as an obstacle to running 

their businesses in 2023.



It’s not only late payments

Late payment – when a business is paid after the agreed contracted payment 

times or not paid at all.

Long payment times – when companies contracts include long payment 

times, over 60 days and often up to 180 days. Small businesses could be paid 

on time, but this practice is still detrimental.

Unfair payment practices – When companies use payments as leverage 

against small businesses such as asking for discounts to pay on time or 

blacklisting small businesses that raise complaints about non-payment.



Who we are

• The Office of the Small Business Commissioner (OSBC) is an independent 

public body established by Government under the Enterprise Act 2016 to 

tackle late payments and unfair payment practices. It supports small 

businesses to get paid quickly and on time, influences large businesses to 

improve payment times to suppliers and works with all business to improve 

the culture of payment practices across the UK.

• It has a statutory duty to review complaints by small businesses regarding 

late payments, as well as provide advice and support on issues relating to 

late payment and payment practices in the private sector. It undertakes a 

range activity to improve outcomes for small businesses and works across 

Government, and with partners in the private and third sector, to raise 

awareness of the impact of late payments and unfair payment practices.



Getting paid on time and in good time

Contracting

 Understand what you sign

 Having clear, written contracts

 Ask for clarity where the is ambiguity

Do your research

 Check standard payment times

 Check their PPR reporting data

 What policy or statements do they make

 Are they signatories to payment codes

Know your rights

 Legislation on payment terms

 When the payment clock starts

 Rights to interest and compensation

 Negotiations, business support

Digitisation

 Use of e-invoicing speeds up processes and avoid mistakes

 Use of AI and other tools



Here to help - Small Business Commissioner

Small Business Commissioner

• Prompt Payment Code and Fair Payment Code

• Powers to investigate late payment complaints 

• Advice and guidance

• Interest calculator

Watch this space

In 2025 we will be consulting on extending the power of the Small Business 

Commissioner



Useful links

Home page - Small Business Commissioner

Check when large businesses pay their suppliers - GOV.UK

Carlo.gibbs@smallbusinesscommissioner.gov.uk 

https://www.smallbusinesscommissioner.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/check-when-businesses-pay-invoices
mailto:Carlo.gibbs@smallbusinesscommissioner.gov.uk


Closing remarks from the conference chair 

Paul singh
Policy Lead for SMEs, The City of London Corporation

Co-Founder, EEDN 
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Leave your feedback for the 
Help to Grow: Management 
Alumni Network team.
Please scan the QR code. 
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Closing address from our CEO

FLORA HAMILTON
CEO, Chartered Association of Business Schools
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