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Business Hubs and Community Halls in Oxfordshire 

 

1 Introduction 

During Oxford’s 2017 Michaelmas Term, our team of student consultants worked on 

a project for Community First Oxfordshire (CFO), investigating the potential of 

establishing local business/community hubs in Oxfordshire community halls. 

This report provides a summary of the project we were tasked with, along with our 

findings and recommendations. 

 

1.1 Background to the brief 

Oxfordshire is home to approximately 30,000 businesses; 90% of these are 

micro/small businesses, which are often based at home. In this report we define a 

business hub as a physical meeting space in which local businesses can network and 

find peer-to-peer support. These hubs can be a great way to connect local businesses 

with others in their community. 

 

CFO have hypothesised the need for more business hubs within Oxfordshire. 

However, knowledge of such hubs within the county is limited. Therefore, 

documentation of current business hub activities is needed to test the hypothesis. 

There are 280 community halls across the county; CFO thought these halls would be 

good candidates to provide the physical space and a sense of local community in 

which the hubs could be established.  

 

If CFO’s hypothesis is correct, they are in a good position to help with the 

implementation of new business hubs. This is owing to their strong network within the 

local community, allowing them to link small businesses within Oxfordshire to 

community halls. Therefore, our team was tasked with investigating current business 

hub activity within the area, and surveying community halls, to establish the potential 

capacity for hosting hubs here.  
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2      Current business hub activity within Oxfordshire 

 

Current business networks activity was assessed through online research. We did not 

find any existing business networking events that occurred in community halls; all 

events that we discovered took place in hotels, bars and cafes.  

 

We found that these networks typically charge between £10-15 per event. A couple 

offered free entry and had other sources of revenue, such as advertising, or voluntary 

donations. Most networks meet once a month, often in the morning as a breakfast 

event. A full list of business networks discovered during the project is given in appendix 

A 

 

 

 

                            A                                                               B 

Figure 1 A meeting locations of existing business networks within Oxfordshire B entry prices 

for business networking events.  

 

3 Data collection from community halls in Oxfordshire 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Two approaches were taken to data collection: A an e-survey sent to all halls and, B 

in-depth telephone interviews with three selected survey respondents. 
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A  An e-survey comprised of 10 questions was sent out to the 280 community halls 

with the objective of assessing the following. 

 

• The hall’s current interaction with local businesses whether on a one-to-one 

basis or through a business network.  

• Willingness and interest of the halls to host business hubs in the future. 

• The capacity of halls to accommodate and the available facilities for future 

business hubs. 

 

B  In-depth telephone interviews with selected survey respondents. Halls from three 

different sized villages were chosen in order to give a representative view. The 

objectives of these interviews are the following:  

 

• Gain insights on the Hall’s interaction with local business.  

• Learn about the typical Hall usage and capacity.  

• Understand the nature of the relationship between the community Hall and the 

local businesses. 

 

3.2 e-Survey results  

 

In total 66 responses were received. Respondents were Hall managers or other 

members of hall committees. The results of our findings from the survey and case 

studies are outlined below. 

 

• ⅓ Halls already offer space to businesses, with a further ⅓ of Halls being 

interested in engaging with businesses in the future. 

• In cases where there was no interest in engaging with businesses, this was 

often due to the hall already being at full capacity. 
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• Among the 41 respondents either currently engaging with businesses, or 

interested in doing so in the future, we found they were willing to offer the 

following types of space; 

 

 

• We also asked halls what WiFi facilities they have; we found that roughly half 

had WiFi available. Halls without WiFi often felt they could not currently justify 

the cost of obtaining WiFi, but would be willing to do so if it would be utilised. 

Poor phone signal was also a concern. 

• Halls with interest often wanted information such as guidance on rates to 

charge, or did not have enough volunteers to set up events/ obtain grants to 

enable a business hub to be established. 

• Some Halls had concerns about it not being in the spirit of their purpose to 

host such events; either violating their constitution, or their charity status. 

Some halls were also tied to schools, which means they cannot have external 

people on site in the daytime. 
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3.3    Case study findings 

The three halls that took part in telephone interviews were situated in villages of the 

following sizes: 

Hall number Approximate village population (people) 

1 3200 

2 500 

3 250 

 

The findings from the telephone interviews can be summarised as follows: 

Hall 1 

• Hall employs full-time staff and operates as if it were a business. 

• Frequently booked and generates ~£45,000 p.a. 

• Mainly used by Art and History groups, also rented for exercise classes and 

other private functions. 

• Hall is already a member of the local business network – this network held their 

AGM in the Hall. The Hall was offered free of charge in exchange for a short 

presentation to the businesses about the facilities that are available at the Hall. 

• Do not view involvement in local business networks, hubs, etc. as community 

involvement; they see this as a business transaction generating revenue for the 

venue. 

Hall 2 

• Worries that if it were to engage with businesses too much, some of the tax 

benefits of being a registered charity would be lost. Was sceptical to transfer to 

Charitable Incorporated Organisation (ICO) status. 

• Governed by constitution and run by village representatives; their focus must 

therefore be to benefit the local parish. 

• Mainly used for ‘traditional’ activities: women’s institute, book clubs, exercise 

classes, etc. 

• There is only one business within the parish, so the idea of a ‘business hub’ to 

benefit the businesses in the parish is not appropriate. 

• Even if businesses from outside the parish were to attend, transport would be 

very difficult as there is very little parking available. 
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Hall 3 

• Limited space available – a single room plus kitchen. Were immediately 

dismissive of business hub idea as they were worried that they don’t have 

enough space to host. 

• Mainly used by exercise groups, art groups, children’s parties. Also offers 

storage for a band to store equipment in between practices. 

 

Summary and analysis of case studies: 

Halls located in more populous areas are run with more of a business focus: they are 

more likely to already be used by local businesses, and are run by full-time staff as 

opposed to volunteer members from the surrounding community. Regardless of their 

size, none of the Halls we spoke to perceive the “business-hub” idea as a community 

driven initiative. Instead, they saw it as solely an opportunity to increase revenue. For 

the larger hall this aspect was an attractive prospect, but in this instance not a viable 

option as the hall is already at full capacity. The smaller Halls questioned whether 

increasing engagement with businesses was in-line with their primary purpose of 

helping the local community. Additionally, the smallest hall viewed itself as an 

unsuitable location for a business hub due to being comprised of only a single room.   

4 Summary and recommendations  

 

4.1 Summary  

This report has outlined activities of business networks in Oxfordshire. It also presents 

the results of a survey completed by 66 community Halls. This survey confirmed that 

there is enthusiasm in utilising community halls to set up business hubs:  62% of 

respondents were interested in finding out more about the potential benefits.  

However, the ‘business-hub’ proposition is not suitable in all instances owing to 

some of the Halls surveyed already being at full capacity. There are other significant 

digital barriers for some community halls as many do not have WiFi and/or have poor 

mobile network coverage, which precludes them from becoming an ‘accessible and 

connected’ hub 
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4.2  Recommendations  

1. Survey businesses and current business networks to gauge whether current 

business hubs available in the county are sufficient to meet demand. 

2. Our case studies demonstrated that the halls at full capacity are not interested 

in the business hubs. No information on the capacity of other Halls have been 

collected. Thus, this needs to be done in order to find the halls that are 

enthusiastic to establish a business hub.   

3. Seek ways to improve digital connectivity of rural based community halls 

without WiFi and/or little to no mobile network coverage. 

4. Provide guidance to community halls on letting out their space to businesses or 

business networks; such as what facilities they require, how much to charge, 

and any legalities such as how it may affect their charity status. 

5. Promote the idea that a business hub does not just benefit business but can 

benefit the community by providing good networking and connectivity within the 

community rather than outside of the community.   
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Appendix A Existing networks for small businesses 
 

Overview of networking groups are available on the west oxfordshire council website: 

http://www.westoxon.gov.uk/business-support-links/networking/  

 

Further networking groups list on the Oxfordshire business support webiste: 

http://www.oxfordshirebusinesssupport.co.uk/content/networking 

 

The late breakfast http://www.thelatebreakfast.co.uk/  

• Monthly events. 09:00/09:30-11:00 weekday morning 

• Describe themselves as networking opportunity for businesses  ‘informal affairs’, 

‘open door policy’ 

• Meetings include presentations, small group networking and workshops 

• Currently operating in Chalgrove and Thame.  

o Chalgrove happens on Jenning’s (a sponsor) site.  

o Thame meetings happen in Spread Eagle Hotel 

o Setting up a group in Reading East soon 

• List of businesses part of the network: http://www.thelatebreakfast.co.uk/community-

g-l.html  

• Cost of attendance is £12 including light refreshments. No membership required. 

 

The Oxfordshire Project https://www.oxfordshireproject.co.uk/networks/  

• ‘Community of like minded business owners who will help you grow your business’ 

• Membership packages start at £16 a month. This gets you: business coaching 

session, lisiting on their website, discount to events.  

• Guests can attend events for £15 

• ‘Networking focus’ groups:  

o Open only to members  

o Located in Witney and Oxford  

o 19:30-21:30 fortnightly 

o Format: 30 mins informal networking,  

 

Juice Witney http://www.witneynetworking.co.uk/  

• Meets every Tuesday 07:00-08:45 

• Takes place at Witney lakes resort  

 

http://www.westoxon.gov.uk/business-support-links/networking/
http://www.oxfordshirebusinesssupport.co.uk/content/networking
http://www.thelatebreakfast.co.uk/
http://www.thelatebreakfast.co.uk/community-g-l.html
http://www.thelatebreakfast.co.uk/community-g-l.html
https://www.oxfordshireproject.co.uk/networks/
http://www.witneynetworking.co.uk/


Oxford University Student Consultancy, Dec 2017 
 

MCR Networking group http://meetconnectrefer.net/  

• MCR = ‘Meet, Connect, Refer’ 

• Every Friday 08:30-10:00 fortnightly, Tuesdays 

• The Oxfordshire Yeomann in Freeland 

•  

Witney Business Breakfast http://www.witneybusinessbreakfast.co.uk/  

• 7:15am every 3rd Thursday of the month 

• Meet at Cafe Rouge, Witney 

• ‘Town’s largest networking group’ → regularly attracts over 30 people  

 

Chippy Lippys http://chippylippy.wixsite.com/chippylippy  

• Women only 

• @ The Fox, Chipping Norton 

• Membership >100 women 

• Meet Wednesdays 7:00pm, first wed of every month 

• No membership fee, £10 payable on the door 

 

Opendoorz http://www.opendoorz.biz/ 

 

Meet and Mingle business network http://meetandminglenetwork.co.uk/  

• Meet most months 

• Events are free 

• Networking only -- no presentations. 

• Cotswold Hotel, Banbury road Oxford  

 

ROBIN http://www.robinoxford.org.uk/events/  

• ROBIN = Responsible Oxfordshire Business Involvement Network 

 

http://meetconnectrefer.net/
http://www.witneybusinessbreakfast.co.uk/
http://chippylippy.wixsite.com/chippylippy
http://www.opendoorz.biz/
http://meetandminglenetwork.co.uk/
http://www.robinoxford.org.uk/events/

