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Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee – Analysis of 
business support survey results  
 

The Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee launched an online survey, targeted at 

SMEs, about Business Gateway and Scotland’s wider business support landscape in May 

2018. The survey closed in August 2018. SmartSurvey software was used to manage the 

survey. In total, over 500 people viewed the survey and 361 people completed the survey. 

The data cleaning process resulted in 355 valid responses. To encourage potential 

respondents to complete the survey, very few of the questions were set as compulsory. 

Thus, the number of respondents to each question will vary throughout this analysis.  

The remit of the Committee’s Business Support Inquiry is as follows: 

“To understand the range of support services available to new and existing small and 

medium sized businesses at a local level across Scotland, with a particular focus on 

Business Gateway. The Committee will evaluate current provision and explore ways 

of ensuring businesses receive the support they need to grow and succeed.” 

The remainder of this survey analysis report is set out as follows: 

 Profile of respondents  

 Use of Business Gateway  

 Non-Business Gateway users  

 Wider business support landscape in Scotland  

 Summary of learning points  

  

https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/t/home
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/108573.aspx
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Profile of respondents  

Approximately half the respondents (51%) to the survey were small business owners (1-49 

employees). The next largest category was sole traders (32%). About 7% of respondents 

were ‘considering or in the process of setting up a business’. No large businesses (250+ 

employees) completed the survey.  

Figure 1: Please describe your status  

 

Base: 355 

The survey attracted a broad spread of businesses in terms of the number of years trading, 

as demonstrated by Figure 2. Approximately 17% of businesses were less than a year old, 

and 27% had been trading over 10 years.  

Figure 2: How many years has your business been trading?   

 

Base: 299 

Respondents were asked to identify their primary local authority of operation.  The survey 

received responses from all Scottish local authority areas. The areas with the highest rates 
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were: Edinburgh (14%), Perth & Kinross (10%), North Lanarkshire (9%), South Lanarkshire 

(9%), Glasgow City (8%), and Highland (6%).  

Table 1: Primary location of operation  

 Response Percent Response count 

Aberdeen City 4% 13 

Aberdeenshire 4% 11 

Angus 0% 1 

Argyll and Bute 2% 5 

Clackmannanshire 2% 5 

Dumfries and Galloway 5% 15 

Dundee City 3% 8 

East Ayrshire 1% 2 

East Dunbartonshire 1% 2 

East Lothian 1% 3 

East Renfrewshire 1% 3 

Edinburgh, City of 14% 41 

Eilean Siar 1% 2 

Falkirk 4% 11 

Fife 2% 6 

Glasgow City 8% 23 

Highland 6% 17 

Inverclyde 0% 1 

Midlothian 1% 4 

Moray 3% 8 

North Ayrshire 1% 3 

North Lanarkshire 9% 27 

Orkney Islands 2% 5 

Perth and Kinross 10% 31 

Renfrewshire 2% 5 

Scottish Borders 1% 4 

Shetland Islands 0% 1 

South Ayrshire 0% 1 

South Lanarkshire 9% 27 

Stirling 3% 9 

West Dunbartonshire 0% 1 

West Lothian 1% 4 

Don't know/Prefer not to say 0% 1 
Base: 300 

The majority of respondents (69%) classified the primary location of their business as 

urban. Nine percent were in remote rural areas and 21% in accessible rural areas.  
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Figure 3: Classification that best describes the location of your business    

 

Base: 297 

Respondents to the survey covered a broad range of sectors across Scotland’s economy. 

These included: professional and business services (18%), creative and media (16%), 

retail, wholesale, and personal services (15%), manufacturing and engineering (7%), and 

tourism and recreation (7%).  

Figure 4: Please describe the main activity of your business  

 

Base: 301 

The turnover levels of the majority of respondents (57%) to the survey were under the VAT 

threshold of £85,000. Approximately 8% of respondents had turnover levels over £1 million.  
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Figure 5: Approximate annual turnover of your business  

 

Base: 294 
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Use of Business Gateway  

Around 9 in 10 of those that completed the survey had used the services of Business 

Gateway. The main reasons identified for using Business Gateway services were: 

 Business start-up advice (51%) 

 Business growth (51%) 

 Business planning (47%) 

 General business information (47%) 

 Sales and marketing advice (43%) 

 E-commerce and technology advice (27%) 

 Finance and funding advice for a start-up (25%) 

The reasons for use with the lowest number of respondents were: health and safety advice 

(5%), international trade advice (9%), premises/property advice (10%), and tax/national 

insurance advice (11%). 

Figure 6: Nature of issues trying to address by using Business Gateway services   

 

Base: 318 

The main Business Gateway services used were the business advisory service (77%) and 

the workshops, events, and training (76%). The majority of respondents used more than 

one Business gateway service.  
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Figure 7: Which Business Gateway services have you used?    

 

Base: 317 

Some respondents left specific feedback on the services offered by Business Gateway. 

General themes that emerged included: 

 Support delivered in-person or on a one-to-one basis was highly valued and found 

most useful. However, it was felt that over recent years there was a push to move 

users towards online resources and support. And this was decreasing the value and 

usefulness of Business Gateway.  

 Confusion over the criteria to receive one-to-one services. Some respondents 

believed that one-to-one services were not available for existing businesses below 

the VAT threshold.  

 Frustration with the generalist nature of support and lack of knowledge in more 

specific areas such as circular economy, creative and digital sectors.  

 Lack of consistency in the delivery of services by trainers and between geographical 

areas.  

 Quality of training materials, where the content was often outdated.  

Here are two quotes from respondents that provide a good flavour of the services that are 

offered. 

“The Innovation specialists have been of particular help in developing my training product for 

License and scaling up. The digital boost, Supplier Development Teams and workshop 

programmes/Ezines, I’ve also frequently used. I access resources in different parts of 

Scotland and there is not always consistency of quality.” 
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“I initially approached Business Gateway to obtain a Business Plan as recommended by the 

SQA and quickly found out that they offered a whole range of services which I am now 

planning to use. I found all the information I needed through the Business Adviser. He led 

me through the process of writing a Business Plan over a number of weeks. Over this time, 

he stayed in contact and was always available to provide answers to any of my questions 

(whether that be face-to-face or by e-mail). He was non-judgemental and really stressed that 

he understood my expertise where not in setting up a business which really helped alleviate 

any fears I had about moving forward with my business. His support was invaluable and 

that's the reason I am now hoping attend many of their workshops. I really couldn't 

recommend the service (and adviser) highly enough. The only criticism I could give, is that 

many people I've spoken to (like me) have no idea of the support available through Business 

Gateway - which is a real shame!” 

When respondents were asked to identify how Business Gateway had helped their 

business, over half (56%) stated that ‘it provided me with encouragement and support to 

progress my business’.  Other popular answers were ‘helped to start my business’ (40%) 

and ‘improved the operations of my business’ (26%). Fifteen percent of respondents 

reported that Business Gateway ‘didn’t help or enhance my business’. 

Figure 8: How did Business Gateway help your business?    

 

Base: 317 

Here are two quotes from respondents that are representative of the general sentiment 

across the total population of respondents. This sentiment could be summed up as 

generally positive but room for improvement.  

“I am in the position of having started businesses before and so had a) some business 

knowledge and b) skills and confidence. I used Business Gateway as a stepping stone and 

support system to allow me to tap into a wider ecosystem. Otherwise I would have ticked all 



Analysis of business support survey results – Economy, Energy, and Fair Work Committee (October 2018)   

9 

 

the boxes above. For a person starting up a business and with little experience or 

confidence I think Business Gateway is a phenomenal service to have available. Business 

Gateway just need to advertise themselves even more to allow more Scottish entrepreneurs, 

start-ups and those considering such a move into self-employment to find them and benefit 

from their far-reaching services.” 

“In general Business Gateway support was positive and helpful but not all the advice was 

relevant to my business and situation. Some advice and training eg VAT registration, 

business banking and the use of accountants led me down some unnecessary avenues. I 

had to seek support elsewhere - Chamber of Commerce, Scottish Enterprise, Craft Scotland, 

Cultural Enterprise and HMRC all proved useful. Business Gateway also seemed 

preoccupied with branding, which has been of no help to me whatsoever.” 

Analysis of the issues raised in relation to Figure 8 revealed some specific themes, as 

illustrated in the following summary box. 

Table 2: Comments about how Business Gateway can help businesses 

Lack of understanding of criteria 
to qualify for support and 
mismatch in expectations in 
terms of what Business Gateway 
can offer 

“Was told to go elsewhere” 
“I felt it was a complete waste of time. I was told there 
was no help or support available to me!” 
“We apparently 'don't tick the "right" boxes for support to 
grow. Which as an inclusive growth quadruple bottom 
line business beggars belief!!” 

Issues with nature of follow-on 
support  

“Early support was good but follow on was abysmal, 
bringing the business to the brink of collapse.” 
“I found very little benefit using a Business gateway 
adviser. I was very disappointed. Timescales for follow 
up was unacceptable and general help and feedback 
minimal.” 
“Waste of time. Went to a start-up workshop and that 
was it. No help with structuring next meeting or what to 
do next. Got a call a few months later and had already 
set up. Very disjointed service” 

Variation in quality of services  “I found the service at Business Gateway to be 
incredibly variable depending on the person I was 
speaking to. Once the competent member of staff left 
for SE, I was left with atrocious and damaging inactivity 
and bad advice.” 
 
“The courses were really basic and not more than I 
could get off the internet more quickly. One or two of the 
business gateway SL courses such as the GDPR one 
with the ICO in it was great, as was the hands-on email 
courses with mailchimp, which we are now using (I 
wanted to go back on this course but it seems they 
have stopped doing it along with one or two other 
practical courses I had been recommended by friends 
who had attended). Digital boost courses had out of 
date info in it and I was unimpressed with these, if we 
did what they suggested for SEO for example it would 
do more harm than good. Wasn't eligible for any useful 
funding either.” 

Desire for more practical support  “They seem to have stopped the 'Mailchimp' and a lot of 
the practical courses, which makes the value of 
Business Gateway to me zero now. I would like to be 
supported, but they don't offer anything of value to my 
business.” 
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“Business Gateway services are very "light touch" and 
superficial beyond workshop and online advice. Need 
more Growth Advisors.” 

 

Rating of Business Gateway services  

Overall, respondents were positive in their rating of Business Gateway services. 

Approximately 70% rated the services excellent or very good. The main reasons provided 

for positive ratings were mainly linked to Business Gateway staff and advisors. 

Respondents highlighted their friendly nature, knowledgeable, good connections and 

signposting. These quotes from respondent’s sum-up the important role of Business 

Gateway Advisors.  

“My Business Gateway adviser has been absolutely fantastic in supporting me in the past 3 years. 

However, it takes some time to 'jump through the hoops' to find the right person to work with. I 

had worked with other advisors who just didn't get what I was aiming to achieve- obviously there 

has to be a system to allocate advisors but I think when working on a business you also need to 

be working with the right person for you and your business which I am not sure always 

happens.” 

“Business Gateway has been invaluable in helping me further my business. I'd particularly like to 

credit the Aberdeen branch with not disregarding my aspirations as a mother with young 

children, but instead working with me, helping to schedule support at times within my limited 

childcare and thus helping my business to succeed alongside my family commitments.” 

Figure 9: How would you rate the services of Business Gateway?     

 

Base: 318 

Eighteen percent of respondents believed the services to be average or poor. For the 

ratings on the lower end of the scale some recurring themes emerged: 

 Lack of consistency in delivery of service in terms of quality and between regions 

 Increased delivery of services online at the expense of practical support 

 Too target driven. Delivery KPIs result in a focus on quantity over quality, where the 

support offered to some businesses can seem ‘like a box ticking exercise’.  
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“Advisers not interested unless they can tick boxes and then send you on a pre-defined route - 

marketing course. business plan etc. Stuff from an elementary business course - Complete 

waste of time and not interested in developing our business - obviously target driven and looking 

to churn as many businesses as possible.” 

When respondents were asked to rate a number of statements about Business Gateway, 

the general sentiment was positive. The one area with slightly less positive sentiment 

related to the uniqueness of the Business Gateway service.  

Figure 10: On a scale of 1-5, can you tell us how far you agree or disagree with the 

following…?     

 

Base: range from 305-316 

Other sources of support  

Almost all Business Gateway users had used some sort of other business support. Just 2% 

reported not using any other business support. The primary sources identified were: 

general internet search (59%), networking events (52%), advice from peers and 

competitors (51%), and accountant (45%).  In the ‘other’ category (9%) the Cultural 

Enterprise Office was frequently stated. Respondents that provided comments in relation to 

this question highlighted the importance of having access to a variety of support as different 

sources have different strengths. 

“No one organisation can satisfy all types of support. "Formal/official" advice and support 

should always be supplemented with informal, peer support from networking contacts and 

mentors. However, I have found that paid-for services have often been more relevant and 

useful than Business Gateway services.” 
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“Business Gateway tends to offer a 'package' of information - once you have attended the 

basic training, what is on offer may not be relevant and/or takes you no further. IT courses 

are booked up early, not enough places so have not been able to attend those. Networking 

events have deteriorated on what they were a few years ago.” 

“Over 50 % of my support comes from out with Business Gateway. I have a CPD plan and 

fund other training for my development. Networking offers an opportunity for peer support. 

The internet, LinkedIn are of great value. I purchase the Harvard Business Review that often 

has articles tailored to SME's” 

“Best advice/support comes from other businesses - but this needs to be facilitated and 

developed.” 

Figure 11: Apart from Business Gateway, what other sources of business support have you 

used?  

 

Base: 317 

Those respondents that had used Business Gateway services and other forms of support 

were asked to compare their experience. Feedback to this question was mixed, though the 

majority rated Business Gateway positively in relation to other sources.  

It was felt the range of services ‘all under the same roof’ offered by Business Gateway, 

would be difficult to access elsewhere. The cost of some other support services was 

highlighted as a negative, in comparison to the free services of Business Gateway. Though 

some respondents believed that the cost factor with other support services set higher 

expectations – thus a comparison exercise was unfair. These quotes are typical of the 

comments we received in this section of the survey.  
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“Organisations such as chamber and FSB are good, but have their own agenda as they are 

often trying to sell other 'benefits'. Business Gateway is great as a first port of call for general 

information, but backed up with real knowledge, expertise and access to a bigger network.” 

“GrowBiz Perthshire has provided us with unbeatable support. Whilst Business Gateway has 

offered us excellent support in some areas, it seems to largely depend on your business 

figures and if you tick the right boxes.” 

“It’s difficult to access good professional people. For small businesses funds can be difficult 

and the Business Gateway provides access to great people and support. I have paid for a 

number of services out with the Business Gateway and it’s difficult to get service.” 

Comments suggest that outside of large urban areas, there are very few organisations 

offering services like those of Business Gateway. This makes Business Gateway a highly 

demanded and valued service in certain postcode areas. More generally, there was a 

sentiment that whilst excellent business support services of all forms exist in Scotland, both 

public and private sector offerings, they can be very difficult find. This suggests 

improvements are needed in terms of awareness raising and signposting.  

Preference for service delivery  

Figure 12: Preference for service delivery  

 

Base: 317 

The respondents who had used Business Gateway were asked their preference for service 

delivery by local authorities – in-house by local authrority staff, contracted out where it is 

delivered by people external to the local authority, no preference, or other. It should be 

noted that respondents might only have experience of one type of delivery model. 
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Approximately two in five users had no preference, about a quarter thought it should be 

contracted out, and the smallest proportion of respondents thought that it should be 

delivered in house (16%). The remaining 19% of respondents had a preference for ‘other’ 

options and put forward some ideas: 

 There was a strong and clear message from respondents that those delivering 

Business Gateway services should have experience of running a business and up-

to-date knowledge of business issues.  

 A mix of in-house staff with external experts was put forward by a number of 

respondents. It was felt this was the best way to achieve resource efficiency.  

 Some respondents had concerns about the funding of delivery and suggested a full 

scale transparent review should be conducted.  

“It is important that advisers have a good understanding of the business community. I have 

experienced Business Gateway support where it is delivered by Council employees who have 

difficulty understanding the challenges business face.” 

“Depends, whatever will get me and other business owners the help we need. Maybe it should 

be run nationally, I hear what you get varies hugely from area to area so maybe it should be run 

centrally? Definetly think you need external experts to deliver practical workshops. More online 

one to one delivery would be a cool idea.” 

 “We have only used the courses plus a short conversation with an adviser over the phone, but it 

seems to me you should consider something along the line a central agreement across the 

business gateway areas on the topics users of the service actually need, then allow trainers the 

freedom to adapt and change the courses as needed to keep them up to date with a meet up 

once a year to share best practise and content to bring them all roughly in to line. With a bit of 

market research and some care in the broad topics that should be covered, and an emphasis on 

practical learning I think Business Gateway would very quickky become suitable for purpose.” 

Other Business Gateway feedback  

 

The following is a summary of Business Gateway specific feedback that was provided in the 

general open text comment box in the closing section of the survey.  

Respondents had specific concerns about target setting in relation to Business Gateway.  

“The support service is target driven; therefore, Advisers are often stretched and more 

focused on meeting targets than being able to spend time with the right businesses 

delivering a quality service. LA staff managing contracts are not business minded or 

focused. There is a distinct lack of understanding of how businesses operate, what needs 

are and how best to deliver an agile, quality service. Funding is being awarded to some local 

authority areas who can’t and don’t deliver and there is no clawback of funding. Other areas 

who perform better (often contracted out) must hold back support as there’s not enough 

funding left to draw down payment. Completely inconsistent. Overall, there is a real sense of 

lethargy and a serious lack of ambition displayed by managing authorities and bodies.”  

“The target driven approach masks the effectiveness and is not a measure of their ability to 

help business grow.” 

“There needs to be closer scrutiny of value for money. Large amounts of Government money 

are being paid out to local authority areas to deliver Business Gateway services. There is 
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scant scrutiny and measure of what this money is being spent on and the solid outcomes 

being achieved in terms of impact on the local and national economy i.e.., actual jobs (not 

projected - the easy fall-back measure), turnover impact, export value, GVA etc. Where 

there is poor performance, it’s accepted and targets simply get reduced. The net effect is 

less start-up businesses, less growth companies with international ambition and less high 

growth companies going in to Scottish Enterprise Account Management”. 

There were also concerns about the quality of advice, particularly the balance of Business 

Gateway advice and professional advice.  

“I found that the advice I was given to be useful, however, I was concerned that wrong 

advice was being given, particularly in relation to new business and business structures. I 

have come across a number of clients who have taken on board advice given by Business 

Gateway without seeking professional advice and it has led to massive tax bills due to a 

complete lack of understanding of how business structures and tax work. E.g. Ltd Company 

not operating a PAYE system for the owner. When HMRC eventually catch up, money 

withdrawn from the business is grossed up for both tax and NIC.” 
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Non-Business Gateway users 

For those survey respondents that had not used Business Gateway services, they were 

asked the reason for this. There was a variety of reasons provided as illustrated in Figure 

13, analysis did not reveal any specific prominent reason. The ‘other’ category had the 

largest proportion of respondents. Specific comments provided in relation to this category 

related to: 

 Timing of Business Gateway services were not convenient for self-employed people. 

It was suggested there should be more services available early in the morning or late 

evening.  

 Criteria for support – some respondents were unsure what the criteria was to receive 

support and were under the impression that they were unsuitable.  

Figure 13: Reason(s) for not using Business Gateway services  

 

Base: 37 

Business support sources used 

Those respondents that hadn’t used Business Gateway were asked to identify the sources 

of support they had used. The top ones identified were: 

 Networking events (49%) 

 Basic internet searches (43%) 

 Advice from peers and competitors (43%) 

 Accountant (41%) 

 Business organisations, such local chambers or FSB (41%) 
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In the open comment box related to this question, some expressed concerns about the 

availability of support for creative businesses outside of major cities in Scotland.  

In the ‘other’ category, some of the sources specified included: Cultural Enterprise Office, 

Women’s Enterprise Network, GrowBiz, Interface, and First Port.  

Figure 14: Sources used for business support (non- Business Gateway users)   

 

Base: 37 

When asked to generally rate the overall quality of business support in Scotland, there was 

a mixed response. None of the non-Business Gateway user respondents rated business 

support in Scotland as excellent. Approximately 40% rated support ‘very good’ or ‘good’ 

and about 50% rated services as ‘average’ or ‘poor’. Respondents were asked to provide 

further detail on their rating choice. Key points to emerge included: 

 Support varies depending on type of business and sector, resulting in some business 

feeling overlooked  

 The business support eco-system being a ‘cluttered landscape’ that can be difficult 

to navigate and not very connected-up.  

Here is a representative example of a comment to this part of the survey:  

“I think it varies hugely depending on the type of business and sector. As a services 

business I feel very overlooked in the current structure and I think this is wrong as services 

businesses are a huge part of the economy and create revenue and jobs and could be much 

more productive with support.” 
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Figure 15: Generally, how would you rate the quality of business support available in 

Scotland (non-Business Gateway users)   

Base: 37 
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Wider business support landscape in Scotland  

All respondents to the survey, regardless of Business Gateway use, were asked about gaps 

in local business support provision in Scotland. Views on this topic were mixed – the largest 

proportion thought there were gaps (45%), about a third didn’t know (32%), and 23% felt 

there were no gaps.  

Respondents were asked to provide details of the areas with gaps. This resulted in a 

significant range of answers, in total 147 comments were provided. The following table 

summarises the key themes to emerge from these comments.  

Table 3:  Gaps in local business support provision in Scotland 

Area of concern Detail 
Lack of consistent offer 
across Scotland  

 A high proportion of feedback about the inconsistent offer of 
support across different geographies of Scotland 

 Little recognition of different needs of urban and rural 
businesses  

Lack of support for those 
beyond start-up stage but 
don’t meet enterprise 
agency support criteria. 
Sometimes classed the 
pre-pipeline stage 

 Concerns for those businesses who aren’t start-up but don’t 
meet the criterial for Scottish Enterprise or Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise support were highlighted frequently.  
 

“They're happy to support start-up businesses or high growth businesses 
but if you're in that gap in between there's nothing there for you. I was 
stuck in a rut where at 2 years in I needed to employ but to do so needed 
premises for the staff member to work from. Because I was older than 2 
years incubation space was no longer an option yet I saw many 
businesses join incubation programmes and fail before 2 years. I had an 
established business with a proven track record and lack of support was 
stifling my growth.” 
 
“Not all SMEs are going to be able to scale up, but a lot of businesses in 
the £100,000+ could scale up in their own way and in doing so provide 
crucial additional employment opportunities” 

Specific topic areas 
highlighted with limited or 
insufficient support  

 Recruitment and HR 

 Health and safety  

 Social media support  

 Data management support  

 Marketing  

 Procurement and SME access to public contracts  

 Accountancy support, e.g. VAT advice, basic bookkeeping, 
payroll  

 Franchising, licensing, and other third-party delivery models  

 Online business models (too focussed on bricks and mortar 
approach)   

 Product photography and product descriptions  

Funding   No overview available of the funding landscape in Scotland. 
Difficult to get information of what is available and the 
qualifying criteria.  

 Lack of micro funding via strategic loans  

 Funding for skills development and staff training  

 Access to grant writers to help with grant applications  

 Funding for small projects under £10,000 – most funding 
targeted at larger projects  

 Targeted funding for rural SMEs  

Business support 
landscape not connected  

 Delivery organisations have a ‘silo’ mentality and not always 
aware of Government policy directions   

 Lack of partnership working between publicly funded support 
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services for businesses, e.g. Healthy Working Lives 

 There needs to be a greater integration of business support 
services across Scotland  

Sector specific support   Numerous issues were highlighted around the support offer for 
the creative and cultural sectors, including lack of 
understanding of different needs of both sectors 

 Businesses that sit across a few sectors reported finding it 
difficult to find support and felt passed between agencies 

 Some thought that it was difficult to find anything beyond 
generalist support, if you weren’t operating in a key sector or 
STEM related industry 

 Huge deficit of support for service sectors, such as services 
retail, hospitality 

Accessibility of services, 
e.g. timing  

 More services should be offered outside standard business 
hours, especially for self-employed  

 More acknowledgment of those with children who can’t always 
attend afternoon or evening events  

Access to work spaces   Lack of shared and affordable workspaces outside major city 
areas. Need for accessible business hubs in rural areas.   

 Constraints in access to incubator space and low-cost start-up 
office space  

 Acknowledgment that different sectors require different types of 
workspace, e.g. hot desking is not suitable for creatives 

Advertising and public 
awareness  

 Not enough awareness or advertising of the support that is on 
offer  

 Current delivery of business support is reactive to self-
identified needs by entrepreneurs. It should be more proactive 
and promote the benefits of a business start-up culture 

Lack of environmental 
agenda  

 Business support agencies should be pushing awareness of 
environmental issues such as circular economy and zero waste 
from the early intervention stage  

 

The above table highlights recurring themes highlighted by respondents, in terms of gaps in 

business support provision. Other gaps were also highlighted but of less prominence 

amongst responses, these included:  

 Access to mentoring and skilled mentors that have had appropriate training 

 More female specific support  

 Greater support to enhance links between academia and commercial development 

of projects  

Some broader areas of concern raised about local business support provision in Scotland 

related to displacement and the ‘usual suspects’.  

 Displacement1: some service sector businesses believed that they were ‘unfairly’ 

excluded from support due to displacement concerns. Whilst some other businesses 

thought that their business activity was displaced due to publicly funded business 

support activity. One respondent suggested that a ‘no detriment’ principle should be 

introduced and cited an example of Sweden having such a law to prevent SMEs getting 

displaced. 

                                            
1
 Examining the extent to which the intervention will have an adverse impact on other businesses 

https://www.healthyworkinglives.scot/Pages/our-organisation/our-organisation.aspx#?pageid=about-us
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 Variety: it was felt that too many of the same people were running courses and too 

many of the same people benefitting from support. 

Some respondents provided suggestions on improvements they would like to see in 

Scotland’s business support landscape. These were:  

 in relation to office space, opportunities linked to vacant high street properties were 

highlighted: 

“There are real opportunities for changing the mix of high-street usage, which is needed 

with the decline of bricks and mortar retail, but this needs long-term governmental and Local 

Authority initiative. Whilst I accept that we need to encourage public transport, our location 

means that 99% of our customers need to use and choose to use private transport. We 

can't change their habits, so access to reasonable parking options are a significant 

consideration.” 

 Incubators – there was a suggestion that Scotland needs a national incubator strategy. And 

linked to this, it was thought that other areas of Scotland could do with entrepreneurial hubs 

like those in Aberdeen and Dundee. 

Rural context  

Approximately a third of respondents were based in rural areas. Throughout the survey 

specific rural issues were raised in relation to the delivery of business support.  

 Lack of rural outreach and expectation that rural businesses will travel to 

cities/towns.  

 Issues in attracting and retaining staff/professionals to rural areas was hindering 

business growth.  

 Targeted support for rural sectors beyond the continuous promotion of agriculture 

and tourism. 

 Lack of networking opportunities, resulting in feelings of isolation.  

 It was felt that much of the support available was prohibitively expensive and time-

consuming for islanders to attend.  

It was suggested that more creative online solutions and increased availability of travel 

bursaries were needed to assist rural businesses. It was also highlighted that it is often 

easier to get to Edinburgh/Glasgow than somewhere in the Highlands for islanders.  

One rural respondent left the following comment about business support: 

“Outer Hebrides Business Gateway staff provide an amazing service across 

the Outer Hebrides. Given the current state of Highlands & Islands Enterprise 

(HIE) locally…. the Comhairle nan Eilean Business Gateway is literally "the 

only game in town" where micro-business support, advice and funding is 

concerned!” 

Feedback not directly linked to this inquiry  

This section captures wider feedback related to the concerns of SMEs captured in the 

survey but not directly linked to the remit of this inquiry. Some of these concerns have been 

summarised in the following points: 
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 Encourage entrepreneurship early, needs a more prominent role in the education 

curriculum  

 Strong comments about drop in quality of service offered by Cultural Enterprise 

Office  

 Concerns about recent policy changes and the political landscape  

 
“Up the level for small business rates relief. We move to marginally bigger office, we 

previously were exempt from rates relief, we now must find £1,000 per month to pay this, 

what do we get for it? That is costing an employee. The income tax increase and uncertainty 

in Scotland re another referendum at some point is stopping investment into the country, the 

biggest thing that could be done to assist business would be to keep income tax in line with 

rest of UK and announce there will not be another referendum for at least 10 years, investors 

and business do not like uncertainty.” 

Overall sentiment on business support  

It needs to be emphasised, despite the many comments regarding gaps and areas for 

improvement in business support, the general sentiment about Scotland’s business support 

was positive.  

“After returning to the UK after a number of years abroad and setting up a new business, I 

was pleasantly surprised how much support there is available to new businesses.” 

“I think you are doing really good job. It would be great to see more online support so when 

we can't travel to the location we can access the materials online.” 
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Summary  

 Awareness and signposting to Business Gateway could be improved. Quite a few 

comments about not knowing it exists, and/or not knowing the extent of the services 

it offers. Also, the criteria for Business Gateway support needs to be more 

transparent with increased communication to enhance understanding.  

 Inconsistency in the quality of Business Gateway services offered at a local level; 

and at a national level inconsistency in the Business Gateway offer between local 

authority areas, resulting something of a ‘postcode lottery’.  

 Whilst generally valued, some respondents found Business Gateway support too 

generalist or not appropriate for some sectors that require more specific support. 

In this context the culture and creative sectors came up numerous times.  

 Desire for more ‘practical’ and ‘one-to-one’ support via Business Gateway    

 Over half (56%) stated Business Gateway “provided me with encouragement and 

support to progress my business’.  Other popular answers were ‘helped to start my 

business’ (40%) and ‘improved the operations of my business’ (26%). Fifteen 

percent of respondents reported that Business Gateway ‘didn’t help or enhance my 

business’ 

 Overall, there is demand for Business Gateway services. These services are 

valued but there was a general sentiment that there was room for 

improvement.   

 Respondents didn’t demonstrate a clear preference for service delivery by 

local authorities. Approximately two in five users had no preference, about a 

quarter thought it should be contracted out, and the smallest proportion of 

respondents thought that it should be delivered in house (16%). The remaining 19% 

of respondents preferred ‘other’ options, 

 

 Deeper analysis of the survey responses shows that those that left very positive 

feedback tended to be those at a basic beginner level, thus had lower 

expectations. Whilst the more critical responses came from those with more 

business experience, who would likely have higher expectations.   

 In general, too many agencies involved, and the business support landscape is 

confused.  

 Rural specific issues were highlighted in terms of access to business support.  

 More integration needed by business support delivery agencies. It was felt that 

Scotland’s business support offer was siloed with a lack of partnership working.  

Alison O’Connor 

Senior Analyst, Financial Scrutiny Unity  

SPICe - October 2018 

 
Note: Committee papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish Parliament committees and 
clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond to specific questions or areas of interest 
to committees and are not intended to offer comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 
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