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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE  

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY   

SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE  

  

 Key points:  

•  Scotland has an enviable level of support for developing businesses, delivered through 

local authorities primarily via Business Gateway, the Enterprise Agencies, and private 

sector organisations such as Chambers of Commerce.  

•  This substantive supporting ecosystem is a key strength, however this can lead to an 

overwhelming environment for firms seeking support in specific circumstances.  

•  Streamlined communication and transparency, both across the various partner 

organisations that provide business support in their respective interactions, and towards 

businesses seeking that support, is vital.  

•  Chambers of Commerce engage actively with local Business Gateway partners in their 

region, but this can be inconsistent due to the informal nature of some of these 

relationships.  

•  Formalising communication channels, with obligations on local Business Gateways to 

ensure they are engaging with other providers of business support in their area, could 

lead to substantial efficiencies and more effective working relationships.   

•  Existing collaborative initiatives within regions, such as the Developing the Young 

Workforce Initiative or Local Export Partnerships, could act as templates on which to 

base more effective working relationships which balance the needs and contributions of 

all stakeholders in a local area.   

   

About the Scottish Chambers of Commerce Network  

  

Scottish Chambers of Commerce (SCC) is Scotland‟s largest business network. SCC 

brings the views of the business community together, forming a clear and powerful 

expression of Scottish business opinion through its network of 26 accredited Chambers of 

Commerce, representing 11,000 members.   

 

Introduction  

  

Scottish Chambers of Commerce welcomes the opportunity to respond to Scottish  

Parliament‟s Economy, Jobs and Fair Work Committee specifically related to Business 

Support and the role of Business Gateway in developing Scotland‟s entrepreneurial 

ecosystem.  SCC is aware that some Chambers have opted to share the committee survey 

directly with their members in order to gauge direct business feedback on their experiences 

of Business Gateway.   For this reason, this evidence focuses mainly on engagement 
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between regional Chambers of Commerce and the local authority delivery of Business 

Gateway.   

  

Business Gateway occupies a challenging space in Scotland‟s business support 

ecosystem.   The Scottish Government, as part of the National Performance Framework, 

identifies “Increasing the number of businesses” as one of Scotland‟s key National 

Indicators.     

  

The most recent official figures for this indicator show that the current number of registered 

businesses per 10,000 adults is 393, up from 351 in 2006.  This equates to a total of 

176,400 businesses, an increase of 1.4% on 2016.   From 2006 to 2017, the figures report 

an increase of over 28,000 registered businesses.  An increase was observed across all 

size bands, but particularly for sole-traders / partnerships, which grew from 54K to just 

under 69K between 2006 to 2017.   

The ONS report a similar number for VAT / PAYE registered businesses in Scotland, with 

approximately 175K registered businesses accounting for 6.5% of the UK total.  For 

context, London accounts for 506K registered firms, or approximately 19% of the total UK 

figure.   

The Scottish Government highlight, in their own literature around this national indicator, that 

Business Gateway is a key partner in delivering improvements in this metric, through 

delivering start-up training, business advice, and signposting firms to appropriate financial 

support.   

https://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/businesses
https://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/businesses
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation/2017#business-counts-by-uk-region
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation/2017#business-counts-by-uk-region
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Fundamentally, the key role of Business Gateway is as an intervention mechanism, to 

support the formation and development of new businesses in areas where the private 

sector is unable to intervene commercially.  The introductory literature and themes around 

Business Gateway support this concept of early stage intervention in business 

development, mainly being focused around the creation of business plans and the initial 

structure to develop a business idea into a feasible commercial enterprise.  Business 

Gateway also provides growth-centred advice and signposting to funding, for firms at a 

more mature stage in their business lifecycle.   

Business gateway  

1.  What does Business Gateway do well and where can improvements be made?  

Chambers generally reported that Business Gateway had some specific strengths in this 

early stage activity, with the templates and other guidance for business start up providing 

invaluable assistance and areas of consideration for entrepreneurs embarking on their 

initial business journey.  Furthermore, dependent on the area, there was often praise for the 

events programme and a general recognition that many of these events were well received.  

Suggestions for improvements tended to focus on the design and practice of the pipeline or 

funnel for Business Gateway (and general Enterprise support across Scotland), with the 

suggestion that businesses could find themselves in a position where their route to support 

is somewhat unclear, despite the relatively well formed entrepreneurial ecosystem in 

Scotland.   The Scottish Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Guide, produced by Scotland CAN DO 

/ Scottish Enterprise, alongside the directory available at http://www.ecosystem.scot/ - acts 

to illustrate just how fully-formed and diverse the entrepreneurial support system is in 

Scotland.   This is a significant strength for Scotland, but without clearly signposting and 

collaboration between all of these bodies, finding the right route to support can be 

frustrating for firms in need of advice.  Businesses will often find that funding or advice is 

available in some form for their specific need, however, working through the various public 

and private sector channels to secure this support can be overwhelming.   

The overall working relationship between local Chambers and their respective Business 

Gateways tended to be positive on the whole, but there was variation within this.  The core 

theme which tended to drive this variation was the strength of communication channels 

between the local Business Gateway unit and the local Chamber, where communication 

channels had been developed (either informally via personal, often longstanding 

relationships, or via more formal agreements with local authorities), the relationship was 

characterised by far higher degrees of collaboration, partnership working and mutual 

support.   Collaboration on larger scale local events, such as local Business Week 

programmes, is one clear example of this.  

Personal relationships between Business Gateway advisers and senior management in a 

local office, and Chamber staff, were often the foundation upon which these effective 

working arrangements were built.  However, this wasn‟t the case for every local Chamber, 

especially where staff turnover had been high on either side.  One area which the 

committee may wish to consider is whether there is space to build resilience into these 

http://www.ecosystem.scot/
http://www.ecosystem.scot/
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relationships by ensuring that local Business Gateway units have structured KPIs to engage 

with the private sector business support organisations in their area.   More formal, 

transparent commitments in this area could be the starting point for more consistent 

collaborative relationships across Scotland.  

Chambers also highlighted that rarely, there were some key areas in which Business 

Gateway could act to compete – often unintentionally – with private sector business support 

organisations offerings in their area.   Training events represented one area where 

duplication could create unnecessary competition between organisations.   

Fundamentally, the core feedback from Chambers suggests that there is real value in some 

type of formal feedback or dialogue mechanism between local, private sector-based 

organisations that provide entrepreneurial support, and the Business Gateway in their 

region.  Strong relationships, and in some areas, co-location, have acted to generate more 

effective working practices.  In order to ensure the most effective use of public funds, and to 

avoid unnecessary competition, there should be a formal requirement for regional Business 

Gateways to engage in directly with business organisations in their area.  This could be 

through quarterly forums, through more transparent reporting, or a range of other 

stakeholder involvement activities, to ensure that they are working in a more cohesive 

manner with the broad range of entrepreneurial support services in Scotland.  This could be 

aided by national forums which bring together national representative bodies with the 

Business Gateway National Unit, to understand the broader strategic picture and aims of 

the organisation on an annual basis.      

Building a more formal dialogue could also drive information sharing in a more effective 

manner.  Chambers of Commerce routinely gather business sentiment on economic 

conditions, and through specific initiatives, source intelligence from firms on issues such as 

the circular economy or digital readiness.  A structured channel to share information across 

both parties could ensure that decisions on future funding allocation and programmes are 

made with a more substantive body of evidence.   

From an external perspective, Business Gateway could provide more detail to external 

stakeholders on the overall breadth of their activities, the return acquired, and evidence of 

the activities undertaken with participating businesses.  It is clear that Business Gateway 

are providing value to many businesses, but more transparent publication of activity, where 

possible consolidating regional Business Gateway reports as part of reporting hub 

managed by the Business Gateway National Unit, would be beneficial.  This would also aid 

in providing comparative analysis of best practice, comparing more „traditional‟ Business 

Gateway setups with the accelerator and Business Gateway co-location model adopted by 

others such as Elevator in Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire and Tayside.  

Although the Business Gateway National Unit does provide some reporting at the moment 

via their annual review, this is provided at a high level, and does not go into regional 

comparisons.   
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2. What are your views on the quality of the following services delivered by 

Business Gateway:  

(i) Online services;  

(ii) Workshops, events and training; (iii) Business 

adviser service.  

Broadly, anecdotal feedback from members direct to Chambers has suggested that the vast 

majority of services are provided to a satisfactory standard.  

Chamber feedback emphasised the importance of the business adviser service as a key 

touchpoint for building and maintaining credibility and positive perceptions of the service.  

Business Gateway should ensure that advisers continue to be held to high standards, as 

they are the key touchpoint for businesses interacting with the service.  

3. Has the quality of service has changed over the years?  

Feedback generally suggested that the quality of the Business Gateway Services have 

either been maintained at historical levels or improved.  Concerns were raised around the 

sustainability of some of these services by some Chambers, linked to the growing narrative 

around constrained local authority funding.   

4. Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 

Gateway?  

There were a number of common reasons raised across chambers for this:  

• Misunderstanding of the offer / what is available – some businesses don‟t 

understand the key services provided, or, due to branding, may only see Business 

Gateway as a resource for very early stage start-ups.   Considering differentiation of 

brands across the start-up and business growth pipelines, with Business Gateway 

retained as a start-up focused brand, could be one way to provide clarity to firms.     

• Perception from the link to the Local Authority – This wasn‟t a unanimous view 

across Chambers, but some questions were raised over the credibility and 

perceptual challenges which derive from being closely associated with the local 

authority.  The local authority role in certain areas such as enforcement, can lead to 

some perceived conflicts between this enforcement role, and their supportive role in 

terms of business development / economic regional development.   Understanding  

the variance in engagement rates between differentiated brands (for example 

Elevator across some regions of Scotland), and those which are more closely tied to 

the local authority or traditional branding, could perhaps test the veracity of this 

argument.  

• The rise of other, non-traditional competitors or organisations in this space – 

particularly branded co-working spaces which position themselves as “ecosystems” 

in their own right.  How is Business Gateway currently working to engage with these, 

often discipline centric, communities?  
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• Core perceptions around Adviser competence and credibility were raised as 

one potential barrier.  As with Question 2, it should be stated that Chambers 

generally observed advisers as effective, especially when it comes to core, 

transferable start-up advice.  Ensuring that high standards are maintained for 

advisers, and that these advisers are engaged in the community and approachable, 

remains key to the success of any regionally focused initiative.   

5. Can you give the Committee examples of how Business Gateway is helping 

existing businesses to grow; for example - starting to export, innovate or 

employ more staff?  

As Chambers of Commerce have their own initiatives in some of these areas, exposure to 

these successes is less common than it may be for other organisations.    

Chambers are certainly aware of support programmes such as Digital Boost and the 

engagement generated through these programmes.   

Local Export Partnerships stand out in particular as one area in which Chambers of 

Commerce partner with a range of stakeholders, including Business Gateway, to drive 

export performance on a regional basis.   

6. How well have local authorities run Business Gateway services? What are 

your views on whether services are best delivered ‘in-house’ or contracted 

out?  

The core theme of Chamber feedback in this area was that either model can work, and this 

often works most effectively where the Business Gateway unit has been kept at armslength, 

and allowed to retain differentiation of location, and branding.  Regardless of who actually 

provides the service in practice, retaining key elements of brand differentiation was key to 

ensure businesses have a clear route to support.   

As with prior responses, local authority in house delivery hasn‟t tended to impact on 

perception of service provision on the whole, although some Chambers suggested that the 

consolidation into the local authority, especially in terms of presence (i.e. moving from a 

High St base into a Council HQ), could have an impact on delivery, perception and brand 

differentiation.   

Arguably, there is space for Chambers of Commerce and other membership organisations 

to take a more active role in the provision of some outsourced services.  In areas where 

Chambers of Commerce have specific expertise, such as exporting, Business Gateway 

client businesses could access specialised chamber training, which may run outside of the 

Business Gateway focus areas, via a voucher system or some other subsidised route.   

Other sources of advice and support  

7. What are the alternative sources of advice, funding and support available to 

Scotland’s businesses at a local level?  
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There‟s an exceptional array of advice, funding and support available to Scotland‟s 

businesses.  Whilst, it wouldn‟t necessarily be productive to list all of this support here, it 

can be confusing for firms to locate, and the signposting can be challenging.  The mygov 

Scotland site provides an overview of the significant support options available for 

businesses, through a range of support agencies and via European funding.  Collaborative 

efforts such as Better Business Finance, managed via UK Finance, attempt to provide a 

more cohesive way for firms to locate local funding.  Even via comparison tools such as 

these, the range of funding options can be somewhat daunting for firms.  

Scottish Chambers of Commerce offer a Business Mentoring Service with over 1,200 active 

mentors.  Delivered regionally across Scotland by local chambers, and predominately 

funded via Scottish Enterprise, the programme allows for entrepreneurs to receive 

structured mentoring sessions to discuss business challenges and routes to success.  With 

regards to Business Gateway, a more defined route to referral to the mentoring service 

could be beneficial, as this is not always consistent across local authority areas.   

Chambers of Commerce also provide a range of additional business support services, 

including around exporting and, dependent on area, comprehensive training programmes 

which cover a range of disciplines.    

8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done 

to fill any gaps?   

Chambers have raised that on a sectoral basis, there can be some challenges for firms if 

they don‟t fall into the focus areas for the Enterprise Agencies.  Specific types of 

businesses, for example family-owned firms or rural enterprises, may have defined 

challenges that aren‟t addressed under the current structures.  Furthermore, there was a 

perception that, unless a business is focused on exporting or within the enterprise agency 

focus areas, support tended to focus on firms at a start-up level, rather than mature firms 

which could potentially extract significant benefits from advice around improved business 

processes.  

Suggestions were for a clearer funnel, taking into account the services such as mentoring, 

export support or other broader business support provided by organisations such as 

Chambers of Commerce.  Currently, Chambers do receive some informal referrals from 

Business Gateway Units, but a more formal process for where this is appropriate could be 

beneficial for the experience of businesses working their way through the support pipeline.  

The committee may wish to consider the Local Export Partnership model currently pursued 

by Chambers of Commerce, with a varied range of local stakeholders including Scottish 

Development International, local authorities and Business Gateway, as one example of a 

model in which a more formalised working relationship is acting to improve collaboration 

between these bodies, and the exporting performance of Scottish businesses.   

“Aftercare” business support was mentioned as one area where closer working between 

Chambers of Commerce, other business support organisations and Business Gateway, 

could provide real benefits to Scottish firms.  One suggestion was partially subsidised 
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membership for firms which have left the start-up stage and are moving into a more mature 

stage of the business life-cycle.   Ayrshire Chamber, through their Future Chamber 

programme, already provides a similar type of programme, in which members sponsor the 

membership of young entrepreneurs.   This would act as a relatively low-cost option to 

provide a pre-existing network of business support to a firm entering a more mature stage in 

their business life cycle, perhaps tied to the Scottish Chambers mentoring programme and 

the formal milestones linked to this.      

A programme such as this may not be appropriate for all areas, or indeed all local 

Chambers of Commerce. However, it is critical that businesses are integrated into their 

local business community and supported, following their journey with Business Gateway, if 

they aren‟t progressing on to account management / further support with one of the 

Enterprise Agencies.  

9.  What other business support services (beyond the Business Gateway) are 

provided by local authorities and how important are they to local businesses?  

There‟s a range of programmes which differ across local authorities, and in the degree of 

importance to firms.   Business Incubator services are growing in popularity, with the 

InCube service provided by Renfrewshire Council, acting to provide a range of services 

including Chamber membership, workshops, branding advice and office space.  As 

previously mentioned, Elevator also provides a co-located Business Gateway / business 

accelerator space in an attempt to put forward a more cohesive support service for local 

businesses.   

As part of understanding resilience concerns around future business support, the portion of 

ERDF, and other European Structural Funds, which support the operation of these services 

should be adequately mapped and understood.  With the UK Shared Prosperity Fund, the 

suggested replacement of these funds, yet to be fully mapped out, there are some concerns 

around the resilience of these programmes in the short to mid-term, especially in the event 

of a withdrawal from the European Union which forgoes any formal transitional agreement.  

Some of the current work being undertaken by the Economy, Jobs and Fair Work 

Committee on ESIFs may act to provide a basis for this.   

Local authorities also have control over a broad range of functions which facilitate economic 

development and business growth in an indirect way, such as planning and other 

enforcement obligations.   

Concluding Recommendations:  

The Scottish Chambers of Commerce Network ultimately wants to see a stronger 

entrepreneurial and business growth ecosystem, which supports and grows businesses, 

and places the private sector at the core of that ecosystem. The following areas are key 

actions that can be taken to support this aim:   
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1. Formalised working relationships and dialogue between Business Gateway 

and comparative organisations that provide Business Support in local areas, 

including Chambers of Commerce.  

Communication between Chambers and Business Gateway units is very strong in some 

areas, but this is often traced back to personal relationships, and can sometimes be 

inconsistent across regions. A formal requirement for Business Gateway to engage with 

other organisations in their respective areas, through quarterly strategic meetings as one 

example, could assist in driving value for public funds by avoiding unnecessary duplication, 

and increase collaboration by creating a foundation to build productive working 

relationships.   

2. Clearer, more transparent reporting, and national consolidation / comparison 

of this where possible.  

The Business Gateway National Unit produces an annual review, and documents relating to 

progress for various regional Business Gateway units can be found online, but this is 

inconsistent.  It would be beneficial for all local reporting to be stored in a single, national 

hub to improve transparency.  This would also assist policy-makers and the private sector in 

identifying the areas where challenges are most likely to be experienced, which could result 

in more pro-active engagement and collaborative working towards solutions.  Part of this 

could be achieved via more formalised engagement options, as suggested above, but given 

the broad array of regional stakeholders in each local authority area, more transparent 

reporting should be a key element of the Business Gateway service in the future.   

3. Mapping of the business support journey, including routes to funding, and the 

role of the Enterprise and Skills Review / Strategic Board.  

It may be worthwhile for the committee, or the Scottish Government to consider mapping 

the business support journey, considering the resources of membership organisations and 

other business support bodies, in order to understand where duplication is occurring and 

where additional resource should be allocated.    

Much of this work will already have been conducted as part of the ongoing Enterprise and 

Skills Review, and SCC are conscious that process improvements have already been 

proposed to simplify the business support journey and work towards a single portal for 

information.  The Enterprise and Skills Review represents an invaluable opportunity to 

streamline Scotland‟s business support environment.  SCC are aware that Business 

Gateway has been referenced in the review, but we would recommend that the Strategic 

Board ensure that the alignment process fully considers the critical role of Business 

Gateway, the long-term strategy for the programme, and whether further work or a 

separate, focused evaluation of Business Gateway services is necessary at the conclusion 

of the Enterprise and Skills Review.    

Fundamentally, Business Gateway continues to provide a valued range of services which 

support growing Scottish start-ups, but increased collaboration and transparency could 

assist in driving more value from these services.   Chambers of Commerce already engage 
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in collaborative work with Business Gateway regional units, but there is clearly significant 

scope to deepen this relationship, alongside other existing membership organisations and 

private sector business support provision.   

The increasing success of the Developing the Young Workforce programme, which is built 

on collaboration between the private sector, public sector and the higher education sector, 

with the key involvement of Chambers of Commerce, highlights one example where this 

collaborative approach has been harnessed to the mutual benefit of Scotland‟s young 

people, businesses, and civic society.   

  

   

  




