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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Scottish Enterprise 

CONTEXT 
 
In the decade following the transfer of Business Gateway (BG) to Local Authorities, the 
enterprise and business support landscape has been evolving and has broadened 
considerably to reflect economic circumstances and business need.  A good example is the 
introduction of the Growth Advisory Service by the BG to meet a particular business demand 
at a local level.  The recent Enterprise and Skills review provided a good opportunity for 
partners to take stock, consider the shifts that will transform the economy over the next 
decade and listen to feedback from business on what support they need to grow.   
 
One of the specific outcomes of the Enterprise and Skills review was a programme to deliver 
greater coherence and connectivity in the business support system, to make it easier to 
understand and access, and respond more effectively to changing business needs.  In 
recognition of the important role played by BG in the business support ecosystem, the 
Business Gateway National Unit and the Scottish Local Authority Economic Development 
Group (SLAED) are working with Scottish Enterprise (SE), Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
(HIE), and Skills Development Scotland (SDS) to deliver a collaborative programme of 
improvement. 
 
This group have identified three main areas of work to deliver the goal of a seamless and 
effective business support ecosystem: 
 

 Smarter Delivery – data driven decision making; greater collaboration 

 Better Customer Experience – no wrong door; tailored support 

 Simplified and Streamlined – improved service quality and turnaround time 

 
SE and BG work closely on the delivery of a wide range of services and this submission 
seeks to illustrate that depth of relationship and the opportunities for the future.   
 

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

 
The core benefit of BG being part of the Local Authority structure is the potential for services 
to be flexibly tailored to local needs and circumstances and for integration with other 
services delivered by the Local Authority, such as planning.  It also facilitates partnerships 
with local organisations both public and private.  For example, Business Gateway Fife has a 
partnership programme with professional services firms such as accountants and solicitors.  
This does, however, mean that the variety and intensity of support available in different Local 
Authorities can vary. 
 
In terms of current day-to-day operations, each BG has a single point of contact within SE 
and this relationship works well in ensuring that companies referred to SE by BG for Growth 
Pipeline or Account Management services are given the appropriate level of support to 
match their needs.  The introduction of the BG-led Growth Advisory Service has contributed 
to the volume of referrals from BG to SE reducing.   
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In considering the services provided by BG, SE or other partners, it will be important to get 
the balance right between local variation and national consistency to ensure we deliver the 
services that businesses and the economy needs. 
 
The introduction of the new Regional Partnerships, announced in the Enterprise and Skills 
Review, provides an opportunity for stronger and more coherent delivery of business support 
services, enabling partners to assess the local business base and coordinate their efforts.  
This will eliminate overlap and create a seamless service, ensuring that businesses receive 
the right help at the right time from the right organisation.   
 
2. What are your views on the quality of the following services delivered by Business 

Gateway? 
 

(i) Online Services 
 
SE and BG share a customer contact and call centre, which receives around 29,000 
enquiries each year from businesses seeking support from BG, SE or other partners.  This 
single-entry point for customers ensures consistency of service, with customers directed to 
the correct source of support. 
 
In addition, BG offers extensive company support resources online – webinars, how-to 
guides, signposting etc.  This allows customers to access support at a time convenient to 
them rather than having to speak with an advisor.  These resources extend from advice on 
business start-up through to advice and information on running a business, including tax, 
VAT, IT, regulations etc.   
 
These online resources are distinct from the BG company research service, which is run by 
SE as part of the customer contact and call centre.  This is a dedicated team of professional 
researchers who access a wide range of subscribed databases to provide market insights 
and other types research to help companies make informed decisions linked to growing their 
business e.g. research to help companies evaluate the opportunities in a new overseas 
market. 
 
This service is well regarded by clients, and BG have a key role in designing and promoting 
the delivery of the service.  In 2017/18, the service delivered 2,921 pieces of research in 
direct response to specific client requests. In addition, the team maintains a library of 100 
market insight reports for pre-start clients; in 2017/18 these were downloaded 6,857 times by 
BG client companies. 
 
(ii) Workshops, events and training 
 
BG deliver an extensive range of workshops, events and training covering areas such as 
starting a business, e-commerce, or intellectual property.  As well as the valuable insight 
delivered by the BG advisers, these events offer an opportunity for peer-to-peer learning 
which we know from our own events is highly valued by businesses. 
 
(iii) Business Adviser services 
 
In some cases, BG Business Advisers can have large portfolios which may reduce their 
capacity to engage at a strategic level with individual companies.  The new Regional 
Partnership model mentioned above could, through deeper collaboration around direct 
business support, enable advisers across all partners to better meet business demands in 
the region. 
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4.    Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 
Gateway? 
 
Others, companies in particular, will be better placed to say why businesses choose not to 
use BG, although there continues to be a perception that BG is only for start-ups which may 
account for established businesses not seeking their support.   
 
SE carries out regular surveys of potential customers and we include below the main 
reasons identified for not taking up our support.  It is probable that some of the views of 
business in these surveys apply equally to BG. 

 

 Lack of awareness of support available from the public sector 

 The time which company leaders have available to commit.  Most companies 
supported by SE are SMEs and will often be too focused on managing the business 
to have time to engage.  This is certain to also be an issue for prospective BG clients. 

 Some companies can be reticent or have issues with sharing fuller details about their 
operations, including due to concerns about data security, which can impede full 
engagement. 

 Some companies will take the view that they don’t need support.  This is often linked 
to a lack of understanding about our role (e.g. that we only issue grants); 

 They have had a poor experience of engaging with the public sector in the past. 
 

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? 
 
In answering this question, we would like to highlight some examples of collaborative activity 
between SE and BG to help businesses grow. 
 
Export Advisory Service (EAS) 
 
The EAS was launched in April 2016 providing 1-2-1 advisory support in 11 geographical 
regions across Scotland (including HIE).  These align with BG areas and the service was 
designed to create a pipeline of companies ready to access international trade support.   
 
In addition, regional partners have worked together to deliver awareness and capability 
events and workshops to stimulate interest in exporting.  In some BG areas, the EAS 
advisers hold regular surgery sessions. 
  
Since the start of the service there has been early stage support provided to 2,148 
companies, with a further 366 companies receiving more intensive support. It is worth noting 
that the majority of the companies receiving this support, 92% and 88% respectively, were 
not Account Managed by SE.  
 
Digital Boost 
 
Digital Boost was developed as part of the National Digital Engagement Programme (NDEP) 
by SE, HIE, the Business Gateway National Unit, and individual BGs on behalf of Digital 
Scotland. The purpose of this £2.75m programme was to get businesses to use digital 
technology to enter new markets, trade internationally, increase efficiencies and, potentially, 
employ more staff.  
 
To date the programme has hosted 1,122 workshops with 6,885 businesses and delivered 
one-to-one support to a further 686 businesses. 
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Wider Innovation Services 
 
Each BG has a dedicated SE Wider Innovation Partnership Manager who is responsible for 
working alongside BG advisers to provide Innovation Support.   
  
BG advisers identify and refer clients which are most likely to benefit from innovation 
support, which includes: 
  

 Innovation Support Service (advisor 1:1 guidance and action planning) 

 Make it to Market and By design (on-line grants) 

 Innovation Expert Support (consultancy support for feasibility, development 
and validation) 

 Innovation Project Support (grant support for project implementation) 

 Intellectual Asset Specialist Support 

 Intellectual Property Office Grants 

  
Since we started rolling the service out to BG in 2015/16, over 800 companies have received 
Wider Innovation support from SE each year – the majority of which are supported by a 
dedicated Gateway Adviser. 
 
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? 
 
Approximately two thirds of BG services are now delivered in-house.  Both models can work 
well but have different strengths.  A contracted-out service, generally speaking, has a 
greater outcome focus, given that payment is by result, while an in-house service has 
greater flexibility to respond to changing circumstances than any contract could 
accommodate.   
 
Of far greater importance to the level and variety of service delivered is what priority, 
resources and funding that individual Local Authorities can give to economic development 
and business support, given that it is a non-statutory function.    
 

 
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? 
 
There is a wide range of business advice and support provided by public, private and third 
sector partners such as Zero Waste Scotland, Just Enterprise, Business Loans Scotland, 
and Entrepreneurial Scotland.   
 
Professional services firms are a vital source of advice and support for businesses at a local 
level.  They can also serve a vital function by referring businesses to relevant public sector 
support which is where partnerships such that the one promoted by Business Gateway Fife 
(as mentioned in our response to Q1 above) can build greater understanding of what is 
available. 
 
Local Chambers of Commerce are also a source of advice and, via their link to the Scottish 
Chamber of Commerce, a delivery agent for public support such as the SE business 
mentoring programme.  They also play an important facilitative role in promoting peer-to-
peer engagement enabling businesses to learn from each other. 
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In addition to the direct support delivered by BG at the local level, there are currently c.700 
businesses accessing SE’s services via the Growth Pipeline which provides support based 
on the particular growth needs of the business. Many of these services are available to any 
business able to benefit from it, for example the Scottish Manufacturing Advisory Service 
(SMAS), innovation advice, or support for companies looking to export for the first time. 
 
Beyond the support provided to individual companies, the work SE and other public partners 
do at a sector level is designed to engage with companies across the spectrum from SMEs 
through to the larger businesses.  For example, the ambition for the National Manufacturing 
Institute for Scotland (NMIS) is to make it accessible to businesses of all sizes and in all 
parts of Scotland.  It will be important that, as these services are being developed that they 
are integrated within a unified offer to businesses via the enterprise support agencies, 
including BG. 
  
8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done to 

fill any gaps? 
 
Given the evidence above on the extensive range of services available to businesses it is 
difficult to see any service gap in the growth support available to companies.  However, 
there are gaps around awareness and ease of access.  As mentioned above, one reason 
given for companies not engaging with public support is the limited amount of time they have 
available to navigate the system.  In a similar vein, we know that businesses are very often 
frustrated at how long it can take for support to be approved.  These issues are being 
addressed by the improvement programme mentioned in the context section above.  This 
programme is responsible for ensuring that service delivery will be simplified, streamlined 
and seamless.   
 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
We trust that this submission is of value to the Committee in their discussions and we look 
forward to engaging with them further on this important subject.  


