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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 

SUBMISSION FROM FSB Scotland  

 
 
The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) is Scotland’s leading business 
organisation. Our mission is to help smaller businesses achieve their ambitions. 
These micro and small businesses comprise the majority of all enterprises in 
Scotland (98%), employ around one million people and contribute £68bn to the 
economy. 
 
FSB welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback to the Committee on the 
Business Gateway service. As smaller businesses are core customers of Business 
Gateway we have taken a very close interest in the development of the service, as 
well as the wider business support landscape. This submission answers the 
questions posed by the Committee but also explores certain aspects of Business 
Gateway and business support in more detail.  
 
Key points 
 

• While businesses in Scotland can access a wide range of support, we have 
often highlighted the need to ensure business support is designed from the 
user’s perspective, pointing out where duplication, or failure to join-up with 
other services make this more difficult to achieve. Our views on Business 
Gateway should be considered within this wider context. 
 

• Business Gateway provides a generally good national advisory service with 
high satisfaction rates, though there are some differences in quality around 
the country.   

 

• For a number of reasons Business Gateway has not become the gateway into 
other business or government support in the way we might have envisaged.  
 

• Significant improvements are required around governance, transparency and 
scrutiny of the national service.  

 
 
Questions Summary 
 

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

• Scotland benefits from a pretty comprehensive business support system. 
Business Gateway sits at the heart of the system, with a highly-recognised 
brand offering a mainstream national service for both start-ups and existing 
businesses, with good customer satisfaction and business survival rates.  

• Further consideration could be given to how the current business support 
landscape supports: 
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o Particular groups under-represented amongst business owners, 
including women, BAME individuals and those living in areas of high 
deprivation 

o Rural communities 
o Businesses in sectors sometimes denied support e.g. retail 
o Growing businesses not meeting growth criteria to progress to pipeline 

• There are some good examples of integration with existing local authority 
support for businesses and connection to local business community. 

• There are some concerns about variations in Business Gateway’s 
performance across the country, as well as the priority given to the Business 
Gateway service by some authorities. 

• Far more needs to be done to ensure a seamless service to business across 
the broad range of publicly funded business support, since there has been a 
lack of commitment towards realising the vision of Business Gateway as a 
‘gateway’ into business support. 

• Whilst Business Gateway correctly focuses its main engagement activity on 

businesses, it has not recognised the benefits that could have come from 

better proactive engagement with stakeholders, decision-makers and partners 

across Scotland.  

 
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. 

 

• The available evidence would suggest broad satisfaction with these services.  

• However, in recent years we have repeatedly highlighted the importance of 
improving our digital public services; including those which allow businesses 
to interact with the public sector, whether local or national government (or an 
agency). The online services of Business Gateway have certainly improved 
but more thought needs to be given to the consistency of information across 
different websites.  

• In our discussions about business support as part of the Enterprise and Skills 
Review, we highlighted the importance of high quality advisors – this is 
particularly key as we seek to encourage more businesses to grow.  
 

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

• Given the lack of publicly available data it is difficult to offer a view, though 
generally customer satisfaction levels remain high. 

• As stated above, there are some concerns about variations in service by area 
and whether businesses can be assured of receiving a consistent level of 
quality across the country.  
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4. Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 
Gateway? 
 

• Not all businesses seek external advice or support. Those that do are more 
likely to use accountants, friends and family and business owners before 
seeking out government-funded support.  

• Despite high brand awareness, and a concerted effort to advertise Business 
Gateway’s services to existing businesses, it is still often viewed as a start-up 
service by many firms.  

• While firms still prefer face-to-face advice, the nature of business support is 
changing with more and more support provided online.  

 
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? 
 

• We have supported the expansion of services available to existing 
businesses, particularly those not currently meeting the growth pipeline 
criteria.  

• This includes services which help businesses to take on their first employee, 
as well as the provision of ‘expert help’ which gives businesses access to 
specialist advice such as sales or marketing. More recently we have 
supported the Digital Boost programme to expand the digital capabilities of 
businesses.  
 

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? 
 

• Our views on the service are largely positive. However, there are questions 
about patchy quality of services.  

• We find that the delivery model of ‘in-house’ or contracted out is not a defining 
characteristic of a good service. Good networks, commitment to local area, 
quality advisors and a willingness to engage in the local economy are more 
important aspects of a ‘good’ Business Gateway – and these are found both 
in council-run and contracted out services.  
 

7. What are the alternative sources of advice, funding and support 
available to Scotland’s businesses at a local level? 
 

• Additional local products or services are available in some areas – sometimes 
delivered by the council or business (often not-for-profit organisations) or 
consultants, and often (though not always) via Business Gateway.  

• An extensive range of additional support is available at national level from a 
range of organisations – from banks, to universities and colleges, to business 
organisations and social enterprises. We would be happy to provide further 
information to the Committee to illustrate this point but conducting a search on 
the Scottish Government’s finance hub, for example, will reveal the huge 
number of potential funders for business.  It also demonstrates the challenges 
in providing consistent, accessible information to businesses. 

https://www.mygov.scot/business/funding-businesses-ideas/
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8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could 
be done to fill any gaps? 

 

• There are no obvious gaps but consideration could be given to whether some 
people could be better supported to start and grow a business, and to 
consider whether certain types of business could receive more support. 
Business Gateway might not be the right organisation to address these 
challenges but a discussion on these matters would be helpful. 

• Specifically, those under-represented amongst Scotland’s business owners, 
notably women, may need different products and services from the current 
standard advice provided by Business Gateway (i.e. they might need to 
modify the service).  

• Some businesses report they are often ineligible for support, such as retailers, 
but such exclusions don’t seem particularly valid in a rapidly-changing modern 
economy.  

• We have also recently highlighted concerns about start-ups in rural areas and 
while different criteria or approaches are often considered in the HIE area 
(and latterly the south of Scotland), we might need to think more carefully 
about how business support is delivered in rural parts of lowland Scotland.  

• We have also heard feedback that the Business Gateway model may not 
allow the one-to-one time that some business owners may need to effectively 
grow their business, particularly those established businesses which are keen 
to grow but do not meet the pipeline criteria.  

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

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

• Local authorities deliver a number of key services such as planning and 
education which are critical for many small businesses. Equally, their wider 
economic development role, which covers business support, provision of 
business premises, employability services, procurement and infrastructure, 
means councils have to play an integral role in the delivery of business 
support to local businesses. 

• Business support services developed and/or delivered by councils are often 
overlooked but include: support for female entrepreneurs, training to bid for 
public contracts, offering recruitment incentives to help businesses expand, 
funding to help digital marketing, sectoral support (e.g. fishing and food and 
drink), and general business finance. Such support is often financed by 
European structural funds.  

• Irrespective of Business Gateway, councils play a fundamental part in the 
enterprise support landscape in Scotland. This is often underestimated in 
national policy (and was certainly underplayed in the recent Enterprise and 
Skills Review and subsequent policy priorities) leading to an incomplete view 
of the landscape and duplication of services. Equally, achieving alignment 
when agreement and commitment is needed from all local authorities is 
similarly problematic. 

 
 
  

https://www.fsb.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases/start-ups-slower-in-rural-scotland
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Detailed comments 

1. The value of a national advisory service 

A cluttered landscape which leaves customers unsure about services available to 

them is a consistent theme in relation to business support and one FSB Scotland 

has often highlighted. Eradicating the piecemeal structures of economic 

development and moving towards a ‘one stop shop’ for business advice was a key 

principle established in 2000 by one of the first inquiries conducted by the (as was) 

Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Committee. This led to a reformed landscape and 

the establishment of the Business Gateway service in 2003.  

Nonetheless problems about alignment or duplication in business support services 

persist. The nature of these problems has likely shifted over time from outright 

competition and inefficient duplication between different parts of the public sector, 

towards difficulty coordinating a proliferation of well-intended initiatives, often funded 

or promoted in isolation of other services.  

Concern about customer confusion on business support is therefore not a new 

problem, nor one limited to Scotland. A review of support in Wales highlighted the 

need for a ‘one stop shop’ resulting in the creation of Business Wales in 2013. 

Similar concerns have arisen regarding the changing support offer to businesses in 

England.1  

Thus, if publicly-funded support to business continues, there is likely to be a need to 

coordinate and communicate that support in a streamlined manner. The nature of 

how this is done may continue to change (with a particular shift from physical 

branding on buildings to an online gateway) but the principle remains valid.  

Ultimately we believe the Scottish Government should aim to provide businesses 

with more tailored online support, incorporating a range of sources of advice and 

information, as well as the ability to complete transactions with government. For 

example, that a business could receive information according to their preferences 

(perhaps sector or location) as well as being able to pay their business rates bill, or 

apply for a type of licence online. In this respect, businesses would be able to access 

information in one location.  

Until this vision of digital public services becomes more viable, a ‘no wrong door’ 

approach should apply when businesses come into contact with different parts of the 

broader enterprise support landscape. Similarly, organisations delivering services to 

businesses should have processes in place to more easily transfer customers 

between agencies if this is required. We understand work on this point is now 

progressing following recommendations during the Enterprise and Skills Review.  

2. Is Business Gateway the national gateway for business support? 

The original intention behind the establishment of Business Gateway was to create a 

clear entry point for those seeking to set up a business and for existing businesses 

                                                           
1 Report on Business Support, Business, Skills & Innovation Committee, February 2015 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmbis/770/770.pdf  

https://www.fsb.org.uk/docs/default-source/fsb-org-uk/cr_ent-amp-skillsreview_aug2016_fsb_final_reformatted5099e6bb4fa86562a286ff0000dc48fe.pdf?sfvrsn=1
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmbis/770/770.pdf
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to access advice on traditional business support topics such as finance, training and 

skills.  

In some respects this has been successful, as our evidence suggests that 

businesses have a high awareness of Business Gateway and while the majority 

were familiar with its offer of advice for start-ups, around half were unaware of the 

offer to existing businesses.2 Business Gateway have been aware of this issue for 

some time and advertising in recent years has shifted towards highlighting the 

support offered to help existing businesses.  

However, while Business Gateway is a consistent, national start up and business 

advice service, for a number of reasons it hasn’t become the single gateway into 

publicly-funded advice to business which we might have envisaged.   

Firstly, we now view business support through a much broader prism than might 

have been the case ten or fifteen years ago. While businesses still mainly seek 

advice in relation to start up, growth and tax, an increasing number of expectations 

are placed upon businesses of all sizes. This includes, for example, improving their 

digital capabilities and cyber security, becoming more resource efficient, exporting, 

upskilling and supporting the wellbeing of their workforce and being more innovative 

and productive. Many of these objectives pose serious challenges for smaller 

businesses and, helpfully, an additional range of support and advice has been 

introduced to help. Nonetheless, it means a lot more business-facing support 

(delivered by many different organisations) needs to be corralled into the business 

support landscape.  

This advice is sometimes incorporated by Business Gateway, which clearly 

signposts businesses on to specialist sources of advice or delivers new support e.g. 

Digital Boost and the Edge fund. However, some organisations seeking to work with 

Business Gateway to promote their advice to businesses have not always found this 

an easy process.  

Secondly, perhaps the most critical factor limiting the extent to which Business 

Gateway has become the route to access business support in Scotland has been the 

lack of commitment to this objective by other parts of the public sector including the 

Scottish Government.  

In our experience other agencies and organisations involved in the delivery of 

enterprise and skills services have been too focused on promoting their own brand 

and programmes. Working with Business Gateway does not always appear to have 

been a key consideration when developing and promoting programmes aimed at 

smaller businesses. Similarly, the Scottish Government has also, to some extent, 

undermined the role of Business Gateway by funding and promoting a myriad of 

interventions for businesses but failing to consider integration and alignment with the 

Business Gateway service.  

  

                                                           
2 93% of respondents said they had heard of Business Gateway, FSB Scotland survey, March 2010 
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3. Business Gateway integration with other local services 

Transferring management of Business Gateway to local authorities was intended to 

integrate business support with other local government services businesses might 

need to access, such as planning or licensing.  

From education to transport, councils play a crucial role in delivering the services 

and infrastructure required for a flourishing local economy. Local authorities also play 

a significant role in providing business support over and above the Business 

Gateway service.  While Business Gateway supported around 10,000 business start-

ups in 2016-17, with an additional 5,000 additionally receiving growth advice (in 

addition to the 30,000 attending events)3, local authority economic development 

teams supported a further 14,695 businesses (excluding Business Gateway) through 

provision of advice, finance, property and recruitment.4  

It seems likely that integrating this support with delivery of Business Gateway 

services is sensible and helps provide a more streamlined service for the customer. 

Arguably, this would still be possible regardless of whether local government was in 

charge of the Business Gateway service.  

Ultimately local government delivers key services and advice to businesses and 

must therefore be factored into discussions about providing a more seamless 

enterprise support service to local businesses in Scotland. Anecdotal evidence from 

Wales suggests that leaving local authorities outside the more streamlined enterprise 

system of Business Wales has created challenges. Involving local government in 

delivering a consistent national service is clearly not without difficulty given each 

local authority controls key assets required to realise a more joined-up vision e.g. 

contracts, resources and websites. However, thinking about the possible shift 

required in business advice or support post-Brexit, we have highlighted the need for 

strong commitment from both local and national leaders to work together to offer 

clear, consistent information to businesses.  

On the specific point of regulatory services, beyond discussion about co-location of 

services, we have little evidence about the extent to which councils running Business 

Gateway has made these services more accessible for businesses. Based on 

anecdotal feedback from our interactions with councils across the country we can 

only comment that some councils appear to use economic development teams well 

to navigate businesses through council services; others are less successful. The 

extent to which these businesses approach the council via Business Gateway, or the 

extent to which councils have a consistent approach on this is unclear. 

Similarly, the extent to which economic development teams and Business Gateway 

capitalise on interactions between business and other council services also seems 

patchy. For example, linkages between tenants of council properties and promotion 

of Business Gateway services.  

                                                           
3 Business Gateway Annual Review 2016-17 
4 SLAED Economic Indicators Framework report 2016-17  
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More generally, recent work by the Improvement Service has considered some 

aspects of how local authorities contribute to the local economy beyond the actions 

of the economic development department, for example, as a major buyer of goods 

and services. This revealed that some councils are good at linking up procurement 

departments with economic development teams to identify and develop the local 

supply base.  

To summarise, good links between economic development and other council 

services are probably best characterised as pockets of good practice but no obvious 

consistent approach, in part influenced by the relative resourcing and prioritisation of 

economic development services.   

4. Consistency of service and gaps in support  

Based on feedback gathered for this submission we cannot conclude that either in-

house or contracted-out delivery is more successful, since both approaches present 

risks and benefits. Instead, certain qualities are consistently identified with better 

services including: a commitment to the local area and economy (e.g. locally-based 

organisation), strong local networks and willingness to engage, a high quality team of 

experienced advisors, and, demonstrating innovation in terms of new services and 

approaches.  

That said, the process undertaken by local authorities to evidence their decision 

whether to deliver in-house or contract out, is unclear.  

While we have always supported a consistent national service, we have also 

encouraged an element of local flexibility to supplement core services with support 

relevant to local area. This is important to enable support which can flex to offer a 

more rounded service to businesses which matter to the local economy. In general 

terms these local advisory services are well received and this element of flexibility, 

which has been built into contracts, should continue notwithstanding the need to 

avoid duplicating a service already offered by the public sector.  

However, we have a wider sense that the quality of the Business Gateway service 

overall and the priority afforded to it, varies across local authorities; this might in part 

be due to the resource pressures placed on very small economic development 

teams or it may be due to the lack of priority given to the service. Engagement with 

external partners also varies. Some services are happy to run joint-events with FSB, 

for example, others rule this out.  

We do not believe there are significant gaps in Scotland’s business support 

landscape, though there may be aspects that could be improved upon including: 

• Addressing the significant gender gap in business ownership means more 

substantial action is required. Different start up and growth products are 

probably necessary (rather than targeting existing services at women).  

• Consideration of delivering face to face support to businesses in rural and 

remote areas in a different way (where currently different criteria tend only to 

apply to the HIE area). 

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/economic-development.html
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• Whether appropriate advice and products are available for businesses keen to 

grow but not meeting pipeline criteria. 

• Whether the current approach enables advisors to spend enough time with 

businesses to really understand their potential and what is required to achieve 

growth. 

• More specific action may be needed to increase start-up opportunities for 

certain groups, including those living in economically disadvantaged 

communities.  

• Reviewing rules around eligibility based on sector. Displacement rules are 

required in relation to certain types of public sector intervention but they might 

no longer be appropriate for some aspects of business support.  

 

5. Scrutiny, engagement and evaluation 

FSB Scotland has a good relationship with Business Gateway; we regularly work 

with Business Gateway services across the country promoting and delivering events 

that support smaller businesses. Similarly, we often highlight Business Gateway as a 

key way to engage with smaller businesses to those organisations seeking to 

promote advice or information to SMEs.  

Nonetheless, Business Gateway’s approach to communication, engagement and 

reporting to key stakeholders on the national service has been particularly poor.  

When management of Business Gateway transferred to COSLA almost ten years 

ago, a stakeholder advisory group was established: 

 “At the previous Business Gateway Transitional Steering Group it was agreed that 
an External Stakeholders group be established and should comprise 
representatives from the Business Gateway Scotland Board plus nominees from 
the business community.  It was also agreed that the external stakeholders group 
will: 

• Provide a high level opportunity for private sector stakeholders to engage with 
the principle public sector agencies around the Business Gateway service; 

• Provide a vehicle for consultation on proposed reviews, guidance, or changes 
to service levels across the country; 

• Comment on performance and quality assurance monitoring from the 
perspective of the business community; and 

• Offer feedback with regard to performance issues from Business Gateway 
contractors” 5 

 
Despite concerns about governance issues and a committee inquiry into the Business 
Gateway contract renewal process in 2011-2012, the situation has deteriorated from 
an external stakeholder perspective. 
  
FSB Scotland was a member of the external advisory group but unfortunately it is now 
three or four years since the last meeting of this group. There had been little 
commitment to this group from Business Gateway for some time.  

                                                           
5 Paper prepared by secretariat for inaugural Business Gateway Stakeholder Advisory Group on 20 October 
2009  
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While we still have a good dialogue with Business Gateway, to the best of our 
knowledge no regular, external scrutiny of the service has been invited. For example, 
the advisory group used to receive (albeit limited) performance reports and members 
were able to have discussions about changes required to the service.  
 
As a consequence, there is, in our view, a lack of transparency around Business 
Gateway’s contracts, target-setting and performance. The last evaluation report 
shared externally was completed in 2011.  
 
It is worth noting that in the evaluation and previous monitoring reports on which we 

were sighted, the Business Gateway service achieved high customer satisfaction 

ratings. Recent evidence from Business Gateway suggests this has been maintained 

with an overall satisfaction rate of 83% in 2016-17.6 However, again, there is limited 

publicly available data to consider any differences in satisfaction by area.  

Nonetheless, we believe that Business Gateway would have found some value in 
encouraging discussion about targets and performance, particularly ahead of the most 
recent contract renewal process. Some points which would merit discussion include: 
 

• In 2010 Business Gateway’s start-ups assisted target was 10,246 from a 
population of 296,780 businesses in Scotland.7 In 2017, Business Gateway 
assisted 10,629 businesses from a population of 365,600.8 In other words, the 
number of businesses over that period grew by nearly a quarter (23%) yet 
Business Gateway’s target remained broadly the same. This may well be a 
simple issue of static resources being insufficient for increasing demand, or a 
decision to focus more resource on supporting existing businesses rather than 
start-ups.  
 

• Considering the graph below, which factors explain the variation in start-ups 
assisted by Business Gateway, even across apparently similar areas, 
particularly when economic conditions have been fairly static over this period? 
Further, how do these figures compare to targets set for each area?  

                                                           
6 Business Gateway Annual Review 2016-17 
7 Target figures for year end April 2010 drawn from papers provided to the BG external advisory group. 
Business population figures for 2010 from Businesses in Scotland, Scottish Government.  
8 Start-up figures drawn from Business Gateway’s annual review 2016-2017.  
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Improvement Service, Local Government Benchmarking Project Overview Report, 

2016-17 

 

• How can we monitor that the money allocated to councils to deliver the 

Business Gateway service is effectively ring-fenced and spent on the service? 

 

 


