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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM COSLA 

  

Business Gateway 

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

Business Gateway was originally established by Scottish Enterprise to provide a range of 
advice, information and support services to people starting, or thinking of starting a business 
and to provide a source of referrals, into the Growth Pipeline, of businesses with the 
ambition and potential to grow. The service was previously an integral part of the support 
offered by Scottish Enterprise in lowland Scotland. 
 
Since transferring to Local Government in 2008 the service has been extended to cover all 
of Scotland and works closely, in partnership and collaboration, with Scottish Enterprise and 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise. Business Gateway provides both a universal service open 
and available to anyone or any business anywhere in Scotland as well as specific support to 
businesses wishing to grow. 99.4% of businesses in Scotland are SMEs and this is the 
Business Gateway marketplace. Last year Business Gateway supported 53,008 individual 
clients and directly assisted 9,129 people to start a business, 47% of whom were women. 
 
In the ten years since responsibility for the Business Gateway service was transferred to 
Local Government 99,004 people have been supported to start a business creating 108,904 
jobs. 
 
However, Business Gateway is not just about supporting start-ups. The service also 
supports existing businesses especially those that have the ambition and potential to grow 
who then receive support from Business Gateway‟s Growth Advisory Service and Growth 
Pipeline. Business Gateway a key channel partner in pushing businesses into the enterprise 
agencies Account Management programme and is a key driver in getting businesses into 
Scottish Enterprise‟s innovation support and SDI‟s Internationalisation support. In 2017-18, 
over 24,000 existing businesses were supported by Business Gateway including over 3,000 
growth clients. 
 
An independent evaluation of the service showed that for every £1 spent this resulted in 
£7.20 in GVA.  
 
The one to many support services such as business information, the website and the 
catalogue of workshops are well received and popular achieving high levels of customer 
satisfaction of over 80% as recorded by the independent Quality Assurance work undertaken 
on behalf of the service. Business Gateway has also demonstrated that it is a key channel 
for delivering specific, focused initiatives such as DigitalBoost, which meets elements of the 
Government‟s Digital Strategy, and is a channel partner in pushing clients to Scottish 
Enterprise‟s innovation and internationalisation support. Local Government, through 
Business Gateway, secured ERDF resources to develop additional support for growing 
businesses thereby maximising the resources available to Scotland for these purposes. 
 
The Business Gateway service engages in partnership and collaboration activity with a wide 
range of other players in the business support eco system at a national and local level. 
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Principal partners include Scottish Government, Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise, Skills Development Scotland and SDI but also includes Scottish Edge, Young 
Enterprise Scotland, FSB, Chambers of Commerce, higher and further education, 
employability, Developing the Young Workforce, SIB and local community groups. As a pan-
Scotland service it is important to note that the service is delivered in both urban and rural 
Scotland. 
 
As the take up of digital channels has increased and clients are increasingly accessing 
services online, Business Gateway has adapted and evolved to meet these changes. A new 
website was developed in 2012 and has been updated regularly to reflect intelligence 
gathered on client behaviours and their feedback. Marketing and promotion of the service 
has increasingly made use of a variety of digital channels and platforms including social 
media and an e-zine. 
 
With finite resources available, criteria are necessary to ensure that those resources are 
applied to best effect and it is here that there are tensions. The enterprise agencies are 
gatekeepers to the additional support available in the Growth Pipeline and Account 
Management but the national priorities placed on them by National Government do not 
necessarily fit with those relevant to Local Government which has a greater focus on local 
priorities. Single year spending reviews do not help in setting strategic goals and properly 
meeting expectations in Government strategies such as „A Digital Strategy for Scotland‟. The 
Enterprise Review highlighted that the client was confused about where to go for support 
and there is a cluttered landscape of support. This remains an issue both in terms of public 
and private sector provision and the challenge remains to create a simpler and more 
effective business support eco system. 

 

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 Quality Assurance activity undertaken every week across all the services provided 
including online, workshops and adviser support, demonstrates a consistent, high level of 
customer satisfaction as the following table 1 covering Quarter 4 2017-18 shows: 

 
Table 1 

Service 
12 Month 
Average 

Jan - Mar 18 

Overall satisfaction 
(extremely satisfied, very satisfied or satisfied) 

84% 83% 

Service delivered met expectations 
(met or exceeded expectations) 

82% 82% 

Benefit the business will gain from service received 
(all saying yes, support will be beneficial – excluding those 
who report it is ‘too early to say’) 

87% 88% 

Would recommend Business Gateway 
(definitely or probably) 

86% 85% 

 
Our view, and more importantly that of the customer, is that the quality of the service is very 
high. 
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The following examples of Customer feedback received provides insights into the value of 
the service: 

 
“I‟ve had support from Business Gateway right from the start, initially attending its start-up 
courses, which built my business knowledge and confidence, and more recently my adviser 
suggested we apply to the LEADER fund to help us grow. This support has been invaluable.” 
Lucy Bergius – Over Langshaw Ice Cream 

 
“It is not an exaggeration to say that the project would not have progressed, anywhere close 
to as successfully as it has, without the invaluable, practical and professional support and 
counselling of Business Gateway and our adviser.” 
Jacqui Cattanach – Feel Better Friends 

 
“Right from the start Business Gateway has connected me to people and funding streams 
that have helped me build the business into what it is today. More recently my adviser 
helped my company become account managed by Scottish Enterprise. This is already 
opening doors, and with its support I believe we will be able to hit a projected turnover of 
£7.5m by year end.” 
David Archer – Sephra Europe 

 
“DigitalBoost support was a revelation. After following the advice given, we are now the 
number one result on Google for Arctic Treks and have jumped a significant number of 
pages for other key word searches. We‟ve also been able to sort out our page load speed 
and are now working with a new server provider.” 
Lee Payton – Breaking Strain Events 

 
 “Through the DigitalBoost programme we received 21hrs of tailored 1:1 support which 
resulted in a rebranding of the business and also the creation of a new ecommerce website 
that we are confident will help boost sales. Our new Facebook page is also helping to raise 
awareness of the company and we are now looking to build on this further.” 
Alex Robertson – William Robertson & Sons 

 

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

The Business Gateway National Unit has managed a Quality Assurance research contract 
covering the service since 2008. This research, delivered by IBP from 2008 and then 
Progressive Partnership from 2014, has been conducted independently by these research 
companies. 
 
Over the last ten years customer satisfaction levels have remained steady and consistently 
high and the figures in Table 1 are indicative of the level of satisfaction achieved over those 
ten years. There has been no change in the quality of service and the service has evolved 
over time to meet the changes in the ways customers access those services. 

 

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

For new businesses it may be that they are not aware of the service or are attracted by other 
offers such as Entrepreneurial Spark. However, the service is acknowledged in the 
Government‟s Small Business Survey as the most recognised public-sector business 
support brand in Scotland. While the service directly supports several thousand people to 
start a business each year, our research has shown that a significant number of pre-starts 
who have engaged with Business Gateway and received initial support such as online 
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guides and business plan templates, then go on to start without further, direct support. This 
is an encouraging signal of growing confidence and an increasing culture of enterprise and 
reflects changes in the way clients access services with more help and support being sought 
online. Last year the website recorded over 700,000 visitors and over 2,700,000 page views. 
 
Our research into non-engaged existing businesses suggests that there are a number of 
reasons why they don‟t seek out support from the public sector. Some are time poor or 
unaware of what is on offer. Some do not believe that the public sector will understand 
business or their business in particular. For some it reflects the stage they are at with their 
business. Up to 4 years old the business remains open to what the public sector can do for 
them. From 4 to 10 years old the business is beginning to establish its own networks of 
support and trusted advisers and, while interested, is less sure that the public sector can do. 
Over 10 years old the business has a well-established network of trusted advisers, mentors 
and peer support and takes the view they know their business and do not think the public 
sector can help. However, we know that existing businesses who do engage with Business 
Gateway do get substantial benefit from the service and value it. 

 

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 Business Gateway Growth Advisers work with clients who have the ambition and 
potential to grow, they will explore opportunities for internationalisation, innovation, digital 
development and investment/funding with those clients and secure appropriate additional 
support for them or refer them to where that support can be accessed. 
 
Exporting 
 
A business searching for advice and support on exporting will find, on the comprehensive 
Business Gateway website, three guides: Exporting: the basics; Exporting goods and 
Exporting goods outside the EU. Business Gateway is aware that case studies provide a key 
learning opportunity for growing businesses who have advised us that these are particularly 
useful as they provide real examples of businesses addressing the same issues they face. 
The website therefore carries a number of excellent case studies of businesses assisted by 
Business Gateway and these include over 30 related to exporting. In addition, there is an 
„Ask an adviser‟ article which highlights ten key steps to develop a successful export 
strategy. 
 
SDI previously ran a programme called Smart Exporter, a universal service available to any 
business to encourage them to consider exporting. Business Gateway was a channel 
partner for this service helping to get as many businesses as possible into the workshops. 
Business Gateway continues to work in partnership and collaboration with SDI and other 
partners, such as Chambers of Commerce, to promote exporting and internationalisation 
initiatives to as wide a business audience as possible. As an output from the Enterprise 
Review Business Gateway is working with SDI and Chambers of Commerce to establish 
Regional Trade Partnerships. 
 
Innovation 
 
Similarly, the website has two guides on innovation, „How to set up an innovation start-up 
business‟ and „Support for innovation, research and development‟. In addition, there are over 
30 case studies on this topic of businesses assisted by Business Gateway. Business 
Gateway is also a channel partner for Scottish Enterprise‟s universal Innovation support 
ensuring that delivery of Scottish Enterprise‟s wider innovation support reaches as many 
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businesses as possible. Business Gateway refers clients onto this service to access 121 
innovation support, „Make it to Market‟ and „Buy Design Grant‟ Funding. Businesses with 
growth ambition are referred onto the Business Gateway Growth Pipeline for additional 
innovation support and grant funding. 
 
Employing more staff 
 
On the Business Gateway website, a search for information on „employing staff‟ finds 5 
guides. These include: Employing people: the options; Preventing discrimination and valuing 
diversity; Becoming an employer; Workplace Pensions – Auto Enrolment; and Employees‟ 
working hours. There is an „Ask the adviser‟ article „Need some advice on recruitment?‟ and 
over 230 case studies, referencing this topic, of clients assisted by Business Gateway. 
 
There are also Word Document templates for employers to download which can help a 
business with every aspect of recruiting and employing staff. 
 
A number of local areas have responded to local demand and used their ERDF support to 
provide specialist HR services to businesses who are growing and who were wanting to take 
on more staff as a result. In addition, local areas will work closely with colleagues and 
partners on employability services. Business Gateway also refers clients onto Scottish 
Enterprise‟s Workplace Innovation support activity. 
 
HMRC 
 
Business Gateway also refers or signposts clients to appropriate support from other partners 
or works closely with those partners to share relevant information. A good example is HMRC 
and our HMRC guides provide in-depth guidance on specific aspects of tax and registering a 
business. Clients can learn about what they need to do when they are starting up, exporting 
or becoming an employer. 
 
DigitalBoost 
 
In response to the call in the Government‟s Digital Strategy for Scotland for Scottish 
Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Business Gateway to work together to 
develop a programme of support for SMEs to boost their capacity and capability to exploit 
digital opportunities, DigitalBoost was created. 
 
Having successfully established the programme in partnership with the agencies and laid the 
groundwork for the future, Business Gateway assumed full responsibility in phase 2 and we 
are now in phase 3 with continued support and resources from Digital Scotland. The 
DigitalBoost programme now provides a range of support including an online digital health 
check, online guides and tutorials, workshops and 1:1 support. The programme aims to 
support growth and many of the benefits are to be seen in harnessing digital to provide 
support for exporting ambitions including digital marketing, social media, search engine 
optimisation and e-commerce. The workshop and 1:1 elements of the programme 
consistently achieve customer satisfaction levels in excess of 90%. 
 
Since the programme started 15,350 DigitalBoost guides have been downloaded, 10,452 
Healthchecks have been started and 4,231 clients have registered for an online tutorial. The 
programme has run 1,815 workshops, reaching 13,080 delegates. 1,205 1:1 Support 
projects have been completed and a further 257 are currently in progress. 

 
Investment/Funding 
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Searching for „funding‟ on the Business Gateway website identifies 347 case studies that 
feature this topic as well as 4 guides. Previously, the site pointed to a „Funder Finder‟ held 
on the mygov.scot site but this has been discontinued, apparently due to a lack of demand. 
Business Gateway advisers are knowledgeable, and have good relationships with, a range 
of potential funders including SIB, investors, Business Loan Scotland, DSL, SULCO, 
Scottish Edge and the banking community. 

 

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? 

SPICe analysis suggests that Local Government has borne the brunt of the austerity cuts 
passed on by the Scottish Government, experiencing a proportionately greater share of the 
burden despite the vital services that Local Government delivers. As a consequence of the 
cost cutting forced on Local Government, the Business Gateway service has also been 
affected. However, Local Government has, where possible, protected the Business Gateway 
budget at the expense of wider economic development activity, and/or has supplemented 
the resources available through ERDF programmes. Protection of the budget for Business 
Gateway has proven less difficult where the service can point to a multi-year contract with an 
external provider, however, the performance achieved suggests there is no difference 
between an in-house service and a contracted service. Despite the challenges, which 
includes a more complex delivery structure with multiple partners involved, Local 
Government has run the service very well. This has included introducing a growth support 
stage between start-up and the more intensive support available for businesses who have 
the ambition and potential to enter the Growth Pipeline. The Growth Advisory Service 
provides adviser support for those businesses exhibiting early stage or more modest growth 
trajectories. 

 

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? 

Firstly, it is important to recognise that Business Gateway is not a source of funding but can 
refer or signpost clients to sources of funding. Other sources of pan-Scotland advice and 
support at a local level might include business organisations such as FSB or Chambers of 
Commerce. However, these membership organisations require a fee whereas the Business 
Gateway service is entirely free. 
 
Business Gateway offer a general business support and advice service but work closely with 
other specialist organisations to ensure businesses receive, or are aware of, all the support 
available. This includes: Women‟s Enterprise Scotland, Interface, Firstport, Just Enterprise, 
SMAS, RSA, Zero Waste Scotland, Scottish Edge and Link. 

 
Other sources, but which are not necessarily pan-Scotland nor universal, might be 
Entrepreneurial Spark or local enterprise trusts. This service works in three distinct 
geographies and selects a relatively small cohort of people to work with. Other than those 
there are the obvious intermediaries such as accountants, solicitors and relationship 
managers from banks who are likely to be present across Scotland. 
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8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done to fill 

any gaps?  

A previous review concluded that there were no gaps in provision of business support. The 
most recent Enterprise and Skills Review appears to have concluded that, far from there 
being any gaps, there is duplication, confusion and clutter and a need to provide a more 
streamlined and more customer centric support system. What has emerged from the latest 
Review is a focus on scale up and more attention is now being focused on that with a 
collaborative approach being led by Entrepreneurial Scotland. In addition, the Government 
has launched the „Unlocking Ambition‟ initiative, seeking, initially, 20 entrepreneurs from 
around the world who will launch and grow substantial businesses in Scotland. The 
Government is also pursuing a range of other initiatives under the Scotland Can Do banner 
which potentially adds to the clutter. Business Gateway Advisers are knowledgeable about 
the support that is available and well networked, part of their role then is to direct clients to 
where other relevant support may be available. 

 

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

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

Local Authority business support services will vary from area to area depending on local 
circumstances, demand and availability of resources. These might include grant funding or 
the provision of loans through, for example, Business Loans Scotland. Many local authorities 
are also heavily involved in employability activity, Developing the Young Workforce and are 
also supporting PACE. Local authorities can also be sources of reasonably priced business 
premises which may be industrial, office or retail. These are all important business support 
services offered by local authorities. 

 


