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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES) 

This submission is compiled from views sought from women in business as a result of work 

conducted by Women‟s Enterprise Scotland (WES). This includes - general surveys 

conducted every two years by WES of women in business across Scotland; a survey 

conducted to support the response to the Enterprise and Skills Review 2016; and also 

views sought while conducting a research project in 2017, of which the main aim was to 

explore women‟s experiences of business support provision in Scotland.  For the research 

project, views were sought via an online survey; individual interviews; and focus group 

sessions.  The full report of the research can be found at www.wescotland.co.uk  

In Scotland, 20% of businesses are majority owned by women. These businesses currently 

contribute £5bn to the Scottish economy. If women started up in business at the same rate 

as men, the economy would be boosted by a further £7.6bn. Women‟s entrepreneurship is 

critical to the future prosperity of the economy and Scotland‟s innovation, productivity and 

competitiveness.  

Women entrepreneurs make an important contribution to economic development both at a 

national and local level, representing a significant share of employment generation and 

economic growth potential.  However, they can be disadvantaged at the early stages of 

development due issues such as under-capitalisation, and gender blind policy in enterprise 

and business support services. 

Business Gateway 

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

There has been a mixed response from women owned businesses to the services offered 

by Business Gateway. In a recent survey conducted by WES, Business Gateway was one 

of the top four business support agencies used by respondents (67%).1 However, most 

respondents rated the support services provided by Business Gateway were, at best, 

„somewhat helpful‟. 

Other experiences at local level have been extremely positive, in particular, the 

programmes for women only (e.g. Business Gateway Edinburgh) and women in business 

events across the country (e.g. Business Gateway Glasgow).  However, with no single 

National policy driven approach for women-led businesses this service will remain 

disconnected and fragmented – relying on local staff to develop for this client group. 

“Women will admit to a lack of confidence, I‟ve found that, I‟m sorry. If you drill down into 

that they will admit it to a female advisor but I‟m not sure if they would admit it to a male 

                                            
1
 Women‟s Enterprise Scotland: Survey (2016) 

http://www.wescotland.co.uk/
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advisor. Lack of confidence is a huge thing …. I find a lot of businesses I speak to it‟s that 

lack of confidence” Business Gateway Advisor, respondent to Women’s Enterprise Scotland research 2017 

Women-specific support is valued by women owned businesses as a safe environment 

where issues can be shared more openly, creating a more comfortable and supportive 

environment in which businesses can develop and grow. Women only courses have been 

run by Business Gateway Edinburgh as it was acknowledged that gender-specific support 

provided a more positive quality support experience for women which appeared to be 

missing from mainstream support services. Business Gateway advisers commented that, 

“out of 5, the average rating (for the women specific programme) was 4.9 - which is really 

high in comparison to all the programmes” Business Gateway Advisor 

And women business owners stated, “BG's Glasgow based Women into Business events 

were exceptionally good, and were the place where I learned most at the start of my own 

business” WES Business Survey Respondent
2 

Many of the women respondents to the WES surveys undertaken over the last few years 

have commented that they felt there was almost a „hierarchy‟ of business advice made 

available – from both Business Gateway and other business support services - and that if 

their business was not in a particular sector, they received, what they considered to be, a 

reduced service. There was concern that business advice agencies did not offer services of 

equal quality and status to small companies being run by women, and especially 

companies not considered to be in the potentially high growth sectors, as currently defined. 

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

Business Gateway: 

(i) Online services – Respondents to WES surveys have not rated Business Gateway online 

services in particular. They have commented that while the information may be good for 

start-up stages, online support does not seem to provide a more detailed guidance required 

beyond this stage.  However, the majority of respondents preferred face-to-face contact 

with an adviser. 

(ii) Workshops, events and training – As outlined above (in Q1), the women only workshops 

and training events have been very well received.  Again, comment included that many of 

the generic events and training were good for the start-up stage but did not fulfil a need for 

a more advanced stage of business development once the business was up and running. 

(iii) Business adviser service. – Responses were very varied with many women receiving a 

good service, however, the majority stated that they felt that the particular issues they faced 

as women in business were not being recognised, acknowledged or understood by some 

Gateway adviser staff.  This led many women to vote with their feet and seek advice 

elsewhere.  

 

                                            
2
 Women in Enterprise 2017. Women‟s Enterprise Scotland (2017) 
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“Having your own business is not an easy journey and I think the frustration comes when 

the support can be some of the hurdles in the way too.” Business Gateway Client, respondent to 

Women’s Enterprise Scotland research 2017. 

“I hate the „lifestyle‟ thing, because you‟re still a business and that‟s what works for you, but 

you are often disregarded.” Business Gateway Client, respondent to Women’s Enterprise Scotland 

research 2017. 

“I was told I‟m not innovative enough”, Business Gateway Client, respondent to Women’s Enterprise 

Scotland research 2017. 

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

In the findings of WES surveys and research (2012; 2014; 2016; 2017), women‟s 

experiences of Business Gateway have remained in same over the years of our studies. 

Business Gateway are still used by the majority of women seeking advice, mostly at the 

start-up stage, but their experiences over the years vary from „poor‟ to „very good‟.  

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

Gateway? 

Please refer to Q2 for response. 

Without a gender-aware and informed business ecosystem, women have been found to be 

20% less likely than men to gain support for their ideas, inhibiting economic growth3.  

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? 

Please see Q1 for examples of women only training and support. 

 A more inclusive view of growth and ambition needs to be better understood by 

business advisers to ensure support with developments such as internationalisation 

or innovation is not ruled out simply because the business does not “fit” the 

traditional view of a “growth” business.  

 A deeper understanding of women led businesses – and the different issues which 

they face - will also help to ensure that international and export support is offered at 

the right time for those businesses looking to scale in a steady, sustainable manner.  

 There is a lack of clarity on how to access growth support with women-led 

businesses in this study reporting difficulties and confusion in knowing how to gain 

such support. Criteria for accessing growth support needs to be made more 

available, and awareness of the growth services provided by business support 

agencies needs to be raised. 

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? 

                                            
3
 „Economic Benefits of Gender Equality‟ European Institute for Gender Equality (2017) 
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It is difficult to say whether services would be best delivered in house or contracted out.  

However, in the current economic climate with damaging cuts to local authorities across 

Scotland, it makes it very difficult to have business advice services subject to those cuts.  

The main objective is to have standards to which business advice services should be 

accountable. This includes a service which should be gender aware. As stated in the 

Scottish Framework and Action Plan for Women in Enterprise (2017)4 -  

 “We will work with business support organisations to raise awareness of the needs of 

women led businesses and activities which encourage more women to access 

business support provision. 

 We will share best practice and solutions that improve staff awareness of gender 

specific business support considerations.  

 We will initiate collaborative learning to develop an understanding of gender proofed 

best practice within the context of the Scottish ecosystem.” 

Women-led businesses in the WES research (2017) pointed to the value of training and 

awareness-raising with 70% of respondents stating business support staff would benefit 

from training in the provision of a more gender-specific support. Business support staff 

respondents also agreed - with 75% saying training on gender-specific business support 

provision would help them in their practice. The current „gender neutral‟ approach to 

business support gives rise to gender based operational risk and this was found to have 

manifested in examples in this study of weak client relationships and organisational brand 

damage. (The Women in Business Specialist model operated by the Royal Bank of 

Scotland offers a best practice framework for the delivery of gender-specific training for 

business support staff.) 

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? 

 In recent survey conducted by WES, the top four business support services 

accessed by women business owners were Business Gateway (67%); Accountant 

(47%); Friends and Family (46%); and the Bank (38%). The preferred method of 

receiving support was face-to-face. However, telephone and email were also 

commonly used.5 

 Accountants, and friends and family scored highly as the „most helpful‟ support. Most 

respondents stated that support services were, at best, „somewhat helpful‟.  

 Other sources of support mentioned in surveys and research were Chambers of 

Commerce; Association of Scottish Business Women; Cultural Enterprise Office, 

locally based supports, for example, GrowBiz in Perthshire; First Port; Highlands and 

Islands Enterprise, Scottish Enterprise, and Women‟s Enterprise Scotland. 

                                            
4
 Scottish Framework and Action Plan for Women in Enterprise. Scottish Government (2017) 

5
 Women‟s Enterprise Survey. Women‟s Enterprise Scotland (2017) 
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 Over 80% of respondents to the WES survey, stated they wanted to grow their 

businesses in the next two years. While financial investment was regarded as 

important for this to be achieved, other issues regarded as important included - more 

targeted support to enable growth; more advice on marketing and breaking in to new 

markets (such as online and also international markets.) This kind of support and 

advice was proving difficult to access – especially for microbusinesses.  

 Mentoring appears to be a popular way of seeking business support, with 43% of 

respondents stating that they had already used a business mentor. Just over one-

fifth (22%)6 stated that they would like a mentor in the future but were unaware of 

how to find one. Of those who had used a mentor, 90% felt that they had been 

helpful. Finding more mentors for women-owned microbusinesses would be 

welcomed. 

„” Confidence is a huge issue and self-esteem…., I probably had three times more 

confidence when I was 18 or 21 and there‟s something that happens, I don‟t know if it‟s our 

own personal experiences, having children, stepping away from the workplace” Business 

Gateway Client, respondent to Women’s Enterprise Scotland research 2017. 

“We are so lucky in Scotland, we have so many avenues open to us, but it feels like they 

are not equally open. It feels as if there is a vision of what that person should be ………but 

everyone just doesn‟t fit into that” Business Gateway Client, respondent to Women’s Enterprise Scotland 

research 2017.     

Growth support is offered through Business Gateway, Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

(HIE) and Scottish Enterprise (SE) in collaboration with other expert organisations including 

Scottish Development International, Global Scot, Entrepreneurial Scotland, Entrepreneurial 

Spark etc. Ongoing growth support is accessed through an account management 

infrastructure, including a Business Gateway “Growth Pipeline” which links to SE and HIE. 

Specific growth support can be accessed outwith account management, for example, for 

strategy or innovation support, subject to application. These business growth support 

structures and collaborations do not currently include women-specific support and without 

gender-disaggregated data, information on the performance of these programmes are 

limited. 

The business support journey for women led businesses in Scotland comprises five key 

stages. 

 

Pre-pre-start: very early stage business and idea creation support which addresses some 

of the key barriers for women such as a perceived lack of skills and ability to start up a 

business.7This stage can support the building of more resilient and economically active 

                                            
6
 Survey of Women-Owned Businesses in Scotland. Women‟s Enterprise Scotland (2014) 

7
 Women in Enterprise: A Different Perspective‟ RBS Group (2013) 
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communities and providing a pipeline for business progression. While this more informal, 

very early stage support – where it exists - has proven to produce economic benefits. 8 9 
10This type of important support is not provided by Business Gateway or broadly available 

or accessible in Scotland currently. 

Prestart support is offered by Business Gateway, where a more „testing out‟ and 

researching of ideas is developed in a more formal business structure. This stage helps 

support insight into shaping ideas into more formal business planning frameworks. 

Start-up support is offered via Business Gateway too, and this helps progress business 

plans as businesses are created and launched. This has proven to be very useful as it is 

accessible online and via local offices across Scotland. 

Missing middle: Findings of WES research, and other research internationally, points to a 

lack of mainstream business support for women led businesses who have completed the 

start-up phase but fall outwith existing criteria for business growth support (the majority of 

women led businesses. (This is mentioned in response to next question below). 

“now that we are going into our 5th year of trading I am finding it difficult to find any sources 

to help me develop the business. I have a clear strategy and have approached Business 

Gateway and Scottish Enterprise with my plan but to no avail” WES Business Survey Respondent 

“I think the 3-4 year mark is especially tough” WES Business Survey Respondent  

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

to fill any gaps?  

Issues of gaps are mentioned in previous question including the most common issue 

identified from the WES Surveys and the research in 2017 being the gap between 

support provided at start-up stage and then making the step to access growth support. 

(the „missing middle‟). Gaining access to growth support is deemed difficult sometimes 

due to requirements to fit with definitions of “scale up” and/or high turnover criteria. 

Some women‟s businesses also report that once growth support is received, they feel 

mounting pressure from business support agencies due to the setting of unrealistic 

targets, timescales and sometimes even the threat of support being withdrawn is 

made if targets are not reached. 

 “We‟re not a high growth company, we‟re a services company but there is a real gap. 

If you‟re not in that high growth and you‟re not under that certain age, then you‟re in 

the middle, you‟re that “lifestyle” Business Gateway client, respondent to Women’s Enterprise 

Scotland research 2017. 

                                            
8
 WEvolution Annual Review (2016) 

9
 Military Spouses Business Creation Course Report, Women‟s Enterprise Scotland (2017) 

10
 „Enterprising Rural Perthshire Programme‟ GrowBiz in partnership with Business Gateway. 

www.growbiz.co.uk  

http://www.growbiz.co.uk/
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When asked what might improve business support experiences, women business 

owners have stated –  

 The setting of clear goals with the business adviser;  

 Sometimes referrals or recommendations to other agencies and / or individuals 

are necessary when help could not be provided by that particular adviser or 

agency. More cross over between business support agencies might help; 

 A better understanding of the particular issues faced by women in business. 

Adopting a mainstream gender-aware approach to practice is essential to ensure business 

support and advice services are meeting the needs of all entrepreneurs. Research shows 

that women tend to start up in business with different skills and experience than men 

including less management experience and less business contacts – highlighting the need 

for a different - more gender-aware - type of business support.11 

“[women are]...not motivated in the same way in terms of money - taking a much more 

environmentally friendly, sustainable approach to work, to the workplace. Males tend 

to be much more focused on numbers” Account Manager, respondent to WES research (2017) 

“Because I didn‟t want to go for investment, because I didn‟t want to do crowd funding, 

I wanted to nurture the business until the time was right, and so that was the language 

being used back to me “oh, OK you‟re just lifestyle” and it‟s like, „we‟re not going to get 

any brownie points by nurturing you”. Business Gateway client, respondent to Women’s 

Enterprise Scotland research 2017 

Overall, many of these findings are consistent with the trends and findings of other studies 

over the years, including UK and international studies. Research continues to point to the 

economic potential of women in enterprise12,13 specific challenges faced by women led 

businesses, the role of training in addressing gender issues, the desire of women-led 

businesses to grow 14and the value of specific services 15 16and support areas for women-

led businesses. 

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

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

Women interviewed as part of the WES research (2017) commented on the fragmentation 

of business support in Scotland - identifying issues with data capture (repeatedly keying in 

the same business data for different support applications) and signposting (women reported 

that they often felt they needed a “manual” to understand what business support was 

available locally and nationally).  

                                            
11

 Women in Enterprise: A Different Perspective‟ RBS Group (2013) 
12

 UK Women‟s Business Council Progress Report (2016) 
13

 „Women in Enterprise: The Untapped Potential‟ Federation of Small Businesses (2016) 
14

 Shattering Stereotypes; women in entrepreneurship‟. Barclays and the Centre for Entrepreneurship, 2015 
15

 „Empowering Women, Broadening Horizons‟, Cherie Blair Foundation 2016 
16

 „Breaking Barriers to the Economic Integration of Women in the Global Market, Asia-Pacific Economic Co-
operation 2016 
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A single digital portal signposting to all aspects of business support provision in Scotland is 

recommended, with a single-entry point for women-led businesses. (It is understood that 

enterprise agencies are digitising their support provision which would help with this.) 

The fragmented nature of business support in Scotland was found to be confusing and 

frustrating by women-led businesses. Greater collaborations and coordination across the 

ecosystem, including skills development for business advisers, would aid the provision of a 

more seamless service user experience, joining up pipelines and facilitating consistency of 

approach and the sharing of best practice. 

In conclusion 

WES seeks to ensure that „Women in Enterprise‟ is fully understood as an area of 

economic priority and engages across all relevant Scottish and UK government 

departments to promote an improved policy and legislative framework for women‟s 

enterprise. „Policy in action‟ is needed for women‟s enterprise, and monitoring effectiveness 

of policy is essential in order to collect systematic evidence on business advice and support 

methods.   

Through the work of WES and its partners in developing the Strategic Framework for 

Women‟s Enterprise, WES supports the view that the business support agencies – 

including Business Gateway - should be required to demonstrate how they are promoting 

and advancing equality, including reporting on specific measures they are undertaking to 

address the gender gap in enterprise.  

Working alongside partners in the enterprise ecosystem, WES aims to gain a better 

understanding of customer satisfaction in relation to current support networks for women in 

enterprise. This includes work with Framework partners to develop actions towards a 

gender analysis of programmes (including business support and advice services) and 

budgets for enterprise.  This should link to any organisational targets for the development of 

women‟s enterprise and also to boost business growth targets for women owned 

businesses.  Such analysis would also highlight any inequalities in budget allocation and 

spend which would help improve efficiency and effectiveness of services. 

WES will support calls for more research in Scotland on the contribution of women‟s 

enterprise to the Scottish economy and will continue to call for longitudinal qualitative and 

quantitative research studies on the experiences and issues of women business owners in 

Scotland so that a more evidence based policy approach may be adopted in business 

support services.  

09/08/2018 

 


