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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 

SUBMISSION FROM North Ayrshire Council  
 

Levels of annual spending on Business Gateway over the last ten years 
 

year 2008/9 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 

North 
Ayrshire 

Mainland  

£274,373 £274,000 £273,787 £321,667 £321,700 £305,025 £312,077 £291,024 £245,773 

Arran 
and 

Cumbrae 

£34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 £34,000 

 
 
Details of mechanisms in place to determine quality assurance 
 
Quality Assurance of the Business Gateway service is undertaken independently by 

Progressive Partnership who have been conducting Business Gateway’s ongoing 

customer satisfaction tracking survey since mid-November 2014. Respondents to 

this survey have all made contact with Business Gateway (BG).  Survey invitations 

are sent on a weekly basis, two weeks after the customer’s initial contact with BG (a 

sample is taken directly from the CRM system). 

Dashboard reports provide summary data for each month of the survey for agreed 

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).  The National Unit and the Lead Local 

Authorities monitor these dashboards and take action where necessary.  In addition, 

Progressive identify and forward ‘Hot Alerts’, essentially client complaints, direct to 

local areas to respond and take action against and again the National Unit and Lead 

Local Authorities work closely together on this to ensure any issues are resolved.  

The service responds to 15-20 Hot Alerts per month, a maximum total of 240 per 

annum against a service handling over 50,000 enquiries a year, which is less than 

0.5%. 

 
Details of any customer feedback received in relation to the Business Gateway 
services that you offer or wider research about business support in your area 
 
See questionnaire response below  
 
Details about the delivery of business support services, particularly: 

o whether outsourcing or in-house is the approach taken to 
providing Business Gateway services; 

o any changes to the delivery mechanism over the last ten years 
and the rationale for this change 

 
See questionnaire response below  
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Details of any other services offered to businesses, especially SMEs and start-
ups, by your local authority. 
 
See questionnaire response below  
 

Survey Responses 

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

Business Gateway (BG) is a publicly funded local government service that provides 
free business support and impartial advice for start-up and existing businesses in 
Scotland. Local Authorities (LAs) are responsible for the delivery of the BG service in 
local areas, and eighteen Lead Local Authorities co-ordinate local contacts/service 
delivery on behalf of the local authorities in their respective BG Region. BG works 
with SMEs which make up 99.4% of the business base in Scotland. 
 
Responsibility for delivery of BG was transferred to local authorities in 2008 and prior 
to this the service operated in lowland Scotland only. In 2009, this became pan-
Scotland and over time, as take-up of digital has increased, the way clients access 
BG services has changed e.g. through increased use of the BG website. The BG 
service has evolved accordingly to meet changing customer needs. 
 
BG is effective in a number of one to many and one to one business support areas. 
Business information, the BG website and the range of workshops provided receive 
good feedback and usually achieve a high level of customer satisfaction. BG has 
also had an important role to play in delivering specific, focused Scottish 
Government initiatives and accessing additional resources, for example ERDF 
funding. 
 
Engagement and partnership working is effective with a wide range of partners at a 
national and local level. Scottish Enterprise (SE) and Scottish Development 
International (SDI) are strategic partners with responsibility for resourcing some of 
the core service infrastructure used by BG. SE and SDI also provides a range of 
general and specialist products that BG clients can access and BG has a similar 
relationship with Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). 
 
Improvements can be made in the integration of BG with wider support and council 
services. This is one reason that we have developed our Team North Ayrshire 
Approach (TNA) which is further explained below. 

 

 
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 
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As stated above, led by Business Gateway National Unit (BGNU), Quality Assurance 

of the Business Gateway services is undertaken independently by Progressive 

Partnership who have been conducting ongoing customer satisfaction tracking since 

November 2014.   

 
The findings of the weekly customer satisfaction surveys that are undertaken across 

all the services provided, demonstrate a consistent, high level of satisfaction across 

Online Services, Workshops and Advisory Services.   

 

As an example of the information obtained by Progressive the following covers data 

from Quarter 4 2017-18 (customers who made contact with BG during January to 

March 2018). 

For enquiries made during January to March 2018, a total of 933 customers 

responded to the survey (372 in January, 312 in February and 249 in March). The 

overall response rate for the quarter was 10.6%. This response level gives a 

confidence interval of +/-0.61% to +/-3.05%. 

The key findings for this period are as follows: 

 Overall satisfaction between January and March 2018 was 83% 

 82% this quarter said their expectations had been met or exceeded 

 88% of respondents this quarter reported that the support they received 

would be beneficial for their business (excluding those reporting it was ‘too 

early to say’) 

 85% of respondents this quarter would probably or definitely recommend 

Business Gateway to other business people or those thinking of starting a 

new business. 

Comparing these figures with the 12 month average in Table 1 below shows that 

customer satisfaction remains steady. 

Table 1: Key Metrics 

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

 
Business Support in North Ayrshire has seen considerable change over the last 4 

years due to our Team North Ayrshire Approach. This has greatly increased 

business engagement and satisfaction and has developed greater stakeholder 

engagement and advocacy. North Ayrshire’s aspiration is to have the best support 

for business in Scotland and BG plays a key part in this. 

 

A wider brief on TNA Approach is noted below. 

 

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

 
The BG service is well publicised in the Governments Small Business Survey as the 
most recognised public sector business support brand in Scotland. In North Ayrshire 
brand perception has focused on start-up and early stage growth rather than those 
businesses who are actively growing. This has seen more access realised by start-
up and those seeking early advice on development. 
 
A marketing campaign in 2016 to drive awareness of growth activity did not realise 
the responses expected nationally.  
 
In some cases existing businesses have established networks or advisory 
relationships that benefit them and in others businesses simply find the support eco-
system confusing and complex to understand and are not always aware of the 
appropriate mechanisms for referral across the stakeholders to support their 
business needs. Our TNA Approach seeks to eliminate this and evidence has seen 
greater support to business.  
 
 

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? 

 

G.S Biotech (Irvine) 

GS Biotech were formed in June 2015 and initially sold spares for incubators used in 

Life Science applications. At this point they were a one man band and although 

trading internationally, the turnover was very small.   

North Ayrshire Council Business Gateway took them on a year later, segmented 

them into the Growth Advisory Service, and then Growth pipeline to access SE 

products.  

BG worked with them to develop their own product range using Make it to Market 

and By Design grants, as well as some small scale local (North Ayrshire Council) 

funding.  
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Over the next two years they were helped at each stage of their journey.  They have 

been supported with advice, expert consultancy, information and grants (from 

various sources).  They are on track to increase turnover to £2m in the next year and 

currently have 4 employees and expect this number to increase rapidly.  

They now have their own range of incubators supplied largely to hospitals and 

universities. These are being sold through an international network of distributors 

(set up with Business Gateway/SDI help) and they are also manufacturing as an 

OEM for another major supplier.  

Business Loans Scotland finance of £50K has recently been approved. In the future 

(from July 2018) they will proceed as a Scottish Enterprise Account Managed 

company. 

This is an example of a company being nurtured by BG from tiny beginnings into a 

successful international company. 

 

Thorne Travel, ‘No1 travel agency UK and Ireland’ (Kilwinning) 

North Ayrshire’s Business Gateway have had a long standing working relationship 

with Thorne Travel since their inception in 2009.  What started in a small office with 2 

part time staff, is now an international business with a team of 20, all of whom are 

North Ayrshire residents. This includes 2 Modern Apprentices working towards a 

qualification in Digital Marketing and 1 now qualified apprentice working full time with 

day release, attending university to gain their graduate apprentice degree.  

In 2011, Director Shona Thorne added to the group by establishing Thorne 

Experience offering a range of events and products. The group has grown its 

turnover to £5.1M.   

Thorne Travel has just been awarded the Number 1 travel agency for the UK and 

Ireland out of more than 900 agencies in 2018.  

To maximize their online presence they have heavily invested in their website, social 

media, IT infrastructure, training and development of staff. This has all been 

supported by North Ayrshire’s Business Gateway, North Ayrshire Council’s wider 

Economic Development team, and Team North Ayrshire partner organisations, 

including Skills Development Scotland and more recently Scottish Enterprise and 

Scottish Development International (SDI). 

Due to international expansion plans they have been put forward and accepted on to 

Scottish Enterprise (SE) growth pipeline. This will provide support and funding from 

SE specialists, SE sector team, SDI and Visit Scotland.  

There are a number of upcoming inputs required across all TNA partners (mainly 

BG, NAC, SDS, SDI and SE), including; 

Funding for new International Website, staff training and development, Graduate 

Level Apprenticeship, ICT, tourism specialist consultancy, International Manager for 

Hire, and event/innovation support. 
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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? 

 

In 2015 NAC brought the service in house as part of our work developing the TNA 

Approach. We have found significant benefits for business and greater integration on 

wider Council services in this approach 

 

7/8/9.  Other sources of advice and support 
 
In response to the Qs on other business support regarding gaps in provision, 
alternative models and other support provided by Local Authorities we feel our Team 
North Ayrshire Approach has tackled all these challenges and is a more collaborative 
approach that adds greater value to business.  
 
It should also be noted that BG funding only equates to c 30% of the funding made 
available to support business by North Ayrshire Council. 

The ‘Team North Ayrshire’ approach has been developed with private sector members of 
North Ayrshire’s Economic Development and Regeneration Board (EDR). Team North 
Ayrshire directly supports North Ayrshire Council’s strategic priority of growing our 
economy, increasing employment and regenerating towns. 
 
The ground-breaking initiative was launched in October 2014 and is helping North 
Ayrshire businesses expand and create jobs.  Growth in the business base underpins the 
EDR Strategy and is imperative for a prosperous North Ayrshire. North Ayrshire has a job 
density figure of 0.5 which means there is only 0.5 of a job for every working age person 
in the area. As such the EDR Strategy aims to support businesses to grow and become 
more sustainable. 
 
Historic and traditional models of business support are more transactional and top down 
in nature. The aim of TNA is to develop a demand led approach driven by business need 
with deeper understanding of our local business base. This approach is collaborative and 
brings together all support agencies both private and public and looks to keep business at 
the heart of all development. 
 
Below is representation of the model: 
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North Ayrshire Council realigned its services to release over £250k to recruit five 
Business Growth Managers, each being the single point of contact for organisations 
and responsible for creating bespoke growth plans.   This single point of contact is 
the lead on a partnership approach to realise the business aspirations.  
 
One of the main barriers to developing a regional approach was challenges faced 
within the National agencies and their ability to change their ways of working to suit 
regional needs. This relationship has grown and National Agencies are key partners 
in the co-creation of support mechanisms in the area. 
 
The move away from traditional grant led transactional support to a demand led 
relationship model has significantly increased benefits for both partners and 
businesses alike. 

 
 

A strategic priority for the EDR Board is to create the best conditions for business in 
Scotland. It also looks to see businesses help create over 1000 jobs in three years. 
The realization of the jobs target was achieved with our business partners in 18 
months and continues to see significantly more jobs being created. 
 
In 17/18 we have seen support for businesses in a number of areas including: 
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 266 start ups 

 617 Jobs 

 1160 businesses engaged with support interventions to 600 

 Over 500 instances of financial support totaling £750k 

 193 instances of consultancy / specialist support 

 57 businesses supported through innovation activities 

 29 businesses supported to access new international markets 

 Over 1000 referrals to TNA partners. 
 
Targets set for this year from EDR Board were 333 jobs, 40 businesses through 
Innovation, 20 new International markets. This shows that targets are being realized 
and performance of new way of working far outstrips that of previous models. 
 
The TNA Approach has recently been evaluated by Economic Development 
Consultants (EKOS) looking at how the model has impacted businesses, value for 
money and partner engagement. (full report available on request) 
 
Business Approval 
 
On a range of measures business found the demand led approach to be of 
significant value to their aspirations. Below represents some key stats on 
satisfaction: 

 

 
 

Economic Impact Assessment 
 
As part of our external review an impact assessment was appraised. This has shown 
that the current approach gives significant return on investment and impact to local 
economy is far in excess of expected levels. 
 
The EIA focuses on the impact made purely by the new approach and negates any 
factors that would have occurred anyway. To this end the impact of the approach 
since October 2014 is: 
 
Economic impacts to date: 

 590 net additional Jobs 
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 £39.5m net additional GVA 

 £19m net additional Wages 
 
Value for Money: 

 £7,100 per net job created 

 £27 in net GVA generated per £1 investment 
 

The numbers highlight significant impacts and in particular stronger than 
anticipated GVA than would be expected by programmes of support. This 
validation has confirmed that the move to a demand led relationship approach is far 
more beneficial than transactional grant led approaches. 
 
 

Stakeholder Value 
 
As part of the evaluation a development of a stakeholder barometer has been 
developed to make sure all partners are seeing value from the approach. This has 
been met with universal acclaim and partners showing greater investment locally 
than in other peer locations. 

 

The Business Gateway forms a key part of the wider support for business however 
as this is a fully integrated service within North Ayrshire it can only be looked at in 
conjunction with its effectiveness of the whole support ecosystem. 

 


	Thorne Travel, ‘No1 travel agency UK and Ireland’ (Kilwinning)

