
 

 
 

 

 

Survey of  

Women-Owned 

Businesses in Scotland 

2014 
 

 



     Survey of Women-Owned Businesses in Scotland                   2014 
1 

SUPPORTED BY… 

  

@wescotland 

wescotland 

Women’s-enterprise-scotland 

info@wescotland.co.uk  www.wescotland.co.uk 

mailto:info@wescotland.co.uk
mailto:info@wescotland.co.uk


     Survey of Women-Owned Businesses in Scotland                   2014 
2 

 

BACKGROUND AND DETAILS OF THIS SURVEY 

 

Women’s Enterprise Scotland works to create an entrepreneurial environment where women-led 
businesses can flourish and grow. 

Working with partner agencies throughout Scotland, Women’s Enterprise Scotland aims to 
create a commercial culture where women-led business ownership is not simply an aspiration, 
but becomes a truly attainable, attractive and achievable option for women everywhere.  

This online survey was developed by Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES) and was available from 24 

July 2014 – 22 August 2014. 

The purpose of the survey was to gather up to date information from women business owners on 

what they key issues were for them in running and growing a business in Scotland. Issues covered 

included what kind of support was most needed; what barriers, if any, were there in obtaining 

finance; and general business data on size, turnover, sector etc. 

This survey report adds value to previous research and will contribute towards WES’s commitment 

to mapping the progress and economic impact of female owned businesses in Scotland. 

Self-employment figures are higher than at any point in the past forty years1 and the number of 

women in self-employment is increasing rapidly. Seventy thousand women are registered business 

owners in Scotland, and ninety four thousand women in Scotland are self-employed.2 

The majority of women who have taken part in this survey reflects the types of businesses with 

which Women’s Enterprise Scotland is most in contact – microbusinesses. With just over 98% of 

businesses in Scotland defined as small to medium sized, this survey sample is reflective of the 

position of business ownership in Scotland. 

It is important to know what matters to these women and their businesses, and how we can ensure 

that women business owners reach their full potential and make a substantial contribution to 

Scotland’s economy. 

Results of the survey, which was live for one month and garnered 147 responses from women 

entrepreneurs from all age ranges and all parts of Scotland, are consistent with Women's Enterprise 

                                                                 
1 Self Employed Workers in the UK. Office for National Statistics. (2014) 
2 Women in Enterprise. Framework and Action Plan. Scottish Government (2014) 
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Scotland's belief that if given the right support, women-owned businesses contribute greatly to the 

growth of the Scottish economy.  

The survey provided opportunities for respondents to provide both qualitative and quantitative 

comments, and WES will use these comments constructively to contribute towards the policy and 

practice development of improved and relevant services to women in business in Scotland. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 Businesses who responded are overwhelmingly microbusinesses, employing 10 staff (full 

and / or part time) or less. The majority are sole traders or small private limited companies. 

Most have an annual turnover of £50K or less. 

 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. 

 Accountants, and friends and family scored highly as the ‘most helpful’ support. Most 

respondents stated that support services were, at best, ‘somewhat helpful’.   

 Over 80% of respondents 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. 

 Personal savings had been the main source of business finance in the last 12 months, with 

41% of respondents stating this to be the case. Twenty six percent and 24% respectively had 

used a bank overdraft and credit cards as their main source of business finance.  Friends and 

family were a key source of business finance too, with 20% stating they had used this 

method in the last 12 months.  Only 12% had used public funds. 

 Respondents mostly found it ‘somewhat easy’ or ‘very easy’ to access the type of financial 

support sought. But given that many were using their own savings, and friends and family, 

along with credit cards, this ease of accessibility is not surprising. However, the application 

process for many loan and grant schemes was considered onerous for microbusinesses and 

quite off putting. This may be an indicator of why only 12% of respondents had used public 

funds in the previous year. Seeking investment for business growth for the future appeared 

to be more problematic. 

 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%) 
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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. WES will continue to support 

mentoring as part of its Framework and Action Plan. 

 On the question of role models, respondents were fairly evenly split with 58% stating they 

had a role model and 42% stating that they did not. The majority of these role models were 

local business people, and also friends and family. The WES Ambassador programme has 

flourished to develop and support the promotion of appropriate role models for women 

business owners in Scotland.  

 Professional training and development were key issues for the microbusinesses. Many 

business owners expressed a desire to learn more and develop their skills but time was so 

critical to running all aspects of the business that such development was difficult if not 

impossible.  Finding the time to train up other staff members was also a key issue. Support 

for women only business training is important. The majority of respondents expressed this 

was key to improving confidence. 

 It is important to make 100% of childcare costs tax deductible on earnings. Childcare is an 

important issue for the participation of both women and men in the labour market, but the 

majority of the responsibility for care in the family still falls to women.  Recognizing 

childcare as an essential cost which supports business development and growth would 

improve the situation for women in business. 

INTRODUCTION 

With just over one-fifth of Scottish SMEs majority owned by women, we know very well that these 

businesses make a valuable contribution to the Scottish economy. Therefore, it is important to 

know what the issues are for these businesses and just what their views are on a number of key 

issues - such as the current support system for women owned businesses.  This is why surveys such 

as this are important.   At Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES), this valuable survey information 

from our clients and contacts across the country, will be used to inform our work with other key 

stakeholders to ensure that women’s businesses across Scotland are getting the best and most 

relevant support possible to enable them to grow and develop. 

The Women’s Enterprise Scotland Framework, launched by Scottish Government in March 2014, 

commits WES to provide a voice for women’s enterprise at the centre of Scotland’s economic 

development, and also to influence government and business thinking on economic development 

policy and strategy.  Surveys such as this provide WES with vital current and relevant data to 

support the implementation of the Framework. 
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Women’s Enterprise Scotland works in partnership with many organisations across the eco-system 

in Scotland - and we hope that the results of this survey help to inform their thinking and policy 

development too. 

RESULTS OF THE SURVEY 

ACCESSING BUSINESS SUPPORT SERVICES 

Many businesses access different kinds of available support at different times. Businesses were 

asked to list all of the support services that they had used. 

1 Business Gateway   
 

116 67% 

2 Scottish Enterprise   
 

31 18% 

3 Entrepreneurial Spark   
 

12 7% 

4 
Women's Enterprise 
Scotland (informal 
support) 

  
 

15 9% 

5 Accountant   
 

81 47% 

6 Solicitor   
 

33 19% 

7 Bank   
 

66 38% 

8 Friends and family   
 

79 46% 

9 
Princes Trust Youth 
Business Support (PTYBS) 

  
 

8 5% 

10 Local authority / council   
 

32 19% 

11 Other3 (please specify)   
 

34 20% 

12 
I have NOT accessed any 
business support services 

  
 

10 6% 

 

                                                                 
3 See Appendix I 
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ACCESSING SUPPORT 

Respondents stated that their preferred method of receiving support was face-to-face. However, 

telephone and email were also commonly used, with the web being used mostly for reference and 

seeking information. 

 

# Organisation 
In 

person 
Email Telephone Web Skype 

Total 
Responses 

1 Business Gateway 87 29 28 14 0 158 
2 Scottish Enterprise 17 7 4 6 0 34 
3 Entrepreneurial Spark 9 4 1 4 0 18 
4 Women's Enterprise Scotland 9 4 0 4 0 17 
5 Accountant 67 30 24 4 0 125 
6 Solicitor 26 16 12 0 0 54 
7 Bank 47 11 27 7 0 92 
8 Friends and family 72 18 18 5 5 118 
9 PTYBS 4 5 1 0 0 10 

10 Local authority / council 16 14 3 1 0 34 
11 Other organisations4 30 13 9 6 2 60 

 
  

                                                                 
4 See Appendix I 
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HOW HELPFUL WAS THIS SUPPORT? 

Accountants and friends and family came out tops in terms of how helpful they had been. This is 

probably due to the fact that they provide important and valuable support at the start of business, 

for example, in setting up the company, providing basic financial advice, etc. Also friends and family 

were considered crucial for moral support and even giving some feedback on products and services 

of the businesses. 

Respondents were asked later in the questionnaire to submit additional comments on their 

experiences of business support services. (A more detailed report of these comments appears later 

in this report.)  

# Organisation 
Very 

helpful 
Somewhat 

helpful 
Somewhat 
unhelpful 

Very 
unhelpful 

Total 
Responses 

1 Business Gateway 27 58 17 5 107 
2 Scottish Enterprise 8 15 4 3 30 

3 
Entrepreneurial 
Spark 

6 4 1 1 12 

4 
Women's Enterprise 
Scotland 

9 4 1 0 14 

5 Accountant 47 26 3 0 76 
6 Solicitor 19 6 3 2 30 
7 Bank 16 31 10 5 62 
8 Friends and family 42 31 1 1 75 
9 PTYBS 4 3 0 0 7 

10 
Local authority / 
council 

12 12 2 1 27 

11 Other  25 8 0 0 33 
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WOULD YOU RECOMMEND THIS SERVICE TO OTHERS? 

# Organisation Yes No 
Total 

Responses 
1 Business Gateway 81 26 107 
2 Scottish Enterprise 22 8 30 
3 Entrepreneurial Spark 10 2 12 
4 Women's Enterprise Scotland 14 0 14 
5 Accountant 70 6 76 
6 Solicitor 23 7 30 
7 Bank 44 18 62 
8 Friends and family 72 3 75 
9 PTYBS 7 0 7 

10 Local authority / council 23 4 27 
11 Other  33 0 33 
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SOURCES OF BUSINESS FINANCE USED IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS 

Business owners were asked what sources of finance had been used. Predictably, the majority of 

businesses had used personal savings as their main source of business. This can lead us to assume 

that many businesses are operating under fairly tight financial pressures. Bank overdrafts and credit 

cards were also used by around one-quarter of respondents.  It is interesting to note that only 12% 

said that they had used any form of public funds in the past twelve months. 

# Source    
 

Response % 

1 Bank loan   
 

9 6% 

2 Bank overdraft   
 

40 26% 

3 Personal loan   
 

5 3% 

4 Personal savings   
 

64 41% 

5 Friends and family   
 

31 20% 
6 Credit card   

 

38 24% 

7 Releasing home equity   
 

3 2% 

8 Angel investment   
 

2 1% 
9 Venture capital   

 

0 0% 

10 
Public funds (e.g. 
Scottish Enterprise) 

  
 

18 12% 

11 Crowd funding   
 

1 1% 

12 Supplier credit   
 

12 8% 

13 
Other 
business/employment 

  
 

7 4% 

14 Other5 (please specify)   
 

10 6% 

15 
I have NOT sought 
financial support 

  
 

53 34% 

 
  

                                                                 
5 See Appendix II 
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ACCESSIBILITY OF FINANCIAL SUPPORT 

Businesses were asked to comment on how easy or difficult they found it to access particular types 

of financial support. There were some degrees of difficulty but the majority of financial supports 

listed did not seem to be too difficult to access for most. 

# Source 
Very 
easy 

Somewhat 
easy 

Somewhat 
difficult 

Very 
difficult 

Total Responses 

1 Bank loan 0 4 3 2 9 

2 Bank overdraft 11 16 8 4 39 

3 Personal loan 1 2 0 2 5 

4 Personal savings 32 16 11 3 62 

5 Friends and family 8 14 8 1 31 

6 Credit card 24 9 4 1 38 

7 Releasing home equity 0 1 0 2 3 

8 Angel investment 0 0 1 1 2 

9 Venture capital 0 0 0 0 0 

10 
Public funds (e.g. 
Scottish Enterprise) 

1 10 5 2 18 

11 Crowd funding 1 0 0 0 1 

12 Supplier credit 2 7 2 1 12 

13 
Other business / 
employment 

1 2 4 0 7 

14 Other  6 3 1 0 10 
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USE OF BUSINESS MENTORS 

Mentoring is becoming a more sought after support – both for business and personal development.  

Mentoring appears to be a popular method of seeking business support amongst women owned 

businesses, with 43% of our survey respondents stating they had used a business mentor.  Of those 

who had used a mentor, 90% felt that they had been very helpful and somewhat helpful. The 

remaining 10% did, however, find the experience less rewarding than anticipated.  Mentoring is a 

very personal partnership, therefore getting the right match is important.  Just over one-fifth of 

respondents stated that they would like a mentor in the future but were unaware of how to find 

one. 

 

 

ROLE MODELS 

On the question of role models, respondents were fairly evenly split with 58% stating that they had 

a role model and 42% stating that they did not.  The majority of role models were local business 

people and also friends, and many of these were named as inspirational on the survey form.  One 

fifth of those who had role models chose a famous role model from the media. Those listed, for 

example, included Sheryl Sandberg, Michelle Mone, Sue Tumelty, Richard Branson and Duncan 

Bannatyne. 

  

43%

18%

17%

22%

Mentoring

Yes. I'd like a mentor.

No. I don't feel it's necessary.

I would like a mentor and
know how to find one.

I would like a mentor but
have no idea how to find
one.
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EXPERIENCE OF BUSINESS SUPPORT SERVICES 

Respondents were invited to comment on their experiences of business support services which they 

had accessed. Information gathered here is of particular importance for the future practice of 

business support for women owned businesses in Scotland and the implementation of the WES 

Framework. The proposed actions in the Framework represent many of the issues that have been 

reported by this survey’s respondents, such as –  

 Mentoring and networking 

 Importance of role models and ambassadors 

 Access to markets and finance 

 Gender specific support. 

Business Gateway 

Business Gateway services were used by the majority of survey respondents – 67%. Comments 

received on this service were very mixed.  

Positive comments were generally received for –  

 Early start up advice, with good general information 

 Useful training courses and free business workshops 

 Good personal relationships built with individual advisers. 

“Fabulous support when we were starting out” 

 “Good for helping start up business with practical advice – but after that, you are very much on 

your own, and the help given is not that useful” 

However, a few comments reflected disappointment as a result of lack of follow up after initial 

contact. A few respondents felt that BG advisers were not well enough informed about their own 

specific area of business which prevented future development of the relationship.  

“Very much aimed at start up. Starts to lose relevance for businesses 2 - 3 years on” 

“Limited knowledge of our sector and could offer nothing we needed” 

Scottish Enterprise 

Scottish Enterprise support services were used by 18% of our respondents.  

Some comments illustrated that businesses felt they had to make a few approaches before they got 

positive results. 

“Great for practical 

courses like book-

keeping, VAT.” 
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“No reply to my first approach. On the second, the employee was totally disinterested as my 

business didn’t fit neatly into his guidelines” 

“Eventually got account managed by them – after pestering them!” 

 

 

 

Entrepreneurial Spark 

ES was used by a small number of respondents – 7%.  

Comments here were very mixed but either firmly on one end of the spectrum or the other. There 

were some glowing references – 

“Phenomenal – the best support and advice I ever had” 

“Boot camp; programme for accelerated growth; access to mentors; Babson lectures; regular 

meetings with our enabler – all tremendous” 

“Excellent programme to participate in” 

..Yet others had a completely different experience –  

“Very closed off and cliquey” 

“Restrictive – felt like going back to work in an office due to enforced hours” 

Women’s Enterprise Scotland 

WES support services were used by 9% of respondents.  

While there were not many businesses who took part in the survey that had used the services of 

WES, comments received were very positive –  

“Very inspiring – and useful conferences” 

“So happy to know that WES is on hand to help with queries – no matter how daft” 

“Like reading the website and the comments. Your passion comes across” 

Felt like they were 

not willing to 

provide assistance 

as my business was 

too small 

“Tough love – 

but amazing” 

“Dynamic and 

Supportive” 
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There were quite a few comments showing that while WES had not been used to date for support, 

it may be in the future, as more women in business find out a bit more about services provided. 

Accountants 

Forty seven percent of survey respondents had sought support from accountants. The support and 

advice given from accountants was considered to be essential by the responding businesses, even 

although a few had very frustrating relationships. All of the businesses felt that even although some 

of the accountancy services may be expensive, it was still considered essential and worth 

outsourcing. 

“Find one that can speak plain English” 

“Expensive for small business!” 

“Great support” 

“Vital to a small business”. 

Solicitors 

Only 19% of the businesses stated that they had used solicitors. Similar to the accountancy services, 

while many responded by sharing concern on the expense of solicitor services, all agreed that, at 

certain times, the services could prove to be essential. 

“Expensive” 

“Has been of great support” 

“Started with one of the big boys and got ignored. Now I have a good female one who runs her own 

practice” 

“Always good to talk to a lawyer to understand your company’s legal needs”. 

Banks 

Thirty eight percent of survey respondents had sought advice from their bank. Many felt that the 

size of their business was a factor in how they were treated. 

 “Not interested in proper small business” 

 “Frustrating there is no personal contact” 

 “Very disappointed about contact and bank’s limited input into business finances and help”. 

“Useful and essential 

support. Allowing me 

to do what I’m best 

at” 
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Friends and Family 

As expected, friends and family were reported as being a vital support to business owners, with 

46% of respondents stating they had gone to family and friends for advice. Many have used friends 

and family for financial support, but moral support is also considered to be just as crucial. 

“Great support, especially when starting out”     

“Could not do this without them” 

“Friends and family are invaluable to a business” 

 

 

 

PTYBS 

While only a small number of respondents (5%) had used the PTYB service, all of the comments 

were very positive. 

“Very supportive and provided a network of young people who were all going through the same 

thing together.” 

“Great fantastic service and still in touch with so many of the people who helped me along the way.” 

“Excellent bunch of people”     

 

 

Local authority / council services 

Nineteen percent of respondents used local authority services. These local authorities did not fare 

well in the comments from respondents. There were only two very positive comments but the 

majority all stated that their local business services had been poor. 

“Ignored me in spite of countless requests and invitations to show some interest.” 

“Very slow and would not recommend.”       

“Frustrating and a no-go for me.” 

“We use friends and 

family as a sounding 

board for ideas and 

know we’ll get honest 

feedback!” 

“Very helpful, 

supportive” 
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INFORMATION ABOUT THE BUSINESSES 

Information appearing below is about the businesses themselves in terms of staffing, location, 

status, turnover and the age of the business owner. Evidence here complies with a fairly consistent 

analysis that has been shown over recent years in Scotland about women owned businesses –  

 they are overwhelmingly microbusinesses, employing 10 staff (full and / or part time) or less 

 the majority are sole traders or small private limited companies 

 Most have an annual turnover of £50K or less. 

Responses are shown below -  

How many full time employees were in the business? 

 88% employed 1 – 5 full time staff 

 4% employed 6 – 10 full time staff 

 3% employed 11 – 20 full time staff 

 3% employed 20 – 30 full time staff 

 1% employed 40 – 50 full time staff 

 

 

 

How many part time employees were in the business? 

 93% employed 1 – 5 part time staff 

 2% employed 6 – 10 part time staff 

88%

5%
3%

3%

1%

Full Time Staff

1 to 5

6 to 10

11 to 20

20 - 30

40 - 50
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 2% employed 11 – 20 part time staff 

 3% employed 21 – 30 part time staff 

 

 

How many casual / seasonal staff did you employ? 

 

 81% employed between 1 – 5 seasonal / casual staff 

 10% employed between 6 – 10 seasonal / casual staff 

 3% employed between 11 – 20 seasonal / casual staff 

 6% employed between 21 – 30 seasonal / casual staff 

93%

2%

2%
3%

Part time staff

1 to 5

6 to 10

11 to 20

21 to 30

81%

10%

3%
6%

Casual / Seasonal staff

1 to 5

6 to 10

11 to 20

21 to 30
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LOCATION OF BUSINESSES  

Nearly half of the respondents had businesses in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Perth and Kinross areas, 

but there were respondents Scotland wide. 

 

# Area   
 

Response % 
1 Aberdeen (city)   

 

0 0% 
2 Aberdeenshire   

 

0 0% 
3 Angus   

 

1 1% 
4 Argyll and Bute   

 

1 1% 
5 Clackmannanshire   

 

2 1% 

6 
Dumfries and 
Galloway 

  
 

3 2% 

7 Dundee   
 

6 4% 
8 East Ayrshire   

 

2 1% 

9 
East 
Dunbartonshire 

  
 

4 3% 

10 East Lothian   
 

1 1% 
11 East Renfrewshire   

 

2 1% 
12 Edinburgh City   

 

20 14% 
13 Falkirk   

 

1 1% 
14 Fife   

 

11 7% 
15 Glasgow City   

 

17 12% 
16 Highlands   

 

8 5% 
17 Inverclyde   

 

0 0% 
18 Midlothian   

 

1 1% 
19 Moray   

 

3 2% 
20 North Ayrshire   

 

4 3% 

21 
North Lanark 
shire 

  
 

2 1% 

22 Orkney Islands   
 

4 3% 
23 Perth and Kinross   

 

30 20% 
24 Renfrewshire   

 

3 2% 
25 Scottish Borders   

 

4 3% 
26 Shetland Islands   

 

0 0% 
27 South Ayrshire   

 

5 3% 
28 South Lanarkshire   

 

5 3% 
29 Stirling   

 

5 3% 

30 
West 
Dunbartonshire 

  
 

0 0% 

31 West Lothian   
 

1 1% 
32 Western Isles   

 

1 1% 

 Total  147 100% 
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STATUS OF THE BUSINESS 

 

 

 46% were sole traders  

 41% were private limited companies 

 6% were partnerships 

 3% were social enterprises 

 2% had other types of status (e.g. company limited by guarantee; self-employed) 

 1% were community interest companies 

 1% were public limited companies 

  

Status of Business

Sole Trader Partnership

Private Limited Company Social Enterprise

Community Interest Company Public Limited Company

Other
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ANNUAL TURNOVER 

Annual turnover of the majority of respondent companies was under £50K per annum. Again, this is 

reflecting the fact that a large percentage are microbusinesses. 

 

 58% had a turnover of £50K or less 

 14% had a turnover of between £50K and £100K 

 14% had a turnover of £200K + 

 11% had a turnover of between £100K and £150K 

 3% had a turnover of between £150K and £200K 

  

58%

14%

11%

3%

14%

ANNUAL TURNOVER

£0 to £50K £50K to £100K £100K to £150K £150K to £200K £200K +
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AGE RANGE OF BUSINESS OWNERS 

The survey showed that the majority of the business owners fell within the age range of 35 to 54 

years. This is fairly consistent with UK figures which state that the average age of a self-employed 

person is 47 years6.  

 

 34% were in the 45 to 54 age group 

 29% were in the 35 to 44 age group 

 21% were in the 55 to 64 age group 

 13% were in the 22 to 34 age group 

 2% were 65+ 

 1% were under 21 years old. 

 

  

                                                                 
6 Self-employed workers in the UK 2014. Office for National Statistics (August 2014) 

1%
13%

30%

35%

21%

AGE RANGE

under 21 22 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65+
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DEVELOPING THE BUSINESS 

Overwhelmingly, the majority of the business owners stated that they wanted to grow their 

businesses over the next two years. Most were pleased to go for a moderate pace in growth but 

almost one-third were keen to grow their businesses rapidly. 

 

 53% intend to grow their business moderately 

 29% intend to grow their business rapidly 

 12% intend to keep their business about the same size 

 5% intend to sell their business 

 1% intend to scale down their business 

 1% intend to hand on their business 

 None of the respondents intended to close down their business 

WHAT IS NEEDED TO ACHIEVE BUSINESS ASPIRATIONS 

In the survey, business owners were asked what they needed in order to achieve success in the 

direction to which they wanted their businesses to go.  Respondents shared a lot of information 

which can be broken down into the following key categories –  

 Finance 

 Advice and Support 

 Staffing and training 

 Marketing advice 

 Networking 

 Mentoring 

29%

52%

12%
1%

5%

1%

BUSINESS  ASPIRATIONS 2014 - 2016

To grow rapidly To grow moderately To stay the same size

To scale down To sell To hand on / succession

To close down
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 Changes in external environment 

 

1. Finance 

Most respondents in search of finance were looking for investment to help grow the business. This 

ranged from plans to take on more staff to looking for larger investment to support the building of 

workshop premises. Others mentioned the need for finance to do more marketing, and possibly to 

do some market research in order to plan a strategy for growth.  

Quite a few were looking to grow and expand into international markets and stated they would like 

some sort of financial support for overseas travel costs to help this kind of development. 

2. Advice and Support 

While respondents were aware of the business advice available, many felt that there was a need for 

the advice to be more targeted - especially for microbusinesses. 

“Some business advice appears to be only provided for very high turnover businesses. A lot of 

women start businesses with the potential to grow but don’t want them to grow too quickly because 

of other commitments, like family etc.” 

Specific sectoral support appears to be lacking which is why many of these microbusinesses are 

looking for a mentor to provide more personal support. Respondents also mentioned how 

important it was for mentors to be from the same type of business sector so as to provide more 

relevant advice and support, for example, on pricing new products and how to expand the client 

base. 

3. Staffing and training 

 Businesses were seeking advice on where to find the best talent for their businesses. Recruitment 

of staff – and training of staff – were very time consuming (and therefore costly). Professional 

training and development for the business owners themselves was a key issue. Many expressed a 

desire to increase skills but stated that they could not find the time while meeting all the other 

business demands. 

One business owner summed up the issue -  

“More UK wide opportunities are needed.  Greater - and much more clearly defined - assistance to 

create jobs.  Streamline support - e.g. trying to take on a Modern Apprentice and just trying to figure 

out who is eligible for what has been far too time consuming. Generally public sector support is 



     Survey of Women-Owned Businesses in Scotland                   2014 
24 

good. However, my experience of late has been that there is a distinct lack of appreciation that for 

small businesses time is money” 

4. Marketing 

Advice on improvements to marketing were considered crucial to business growth aspirations of 

the microbusinesses. Many respondents were seeking advice on marketing in areas such as -  

 how promote business on national and international arenas, and connect with international 

distributors; 

 Better understanding of social media and how it can promote products; 

 How to target marketing more appropriately; 

 Help with branding and the design of new products.  

 

5. Networking 

Many of the respondents stated that networking was crucial to assist their businesses. While there 

was an awareness of some networking opportunities available, many expressed the need for them 

to be more local. 

6. Mentoring 

Many of the respondents had taken up the opportunity for mentoring, with many more expressing 

a desire to find a mentor.  It was considered important to find a mentor relevant to your business 

sector and, more importantly, to your business size.  

7. Changes in external environment / policy issues 

Most of the structural changes that businesses would like to see were around finance. For example, 

a cut in business rates by the Scottish Government was listed, as well as making business premises 

cheaper for microbusinesses – especially at the start up stage.   It was also felt that the application 

processes for many loans and grants were too onerous and could be made much simpler.  

 “It’s very financially challenging and it would be great if there was more Government support. For 

example, I cannot afford to pay myself so protect the business a little. But I still have bills to pay, so 

it would be great if I could access an equivalent to unemployment benefit to help out for a period of 

time. I also feel that access to funding is difficult at the moment, so starting a business could 

become a privilege of those who can afford it, so some great ideas may never come to fruition.”  
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Childcare was mentioned as a particular issue for women business owners.  Many women find 

themselves struggling to meet the demands of a business as well as bringing up a family. As well as 

a lack of affordable childcare, the issue of hours of accessibility are important for microbusinesses. 

“Entrepreneurial women desperately need pre-school/after-school/wraparound care.” 

IMPROVEMENTS NEEDED FOR WOMEN STARTING AND RUNNING THEIR OWN BUSINESS IN SCOTLAND 

Respondents were asked specifically what they considered to be the key issues for women starting 

businesses, and what improvements they would like to see to enable more business development 

and growth. 

 Mentoring 

All of the comments regarding mentoring expressed the need to, ‘…be able to chat to 

women who have “been there, done that” before!’ More appropriate mentors – that 

understood the sector and size of the business – are needed. 

 “When matching a mentor through Scottish Enterprise, it would be helpful if the mentor had similar 

experience.” 

 Childcare and help with costs 

 

Many women business owners agree that it is important to make 100% of childcare costs tax 

deductible on earnings. Childcare is an important issue for the participation of both women 

and men in the labour market, but the majority of the responsibility for care in the family 

still falls to women.  Recognizing childcare as an essential cost which supports business 

development and growth would improve the situation for women in business. 

Comments here included -  

“As a mum with a small business I tend to work on my business before my son is up and after he is in 

bed. I can’t afford childcare at the moment so summer holidays are particularly difficult and I rely 

heavily on family and friends to look after him when I am out working,” 

“Women often feel torn between family and work, never quite getting either right, so the more 

women who can show that there can be an alternative and balanced path would really help.” 

 Training 

Support for women only business training is important. The majority of respondents 

expressed this was key to improving confidence. Access to finance and support for further 
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professional training and development would be welcome – especially at the stages of 

business growth – for both the women business owners and for other staff.   

 

 Finance 

The focus of finance is sometimes misplaced. Perhaps there is a need for more of a focus on 

small innovative businesses and on longer term plans rather than only receiving funding at 

the point of start-up. Also businesses with a fairly small turnover (£50K p.a. or less) seem to 

be left out. The majority of women owned businesses fall within this category.  

The majority of women business owners are between 35 and 55 years. It is felt that more 

financial support for the ‘older woman’ would be welcomed, possibly similar to current 

young persons’ schemes. 
 

 Advice and Support 

Gender sensitive advice and support is important as well as access to female advisers.   

Comments here included -  

“Clear messages about what sorts of things you need to consider before you start. There is a lot of 

help out there, but the overall picture is quite confused. Different agencies use different jargon, for 

examples, and there is way too much cross over and competition between the agencies. This is too 

confusing. Women's networks are hugely valuable, and far more could be done to direct women 

towards them. WES's ambassadors’ project will also really help - it's very useful to read about and 

hear from women who have been there, seen it and bought the t-shirt.” 

“Someone to sit with on a one to one and go through a Business plan page by page.  As a single 

parent with no family support I found it virtually impossible to sit down and concentrate.  I was 

promised some money from Enterprise Zone but they wanted an updated Business Plan and I did not 

get it in to them in time. This had a huge effect on my business and my own personal finances I am 

struggling like mad... I am mentally and physically exhausted from trying to make it. Generally 

feeling very let down.” 

 External environment 

Some shifts in the external environment were suggested that might help support more 

women in business, such as –  

 

 More press / media reports on women in business. 

  

 More role models and mentoring programmes. 
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 Development of an online forum where women can speak to others who have been 

through the process of startup or have more experience. 

 

 Being taken seriously by economic development and business support agencies, and 

not being made to feel that the business is less worthy on account of it being small 

and / or run by a woman. 

 

 Making changes to the Scottish school curriculum so that topics relating to how to 

start up and run a business are taught. Also to include ‘business ownership’ as an 

important choice in career options choices at secondary school. 

 

Comments here included -  

“Stop comparing women to men – we are different. More one on one specialist business support 

suitable for women.” 

“Not constantly being referred to as running a 'hobby business' would be nice.  I've built up a 

small business from scratch, without external funding (which also seems to be frowned upon, 

but at the stage I am in life, I would prefer to not get into debt).  I now make enough to count 

comfortably as a second income, and the business has lots of potential to grow, but because it’s 

not my only priority in life, I am not counted as being a 'proper' business person” 

“A genuinely nationwide, dynamic and relevant organisation representing women in business 

from 'cradle to grave' and with the knowledge, resources and commitment to deliver, support 

and lobby.” 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The results of this survey has shown the size, breadth and prevalence of women owned micro-

businesses in Scotland and, more importantly, their desire to grow and develop their businesses 

over the next two years. However, it appears from the experiences of respondents that the specific 

types of support required for these micro businesses to grow could be improved. For example, if 

support appears to be focused on larger businesses with turnover of £100K and beyond, then we 

are leaving behind many thriving and potentially growing areas of business in Scotland. 

The survey has also shown that the areas for action stated in the Women’s Enterprise Scotland 

Framework are still very present - and crucial - for business growth and development. Such as -   

 the significance of mentoring programmes; 

 the importance of maintaining and improving appropriate networking opportunities;  

 supporting and developing new opportunities for investment finance;  

 supporting access to procurement opportunities with corporate business and the public 

sector; and  

 the importance of encouraging greater gender aware support amongst business services.  

Working with partners and stakeholders towards the implementation of the Framework is now 

Women’s Enterprise Scotland’s priority as it is clear that the action areas listed in the Framework 

are still those of key concern to women business owners in Scotland.  

Ultimately, it is vital to ensure that the ‘Women in Enterprise’ agenda is understood and accepted 

as a key contributor to sustainable economic growth for Scotland.  

To make the most of this opportunity for economic growth, and to improve the gender gap in 
Scottish entrepreneurial activity, Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES) aims for the creation of a new 
norm for women in business.  

To do that, WES seeks to inspire and support women to start and grow their own businesses. WES 
advises and educates external partners, and advocates for gender-specific enterprise support. We 
seek to influence policy-makers and movers and shakers to recognise the economic contribution 
women-led business could make. And WES champions women’s enterprise in the media, in Scottish 
society, and across the wider world. 

 

 

  
@wescotland 

wescotland 

Women’s-enterprise-scotland 

info@wescotland.co.uk  

www.wescotland.co.uk 

mailto:info@wescotland.co.uk
mailto:info@wescotland.co.uk
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APPENDICES 

Appendix I 

Other business support services accessed by survey respondents 

AABW and Association of Scottish Business Women 

Alba 

Chamber of Commerce 

Coaching 

Creative Scotland 

Cultural Enterprise 

Entrepreneurial Exchange 

First Port Social Enterprise 

GrowBiz Coupar Angus 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

Interface – the knowledge connection for business 

Jobs and Business Glasgow 

Just Enterprise 

Mentoring with Scottish Chambers of Commerce 

Moray Social Enterprise 

Peer network 

Perthshire Business Women’s Network 

Scottish Development International 

Skills Development Scotland 

Social Enterprise Academy 

Women’s networking groups 



     Survey of Women-Owned Businesses in Scotland                   2014 
30 

Appendix II 

Other sources of business financed used in the past 12 months 

Self-finance 

Competition 

FTO grant 

Grant from local authority 

Private trade finance 

GrowBiz grant 

PTYBS loan 

Various grants awarded 

Income from other employment 
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