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INTRODUCTION 

The Think Tank was convened as part of the Shifting Gears programme 
launched by Women’s Enterprise Scotland (WES) at an International Conference 
held in Edinburgh on 12 May 2015. 

International, UK and Scottish experts on women and enterprise were present 
and the aims of the Think Tank session were to –  

Ø Hear the views of the participants on best practice in women’s enterprise 
from their own country and areas of practical experience; 

Ø Consider how developments in the policy and legislative landscape 
facilitate best practice; 

Ø Discuss and identify what may be the most beneficial course of action to 
improve and enhance women’s enterprise in the Scottish context. 

The Think Tank discussion was facilitated by Lynne Cadenhead, Chair of 
Women’s Enterprise Scotland, and the session began by highlighting critical 
areas from the WES Framework – known to be the only one of its kind in Europe. 
These included -  

• Development of effective mentoring programmes 
• Improving access to procurement opportunities and access to markets 
• Significance of appropriate support, training and confidence measures. 

This short report will highlight the key points made by speakers and contributors 
to the Think Tank session. The discussion was lively and extremely informative 
as the vast depth of knowledge and expert opinion was applied to a range of 
priority topics. The WES team welcome any additional contributions or key points 
that participants consider may have been missed or should be included, from the 
range of discussions on the day. 

The WES Board and staff team would like to thank all the Think Tank participants 
for their attendance, for all their knowledgeable and expert contributions made on 
the day, for their continued support of WES, and their commitment to the success 
and sustainability of women in enterprise across the world. 

KEY THEMES 

The Think Tank discussion began with global participants invited to speak briefly 
on what they considered to be central issues for women and enterprise in their 
own countries and specific areas of work.  Key points emerging from the 
discussion are listed under the following themes –  
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THE ROLE OF LEGISLATION AND POLICY 

 While in recent years there have been improvements in employment 
legislation for women in some areas, (e.g. flexible working; parental 
leave) there are still persistent barriers for women in the labour market 
that need to be addressed through policy change.  Also the main barriers 
for women starting or developing their own businesses remain the same 
- these include access to finance; structural discrimination; lack of 
appropriate business support and advice; lack of access to markets. 
 

 Policy and legislation are key as they are the starting points of change. 
However, impact of policy and legislative change is felt differently at all 
levels and there is a need to review such impacts - at the business level; 
the organisational level and the individual entrepreneurial level. 
 

 Legislation is important to begin establish a level playing field on which 
all businesses can function. For example, the US legislative framework 
on procurement (where 23% of public funding must go to SMEs) is of 
real assistance to small companies owned by women. 
 

 Legislation in other areas of gender equality can also have an influence. 
For example, legislation introduced in 2010 in Iceland has ensured 
increases women’s representation on boards. Any company with more 
than 250 employees must have 25% women’s representation. Such 
legislation raises the awareness of the wider gender equality issue. 
 

 Mainstream business support does not always reach everyone – and it is 
not always appropriate as it may focus on larger businesses within 
particular sectors and / or with specific turnover. Many new – and 
established - businesses lose out due to inadequate policies including 
those owned by women; BME communities; rural businesses etc.  
Policies need to improve to provide a more focussed support. 
 

 While there is a need for public policy to protect women in enterprise, it 
should not ring-fence or ‘pigeon-hole’ women’s businesses. This could 
hinder growth and development. 
 

 There has been a positive impact of awareness-raising on gender issues 
in enterprise as this has changed the demographic on many support 
programmes. Continuation and development of such change is 
important.  
 

 ‘Policy in action’ is needed for women’s enterprise, and monitoring 
effectiveness of policy is essential in order to collect systematic evidence 
of where support methods work – or fail. 
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DEVELOPING THE CASE FOR WOMEN’S ENTERPRISE 

 A greater sophistication of the arguments surrounding the barriers that 
women face when setting up and running a business is required.  Using 
knowledge on what those barriers are in reality, and understanding the 
effects they have is important in order to advocate for change. For 
example, the issue of confidence is often specified as a barrier for 
women business owners. Does this cut across generations, hindering 
older entrepreneurs just as much as the young? Is the lack of confidence 
a myth? Would better and more appropriate support systems improve 
confidence?  
 

 Clear and consistent messages are essential for lobbying policy makers 
and governments, including the economic justifications for certain 
provisions. Being more specific about what changes are required is 
important. For example, develop specific targets for the implementation 
of the Women’s Enterprise Scotland Strategic Framework in order to 
assist progression. 
 

 Looking at other models and new ways of working from across the world 
– for example, social enterprises; working cooperatively; credit and 
finance systems, etc. - and learning lessons from these helps to support 
women in enterprise arguments  
 

 It is important to find and promote more ‘Womenablers’ and encourage 
and support more women into leadership roles to stimulate and influence 
the debate. 
 

 Demographics are changing across the world and the knowledge of ALL 
women is important in order to promote women’s enterprise. The views 
and experiences of older women; those on low income; women from 
different educational backgrounds; women across different cultures, 
must be included. ‘One size does not fit all’. Different representations 
from a range of women with different backgrounds and experience will 
widen the appeal of enterprise. 

LOOKING TO IMPROVED WAYS OF WORKING 

 A commitment from all partners engaged in women’s enterprise to a 
collaborative approach is essential. Academics, business organisations, 
policy makers and governments must work together and complement 
each other’s knowledge, in working towards a specific common goal of 
promoting women’s enterprise. 
 

 A cooperative way of working is just as important as a collaborative way 
of working. Bringing people together as ‘economic participants’ speaks 
best to the way that many women want to work. Social enterprise is an 
important development which appears to attract more women. These 



 
4 

models can also support the challenge of other key issues of gender 
equality at work, such as occupational segregation and low pay. 
 

 It is very important to link across the world and engage in the sharing of 
best practice and effective working models. 
 

 An Ambassador’s network is valuable. For example, the current network 
in Sweden has 2,000 ambassadors for a population of 10 million.  This 
has a real impact and also develops a real visibility of women 
entrepreneurs.  Making the tools available for women to tell their stories 
is important.  
 

 The WES Framework should be disseminated more widely across the 
UK and beyond, so as to better engage with others but also promote the 
knowledge and ideas within the Framework and avoid duplication of 
effort – including with the UK government. 
 

 Collaboration is the key to a better way of working and to positive 
change. This includes working with the financial institutions and the 
private sector as well as the public sector. 
 

 Using opportunities for lifelong learning are essential for enterprise 
development.  Education policy must work for everyone – regardless of 
their age.  
 

 Mentoring is known to be an effective tool for growth and development.  
A new model of mentoring amongst business owners (in England) has 
proven to be highly successful with the group monitoring each other’s 
business plans, and also interviewing financial and support services to 
check suitability to the businesses themselves. This model has proven to 
secure rewards including staff retention and the realisation of new ideas 
in entrepreneurship.  

HIGHLIGHTING THE ECONOMIC IMPERATIVE 

 It is crucial to focus on the economic imperative of women’s enterprise 
and not just simply see it as ‘good for womankind’. The strong economic 
arguments have helped to go some way to shift thinking and policy in the 
USA, and also in Europe and parts of Africa.  
 

 Throughout the world, structural discrimination still gets in the way at 
various points in the pathway to enterprise for women.  For example, in a 
Tanzanian study, women who are educated were found to be less likely 
to start up their own business and more likely to be seeking employment. 
This may be due to a number of factors including, for example, where 
access to finance is difficult when the permission of a man and / or a 
husband may still be sought before women can access financial 
services, including loans.  
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 There appears to be an increase in ‘olderpreneurs’.  Are they more likely 
to succeed than younger women? Many of these older women are 
‘necessity entrepreneurs’ – women who have had to start up a business 
later in working life due to poor pensions. Could governments be doing 
more to assist older women in business and also business start-up? Is 
there an economic driver here since some types of assistance could 
assist in decreasing the welfare bill for older people if some of the policy 
conditons for new and established businesses were improved?  
There are different patterns of this type of enterprise across the world, for 
example, in a study with women’s enterprise in East Africa, older women 
are less likely to be entrepreneurs. (In a Tanzanian study of 500 women, 
only two were considered to be ‘older’.) 
 

 In Sweden, 29% of businesses are run by women. Governments have 
engaged with the evidence for the economic imperative of developing 
women’s enterprise. A number of effective business development 
programmes have been developed over the years and these have made 
a difference – especially to women as sole traders. However, the issue 
for these programmes is development and sustainability, plus political 
leadership and advocacy – which has played a very important role. 
 

 Social return on investment models can provide valuable information on 
the impact of enterprise programmes and also on policy and social 
impact. 
 

 The development of gender-aware enterprise programmes in schools is 
essential. As well as providing a positive approach to enterprise and 
entrepreneurship, such programmes can manage other issues such as 
confidence; different business model approaches etc.  

 

THE NEED TO MEASURE, MONITOR AND EVALUATE 

 Collecting and analysing data is essential, as is the gathering and 
analysis of gender disaggregated statistics.  There is a constant need to 
measure the effectiveness of (old and new) programmes for women’s 
enterprise, and to use those figures to highlight the need for further 
studies and research – and ultimately policy change.  
 

 Analysis of how and where the budgets for enterprise, from both the 
public and private sector, is spent is crucial.  This should link to targets 
for women’s enterprise and business growth.  Such analysis would also 
highlight any inequalities in budget allocation and spend.  
 

 The sharing of information and data is fundamental to supply the 
enterprise evidence base to improve and enhance practice across 
countries. 
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NEXT STEPS 

The WES Team will continue to progress the development, implementation and 
measurement of the Women's Enterprise Strategic Framework and Action Plan in 
Scotland. Our new Shifting Gears programme will be informed by the expert 
outputs from the Think Tank. We will also support, where possible, other partners 
and organisations seeking to develop similar approaches for the advancement of 
women’s enterprise.   

There were a number of inspiring ideas listed above from the Think Tank 
discussion, some of which we hope to take forward through our Framework 
Implementation Group.  Other calls from the conference included the need to –  

 set the bar higher 
 go for big vision and big ideas 
 work in collaboration and partnership 
 get on with the ‘doing’, as well as the ‘thinking!’  

As a result of ideas and discussion from this global expert Think Tank, WES will 
continue to inspire women to develop businesses; seek to influence policy and 
practice; advocate on behalf of women’s enterprises, and champion best 
practice from home and across the world.  

LIST OF THINK-TANK PARTICIPANTS 

• Lynne Cadenhead, Chair, Women’s Enterprise Scotland. 
• Margaret Gibson, Chief Executive, Women’s Enterprise Scotland. 
• Anne Lise Kjaer, Kjaer Global, Norway and the UK. 
• Julie Weeks, Womenable, USA. 
• Gunilla Thorstensson, Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme Manager, 

Sweden. 
• Isabella Moore, COMTEC Translations & former President, British 

Chambers of Commerce. 
• Maggie Berry, WEConnect Europe, UK. 
• Dina Nzuki, University of West of Scotland. 
• Kiran Trehan, Professor of Leadership and Enterprise Development, 

Birmingham Business School, England. 
• Debra Blisson, University of Wolverhampton, England. 
• Karen Birch, Managing Director, 3rdi Magazine, UK. 
• Elin Groa Karlsdottir, Director, Icelandic Regional Development Institute, 

Iceland. 
• James Muldoon, Entrepreneurship Team, Scottish Government. 
• Steven Hamill, Scottish EDGE Fund. 
• Susan Love, Federation of Small Businesses, Scotland. 
• Yvonne Greeves, Royal Bank of Scotland. 
• Scott Reid-Skinner, Equality and Diversity Manager, Scottish Enterprise. 
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• Liz Scott, Equality and Diversity Manager, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise. 

• Lynn Mann, Director Supernature Oils, WES Ambassador. 
• Bharti Rajput, Director Sole Body Soul, WES Ambassador. 
• Rosemary Eribe, Director Eribe Knitwear, WES Ambassador. 

Contact us 

www.wescotland.co.uk 

www.wesambassadors.co.uk 

@wescotland 

#WESMovingOn 

 

The WES Board and staff team would also like to sincerely thank 
conference and Think Tank supporters and sponsors - 

                            

                        

 


