Women Entrepreneurs in Scotland 2019
A Report of Round Table Discussions facilitated by
Women’s Enterprise Scotland
Supported by RBS
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Introduction
Following the publication of the Rose Review earlier in 2019, the round table
events have allowed us to explore the challenges female entrepreneurs face in
more depth but also some of the great practices they adapt to be successful
leaders. Having personally attended two of the events, it was inspiring to hear
many of the stories shared and the emotional impact that running businesses
has on these entrepreneurs. It was encouraging to see the collaboration
happening between many of the participants but also it highlighted clearly that
there was still work for us to do to support more female led businesses. The
Royal Bank of Scotland has been delighted to be part of these lunches and look
forward to seeing the impact Women’s Enterprise Scotland continue to make
as a result.
Criona Courtney | Director Commercial Banking | The Royal Bank of Scotland
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Background
•

•

•

•

•

According to the latest Scottish Government figures, 115 per cent of SME employers
in Scotland in 2018 were women-led2, down six percentage points from 2017 (21 per
cent).
A further 21 per cent of SME employers in Scotland were ‘equally-led’ (24 per cent in
the UK as a whole), with an equal number of men and women in the management
team.
Two per cent of SME employers in Scotland were led by minority ethnic groups in
2018. (Unfortunately, this figure is not gender disaggregated so we cannot state
what proportion of these businesses may be women-led.)
Women-led businesses contribute a staggering £8.8bn into the economy every year3.
That's more than many of the growth sectors of the Scottish economy including Food
& Drink (£5.3bn); Creative Industries (£4.4bn); Sustainable Tourism (£3.9bn) and Life
Sciences (£1.5bn). Latest figures show that majority women owned businesses in
Scotland held 231,390 jobs – that’s 13% of private sector employment in Scotland.
With needs-based support, co-designed by women-owned businesses, this
significant economic contribution could be boosted in Scotland - creating an
environment where more women and girls can start up in business and enable those
businesses to thrive and grow.

Round Tables and the Cross Party Group
In order to create an environment where more women and girls can realise their business
aspirations, it is important to address some of the specific issues faced by women-owned
businesses such as under-capitalisation, gender blind policy making, and discrimination as a
result of stereotypical attitudes towards women in business. This is why the work of the
Women in Enterprise Cross Party Group (CPG) at Holyrood is important, as it enables
women in business and those organisations supporting business to come together, discuss
these issues and widen the conversation as to how best address the gender gap in
enterprise participation, and growth.
Each year, the CPG chooses a number of themes which are important to the discussion on
women in enterprise and speakers and guests are invited to take part in the meetings.
Organisations and individuals with expertise and interest in each theme are invited to
attend and participate in the CPG. This enables relevant and structured discussion on a
thematic basis. In 2019, meetings focussed on –
Ø Internationalisation.
1

Small Business Survey Scotland: 2018 Scottish Government (2019) https://www.gov.scot/publications/smallbusiness-survey-scotland-2018/pages/3/
2
Women-led businesses are defined by Scottish Government as controlled by a single woman or having a
management team of which a majority were women.
3
Supporting Women's Enterprise in the UK: The Economic Case. FSB, Women’s Enterprise Scotland, University
of Portsmouth (2018)
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Ø Unlocking Economic Potential.
Ø Brexit; and
Ø the call for a National Women’s Business Centre in Scotland.
Some women and organisations are unable to attend the CPG due to the distance involved
in travelling to Edinburgh for the meetings. Thanks to the support of the Royal Bank of
Scotland, we were able to extend the reach of the CPG across Scotland through holding
thought leadership round table lunches. These round table discussions focused on the
above themes aligned to the CPG and enabled more women to engage; have their voices
heard and provide the CPG with a wider range of views to inform its work.

DISCUSSION THEMES
The round table events were held in Aberdeen, Glasgow, Hawick and Inverness and
discussion was held across a variety of subjects critical for women-owned businesses, in
addition to the specific CPG-aligned themes, including What it’s like to be a woman in business in Scotland
Thoughts on Gender Aware Support
Role Models for women and why it is important
Training and Development – why we need this for business owners
Access to Finance and Growth Support
Importance of Leadership and Influencers
Impacts of Brexit and Internationalisation on current and future markets
Thoughts on the development of a National Women’s Business Centre in Scotland.
Discussion was lively and varied across the groups and across geographies, and while some
issues were place based, many of the key women-specific issues remained the same as
outlined below.
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WOMEN IN BUSINESS
Business statistics in Scotland show that women majority-own only 15 per cent of SMEs and
equally own only 21 per cent of SMEs across Scotland. The FSB highlighted in recent
research that women-led businesses are more likely to comprise younger sole traders;
operate from home; be located in the service sector; and have lower average turnover and
employment4. Having considered the context of both the national and UK wide situation,
the round table discussions focussed on more local issues.
•

•

•

•

4

The business birth rate in the Highlands and Islands is higher for women than for
men. Local supports are available, for example, the Moray accelerator is 80%
women participants.
While there are large businesses in Moray run by women currently, there is concern
about where the next new generation of women business owners (for large
businesses) may come from.
While the Start-up rate is high, businesses tend to get stuck in the micro sector.
However, this isn’t about a lack of ambition for the women business owners – advice
and growth support seem to be varied across the country.
Often women in rural areas spend a lot of time travelling to the Central Belt in order
to get additional support. This is costly – both financially and in time spent away
from the business. More local needs-based support for women is needed in more
rural areas.

Women in Enterprise: The Untapped Potential. FSB (April 2016)
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GENDER AWARE SUPPORT
To create an environment where women can start up in business and thrive, it is critical to
be able to access appropriate business support. In research conducted by Women’s
Enterprise Scotland5 some women reported that their business support needs were not
being fully met. Discussion welcomed a more gender aware business support system.
•

•

•

Those who had experienced women-only support valued it, but those with no
experience had mixed views. While some women-specific programmes were offered
in some areas across Scotland, they are not widely available.
Some business owners have never thought about seeking out any women only
support, while others have accessed this kind of support and continue to attend as
they find it meets their needs.
More business support resources seem to be going online. Some welcomed this type
of flexible approach but emphasised that it is often only useful for certain aspects of
business support and can never fully replace one to one help which can be crucial.

ROLE MODELS
Evidence suggests the importance of role models for the development and aspirations of
women’s businesses is significant.
•

•
•

5

There is a lack of women’s business role models – particularly across generations. If
entrepreneurship is to be promoted as a positive career choice, relatable role
models across ages, ethnicity and sectors is hugely important.
There is a lack of visible relatable role models. Does the lack of role models restrict
or define what people think is possible for them? Especially for women and girls?
The kinds of sectors in which people start businesses are often those which are
aimed at boys / young men. Role models are important to show young people
possible different routes to careers across all sectors for both young women and
young men.

Women in Enterprise in Scotland. Women’s Enterprise Scotland (2018)
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•

•

•

•

•

Role models are needed also when discussing leadership and sharing examples of
positive leadership roles for women. Positive role models can support confidence
building and develop improved business ideas.
Is the term, ‘role model’ daunting and off putting for women? Women who share
their stories – good and bad – can be influential and give encouragement in business
while they may not see themselves or wish to be named as ‘role models’.
Young people get steered towards university and enterprise is not looked upon as a
career option. Important that enterprise is seen as a positive career option. Young
women need to be exposed to more positive career options and choices.
Are there enough different styles of leadership out there to encourage us as
women? We know that being a leader can mean many things. Whom do we look to
for inspiration in leadership styles and role models? Women can have a different
approach.
It is important that a role model can be there at a particular time. We sometimes
need those ‘tactical navigators’ to be there at particular times in our lives, at key
points in the business, to help us through a difficult time.

TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT
Training and development for owners and staff in all businesses can be difficult but can be
especially so for small owner managers and SMEs to take time out of the business.
•

•

•

•

•

•

For women with care responsibilities, this is a key issue. A positive example to
support women was highlighted by the University on the Highlands and Islands who
provide ‘step off points’, during a learning journey. This seems to be of key
importance for women who need to take time out to deal with other aspects of their
lives.
Is there a gap in business training provision when dealing with the ‘softer’ skills of
business development? There seems to be available training on core areas, like
finance, etc. but not so much on skills such as dealing with clients, staff, etc., which
can be just as important to a business and its success.
Mentoring is available in most areas across Scotland, as is coaching. However, it is
important to train both mentors and mentees so that each person gets something
out of the experience. This kind of training does not appear so available across the
country.
Confidence seems to be an issue for many women which is why training is often
sought in areas not always associated with business. For example, thinking about
how we define success and what that means to business owners. Is there a value
placed on the business journey and the success of small businesses?
It is also important to measure impact – including socially and ethically. This can
support thinking around leadership styles and what works / doesn’t work for a
particular business.
More collaborations appear to happen between women, and women in business.
(Businesses in rural communities tend to collaborate better.) Issues such as age and
gender does impact business partnerships and business collaborations, including the
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•
•
•
•

customer / client base. While some of this impact can be positive - it can also have
negative effects.
Procurement is a key issue for women’s businesses. Is there any gender analysis
done locally or across Scotland of where contracts go?
While some women were aware of the Global Scots programme, discussion turned
to whether a Global Scots Women programme could be beneficial.
For rural areas, business development proposals need to look beyond agritourism
and look at supporting other sectors for growth and development.
Across the country, there is a need to have more support and more programmes for
women returners, such as mentoring and support programme for re-skilling and rebooting women’s skills. This can also support enterprise as a career option at
different stages of life, including post retirement.

FINANCE
Access to finance is always raised as a key issue for women. In a recent survey by Women’s
Enterprise Scotland6 65% of women business owners had used their own savings to fund
their business with 25% using their own credit card.
•

•
•

There is an issue about the language associated with finance and financial products
which can make it difficult to understand which products might be best for the
business at any given time. There could be more accessible training and tutorials on
the elements of finance.
Women often have different motivations for setting up in business. Does this make
thinking around investment in the business different too?
Often it is not always about finance but about looking at how to grow your business
in different ways without necessary investment. For example, sometimes a fresh
look at how to increase sales can help more than always seeking financial investment
for the next stage of growth.

GROWTH SUPPORT
Women owned business do not lack the ambition to grow or expand, however many find
that appropriate growth support hard to find.
•

•

6

Networks are really important – especially at a local level in the communities, but
the quality of networks is very variable. If a network works well locally, it can provide
a safe space for women to share issues if they are struggling and / or they just want
to find the answers to some of the more awkward questions.
Business success and growth means different things to different people in their
businesses. Creating a job or a few jobs in a local area can mean the sign of greater
success to many business owners. Women often have a different view of success
from men.

Survey of Women’s Businesses in Scotland 2019. Women’s Enterprise Scotland. www.wescotland.co.uk
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•

•

•

•

One to one help is often preferred to group learning, and it was felt that not enough
of this support is available – especially when looking at business planning and
financial support.
There is an issue about signposting – as this doesn’t seem to happen as well as it
could. Some organisations don’t seem to know where to signpost women for
additional assistance.
A lot of the growth support tends to be focused in the central belt and in more urban
areas. More needs-based support is needed in rural communities and this was felt
especially in the Borders.
There is sometimes a need locally to bring companies together – even if not
physically but perhaps via a platform to share best practice on supporting growth
across businesses and sectors.

LEADERSHIP
Much is talked about in terms of leadership when it comes to business ownership. Do
women led businesses look at leadership differently? How important is leadership and are
there different styles for women and men?
•

•
•

•
•

•

•
•

•

While there appear to be different leadership ‘styles’ for men and women, we also
all have different aspects of our lives, including culture and ethnicity, which have an
impact on how we may develop (or not) a leadership style.
Do women use more emotional intelligence when developing leadership skills? Has
the old ‘alpha style’ of leadership now lost traction?
Good leaders listen and often hear what their staff are not saying. Good leaders will
also place a high value on their staff, and therefore appreciate them. Enabling staff
teams to do better and work smarter can show good leadership. It is important to be
authentic as a leader and we need to be inspired by a good leader.
Is ‘visible’ leadership important? How do we provide leadership in days of greater
remote working?
Given the greater interest in family friendly working practices over recent years, has
this changed things for managers in how they develop leadership within teams? Are
younger people now more aware of family friendly and work life balance issues and
demand those more in workplaces?
Providing different types of leadership at different times across the business is
important, but this can be challenging. For example, at times of scale up, a different
type of leadership may be more appropriate.
Leading in a small organisation can be difficult as it can leave the style more
exposed.
BME women have to work harder to be leaders making it much more difficult for
them to develop skills. This is largely due to attitudes and discrimination issues as it
proves to be more difficult for BME women to be taken seriously as leaders.
Very often women’s own internal conversation can hold them back from being
leaders – or from leading the way that they want to lead. What about developing
thought leadership seminars for women?
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•

Do we need to develop a women’s leaders’ group in Scotland? What would that look
like?

BREXIT AND INTERNATIONALISATION
The UK leaving the European Union has been a major source of discussion within the
business community for the past three years.
•

•

•

•

•

While it has been difficult for businesses with the uncertainty, most entrepreneurs
are just getting on with it. Many SMEs have already switched to looking at
opportunities to trade with other countries – a sense that we should be looking at
the opportunities rather than the negatives of Brexit.
Trade agreements impact differently on women and men. Poorly designed trade
policies can prioritise the interests of multinational corporations. Where does that
leave smaller businesses and businesses being run by women? It would be
interesting to do a gender impact analysis of trade deals being done after Brexit to
see how many businesses owned and / or run by women were benefitting from any
new trade deals.
Internationalisation means different things to different people. There is a need to
define it better and share the definition to have a more comprehensive
understanding across the business community.
Sometimes international markets are not appropriate for particular types of business
– local markets may be more appropriate. And sometimes a UK or Scotland brand is
best - depending on markets, products and sectors.
While internationalisation may be good for businesses, climate change and
environmental impact is of high importance. Many consumers are now looking for
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more ethically traded – and locally sourced – products. Striking the balance is a
challenge for business.

A NATIONAL WOMEN’S BUSINESS CENTRE FOR SCOTLAND?
Current proposals at the Women in Enterprise Action Group, convened by Scottish
Government, include the development of a national women’s business centre for Scotland.
With 80% of women responding to Women’s Enterprise Scotland surveys7 saying they face
specific challenges when starting up and growing their own business - including achieving
credibility for the business or business idea; confidence; access to finance; or support for
caring responsibilities, much of the discussion on women’s entrepreneurship has turned to
support both locally and nationally.
Points raised during this discussion at the round tables included •

•
•

The majority of women liked the idea of the community / regional hub approach –
which would be flexible according to local community needs. There was concern
especially in the Highlands and Islands area about the location of a headquarters
base – as it was expected this would mean somewhere in the central belt. A more
devolved feel would be welcome for a women’s business centre model.
It is important to be able to reach women in rural areas, and there may already be
opportunities locally to locate expert women’s business centre services.
It would be of paramount importance to include a childcare service model alongside
any women’s business centre – especially since the number of childminders appears
to be reducing quite significantly across the Highlands and Islands.

Conclusion
The round tables were welcomed by the many women who took part. They were attended
by women entrepreneurs and representatives of various organisations across the ecosystem. There was discussion on a range of topics which will help inform the work of the
CPG.
WES will apply the insights gained across its practice and policy work. One of the most
remarkable outcomes from the sessions was the fact that everyone valued sitting down with
others and finding out what was happening for women and for business generally in their
local area. Similar experiences of being a woman in business were shared. Challenges were
acknowledged and best practice in tackling issues was shared. It is hoped that the
connections made from these sessions will continue locally, so as to improve networking
and collaborative working across different areas.

7

Survey of Women’s Businesses in Scotland 2019. Women’s Enterprise Scotland. www.wescotland.co.uk
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WES would like to thank all of the women who took part in the round tables – and is
grateful to the Royal Bank of Scotland for sponsoring this important area of work.

- 12 -

