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Executive summary  

The London Growth Plan launched in February 2025 set out a 10 -year strategy , which includes 

a commitment  to coordinate a pan -London business  support service. The year -one action 

within this  is to develop a Business Support Strategy as part of a series of actions to support 

small and medium -sized enterprise s (SMEs ) to scale and grow in the capital. This report  was 

commissioned by London & Partners (L&P)  to explore the business support needs of SMEs and 

the existing business support available in London . It forms part of the evidence base that will 

underpin the strategy , which is being developed in partnership with the Greater London 

Authority (GLA)  and working with London Councils . As such, this report summarises the current 

and likely future needs of SMEs in London; how well these are currently catered for; and how 

services can be fund ed and delivered effectively into the future.  

To create this evidence base, WPI Economics completed a systemic evidence review, 

comprised of three key parts:  a C all for Evidence; a literature review of more than 70  sources; 

and a stakeholder consultation workshop. More detail on each element of the methodology is 

provided in the introduction. The evidence has been synthesised to provide a view of the needs 

of London’s SMEs  (today and into the future ) and to identify gaps in provision , as well as  to 

assess high - level options for delivery and funding across different business stages, scale and 

communities.   

Understanding  the needs of London’s SMEs  
This report considers these needs -  summarised above -  in detail . Starting with the existing 

provision, a broad range of support exists across the capital from several different types of 

providers . This support ranges from navigation and business basics  to specialist growth 

services.  However, despite the range and reach  of support available , and increasing demand , 

reported uptake is currently fairly low given there are a million SMEs in London  (see C hapter 2) . 

The need for support and take -up levels also vary by business stage, with the most evident  

gap s centred on the needs of scale -ups and established SME s in particular.  Of course, as  

companies grow they naturally access other sources of advice, such as accountants, advisors 

and investors, supplementing what they are receiving from su pport services , but the evidence 

suggests there remain some needs which are not met by this wider ecosystem . While there are 

a number of effective initiatives in place to target support for under -represented groups, gaps 

persist in both the nature and success of provision more widely.  

Digging into that picture a bit more, given the sheer scale and diversity of London’s SME 

community,  the evidence base makes clear that  there is no one -size -fits-all answer to providing 

business support. Key gaps include:  

• Breadth:  demand for advice is rising, and extending beyond traditional business basics 

into digital security, workplace needs, skills and talent pipelines , and support to adopt 

advanced digital  technologies . For example, 60% of businesses believe AI will be 

essential for the survival and growth of small businesses in the next five years. 1  
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• Unmet needs:  This demand does, though,  differ considerably by business stage, and 

while  the needs of scale -ups are vital to supporting growth, the needs of more 

established SMEs can go unmet despite  their clear value to the London economy . The 

most commonly -reported needs for scale -up SMEs are access to markets, talent and 

growth capital, whereas for micro -SMEs  it is general  advice for  running the business , 

such as  accounting and marketing. 2 

• Frontier innovation  spin - outs :i The evidence indicates that s upport for frontier 

innovation  spin -outs needs  to encompass a focus on funding and financial support, 

connectivity and collaboration, specialist space, growth, regulatory guidance , and talent  

and skills.  The f rontier innovation firms  in scope here  are defined as high -potential, 

research -driven companies deeply linked with universities or research institutions 

driving commercialisation of breakthrough technologies . 

• Support for under - represented groups:  a wider range is needed,  from support in 

addressing specific skills gaps through to the availability of mentoring and access to 

finance. 56% of disabled entrepreneurs in the UK did not get any external support when 

starting their business. 3 

• Access to finance: this remains a  consistent challenge for all SMEs given the reluctance 

of lenders to finance them due to risk aversion and costs.  The Treasury Select 

Committee SME  finance  inquiry particularly highlighted the impact of the last five years 

on SMEs , given  the impacts of the C ovid-19 pandemic and energy price shock s. Both 

confidence in accessing finance and acceptance rates for business credit have fallen 

since .4 In 2024, 10% of UK micro -SMEs  reported a need for advice about how and where 

to get financing, up 5 percentage points compared to 2022 .5 

An important part of the context here is that demand is both rising and changing,  and  at the 

very moment that funding is becoming less accessible . The Call for Evidence , in particular,  

highlighted a consensus on the need for a single, clear, and actively -maintained navigation 

platform to underpin London’s business support ecosystem.  However, when it comes to the 

provision of support itself,  formats for receiving support vary by stage and by group, which 

means that a range of options will continue to be important to ensure that businesses’ needs 

are met.  

 

Future funding for business support  
Ultimately, there  is significant concern about the future of business support funding as the UK 

Shared Prosperity Fund ( UKSPF ) comes to an end this  year. Existing funding is usually provided 

by local and central government, with additional services funded by the private sector, trusts 

and foundations. Funding is under pressure for three key reasons: the high costs of providing 

services in London; the flux in funding streams following the loss of European Union (E U) and 

Local Economic Partnerships  (LEP s) funding for business support in London , and as the UKSPF 

 
i Throughout this document, the term ‘spin -out’ is used as a shorthand for high -potential, research -driven 

companies based on scientific breakthroughs. This definition encompasses all businesses deeply linked with the 

research ecosystem, regardless of whethe r a university or research institution retains a formal ownership stake or 

license.  
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comes to an end; and increased appetite for business support, as noted above . Between 2022 

and 202 6, the UKSPF will have provided £ 88.2 million of funding to London for business support 

services but no replacement funding has been announced , present ing  a significant funding 

gap  for the future .6 The UK Government’s current Small Business Strategy sets a number of 

priorities for business support, but does not have funding attached. Therefore, t he likely future 

of constrained public funding for business support necessitates its use in more coordinated 

and targeted ways. There is a lso a  need – and potential – to broaden the funding base to 

include  more impact and social investors, banks, fintechs,  trusts and foundations.  Co -funded 

programmes may have the potential to crowd in additional partners and improve leverage 

ratios. Maintaining resources for local provision is critical to ensuring meaningful support for 

businesses at the community level.  

 

Next steps for business support in London  
These insights are drawn together in the priorities section at the end of this document. 

Essentially, demand  for business advice is both growing and changing at the very time its future 

funding is uncertain . There are tensions between the needs identified – such a centralised 

business support information hub – and the capacity and funding to deliver this signposting . 

However, while the funding challenge should not be understated, the evidence suggests that 

there  are opportunities and creative approaches tha t can be explored here, and which the 

Business Support Strategy can harness.  As the strategy is developed, it is important to  also  bear 

best practice in mind and make sure that in targeting advice, broader groups of more 

established SMEs are not excluded from provision , and efforts are made to close the 

entrepreneur ship  gap  to reduce disparities in entrepreneurship rates between different groups , 

especially supporting more ethnic minority- , female-  and disabled - led SMEs . 

 

Finally, the  publication of this evidence base is an important milestone on the road to the 

creation of London’s  Business Support Strategy , and we would like to thank all the stakeholders 

who have contributed to the process . This evidence base  is now feeding into  the development 

of a set of recommendations , which are being further refined in discussion with business 

support funders  and wider stakeholders  ahead of incorporation into the strategy itself . The 

Business Support Strategy is expected to be published in early 2026.   
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1. Introduction  
 

This report summarises the findings of a comprehensive evidence review conducted by WPI 

Economics of the business support needs of small and medium -sized enterprises (SMEs) 7, and 

the support  and funding  available in London. This review was commissioned by London & 

Partners (L&P)  to underpin the development of a shared Business Support Strategy for London. 

As the growth agency for London, L&P  is developing this strategy in partnership with  the 

Greater London Authority (GLA) and working with London Councils as part of ongoing work to 

create resilient, sustainable and inclusive economic growth in the capital.  

 

The London Growth Plan  launched in February 2025 set out a 10 -year strategy to boost 

productivity, support businesses and promote investment in key sectors. This included a 

commitment to coordinate a pan -London business support service  aiming to : 

•  increas e SME productivity ; 

• scale businesses in growth sectors ; 

• increase access to finance ; 

• c lose the entrepreneurship gap ; 

• support community and social economy businesses ; and 

• help businesses take climate action.  

 

Developing the Business Support Strategy is the year -one action building to this longer -term 

ambition, which will also sit alongside a range of other actions to support SMEs to scale and 

grow.  
 

London has a higher concentration  of SMEs than any other part of the UK. 8 There are around a 

million SMEs in London , representing  nearly a fifth of all UK SMEs. 9 These businesses  make a 

large and important contribution to London’s economy . In fact, more than  99% of all London 

businesses are SMEs, and they employ more than half  of London’s workforce. 10 London also has 

the highest birth rate of new businesses of any UK region, and the largest number of businesses 

showing high -growth. 11 As such, b usiness support services are crucial for  the capital’s future 

economic success , SME growth and efficiency . Specifically, they are key to helping  SMEs  

achieve their economic potential by providing specialist information and advice for their current 

and future operational, administrative, financial, marketing and technological needs.  
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Figure 1: Number of businesses in London by employment size and  turnover band  

Source: ONS UK business : activity , size and location 2025 dataset   

Note – this data set reports counts of VAT/PAYE registered businesses  only.  

 

The UK Government’s Longitudinal Small Business Survey  (LSBS) shows that , nationally , there 

has been a steady increase in the proportion of SMEs taking up business support services  

since 2020, rising from 24.1% in 2020 to 27 % in 202 4.12 London SMEs in particular benefit from a 

strong existing offer of business support services, including around half of all UK -based 

accelerator program mes.13 However, the general consensus is that  support for London’s SMEs 

is currently fragmented, hard to access and does not fully meet the needs of London’s 

entrepreneurs  across business stages. These different stages are summarised in the table 

below: 
 

Table 1: SME definitions by scale/stage  
SME type  Definition  

Pre - start  

A business idea is being developed but the company is not yet trading /registered. 

Activities may include market research, business planning, and early - stage product 

development.  

Early - stage  

A business that has recently launched and is in the process of validating its product or 

service, building a customer base, and establishing operations. Often includes micro -  or 

small businesses seeking seed funding or early revenue. This can include pre -registered 

businesses wh ich  have started trading but have not yet exceeded the trading allowance 

threshold.  

Established 

SMEs  

A business that has been operating for several  years with regular activity, steady income, 

and consistent ways of working. These businesses are no longer in the early stages and 

have settled into day -to-day operations.  
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Scale - ups  

A business that is growing rapidly, typically defined as having at least 10 employees and 

achieving annual growth of 20% or more in revenue or employment over a three -year 

period. These businesses are often focused on expanding markets, increasing investment, 

and scaling operations.  

Frontier 

innovation  spin -

outs  

High -potential, research -driven companies deeply linked with universities or research 

institutions driving commercialisation of breakthrough technologies in fields such as AI, 

quantum computing, bioengineering /life sciences, advanced robotics, or advanced 

materials.  

 

This report summarises : 

• the current and likely future needs of SMEs in London ; 

• how well these are catered for by current business services ; and 

• evidence for how services can be funded and delivered  more effectively.  

 

This includes consideration of the differences in demand and supply by the scale, stage and 

sector of businesses, as well as support for under -represented groups, such as female - , 

disab led- , and ethnic minority - led businesses.  
 

Methodology  
WPI Economics completed a systemic evidence  review of SME business support needs in 

London and nationally, as well as business support provision and best practice. This included 

three core components:  

 

1. A Call for Evidence  issued by L&P  in September 2025 which was distributed widely to  

stakeholders  including London boroughs,  a wide range of business support providers, 

funders, business representative groups, trade bodies and to chambers of commerce. 

Responses were received  from 30 respondents. More information about the Call for 

Evidence is included in the Appendix on page 49. 

2. A literature review  of more than  70 sources , including  analysis of business support 

provision in London,  relevant national and  international research, academic studies, a 

range of policy doc uments , practitioner evaluation s, and research undertaken with 

SMEs and  representatives  from stakeholder organisations . 

3. A stakeholder consultation workshop  with organisations represent ing  diverse parts 

of London’s business support ecosystem. The session was attended by around 30  

delivery - level experts and practitioners -  including those involved in designing, 

funding, and delivering support services -  to test and refine the emerging findings 

from the Call for Evidence and literature review.  

 

Insights from these three evidence sources have been synthesised to create this strategic 

evidence base . It provide s a view of the needs of London’s SMEs today and for the future,  

identifies  gaps in the current provision of business support in the capital , and recommend s 

high - level options for delivery and funding of the business support needed by London’s 

SMEs across different business stages, scale and communities.  
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2. London’s business support landscape today  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

London has a large and vibrant business support ecosystem . This is formed of many 

providers and support organisations who , between them, provide a substantial range and 

volume of support for London’s SMEs . This includes provision by national, pan -London, 

borough  and local  organisations,  offering a range of services  to cater  to different types and 

needs of SMEs in London.   

Central to London’s business support ecosystem is  the  substantial provision from London 

boroughs and also via pan - London programmes  such as Grow London Local and Grow 

London Global, which are funded by the Mayor of London through the  UK S hared Prosperity 

Fund (UKSPF) . This is complemented by networks and training from the private sector, 

philanthropic networks and chambers of commerce based in London.  Particular strengths 

in London include the number of accelerator and incubator programmes . There are more 

than  200 such programmes operating in the capital , representing half of all UK accelerators ,14 

which includes  those provided by London’s world - leading universities. This provision has led to 

London being  described  as ‘a hotbed of new technology and entrepreneurial initiatives ’.15 As 

you would expect  given the breadth of supply, there is variation in the scale and quality of these 

services, with some programmes being world -class and others providing less clear value to 

SME participants.  

Provision in the Capital is catalogued via Grow London Local  which offers a free market place 

for business and skills support providers to advertise their activity to London SMEs.  Analysis of 

listings shows that over 400 business support providers offer more than 1,800 business support 

programmes, events and services across London  between January 2024 and  June 2025 .16 The 

data reveals that 45% of provision consists of one -off events (829) compared to 18% structured 

programmes  (329), which may contribute to the fragmentation and short - term provision 

challenges identified by stakeholders. Virtual delivery comprises 47% of all offerings (867), 

alongside 32% in -person (594) and 20% hybrid (370). Since launch, Grow London Local has  

reached over 345,000  entrepreneurs .17 

Key takeaways:  

• A broad range of support exists across the capital, from several different types of 

provider s. 

• This support ranges from navigation and business basics through to specialist growth 

services.  

• However, despite the range of support available, reported uptake is currently fairly low 

given there are a million SMEs in London.  

• The need for support and take -up levels also vary by business stage, with a gap  around 

scale -up and established SME support in particular.  

• Finally, while there are several  effective initiatives in place to target support towards 

under -represented groups, gaps persist in the nature and success of provision  more 

widely . 
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Across the provision types, there is a range of  support services provided, including:  

• Navigation – as noted above, services like this are centred on signposting or triaging 

SMEs to information and more in -depth forms of support, including council hubs, 

signposting page s and pan -London services such as  Grow London Local . However, 

there is  no single hub that currently spans all offers  for all types and stages of 

businesses . Grow London Local  for example  focuses on small and micro  businesses, 

although L&P has set out in their strategy ambitions to provide similar services  for scale -

up businesses .  

• Business basics – these centre on  providing help and education related to  core 

business competencies including advice on tax, legal  support , pricing strategies, 

marketing and branding, e -commerce , and digital set -ups  including the use of AI tools .  

• Business networks – most programmes offer access to business networks for peer 

support and , in some cases , this includes investor networks.  

• Mentoring – most programmes offer mentoring opportunities for SME leaders, including 

through borough - level, pan -London and accelerator programmes.   

• Workplace support – a range of organisations  including some local authorities, private 

sector providers, universities and third sector organisations provide affordable 

workspaces  to SMEs . This can be affordable office space , industrial or lab oratory space.   

• Specialist growth services – these centre on  supporting SMEs with more in -depth and 

tailored support for investment readiness, procurement  or bid writing, export, innovation 

and Research & Development (R&D), advanced digital or AI adoption, support for 

Environmental, Social and Governance ( ESG ) frameworks,  and  the net zero transition.  

• Funding and access to finance – most accelerators offer seed funding or financial 

support, some trusts and foundations offer grant funding, other services give SMEs 

advice and direct ion to external sources of private finance.  

A breakdown of providers in the capital and the type of services and support they offer (and at 

what scale) is set out in the table below . Please note more detail on how programmes are 

funded is included in Chapter 5 : 

 

Table 2: Business support provision in London  

Provider  Nature of services  Type of support  Scale  

London boroughs  

Multiple, time - limited 

programmes (often 

UKSPF - backed) , some 

multi-borough  

partnerships  

Navigation, outreach, 

webinars , networks, 

business advice, 

affordable workspaces  

Specific initiatives from all 

32 London boroughs  plus 

the City  

Pan -London 

programmes  

Websites providing 

curated business support, 

publicly -funded 

programmes by 

organisations responsible 

Navigation, online 

resources, networks, 

advice and signposting  

Several high -profile 

programmes offering pan -

London coverage , 

supported by funding from 
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for supporting London 

businesses or the Mayor 

of London  

the Mayor of London 

through the UKSPF  

Chambers and 

other sector bodies  

Business support 

provided by key 

organisations in UK 

commerce and industry, 

including trade 

associations and 

chambers of commerce.  

Networks and mentoring, 

sector -specific 

programmes, export 

advice  

A small number of notable 

programmes  

Private sector  

Business programmes 

provided by  financial 

institutions, digital 

training, and specialist 

programmes from 

innovation  agencies and 

networks  

Training, mentoring, 

access to finance , 

nationwide networks and 

support hubs , e-

commerce  and AI tools, 

and paid - for professional 

services for SMEs  

Large number of initiatives 

reach ing  thousands of 

SMEs each year  e.g. 

Barclays Eagle Labs , 

Founders Factory, 

Santander  X  

Business 

Improvement 

Districts (BIDs)  

Business - led 

organisations working to 

improve business 

environment in a specific 

local area  

Support for high  streets 

and local business 

environments, networks  

70 BIDs operate across 

London , but specific 

business support provision 

is limited  

Not-for-profit 

providers and 

volunteer networks  

Often community -

focused  providers  

working in particular 

communities (geographic  

or people group) to 

encourage 

entrepreneurship  

Outreach, informal 

networks , specialist 

training and 1:1 support for 

SMEs from specific 

communities , direct 

funding or access to 

finance  

Large number of networks  

across charities and local 

government provision, 

some with communit ies of 

3,000+  volunteer s 

Incubator and 

accelerator 

programmes ii 

Specific fixed -term 

intensive programmes 

run by a range of 

providers and sponsors, 

some very specific in 

nature and eligibility , 

mostly focused on early -

stage or scale - up SMEs,  

with durations varying 

from five weeks to two 

years .  

Mentoring, workshops , 

investor networks. In some 

cases , also seed funding , 

1:1 business advice , 

product development  and 

technical expertise.  

Over 200 incubator and 

accelerator programmes 

operating in London (half of 

all accelerators in the UK) , 

ranging in scale from one  to 

1,000 participants  

Universities  

Innovation hubs or 

incubator and accelerator 

programmes, often 

focused on innovation 

and helping start -ups run 

by students, staff or 

alumni  

Access to expertise and 

facilities, funding and 

investment opportunities  

Small -scale programmes 

with limited outreach 

beyond university students 

and staff  

 
ii Incubator programmes help pre-start SMEs nurture  an idea and establish a commercial business. Accelerators 

help early - stage or scale -up SMEs to  scale their business quickly.  
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Alongside these services , London SMEs can also benefit from  national UK Government 

services . These services provide information for SMEs  online at business.gov.uk  and through 

the Busin ess Support Service  helpline .18 This provides  guidance on a range of topics to help 

with starting a business, running and growing a business , and expanding in the UK and 

exporting overseas , as well as  signposting to local services and growth hubs  like Grow London 

Local . However, previous evaluations of this type of  service have highlighted that uptake 

amongst the UK’s SME population  is relatively low .19  

In addition, there  are several  services targeting more specific needs including Made Smarter, 

UK Business  Climate  Hub , Start -up loan scheme, British  Business Bank and UK Export 

Finance .20  These services make substantial investments in London SMEs. For example, in 2023, 

the British Business Bank supported 3, 696 London SME s with £600  million in finance (17% of 

the total funding provided across the UK). 21 However, these services have stronger regional 

initiatives funded by central Government  in other parts of the country which London has not 

been prioritised for.  

How many businesses  currently access business support?  
Previous analysis of data from the Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy 

(BEIS)’s research with UK SMEs found  that 43% of London SMEs need ed business support, and  

just under half of this group (18% of London SMEs) had taken up  support. 22 SMEs access a 

range of services , including a mix of private and public services, and local and national 

provision. There is a lack of survey  data  about the  type  of business support services used by 

SMEs in the capital . However, s urveys of UK businesses  more widely show that the main 

sources o f external support used  by SMEs are  accountants , consultants , and  business advisors , 

followed by business networks and trade associations. 23 Whereas, s ources such as GOV.UK and 

those provided by local authorities  are reported to be used to a lesser extent (see Figure 1) . This 

underlines the blended mix of support SMEs currently need  and use , combin ing  paid -for 

business services  with specific forms of strategic advice where needed , supplemented via 

networks and G overnment sources of support.  

There is evidence of wid espread engagement of business support services with businesses  in 

London . For example, 345,000 businesses have interacted  with Grow London Local since its 

launch (either  expressing interest at an in -person service, or visiting the Grow London Local 

website). 24 However, the number of businesses receiv ing  in-depth support each year  is more 

limited, although it is difficult to establish numbers across the breadth of providers available to 

London SMEs.   

 

The  UKSPF London allocation from 2022 -25 (covering delivery up to March 2025) supported  

24,000 SMEs in London through a range of Supporting Local Business (SLB) interventions, and 

over 15,000 businesses accessed support via Grow London Local’s digital services .25 As 

delivery continues until September 2026, these figures are expected to increase as further 

outcomes are recorded. Support provided varies significantly in intensity and duration across 

different programmes -  from light - touch navigation services to intensive multi -month 

interventions . However, the number of SMEs using networks and online training from the 

numerous free and paid -for providers in London will be far higher. For example,  Digital Boost – a 
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volunteer network  offering free one -to-one support  and peer - learning programmes – has 

supported more than  5,000 businesses  which  typically cannot qualify for accelerators or formal 

programmes such as Help to Grow because of size, stage of growth, or sector . The majority of 

those supported by Digital Boost are led by solo entrepreneurs  (67%) and businesses who are 

pre-start or early -stage ( 64%) .26 Nevertheless , the overall  evidence suggests services are 

currently being actively utilised by a  limited proportion of  the estimated one million SMEs in 

London.  

 

Figure 1: Main sources of support used by UK SMEs with employees in 202 4 

Source: Department for Business & Trade Longitudinal  Small Business Survey  202 4 

 

Business support for SMEs of differen t scale and stage  
London’s SME population is diverse in its scale, stage and sector. The key sub -types of SMEs 

considered in the review are pre -start, early -stage, established, scale -ups, frontier innovation 

and micro -SMEs  – more detail on the definitions of these categories is shown in Table 1 in the 

introduction of this report . 

 

There are several  notable differences in the availability and uptake of supply across these 

different SME types:  

• Input from stakeholders in the workshop and Call for Evidence highlighted that pre - start 

and early - stage SMEs are generally well - served for business basics , marketing, and 

digital set -up, although understanding and navigating the number of support offers 

available can be a challenge. This includes support  from services such as  the City of 

London’s STEP Programme , business support offered by high street banks,  and the UK 

Government’s Start  Up Loan scheme.  

• However , a patchier picture exists for scale - ups . While many currently available 

programmes focus on pre -start support, founders reported a gap when it comes to 

guidance on scaling up. There are several  sources of high -quality provision available 

from universities, chambers  of commerce and  sector bodies, but there is limited 

capacity. Key providers  in this space include the national network of c atapult centres, 
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Innovate UK ’s EDGE programme  which provide s innovation and commercialisation  

support , the Grow London Global  programme by L&P, and growth hubs funded by  the 

Department for Business and Trade , as well as the numerous incubator and accelerator 

programmes provided by financial institutions  and other private  sector organisations .27 

However, Call for Evidence respondents highlighted that c omplexity of eligibility criteria 

and weak signposting can  reduce  uptake, and  founders report  that they lack  guidance 

for scaling their businesses, with group -based and generic programmes often fail ing  to 

supply the tailored help they need for their business context. Whilst the cost of delivering 

more bespoke support may be a barrier, the need for more market -facing, scale -oriented 

and human -centred support was clear.  

• Likewise, specialised support is vital for SMEs working in frontier innovation, but the re 

are few support providers currently specifically target ing services to  frontier 

innovation  spin - outs  in London . However, there is a range of innovation -focused 

services that provide important support for this group of SMEs in London and nationally, 

such as catapult centres (which offer sector -specific R esearch and Development (R&D)  

support and technical expertise ), accelerators , pre-seed programmes, university 

incubator and spin -out support .28 The  cost of delivery  for this type of bespoke support 

can be a barrier. 

• Support for established SMEs is less common . This came through clearly in both the 

literature review and consultation workshop.  Established  SMEs are the backbone of 

London’s economy  and can be overlooked by a focus on high -growth sectors. W hile 

there is good provision of online resources and networks, our research shows there is a 

lack of market -facing , human -centred support at scale aimed at supporting  business 

survival  and providing practical support with the costs of doing business and/or 

navigat ing  regulatory or business challenges.  

Figure 2: Sources of support used by UK SMEs in 202 4, by business size  

 
Source: Department for Business and  Trade Longitudinal Small Business Survey  202 4 
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• Free sources of support are particularly important for micro - SMEs , which account for 

approximately nine  in ten of London’s SMEs  and  are less likely to use paid -for services, 

such as  solicitors or business consultants , but have a higher take -up of business 

networks. 29 Stakeholders also highlighted the increasing prevalence of businesses 

starting as a side hustle, which is a distinct form of micro -business which need s time-

efficient support that can help them combine starting a business around their existing 

employment.  
 

Business support for under - represented groups  
There have been several  important national reviews of business support that have focused on 

the needs of  under -represented groups. These reviews highlighted that certain groups are 

under -served or underutilise business support programmes.  

• For example , 56% of disabled entrepreneurs in the UK did not get any external 

support when starting their business .30  In particular, the evidence reviewed by the WPI 

Economics team  highlighted the lack of  availability of disabled mentors for SME 

founders , and that networks for disabled entrepreneurs are typically information 

networks that lack funding and would benefit from greater structure and institutional 

support. 31 This was corroborate d by the C all for Evidence, with 60% of respondents 

highlighting the importance of mentoring  or coaching to disabled entrepreneurs and 

more than  half nam ing  funding  or business case development  (55%)  and finance  or 

accounting support  (50%) as key priorities.  

 

Figure 3: Business support use by disabled founders (non -financial support)  

Source: Lloyds and Small Business Britain  Disability and Entrepreneurship report  

 

• The  Time to Change report from the Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority 

Entrepreneurship  highlighted a lack of support that meets the specific needs of ethnic  

minority - led businesses , with existing support often fragmented , short - lived and 

lack ing  publicity .32 This can particularly be a risk where business support providers target 

firms that operate in certain sectors or those at a particular stage of business 

development, which can miss  many ethnic  minority- led businesses.  The 
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recommendations of the review highlighted the importanc e of both mainstream and 

specialis t providers in creating a supportive environment  to enable ethnic  minority- led 

business es  to thrive. This was echoed by the C all for Evidence, with 55% of respondents 

highlighting the importance of both funding  or business case development and fi nance  

or accounting support  to ethnic  minority- led businesses.  

 

• The Alison Rose Review Of Female Entrepreneurship  highlighted a need to improve  

female - led SMEs ’ access to professional expertise .33 Almost two -thirds (64%) of 

respondents to the C all For Evidence highlighted  access to mentoring  or coaching  as 

the key priority support need for female - led SMEs . A strong emphasis was also placed 

on support to help female - led SMEs to scale  up, with funding  or business case 

development  (59%)  and accelerator or incubator programmes  (46%) identified as the 

other highest -ranking  support  needs. However , the review also recommended that 

initiatives to foster a culture of entrepreneurship for all c ould deliver better results than 

interventions targeted solely at female entrepreneurs  alone . Therefore , the lack of 

specific provision for female - led entrepreneurs may not be an issue in itself  if wider 

provision can be improved .  

 

There is less evidence available that presents a detailed view of business support provision for 

under -represented groups in London  specifically . However, some sources suggest a positive 

picture of uptake of business support by under -represented groups. There are several  London -

based programmes specifically catering for founders from under -represented backgrounds, 

such as the  Startup Discovery School , the Barclays Eagle Labs ’s Black Founder Accelerator,  

and within borough offerings .34 The C all for Evidence highlighted that local council support 

services saw high  participation amongst  under -represented groups when programmes were 

inclusive, targeted and well-designed . For example:   

• Camden’s Rebel Business School , which is targeted at pre-start or early -stage 

businesses , reached 67% women , 24% disabled  and 40% ethnic  minority in 2025 , with 

the programme  seeing a 95% satisfaction rate  and  49% of businesses unblocking a key 

issue as a result of taking part . 

• Islington’s Business Resilience Programme  achieved a participation rate of 94% ethnic 

minority-owned, 78% female - led and 19% led by people  with disabilities . This was 

achieved through specifically targeting businesses affected by recent economic 

challenges and entrepreneurs with protected characteristics, particularly from 

Islington’s priority groups (including Black and Global Majority communities, women, 

and disabled people). The programme was delivered by  Action for Race Equality ’s 

ethnically diverse team, which has  firsthand experience of running their own businesses, 

and they were able to build trust and culturally -sensitive, personalised  engagement and 

support.  

• Lewisham ’s Business Resilience & Growth  programmes engaged 131 businesses, 

which  saw 66% being female - led and  68% Black, Asian & Multi -Ethnic - led. This 

programme ran between  Sept ember  2023 and March 2025  and  exceeded many of the 

outcome  targets  that were  set. This included  the safeguard ing of  93 jobs  (against a 
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target of 30) , creat ing 21 new jobs (against a target of 15)  and leading to the 

development of  32 new products or services (against a target of 30).  23 of the 

businesses had i ncreased revenue , with a c ombined business revenue supported  of 

£10,646,922. 129 of 131 businesses who took part were  still trading as of  December 2024 , 

against a target of 100 .  

 

Pan -London provision has a role to play in  successfully reach ing  under -represented groups at 

scale. Grow London Local has supported over 2 9,000 entrepreneurs  since its launch  via both 

in-person and digital services , with 88% of entrepreneurs supported in person having at least 

one protected characteristic (67.8% from ethnic minority communities, 56.6% female, 9.5% 

disabled). 35 This reach exceeds population representation and demonstrates that London -wide 

coordination can deliver inclusive outcomes without always requiring separate, specialist 

programmes for each group. The diversity of reach is consistent across business stages, with 

64% of supported entrepreneurs being existing SMEs rather than pre -starts .36 This highlights  

that inclusive business support must serve entrepreneurs throughout their journey, not just at 

start-up. 

 

Additionally , the final evaluation of the London UKSPF allocation found that SMEs supported 

through SLB interventions showed strong levels of diversity, with 50% female  founders  and 51% 

ethnic  minority founders .37 This compared with national figures showing that only 14% of the 

UK’s SMEs with employees were led by women in 2024  and ethnic minority - led businesses 

account for just 5% of SME employers and 4% of SMEs with no employees. 38 Evidence suggests 

that G overnment -backed initiatives can be particularly important to these groups because they 

are perceived as impartial and official, which fosters  trust. For example, the evaluation of the UK 

Government’s Business Support Helpline found that female - led and ethnic minority - led 

businesses were over - represented in its users and concluded being a government service was 

important because it was perceived as official and impartial and could therefore be trusted. 39 

However, there is considerable evidence that the needs of these groups are not fully met by 

the current provision , which is further discussed in the next chapter.  

 

Supply challenges  
While London has a strong  and diverse  business support sector, the market is 

decentralised . Call for Evidence respondents highlighted that this means the quality, visibility 

and continuity of services var y. Duplication is also common, especially for business basics 

offers. As a result, many stakeholders  highlighted  that there is high capacity within the sector 

for offering light - touch, scalable format s (such as webinars, clinics, workshops and 

matching to mentors) , but limited capacity for delivery in more specialist areas . For example,  

where the need relates to  investment readiness, help with procurement  or bid writing, 

advanced digital skills, and advice on sustainability and the ‘green transition’.  

In part, this is affected by short funding cycles for providers relying on public funding.  

Stakeholders expressed concern that this constrained provision, eroded provider continuity  

and  institutional memory, and it meant new services were needed to recreate resources and 

establish referral routes. In addition, stakeholders in the workshop highlighted a desire for a 
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greater level of collaboration in the London business support sector , citing positive 

examples of multi -borough  programmes which were felt to improve efficiency , as well as a  

greater desire for collaboration between local and pan -London offerings . 

Figure 4: Supply challenges in London’s business support sector  

 

In addition to the limitations in targeted support for under -represented groups as noted above, 

there are also wider accessibility issues, such as a lack of British Sign Language and captioning 

availability, accessible websites and application forms.  

Matching support to demand  
Evidence  suggests that improving navigation, transparency, and engagement pathways should 

be prioritised, rather than creating new provision.  Overall, there is a strong foundation  in place 

in the capital , with the supply of business support currently offering significant  valuable support 

to London SMEs of all shapes and sizes. However, there are clear and specific gaps in the 

existing provision. The next chapter explores these gaps in more detail , digging into  the needs 

of London’s SMEs today and how this compares to the supply outlined in this chapter . The next 

chapter  provide s not only an assessment of the major gaps in provision  that should be 

prioritise d to support London’s one million SMEs to thrive  but also  how these supply challenges 

might be met .   
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3. The needs of London’s SMEs today  

A brief look at the sectoral  and size make -up of the SME sector in London  today  goes a long 

way towards  explaining the complexity of the SME support services ecosystem. From emerging 

sectors such as FoodTech , C lean Tech and EdTech to more traditional areas such as  supply 

chain and logistics, from micro -enterprises to 250 -staff businesses , medium -sized firms and 

across al l stages of financing , the diversity of firms in the SME sector is enormous. This diversity 

is part of what makes the ecosystem thrive, and why 20% of all UK SMEs are in London. 

However,  it also means that there is no one -size -fits-all solution  to providing business support 

in the capital , and certainly  no single  programme that can respond to all SME support needs.  

 

Evidence shows there is an appetite for growth amongst SMEs. In 2024, 71% of UK SME  

employers, and 59% of  UK SMEs with no employees , aimed to grow their sales over the next 

three years. 40  Growth ambitions were highest amongst arts/entertainment  and  retail/wholesale  

businesses, with businesses in manufacturing, other services, finance/real estate, info/comms 

and education sectors all also reporting higher than average percentages of business es  

targeting growth .  

 

Across the evidence review process,  the need for a tailored but coordinated approach came 

through clearly. Tailored support is particularly key for SMEs with specific needs  not necessarily 

addressed by standard services , such as  spin -out frontier innovation firms. Data shows the 

demand for  more ‘account managed’ support  in these cases .41 Alongside this, i mproved 

opportunities for collaboration and knowledge shar ing  could ensure that more use is made of 

the wealth of resources already available in the system.  Figure 5 outlines the business support 

needs the London Growth Plan suggested pan -London services should cater for.  

 

 

Key takeaways:  

• Given the sheer scale and diversity of London’s SME community,  business support needs 

are varied . 

• Demand for advice is rising, and  extending beyond business basics into digital security, 

workplace needs, skills and talent pipelines , and access to data.  

• Demand differs considerably by business stage  – while  the needs of scale -ups  are vital to 

support ing growth , the needs of more established SMEs can go overlooked . 

• Support for frontier innovation need to encompass a specific focus on funding and 

financial support, connectivity and collaboration, specialist space, growth , regulatory 

guidance , and  talent and skills.  

• Under -represented groups  have needs ranging from  support in addressing specific skills 

gaps  to the availability of mentoring and access to finance.   

• There remains a strong need across SMEs for improved a ccess to finance.  
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Figure 5: The London Growth Plan identifies the following business support needs that the 

planned pan - London service should cater for . 

 

Other actions in the London Growth Plan requiring shifts in business support provision include 

the aim to open London’s anchor organisations’ supply chains to smaller and diverse - led 

businesses, necessitating improved access to procurement and commercial t raining for SMEs 

to make the most of the opportunities. The aim to make London the springboard to global 

growth for innovative companies across the UK will also require a focus on the specific business 

support needs of frontier innovation SMEs, which we di ve into in a later section. 42 

 

While awareness  and use  of business support is mixed , as discussed in previous  sections, d ata 

from the  LSBS panel report shows increasing use  of business support, rising from 24.1% of 

SMEs using services in 2020 to 27% in 202 4.43 There is also growing evidence of the benefits of 

SME support services ; the LSBS report found that firms that used external advice saw an 

average increase in labour productivity of 22.1% compared to those that did not access advice, 

and that accessing business advice improved firm s’ innovation. 44  

 

The most common reasons cited  for seeking information and/or advice for SMEs with 

employees include d: 

• Finance, specifically accounting, to support  the general running of the business (2 5%, up 

3 percentage points since 2022);  

• Advice on business growth  (23%, which is up 2 percentage points  since 2022  but down 

from a peak of 25% in 2023 ); and  

• Legal issues (15%, up 3  percentage points since 2022 ).45 

 

In addition to the key support needs identified above, stakeholder engagement through the 

Call for Evidence and  via the  consultation workshop  indicate d some wider core support need 

themes across different firm types , sizes  and growth phases . These are : 

Increasing SME productivity

Scaling business in growth sectors

Systematically increasing access to finance

Closing the entrepreneurship gap

Supporting communities and the social economy

Helping businesses take climate action
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• Digital  security : Businesses continue to face challenges related to cyber threats, fraud 

and retail c rime, with significant under -reporting of incidents. 46 Improving understanding 

of this type of crime and building resilience to it is vital to the long -term sustainability of 

any business.  This is also a rapidly developing challenge which requires continuous 

learning and support to manage.  

• Workspaces : The need for appropriate workspace was highlighted across the literature, 

particularly for scale -ups and frontier innovation firms. Our engagement with key 

stakeholders reiterated this point, highlighting the issue of access to affordable, 

appropriate workspaces as a key pressing issue. Across London , business es  face the 

challenge of high business rates and significant costs to doing business . Stakeholders 

highlighted that  issue of space becomes increasingly pressing in the more expensive 

areas of London and for certain sectors with higher costs such as science, technology, AI 

and green tech.  In addition, the need for specialist spaces is not always reflected in 

strategic priorities  despite representing  a significant barrier to growth and hampering 

businesses ’ visibility to consumers and other stakeholders.  One example of this shared in 

the consulta tion discussions was  the significant gap in affordable industrial premises, 

which are both increasingly expensive and disappearing. These spaces are particularly  

essential for GreenTech start-ups, AI hard ware companies, and makers, artists and 

creators.  

• Talent : Stakeholders outlined how  SMEs struggle with sourcing the right talent. Hiring 

skilled staff in the UK has become increasingly difficult and expensive due to recent tax 

increases , pushing some businesses to look overseas  -  adding cost and time to the 

recruitment process . This  has proven increasingly challenging  over the last few years as 

labour markets have tightened  and shifting immigration rules have created added 

complexity . The stakeholders we talked to as part of the consultation  process 

highlighted a need  for more support for workforce development and to recruit locally.  

Many founders are also globally mobile , and a strong business support infrastructure 

can help retain international talent and prevent founder migration to other global hubs.  

• Research and data: The consultation  workshop highlighted a gap in access to reliable 

research and data, especially at the pre -start stage. While free resources such  as the 

British Library do exist, businesses often require advice on how to interpret and use this 

data  to inform their business cases . 

 

Whilst these themes apply generally across the SME spectrum, below we zoom in on the needs  

for certain  types of SMEs and  look more in depth at the ir finance needs in the following 

sections.  

 

Business needs for SMEs of differen t scale s and stage s 
From pre -trading to established firms, every phase of the SME lifecycle contains specific needs 

unique to that phase. As discussed previously, this means  it is essential to  tailor support to the 

full diversity of business types and stages. However, w hilst it is important to consider the many 

variations of needs across businesses of all shapes and sizes, there can sometimes be too 
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much focus on start -ups and scale -ups to the detriment of steady -state SMEs, according to the 

stakeholders we engaged  in the consultation .47 These types of companies play a big part in 

community development – recognising and supporting them is crucial for inclusive economic 

growth.  

 

The Federation of Small Businesses ( FSB ) has h ighlighted that the hikes to dividend tax es  in 

the new Budget could disincentivise investing in your own business, citing  serious impacts on 

small businesses. Plans to charge employers for supporting pension savings were also called 

out as challenging for SMEs, whilst the changes to business rates will not help enough to 

adequately make up for the damage done with other measures. Whilst steps taken on SME 

training and the new jobs guarantee scheme were appreciated, the FSB called for ministers to 

bring forward more pro -business, pro -growth policies. 48 

 

The Autumn Budget increased employer National Insurance from 13.8% to 15% , which 

increased employer National Insurance costs by £940 (a 25% increase) for someone on 

average UK earnings .49 Existing pressures risk being compounded by the Autumn Budget, with 

an increased National Living Wage alongside an extended freeze on income tax thresholds. 

This represents a cumulative cost increase for SMEs and may drive increase d demand for 

support around financial planning/budgeting , workforce planning  and  access to finance.  These 

same cost increases will also impact  business support providers, particularly those relying on 

public funding. With both SMEs and support providers feeling the crunch at the same time, 

sustainable multi -funder models and improved coordination are even more urgently needed. 50  

 

Start - ups  

The UK’s start -up ecosystem is complex and dynamic – success depends on many factors 

including the availability  of funding, the regulatory environment, the quality of educational 

institutions and the availability of talent (both at the employee an d leadership levels). 51 With 42% 

of UK start -ups based in London , it is essential  that the SME support system is equipped to 

handle their specific needs. The support already in place  -  including well -developed economic 

infrastructure, easy access to finance and several  incubation and acceleration programmes  -  

form a solid baseline to build from .  

 

Scale - ups  

Scale -ups have their own set of needs targeted at supporting the rapid pace of growth this 

stage requires, whilst managing increasing complexity as the company grows and requires new 

information and services to optimise performance.  Despite representing only 0.5% of all SMEs 

in the UK, scale -ups contribute 58% of SME output , making targeting services and solutions to 

this segment essential  for growth .52 Across  the evidence review and our stakeholder 

engagement , it was clear that scale -ups face many challenges includ ing  the uncertain 

business environment and increased cost of trading due to the ongoing effects of Brexit , high 

energy prices  and low consumer confidence.  According to a 2023 survey of 306 scale -up 

leaders across all regions and sectors , the biggest barriers to growth for scale -ups include:  
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Figure 6: Reported barriers to growth by scale - up SME leaders  

 
Source:  ScaleUp Institute, 2023, Scale up Survey 2023  

Medium - sized  SMEs  

Whilst these common themes were identified , there were also significant differences in needs 

across sectors, with manufacturing and engineering scale -ups most concerned about Brexit 

costs and supply chain interruptions, whilst construction and life sciences scale -ups were more 

generally focused on rising  costs.  Larger SMEs were significantly more likely to have sought 

external information or advice (44% of medium -sized  businesses compared to 34% of small  

businesses ), and across the literature we reviewed  seemed to be better supported by the 

existing ecosystem overall.  

 

Micro - SMEs  

SMEs with no employees surveyed in the  202 4 LSBS  identified slightly different priorities  to 

SMEs at other stages /size , identifying  the following  support needs:  

• Business growth ( 34%, up 13 percentage points from 202 3); 

• Marketing ( 22% up 7 percentage points from 202 3); 

• Financial advice for accounting and general running of the business  (21%, down 2  

percentage points from 202 3); 

• Tax/National Insurance law and payments (1 6%, up 5 percentage points from 202 3); 

• E-commerce and technology (14%, up 8 percentage points from 2023)  

• Improving business efficiency  or productivity (12%, down 3 percentage points  from 

202 3); 

• Legal issues (1 1%, down 1 percentage points  from 202 3); 

• Financial advice for how and where to get financing (10%, same as 2023 ); 

• Regulations (10%, same as 2023) .53 
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Targeting services for frontier innovation  spin - outs  

The London Growth Plan  defines  frontier innovation as making scientific breakthroughs and 

turning them into commercial products and devices. iii Given the focus on frontier innovation in 

the London Growth Plan and its significant potential to support rapid growth, innovation and 

improving productivity in London and the wider UK, we have paid particular attention to the 

unmet needs for support that these firms face , particularly those that are spun out from 

universities or other research institutions . To achieve this and maintain London’s global 

competitiveness and inclusive growth , there is a need to cement London ’s brand identity, fill 

gaps in support and finance provision targeted at these frontier innovation -focus ed SMEs .54 

Frontier innovation SMEs have specific needs which layer on top of those we have outlined for 

different scale s and stage s of growth. By definition , frontier innovation SMEs spun out from 

universities and other research institutions  have characteristics which require a different 

approach to financing instruments and public policies due to their inherently high -risk profiles, 

long investment horizons and the disruptive nature of the technology used.  

 

Across size profiles and demographic make -ups, these  frontier innovation SMEs surveyed by 

L&P identified the need and appetite for London -wide leadership that strengthens connectivity, 

enables strategic alignment and addresses systemic challenges  across infrastructure, funding, 

talent and regulation.  55  In addition to this key need, the survey identified some important  

themes where targeted interventions could unlock significant value . This included : 

• Funding and financial support : there is limited access to early -stage, small -scale and 

devolved specialist innovation funding , especially for under -represented groups , with an 

over-reliance on overly-competitive national funding. More patient, flexible funding 

models and venture capital density would be beneficial, as would dedicated scale -up 

programmes for frontier technologies. Innovations that have proven their value need 

post -pilot support and  frontier innovation firms need  longer -term G overnment funding 

cycles to allow for improved stability and ambition.  Of particular importance is the role 

public sector funding will need to play in developing a strong investor base whilst private 

capital develops sufficiently to provide the funding ecosystem frontier innovation spin -

outs  need to thrive. This is essential from a national security perspective  to ensure the 

UK remains at the forefront of technology innovation, but it could take a long time.  

• Connectivity and collaboration : The London support ecosystem is currently 

fragmented  with a lack of joined -up leadership and strategic vision across G overnment, 

borough s and sectors. A one -stop shop for advice, networks and funding is needed  to 

remedy this  so that the diversity of offer can be accessed more easily . Knowledge share 

is blocked  by weak  links between academia, industry and G overnment , impacting 

productivity.  Given the nature of these newer sectors, there  is a need for regional  or 

place -based organisations  to aggregate and steward sector capabilities , in addition to 

national and international representative bodies . A joined up international approach  will 

be particularly  important for securing  collaboration agreements in quantum, which allow 

 
iii Key sectors include life sciences, artificial intelligence, quantum computing, bioengineering, advanced robotics 

and material science , as well as addressing climate change.  
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for knowledge transfer between countries, global talent visas and  global industry 

standards.   

• Infrastructure and planning : There is a need for affordable incubator , laboratory and 

specialist spaces (such as maker spaces  and  pilot-scale production ). There are also 

gaps in availability of transitional space for those businesses that are between incubator 

growth phases.  The real estate market is out of touch with the needs of some sectors 

such as life sciences , and in general there is a significant inconsistency in demand for 

space between clusters – some are oversubscribed, some are un desirable.  Poor 

transport connectivity and insufficient digital infrastructure (including internet speeds 

and network coverage) are also holding b ack SME growth.  

• Scaling and growth support : Support is needed for crossing the valley of death 

between research and market through enhanced transitional support. More high -quality 

accelerator programmes and specialist incubators aligned to specific sectors would 

support this , as would improving the currently weak links between industry  and 

academia . There was also a call for subsector -speci fic scale -up programmes and funds 

for sectors with particular needs such as C lean Tech, manufacturing and AI.  

• Talent and skills : A need was identified for sustained investment in local talent pipelines, 

apprenticeship s and inclusive pathways into life  sciences and creative industri es. The 

under -representation of diverse founders and communities is also a challenge . There is 

often a skills provision misalignment with industry needs due to poor connections 

between schools and industry. Programmes such as the Local  Skills Improvement Plan s 

(LSIP )iv and the Mayor of London’s Talent Strategy  are seeking to improve this 

connection with a particular eye on London’s growth sectors. Importantly , a lack  of 

experienced  entrepreneurs to act as mentors was identified – the need for leadership 

mentor ing  and role models has been reflected across the literature and in stakeholder  

engagement.  

• Regulation and policy simplification : S low decision making and a lack of clarity in 

planning and regulatory env ironments impacts productivity and innovation for SMEs . In 

the absence of devolved investment mechanisms and funding powers , it is more 

challenging to target funding effectively. There is also a lack of regulatory and Intellectual 

P roperty (IP) guidance for innovations , and continual regulatory changes discourage 

innovation and investment. One suggested solution is investment readiness support for 

SME s which is particularly focused on regulation navigation.  

 

Improving support for under - represented groups requires targeting and better 

coordination  
Evidence shows that  there is a n entrepreneur ship  gap . For example : 

• Only 14% of the UK’s SMEs with employees were led by women in 202 4.56  

 
iv Three-year Local Skills Improvement Plans provide a framework for collaboration on local skills, bringing employers, skills 
providers and stakeholders together to build a shared understanding of local skills needs and the actions needed to 
address them. 
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• While 25% of the UK’s SMEs  are led by someone with a disability, these business es  only 

account for  8.6% of the UK’s total small business turnover. 57 

• Ethnic minority - led businesses account for just 5% of SME employers and 4% of SMEs 

with no employees. 58 

 

The Maple Review, led by Small Business Brita in, is also currently investigating the b arriers to 

entrepreneurship caused by economic  depriv ation. The review is also expected to publish its 

findings and recommendations in S pring 2026. 59 

 

Wider inequalities in education, labour market participation and social capital, as well as 

discrimination, can mean under -represented groups have fewer networks or transferable skills 

to draw on, such as marketing or communication, that are important for starting and running a 

successful business. Research shows , for example , that founders who were previously ‘looking 

after the home’ experience far less financial success, 78% of whom are women. 60  These 

patterns underscore the broader impact of under -representation of Black people and women in 

senior roles across the workforce.  

 

Ethnic minority business es  also  face challenges with accessing financial resources, wider 

markets and appropriate support. Whilst ethnic minorities in the UK are consistently more 

entrepreneurial than the population generally, they are still less likely to operate established , 

more mature firms that generate stable income.  61 According to a British Business Bank survey 

on entrepreneurship diversity , minority ethnic and female entrepreneurs complete fewer of the 

activities which can develop their business ideas such as identifying customers  or financial 

forecasting, and completing more of these activities is strongly related to success across 

entrepreneur groups. The biggest gaps were identified in pre - launch activities , including:  

• forecasting costs , turnover and profit ; 

• testing ideas with potential customers ; and 

• having the required premises and equipment .62 

 

It is estimated that 25% of entrepreneurs are disabled or neurodiverse. 63 Disabled 

entrepreneurs  face significant hurdles, including higher start -up costs and challenges 

accessing funding and support. A third of disabled entrepreneurs  report that they  followed the 

entrepreneurship  route out of necessity  due to being unable to find accessible or flexible work 

opportunities, making optimising their path to success even more essential . Disabled SME 

owners are more likely than non -disabled  owners to have used no business support  (41% 

compared to 35%) and they are more likely to have use d informal su pport such as FSB 

networks (15%) and other networks (19%) , suggesting that they have needs not currently being 

met by the existing support ecosystem. 64 There is more demand for mentorship  or networking 

than business skills training because lived experience matters and is rooted in mutual 

understanding and shared challenges.  The Lilac Review found that , for disabled entrepreneurs , 

the most beneficial forms of support include mentoring and networking (51%), business skills 

training (35%), financial support (33%) , and marketing and sales guidance (23%).  
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More than half ( 52%) of disabled entrepreneurs have experienced a barrier due to their 

condition . Some of the challenges disabled owners face centre around lacking appropriate role 

models (70%) and perceiving a lack of equal access to the same opportunities and resources 

as non -disabled founders (84%)  -  both of which could be remedied with  improved  targeting of 

existing support services. 65 Other key challenges that were reported by disabled owners 

included commercial skills such as  finding customers , growing scale  and managing business 

operations, the ubiquitous need for access to finance , and improved access to networking .66 It is 

also important to remember that  many  disabled founders will face extra costs both in managing 

their condition and in starting a business just by  the nature of their disability , and there are calls 

for targeted support to account for this .67 The immediate needs identified by disabled founders 

in a 2023 independent review included  accessing finance , mentorship and coaching, long -

term business sustainability support and help with expanding nationally . 68 

 

Across the board,  data  from Grow London Local, which since its launch has referred 3,828 

entrepreneurs to skills support, reveals a barrier not prominently featured in national surveys: 

language and basic literacy. 69 English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and English 

reading and writing skills are the most -viewed skills support categories, ranking ahead of digital 

skills training and business planning.  For entrepreneurs whose first language is not English, 

understanding business terminology, completing application forms, engaging with advisors, 

and accessing written resources all present additional challenges. This has implications for how 

business suppo rt is designed, delivered, and communicated across London's diverse 

entrepreneur population.  

 

Some finance needs remain unmet across under - represented groups  

Given the challenges that under -represented groups often face in obtaining finance, one of the 

key support needs for this group is improving access to finance, whether through targeted 

provision or improved signposting. Disabled owners of small businesses face significant barriers 

and wo rries around financing, with 59% worried about taking on debt, and 48% not knowing the 

right type of funding to take on. 70  Nearly half of Asian and Other Minority Ethnic G roup 

entrepreneurs  identify a ccess to finance as a barrier  to their business’ success and growth.  40 -

50% of Black and Other White aspiring entrepreneurs experience a similar barrier, whilst only 

25% of White British entrepreneurs reported barriers to accessing finance. 71 This clear barrier is 

evident in the statistics around who financing has historically gone to : 92% of total angel 

investment in the UK in 2022 went to all -White founder teams. All -ethnic minority teams are 

also under -represented in follow -on funding, accounting for 4% of follow -on deals (compared 

to 14% of first- time deals). 72 

 

Ethnic minority- led businesses  

Analysis from the British Business Bank in 2023 found that ethnic minority - led businesses are 

more willing to use finance to grow but are more likely to be discouraged from applying. They 

found that 15% of ethnic minority - led businesses identified a need for finance, but something 

stopped them from applying, more than double the rate for white- led businesses. The 

perception  of barriers  is, in itself, a major obstacle, potentially preventing ambitious 

entrepreneurs who would otherwise be accepted for finance from seeking the support they 



   
 

WPI ECONOMICS |  Strategic evidence base – A business s upport strategy for London’s SMEs  28 

need to develop : 39% of ethnic minority - led businesses who are thinking of applying soon 

expect success, as opposed to 51% of white -owned businesses. 73 

 

Female - led businesses  

Female - led businesses are typically approved for financing at the same rate as male - led 

businesses, but are approved for half the facility size. Ethnic minority -  and female - led 

businesses were much more likely to face information barriers to accessing finance than white 

or male - led businesses. Ethnic minority businesses are also much more likely to have injected 

personal funds into their business (at 54% compared to 34% of white - led businesses) and are 

significantly more likely to feel they had to do so. This sta tistic is even higher for businesses led 

by those with a disability, which are three times more likely to have used personal funds than 

those businesses not led by people with a disability. 74 

 

Finance needs for  SMEs of differen t scale and stage  
A major challenge across SMEs  is lenders ’ perception of them as higher risk , with a  consequent 

reluctance  to finance them . In addition to lenders’ risk aversion , SMEs face a complicated 

finance ecosystem, a lack of formal risk assessment  and distinct financial challenges facing  

founders from under -represented backgrounds , as noted above.  S upport to understand and 

access finance is  a key need across SMEs of all sizes, growth phases and demographic  profiles  

to smooth this rough terrain .75 During the consulta tion we heard that businesses , especially 

new and social enterprises, often lack awareness or understanding of requirements such as 

business rates and obligations to landlords, potentially leading to significant financial 

consequences before trading  even begins . Our conversations evidenced a clear need for 

targeted advice and support around the core financial requirements.  

 

SMEs’ use of external finance declined in 2024, and more than half of demand for finance over 

the preceding three years was for working capital, which is driven by a focus on survival and 

financial stability, rather than investment to grow. Overall,  6% of small businesses  report 

needing external funding in 2024, of which 57% wanted finance for business growth and 

development, driven mainly by an increase in the number wanting to invest in new plant and 

machinery. The British Business Bank highlighted the la ck of awareness of finance options 

evident in these responses, naming this the most significant barrier to demand for finance. 76 

 

However , it is not only awareness of finance options that SMEs need support with, but also  help 

to understand and access the right finance  option for their needs , particularly for scale - up  and 

frontier innovation  funding. While the finance may be available, businesses often struggle with 

how to access, navigate and effectively use it, which is where support and advice has  the 

potential to be particularly helpful. Finally, it is worth a particular mention of the need for 

improved access to finance in the frontier innovation sectors if innovation - led growth is to be 

achieved in the UK. The need for improved access to finance was strongly identified by 

surveyed fronti er innovation SMEs:  “A lack of g rowth capital is the main issue throttling frontier 

innovation”.77 
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However, s upport is not solely required for financial investment advice. It is worth noting the 

broader issues that SMEs  can  face in terms of financial capability, including  a lack of financial 

literacy or budgeting skills and knowledge.  Some entrepreneurs find a route into 

entrepreneurship as an escape from existing financial challenges, which can then be 

exacerbated by a gap in financial expertise.  Wider  financial capability services, such as  Citizens 

Advice ’s financial inclusion service and Advice First Aid , could be a good starting point for thos e 

on the lower end of financial literacy , especially if these services can be aligned with or included 

in existing provision.  
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Assessing the gaps in business support  
Bringing this together, the table below provides an overview of the picture of supply and needs in London, identifying key gaps in provision 

across SME and founder types. What this means for the strategy is discussed further in chapter 6.  

 

Table 3: Gap analysis of business support for SMEs by scale/stage  
 Current supply of business 

support  

Demand/needs  of London SMEs  Gaps in provision  

 
All SMEs  

 

Large but decentralised market  

from a range of providers and 

programmes . High capacity for 

light- touch, scalable support, but 

limited specialist  support.  

• Tailored support  and signposting to relevant 

services  

• Support to improve p roductivity  and scale  

access to finance  

• Community -based  support  

• Help to navigate net -zero regulations and 

seize opportunities  

• Procurement and commercial  advice  

• Innovation  support  

• Accounting , legal and taxation advice  

• Guidance on AI a doption  

S upport to navigate the fragmented business 

support ecosystem and  more tailored support 

offers, with a greater focus on productivity and 

support to scale, access finance , talent and 

affordable workspaces,  efforts to close the 

entrepreneurship  gap , with a focus on 

integrating AI across all need areas . 

 

 
Pre - start  

Generally well -serviced for 

business basics , marketing and 

digital support , but may struggle to 

navigate support on offer.  

• Market discovery and company development  

• Business case support  

• Help with finance options and investment 

readiness  

Help to access relevant information, develop 

market offering and business plan, and 

understand finance options.  

Established SMEs  

Large number of networks and 

business education programmes 

but limited practical support.  

• Team s of mentors to help with a  range of 

business needs  

• Practical support for their business such as  

affordable workspaces and business services  

• Training streams for established companies  

• More leadership, talent and wellbeing support  

• Stronger focus on productivity, export and 

innovation support  

• A more user - friendly grant application 

process 78  

P ractical support with ongoing business needs, 

routes to access person -centred support  and 

efforts to raise productivity and growth 

ambitions.  
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Scale - ups  

High -quality provision from 

universities, chambers of 

commerce and sector bodies, but 

limited capacity, complex eligibility, 

and limited navigation support.  

• Bespoke guidance and t ailored one - to-one 

help  

• Support  for growth and  managing complexity  

• Access to markets  

• Access to talent  

• Access to growth capital and investment  

• Leadership development  

• R&D support  

Leadership advice and long -term mentorin g , 

access to capital and investment readiness,  

help to expand into new markets and recruit 

talent. 

 
Frontier innovation  

Little targeted support but benefit 

from innovation focus programmes 

and university incubator and 

accelerator programmes.  

• Access to blended finance (public -private) , 

long - term capital and de-risking mechanisms  

• Better access to late -stage funding  

• Post-accelerator support  and knowledge 

sharing  

• Regulatory clarity  

• High -quality accelerator programmes  and 

dedicated scale -up programmes for frontier 

technologies  

• Regional - level organi sation to steward the 

sector  

• Access to the right workspace  

• Improved links between industry  and 

academia  

• Leadership mentoring  and i nvestment 

readiness support  

Transitional support between phases, help to 

find the right workspace , industry -specific 

knowledge sharing and links to academia, 

access  to appropriate finance, help to manage 

risk and regulations, and increase investment 

readiness.  

 
Micro - SMEs  

High reliance on free networks, but 

lack of support tailored to new 

forms of micro -businesses and 

established micro -SMEs  

• Business basics, legal and financial advice  

• Business growth  

• Marketing  

 

Signposting and accessible guidanc e on 

finance, legal and taxation  issues, and 

improved commercial support for growth 

and marketing.  
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Table 4: Gap analysis of business support for SMEs led by under - represented groups  
 Current supply of business support  Demand/needs of London SMEs  Gaps in provision  

Female - led  SMEs  

 

Limited specific support, but 

increasing efforts to increase 

participation in business support by  

female - led SMEs  

 

• Mentoring  

• Access to finance  

• Support to develop business case  Mentoring and help with investment 

readiness and access to finance.  

People with 

disabilities  

Informal networks and l imited  

provision of experienced mentors, and 

poor accessibility in mainstream 

provision  

• Mentorship  

• Networking  

• Target ed  support services  

• Financial signposting  

• Business expansion  and scale - up support  

 

Accessibility  of business support, well -

resourced networks, equal access to finance 

and opportunities.  

People from ethnic 

minority communities  

Lack of support that meets the 

specific needs of ethnic minority - led 

SMEs, but some dedicated 

community and not -for-profit 

provision  

• Access to finance  

• Specialist innovation funding  

• Professional and transferrable skills  

• Developing business ideas  

• Pre - launch activities  

• Capabilities across more advanced digital 

tools such as AI adoption  

Outreach and targeted support, support to 

develop business ideas, investment readiness 

and access to finance . 
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4. Future support and best practice  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are several emerging areas  where SMEs  need support to ensure London’s business 

landscape remains future-proof. The rapid pace of evolving technology, the need to ensure 

sustainable and green growth and ensuring workforce readiness for the future form the 

thematic basis of these new areas of support. Responses from the C all For Evidence reported a 

clear shift in SME support needs over the last two to three years : while traditional priorities 

(finance, marketing, workspace) remain, there  is a strong and accelerating demand for support 

in all four new areas discussed below.  

 

Emerging and accelerating demand  
 

Digital adoption and Artificial Intelligence (AI)  

London is fast becoming a global leader in emerging advanced digital technologies such as AI, 

extended reality, 5G and future networks, the internet of things, robotics , autonomous 

machines and more. 79 The Government recognises the transformative power of integrating 

digital technologies and t he SME  Digital Adoption Taskforce  aims to make UK  SMEs  the most 

digitally capable and AI confident in the G7 by 2035.  This ambition will have a n impact on 

driving growth : SMEs have a huge role to play in this transformation as e ven a 1% productivity 

uplift across  SMEs  could add £94 billion annually to  the country’s GDP.  80  

 

However, while  many SMEs view newer technologies -  and especially AI -  as an exciting 

opportunity ( including 26% of SMEs  surveyed  for the 2025 Skills Horizon Barometer) ,81 there is 

some reticence towards  adoption . Overall,  the UK ranks  only 31st in the World Economic 

Forum’s information & communication technology ( ICT ) adoption list ,82 but this reticence  is 

especially true for small businesses , with only 30% of small businesses (fewer than 10 

employees) hav ing  increased digital activity since 2019 , limited use of digitised data for insights 

(21%), and the automated decision -making powers of AI (2%). 83  

Key takeaways:  

• As noted in the previous chapter, demand is changing. The rapid shift in new 

technologies, climate change, workforce changes and innovation all create different 

support needs.  

• As is the case with existing support demand, in the future the areas that  will need the 

most significant emphasis are likely to vary by business stage as well as by sector and 

size. 

• Existing best practice for advice and support provision is helpful in identifying the 

potential pitfalls of focusing too heavily on one business stage or group, which runs the 

risk of leaving many firms underserved.  

• Preferred formats for receiving support also vary by stage and by group, which means 

that a range of options will continue to be important to ensure that businesses’ needs are 

met. 
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According to the Government’s SME Digital Adoption Taskforce and its Technology Adoption 

Review, many SMEs struggle with limited time, digital skills, and accessing support . The same 

review highlights that , despite interest in AI, SMEs’ worries about skill gaps and implementation 

remain. 84 However, the  outlook  shows an increasingly  positive  attitude to adoption. Data from 

the 2025 Small Business Britain and B T “AI Big Survey” , shows that  60% of businesses believed 

AI will be essential for the survival and growth of small businesses in the next five years. 85  

 

Where these tools have been adopted, they are  already showing results  as , according to a 2024 

report by Accenture , small businesses using AI experienced a 35% boost in efficiency in the first 

year. 86 The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce found that  SMEs need impartial guidance on 

adopting AI technologies and would welcome  AI-driven advisory tools.  87 This makes it 

especially important for business support organisations to understan d how emerging 

technologies affect their clients. Additionally, SMEs that have clear policies permitting the use 

of AI are more likely to adopt it. F inally, financial support for digital adoption  remains an issue , as 

accessing existing incentives is challenging for many SMEs. 88 

 

As AI continues to be adopted as an essential tool across various industries, and an increasing 

number of SMEs  embrace its use, there is a potential risk of job displacement. According to 

research conducted by the World Economic Forum, sectors with substantial data resources are 

particularly susceptible to disruption by AI in the short term. Examples of such sectors include 

software development, customer support, and finance. T he research highlights that this 

transformation is occurring rapidly, with traditional roles disappearing at an accelerated rate. 

Although new positions are being created, they often demand d ifferent skill sets and tend to be 

concentrated within technology hubs. In light of these significant changes and limited public 

awareness, business support organisations may play an important role in tracking the sectors 

most likely to be impacted and dev ising strategies for assisting workforce transitions into newly 

emerging fields. 89 

 

Net zero and green growth   

The opportunities that net zero transitions offer for SMEs are significant . There is evidence in  

the  literature that proactive branding and marketing of sustainability  initiatives help s small and 

medium -sized brands connect better with eco -conscious consumers and employees. 90  The 

Government has ambitious targets to achieve a “net zero” economy by 2050 , and SMEs  

account for 34-53% of UK businesses ’ greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, so have a big role to 

play. 91 However, a ccording  to the 2025  BSI Net Zero Barometer Report, only 36% of UK 

businesses have set targets to further net zero ambitions , down  from 58% from last year.  

 

A British Business Bank  survey found that 57% of small businesses are aware of the 

G overnment ’s commitment t o reach net zero by 2050  but 53% also reported not being ready to 

prioritise decarbonisation. 92 Key barriers included costs  (35%), feasibility  (32%), and a lack of 

information (12%), the latter highlighting the importance of business support . Additionally, 

access to finance is an enabler of transition, with 11% of small businesses reporte d having 

accessed external finance to support net zero actions , while 22% said they are prepared to do 

so in the next five years. 93  
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Most  UK businesses (83%) are interested in some type of support and are most interested in the 

provision of practical guides to assist the implementation of standards, guidance to help 

selection of standards, and case studies . 94 London -specific data from Grow London Local 

shows that net zero training ranks as the third most -viewed skills support category (after ESOL 

and English literacy), demonstrating entrepreneur awareness of green transition 

requirements. 95 This demand signal suggests appetite for net zero support exists among 

London's entrepreneurs, particularly when support is accessible and clearly signposted.  

 

Workforce skills and talent  

In light of rapid technological , economic and environmental changes, many SMEs are faced 

with the challenge of securing a workforce ready to tackle future needs. L&P’ s Frontier 

Innovation Survey found that there are skills shortages in many frontier innovation sectors  

including life sciences, AI and machine learning (ML), health tech, and green industries. 96 The 

2025 BSI Net Zero Barometer Report  highlights the need for continued investment in the 

workforce that support s various aspects of electric and green hydrogen transport, including the 

service, repair and maintenance of new fleets of trucks, vans, buses, aircraft and maritime 

vessels. 97  

Barriers to upskilling and training the workforce for the needs  of the future , especially for frontier 

innovation companies,  include : 98 

• entry- level roles favouring university graduates, thus limiting access for under -

represented groups;  

• training programmes and industry needs not being aligned;  

• employers not engaging enough to diversify talent pipelines ; and  

• a shortage of leadership experience in scale -ups.   

 

These skill gaps in emerging areas mean that SMEs will need tailored and focused support to 

meet future needs.  

 

Innovation and R&D  

The London Growth Plan highlights significant opportunities for the city to capitalise on  growth 

in emerging sectors , known as the industries of the future. These include AI, life sciences, 

robotics, cleantech, creative industries and quantum computing.  This dovetails with a focus on 

supporting SMEs , offering them a chance to unlock further economic growth .99 Despite these 

prospects, there are signs of a downward trend in R&D investment. A 2024 report by the 

Enterprise Research Centre (ERC) found that 47% of UK firms planned to invest in R&D over the 

next 12 months, a decrease from 53% in 2023.  100  This decline is particularly noticeable in 

smaller and non -frontier firms. This reduction and the lessening intention for investment in R&D 

suggest s that there will be an increasing need for external advice  and innovation support , 

which was reflected in ERC’s survey . Large firms reported  mainly  seeking support related to 

product and service developmen t, while  smaller firms were more likely to seek more business 

development support over the next 12 months. 101  
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Variation in needs : under - represented groups  
While these trends affect all SMEs, female - led, ethnic -minority- led and disabled - led 

businesses experience additional or differentiated needs, as reported in the cal l for evidence : 

• Minority-  and disabled - led businesses are under -represented in new growth sectors 

such as tech, net  zero, and creative innovation, suggesting the need for targeted 

incubation and mentoring within these fields.  

• Under -represented entrepreneurs often struggle to access investment capital for digital 

or green innovation.  

• Requests for hybrid training, captioning/translation, and childcare support are common 

in order to access the opportunities to better understand their future needs.  

 

The C all for Evidence also revealed differences based on business stages , which are likely to 

extend into the future . Apart from those discussed in the previous chapter, in the context of 

future support, p re-start and early -stage companies would benefit from basic AI and data 

literacy guidance presented in practical, easy -to-understand ways. Growth -stage firms are 

looking for engagement with university or sector cluster networks for R&D and innovation 

suppo rt. Scale -ups need funding for innovation and sustainability transitions, along with 

support to integrate AI, automation, and net zero goals into their growth strategies . 

This opportunity for growth should be approached in an inclusive manner. Research by the 

ERC  found that there is a strong link between greater workforce diversity, inclusive working 

practices and increased levels of innovation activity.  102 

 

What makes business support services successful?  
When it comes to assessing the factors  that make business support services successful , a 2019 

EU evaluation of business support services in 42 countries for would -be or newly -founded 

SMEs identified several  key dimensions of support that were important to success , as illustrated 

in F igure 7. These included : 103 

• starting with awareness -raising services ;  

• professionalising services and tailoring them to clients’  needs ;  

• providing individual business advice along with more specialised ancillary services;  

• making available entrepreneurship and business training;   

• facilitating access to finance ; and  

• implementing strategic measures to change the business environment.   
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Figure 7: Dimensions of support important for business success  

 
Similarly, the European Commission guidebook suggests providing three types of support in 

parallel:104 

1. Support to improve business - related skills: business training, legal or administrative 

advice, mentoring, coaching.  

2. Support to develop non - business - related skills: networking, language and other skills.  

3. Support to satisfy tangible needs: access to finance, provision of facilities advice.  

 

These sources also highlight that a dual  focus on rapid -growth firms and disadvantaged groups 

can be problematic, leaving a large demographic of SMEs served by neither category of 

support.  This is an important consideration for the Business Support Strategy, given how critical 

it is to meet the varying needs of  London’s SMEs.  

 

Within  the UK, an ERC study using data from the Longitudinal Small Business Survey (LSBS) 

found that getting ‘strategic advice’ was the most critical factor in improving business success 

as opposed to operational advice. 105 Additionally, d igital readiness is crucial for deploying 

effective business support. According to OECD analysis of digital adoption during Covid -19, 

companies with existing supporting technologies were more likely to adopt popular digital tools 

during the pandemic, such as digital commerce, collaboration software, cloud services, and 

analytics. This trend could widen the gap between top -performing companies and others. The 

report also highlights that public policy is vital in promoting inclusive digital transformation, 

es pecially after the pandemic. 106 

 

Additionally, a single navigation hub for business support would be beneficial for SMEs to find 

appropriate support to match their needs . This was highlighted in the consultation workshop as 

a way to bring about cost -effectiveness and efficiency in delivering business support  services .  

Professionalising services
Tailoring services to client 

needs
Starting with awareness -

raising services

Individual business advice
Entrepreneurship/ 
business training

Access to finance

More specialised 
ancillary services

Strategic measures to 
change business 

environment
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Delivery mode effectiveness  
Evidence  from the Call for Evidence highlighted the importance of delivery modes  to support 

effective outreach and engagement with businesses. While virtual delivery  can  effectively reach 

large numbers of entrepreneurs, in -person support can be  more effective at converting that 

reach into sustained support, especially where  trust and relationships  are necessary for 

entrepreneurs to engage with confidence . Grow London Local's community -embedded model, 

with advisors in libraries, job centres, and high streets, has achieved 88% reach of 

entrepreneurs with protected characteristics. 107 This suggests that in -person, place -based 

delivery -  while more resource - intensive -  may be particularly effective for inclusive business 

support. The evidence indicates that a blended approach, combining digital channels for reach 

and awareness with in -person delivery for relationship -building and intensive support, could 

serve London's diverse SME population effectively.  

 

Variations  by business stages  and founders  
 

Business stage  

Surveys of start -ups also find that direct support such as office space, funding, lab oratory space 

and technical equipment is most useful , 108 echoing the findings on current demand drawn out 

in C hapter two . Participation in an incubator or accelerator programme is positively correlated 

with business survival, employee growth and funds raised. The type of support offered by the 

programme also impacts its success. For example, t here  is moderately strong evidence that 

providing networking and mentoring are important to success , but weaker evidence that 

management training is beneficial. 109 In the C all For Evidence responses, p re-start and early -

stage founders were found to rely heavily on face -to-face engagement, community 

signposting, or peer recommendations. They have shown to lack awareness of formal support 

schemes or find them intimidating or irrelevant. Established SMEs t ypically use sectoral 

networks, industry associations, or specialist advisor s (such as  finance brokers, export advisor s). 
Scale -ups more often engage through university innovation programmes or accelerators.  

 

Under - represented groups  

The Business Hothouse project by the University of Chichester, aimed at increasing 

entrepreneurship  with a focus on under -represented groups and areas of low enterprise 

activity, found that grant scheme s can be an effective hook to attract participants into the full 

programme, as well as driving positive impacts themselves. R&D grants, loans and subsidies in 

particular can positively impact productivity, employment or firm performance ( such as  profit, 

sales or turnover). 110 The Lilac Review suggests that support for disabled entrepreneurs should 

be led by disabled people, rooted in lived experience, accessible, inclusive and flexible, and 

backed by long -term funding and accountability.  111 The Alison Rose Review of Female 

Entrepreneurship highligh ts global best practice and states that  governments need to adopt 

large -scale policies to change the landscape for female entrepreneurs . It also discusses the 

need for a central body to coordinate resources and efforts  to achieve large -scale impact , 

complemented by local delivery. 112 Additionally, online services and resources help improve 

accessibility and work best when not hybrid but dedicated online sessions. However, it is to be 

noted that some people prefer to speak to a person, rather than use online resources. This can 
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be especially important for under -represented groups, such as women  and minority ethnic 

group founders. 113 

 

Submissions to the C all for Evidence  consistently indicated that female - led, ethnic minority - led, 

and disabled - led SMEs access support differently — and often less effectively — due to 

information gaps, limited trust, and perceived exclusivity of formal business networks. It was 

highlighted that SMEs from under -represented groups show higher engagement when 

outreach is done via community or culturally - trusted intermediaries ( for example,  local 

women’s networks, Black business associations, sector -specific social enterprises).  Additionally, 

many disabled or ethnic minority entrepre neurs report that opportunities are not marketed 

inclusively or that eligibility criteria are unclear ; and while digital platforms increase reach, they 

can unintentionally exclude low -digital - literacy entrepreneurs or those without strong online 

networks.  

Overall, the needs of SMEs in the future are broadly consistent with the challenges faced today 

discussed in C hapter 3, but there will be greater emphasis on emerging issues driven by digital 

innovation, the net zero transition, and workforce and skills. The evidence summarise d in this 

chapter demonstrates the importan ce  of a multi-faceted and diverse business support 

ecosystem, with coordination to ensure all SME groups are well served with services that meet 

their needs , have  strong outreach and signposti ng, and are backed by strategic measures to 

support a broader business environment where SMEs can thrive. All this is underpinned by 

robust data collection and leveraging it in an effective manner. Data collected by Grow London 

Local  on support demand, number of entrepreneurs supported, and categories of business 

support most requested  is particularly valuable in this regard, as it helps track current demand 

and can help identify future trends  and most effective delivery mechanisms . The next chapter 

considers the funding that is needed to support provision in the future.  
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5. The f unding landscape  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Funding is vital for the continued provision of business support in London, as well as for 

addressing the supply challenges and gaps in provision based on SMEs ’ needs today and in to 

the future. Funding for business support comes from many different sources , involving private, 

public and philanthropic funders. There is significant concern about the future of business 

support funding as the UKSPF comes to an end next year, and interest in exploring new funding 

mechanisms and models to supplement and expand on what is currently on offer.  
 

Who is funding what?  
There are a variety of funding sources for business support in London. Both the  public and 

private sector  contribute significant amounts to business support funding , with additional funds  

provided by trusts, foundations and universities. The f unding of initiatives is a complex picture 

with the total envelope hard to establish ; most provision is funded through a blend of  sources.  

 

In recent years , the most significant source of public funding for business support has been 

through the UKSPF . Prior to this, EU  programmes and LEP s provided significant funding  for 

business support in London , totalling  £150m annually. 114 Between 2022  and 20 25 the UKSPF  

provided £144 million for London across three priorities, one of which was supporting local 

businesses. The GLA manages the UKSPF funding, working with London Councils , borough s 

and other  partners to deliver business support programmes in the capital .115 Under the SLB 

priority, £62 million of London’s total allocation (over a three -year period) was  invested in a mix 

of borough - led delivery and 3 1 cross-borough  and pan -London  schemes , with £88.2 million  

allocated for the total current funding period 2022 -26.116 Alongside local allocations, the  UK 

G overnment also funds national business support services such as the Business Support 

Service and other tax -  and sector -specific schemes, as noted earlier in this report.  

Key takeaways:  

• There is significant concern about the future of business support funding as the UKSPF 

comes to an end next year , leaving a potential £26.2m annual funding gap . 

• Local and central government  fund significant amounts of business support provision in 

London , with additional services funded by the private sector, trusts and foundation s. 

• Existing funding is under pressure for three key reasons: the high costs of providing 

services in London; the flux in funding streams as the UKSPF comes to an end; and 

increased appetite for business support, as noted in the previous chapters.  

• There is a need – and potential – to broaden the funding base  to include impact and 

social investors, banks, fintechs, and  an extended role for universities and other anchor 

institutions.  

• Co -funded programmes may have the potential to crowd in additional partners and 

improve leverage ratios.  

• Maintaining resources for local provision is critical to ensuring meaningful support for 

businesses at the community level.  
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Figure 8: Funders of business support in London (arrows show funding flows)  

 

 Other funders       Public - sector funders  

 
 

There are also numerous major corporate sponsors of business support , which use  several 

different models. The major banks, in particular, contribute billions of pounds to business 

support initiatives that reach hundreds of thousands of SMEs nationally each year. 117 The 

venture capital and private equity sector fund services for scale -up businesses, often alongside 

equity finance. There are also interesting examples of blended finance  models  delivering 

national programmes with footprints in London, such as Business & IP Centres (BIPC) network , 

which is funded  by the British Library, other corporate sponsors  and  public funds , and has 

received National Lottery funding in the past . Participating boroughs or local authorities  also 

provide in -kind support, such as library infras tructure to host the service.  In other cases, 

providers are funded by member businesses and fees are paid for services or membership , 

such as The Enterprise Network , which  also receives some public funds through G overnment 

contracts for specific projects and corporate sponsorship . L&P  blends public and private 

funding in a social enterprise model with funding from grants, partners and a portfolio of 
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Table 5: Funders of business support in London  

 Nature of funding  Type of services  Scale  

UK Government  

Direct public funding for national services  

or G overnment -owne d organisations , and 

UKSPF regional allocations  

National public services such as  Business 

Support Service , access to finance such as  

British Business Bank initiatives, growth 

hubs , and UKSPF funded services  

delivered through boroughs , and pan -

London programmes  focusing on 

signposting  and  business growth  

Major source of funding for business 

support at national and local level  

UKSPF provided £ 88.2 million  for 

borough and pan -London - delivered 

business support in 2022 -26.118 This was  

allocated through the GLA  and around 

half a million from the Department for 

Business and Trade  supports London’s 

Growth Hub 119 

Boroughs  
Some locally -generated revenues to 

supplement UKSPF funding  

Local  in-house  provision and  via 

commissioned partners  delivering 

outreach and engagement with local 

SMEs, in-community hubs, and support for 

innovation, digital skills and for early- stage  

entrepreneur s 

Supplements UKSPF  allocations  

Mayor of London  
Allocation of some additional Mayoral 

budget  

T ime- limited specific initiative s like 

support for high streets  or cohorts of 

entrepreneurs  

Targeted support for specific pan -London 

initiatives , but most GLA funding for 

business support is from London’s UKSPF 

allocation  

Private sector  

Corporate sponsorship, direct funding of 

in-house programmes, service or 

membership fees , equity investments  

Large -scal e business education  such as  

digital skills and marketing , networks, 

accelerators  and support for innovation , 

equity investment , and business networks  

Significant funding nationally and for 

London - based programmes  

Trusts and 

foundations  

Endowments, donations, corporate 

partners or activity  

Outreach, networks, specialist training, 

accelerators, and grants  or access to 

finance . 

Small -scale but important funding stream 

for targeted services  

Legacy European 

fund ing  

European Regional Development 

Fund  (ERDF) and the  Horizon 

2020  research and innovation program me 

Innovation and u niversity initiatives, local  

or regional services, access to finance  

EU structural funding has now cea sed. 

There is limited residual funding  through 

Funding London which invests through 

recycled returns , and  UK organisations 

have renewed  access to Horizon Europe  
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Funding gaps and challenges  
From the evidence review and engagement with stakeholders and providers of business 

support, four key drivers of funding challenges in London’s business support ecosystem  today 

have been identified : 

1. E xisting providers are struggling with the high costs of providing services in London.  

London -based accelerators report the highest rates of difficulties with financing  in the UK  – 

nearly half (47%) regard the cost of finance as a barrier to having greater impact to a great 

or very great extent. Unsurprisingly, t he cost of premises was a particular issue for many, 

with 21% reporting the cost of premise s as  an issue compared to 12% of programmes 

nationally. 120  

2. T he funding landscape for business support in London is in flux . The end of the UKSPF in 

March 2026 leaves a n annual  £26.2m gap in business support  funding for London , 

following an already  significant drop in funding compared to prior EU and LEP s funding .121 

No successor fund  for the UKSPF is expected , with central government funding focusing on 

regional initiatives in other part so the country. C onstrained finances at local government 

level means  publicly -funded support services  are facing a likely significant reduction in the 

amount available in future .  

3. There is a n appetite to increase provision of business support,  as well as  to provid e more 

locally  and specially -targeted services , which  creates an additional funding gap on top of 

existing provision.  

4. T here is a preference amongst private sector  funders for short - term commercial 

return s, which channels funding into  typical high -growth  areas  such as  innovation -  and  

technology - led sectors . This limits the  systemic and longer -term funding base  required for 

broader behaviour -change, place -based , inclusive  or circular economy -focused services .  

We heard th ese  message s consistently through the Call for Evidence and stakeholder 

workshop , where participants cited challenges , with short - term cycles and project churn 

creat ing  instability and administrative load for SMEs. There was strong consensus that s hifting 

to longer multi-year funding windows would improve outcomes, continuity, trust and scalability.  

Funding for business support is also impacted by global geopolitical and economic factors. 

Stakeholders highlighted concerns that  the priority placed on business support could be 

impacted by competing policy priorities, such as improving skills and labour force  participation, 

as well as global geopolitical shifts  if funders ’ appetite s shift to international needs and 

concerns . This volatility, and wider global needs , particularly impact  the strength of 

philanthropic capital for domestic SME development.  

Potential for new funding  
The evidence also suggests that there is realistic scope to broaden the funding base of 

business support in London , bring ing in new sectors and expanding corporate sponsorship and 

philanthropic funders which  currently add targeted value but at a small scale . Potential new or 

expanded funding streams could include impact and social investors, banks, fintechs, and other 

anchor institutions.  
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There may also be some  other limited op portunities to expand public funding for business 

support  through planning and business rates systems , especially to support localised provision 

and under -represented groups. Public assistance can therefore ease tensions o ver these 

concerns, offering consistent, strategically -aligned strategies to promote stronger business 

support and strengthen community resilience, employment creation and inclusive 

entrepreneurship, but pressures on public finances will necessitate a  broader funding 

approach.  

Expanding funding from these different sectors  is not without challenges. Efforts to engage with 

large corporate entities have been explored, but concerns persist around impartiality and the 

risk of prioritising the interests of sponsors over those of the businesses being supported. 

Stakeholders raised that  small businesses  can  show scepticism toward s company - led 

program mes because of the concern that they are sales -driven  and that p rivate funding has a 

tendency to concentrate where growth prospects are highest, which risks underserving large 

sections of the SME population.  Stakeholders therefore highlighted the importance of trusts 

and foundations, which play a crucial role in supporting socially -conscious SMEs, particularly 

within the social economy. Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) may also present another 

opportunity to scale up funding for a wider subsection of est ablished and pre -start or early -

stage SMEs.  

In the Call for Evidence, respondents raised that c o-funded  programmes in particular  have  the 

potential to crowd in additional partners , improve leverage ratios , and support increased trust . 

Such programmes not only allow for the pooling of funds and blending of strengths across 

different sectors, but  they can also be a route to secur ing  new funding commitments from 

smaller or less established players in the business support ecosystem.  Moreover, co -funded 

programmes  could also enable the sharing of data and  evaluation to maintain accountability 

and avoid double counting  and duplication across separate pro jects. Multi-funder  models can 

be particularly powerful -  when combining a range of funder types  across public, private, 

philanthropic, and universit y sectors  -  in support ing  the delivery of  programmes to meet  the 

diverse and  specific needs of SMEs. S uccessful examples of such blended funding models in 

London include : 

• ReLondon which is funded through public and private sector contributions, as well 

as using returns from linked investment funds and developing commercial services . 

The  organisation , in partnership with the Mayor of London, combines technical advice, 

grant funding and matchmaking to influence circular economy business models in the 

long  term.122 

• Start Strong Camden programme, delivered by Allia and funded through Balderton 

Capital , supports aspiring changemakers in Camden through a free six -week hybrid 

course offering expert - led workshops, mentorship, and opportunities to pitch for £1,000 

in grant funding. This localised Camden programme mobilises minorities and young 

people, foste ring community resiliency.  

However, there are barriers to collaboration , which  include various risk appetites, issues around 

co -branding and association of different interests as well as complex procurement rules. The 
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evidence review identified limited sources that presented a detailed understanding of the 

factors that prevent more organisations from entering collaborative models . Further exploration 

of this would be beneficial to understand how London can take steps to facilitate more provision 

like the examples cited above. For example, s takeholders engaged with during our evidence 

review highlighted the importance of brokerage mechanisms to convert interest  from potential 

funders and delivery partners  into delivery models with existing providers , and that this will 

require  different approaches for different types of funders. For example, pension funds , 

particularly in the Local Government Pension Scheme , can be interested in  place -based 

vehicles , whereas impact  investors are increasingly seeking credible SMEs in the net zero 

space.  One solution to easier co -funding, raised by stakeholders in the Call for Evidence, was 

for a more centralised platform to access success stories, funding pipelines and see impact 

metrics. This could give greater visibility to opportunities to collaborate across funder and 

provider types. However , it is likely a more hands -on approach would be needed to draw in 

significant additional funding from new private and philanthropic funders.  

Within these models , stakeholders also cited more potential to collabora te with universities. 

Many universities develop business support initiatives which are seldom ly shared more widely. 

For example, King's College London funds business support programmes, content and support, 

which is available to its students, staff, and alumni. However, there is currently no remit to share 

this potentially valuable content with the broader business community. This  offers an 

opportunity  for greater collaboration  between universities and the wider business support 

sector -  through l everaging mechanisms such as the Knowledge Transfer Partnership and 

Innovate UK programmes alongside engagement with private sector organisations  -  offers 

further opportunities to expand available funding. This could be done as part of collaborations 

with the private sector, building on existing examples such as the  Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small 

Business UK  programme .123 This programme supports  selected SMEs with  practical education 

and business support in partnership with Said Business School at Oxford University  and the 

Aston Centre for Growth at Aston University.  These partnerships can provide sponsorship, in -

kind support and matched funding, thereby increasing the resources available to support 

business development and innovation.  

What’s needed for the future?  
It is clear that the future funding picture for business support is challenging. Stakeholders 

reported a noticeable decline in private sector funding, especially in under -represented areas. 

The end of UKSPF and changes to the structure of other existing public funding sources (such 

as through the planning system) are challenges for the sector, as  the future funding landscape 

will be much tighter.  

Funding for business support is also closely related to access to finance for SMEs, which this 

review has identified as a significant need area. Many funders of business support, from both 

the private and third sector, also provide seed funding or grants to SMEs alongside advice, 

training and mentoring. These are two distinct aspects and impacts of funding, which will need 

different approach es , but they present a dual challenge of how to increase:  
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• specific funding for business support , which targets interventions and addresses 

specific gaps in support for SMEs ; 

• broader business funding  for SMEs , such as structural, equity -based, loans, grants  or 

stage -specific funds (for instance, early -stage research and development funding).  

We identified limited research about new mechanisms for funding business support. This is an 

area that would benefit from targeted research  to develop and pilot the new funding models 

required. Across the evidence that is available, m ulti-funder approaches and pooled funding 

under shared governance were  cited as a positive way to reduce duplication , crowd in 

additional funders, and increase leverage. Stakeholders highlighted the importance of funding 

for local services, which the pan -London navigation servi ces refer into, which can only be 

effective if they receive adequate funding. Maintaining resources for local provision is therefore 

critical to ensuring meaningful support for businesses at the community level.  Effective models 

combine local convening with a specialist, pan -London  offering. For example, sub -regional 

partnerships (SRPs) demonstrate what is possible with coordinated models. There are 

examples of multi -borough  partnerships, such as in Lewisham and Croydon , where business 

support services have  been jointly contracted to reduce duplication.   
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6. Priorities for the strategy  and next steps  
 

The publication of this evidence base is an important milestone in the creation of the Business 

Support Strategy. WPI Economics and L ondon & Partners  would like to thank all the 

stakeholders who responded to the evidence review, shared research and ideas, and who 

attended the consultation workshop. This evidence base will now be used to refine the 

recommendations that will be incorporated in the strategy, which is due to be published in early 

2026.  

 

The key priorit ies  for the strategy to consider  that have been identified through the evidence 

review are:  
 

Strengthening the funding base  
The evidence base highlights clearly that the need for business support is changing and rising 

at just the moment when its funding is becoming more uncertain. This points to a clear role for 

the Business Support Strategy to identify the action s needed to expand and strengthen the 

funding base , a task that will demand  creativity and innovation to  increase coordination and 

targeting of the available public funds and  expand multi -funder approaches .  

 

Greater collaboration  amongst providers and funders  
The evidence base suggests that there are opportunities to encourage some existing provider 

and funder types to expand beyond what they currently do. For example, there is the potential 

for universities to expand their offer into  wider business support programmes , which are less 

restricted to innovation and R&D focuses. Furthermore, there is a desire to  secure greater 

collaboration between providers of different types and levels  that goes  beyond funding  and into 

greater sharing of best practice, creation of  strong referral pathways  between complementary 

services , shared  resourcing and a strong collective voice for SMEs and business support 

providers in London.  

 

Meeting  the breadth of  priority needs   
On the type of support that is needed, it is clear from the evidence base that help to access 

finance remains critical, especially for scale -ups, frontier innovation and under -represented 

groups . However, beyond access to finance and the core business  basics  advice needs, there is 

a range of new areas that will be increasingly  important in the future, which broadly span 

environmental, digital and workforce needs, including skills gaps and workplace health.  

 

While these support needs of the future do not necessarily require new services  to be created , 

the most affected sectors will need tailored support to achieve their transitions to net zero, and 

to rapidly adopt and innovate with emerging technologies such as AI. This support could help 

SMEs in different sectors and business stages reduce environmental impact, seize 

opportunities presented by the net zero transition, secure the talent they need, prepare for 

future regulatory changes  and adopt new technologie s. If Britain is to be at the leading edge of 
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the climate technology wave, support for London’s SME ecosystem  is key, both to transition 

and to innovate and respond.   

 

C oordination  of a strategic shift  
There is consistent demand for greater coordination and help for SMEs to navigate  the 

numerous sources of information and a fragmented support system . The  evidence shows 

SMEs benefit from strong triage and connector process es , they trust G overnment -backed 

hubs , and it also shows that delivery methods matter.  The stakeholders we consulted also 

highlighted that a  convening body could better help centralise and signpost services across 

the complex web of support  -  to better u tilise what already exists.  London SMEs already benefit 

from services like Grow London Local,  which is funded by the Mayor of London through the 

UKSPF.  Building on this, m ore effective links across the wider ecosystem  could  be built over 

time, to not only ease access and navigation of information  and support for SMEs , but also to 

encourage the flow of ideas and opportunities for sector -wide  knowledge sharing and shared 

impact measurement to ensure no valuable insight goes to waste.  A coordinating body could 

also provide the opportunity to rationalise the fragmented London ecosystem , identifying 

where there is overlap in existing services,  streamlining referral pathways between 

complementary services,  and spotting the gaps more easily from their wider angle.  

 

Recognising  SME diversity  
Although there is a clear need for scale, there must also be a human -centred, blended 

approach, which draws on the scale of provision within the London ecosystem but better 

targets it to meet specific needs. As noted earlier, there is also a risk that over -concentrating on 

one SME type or stage risks a solution that overlooks the needs of the majority of smaller 

businesses in the capital. Targeting services by growth stage will be key to meeting  the variety 

of business needs across different growth stages, but this should be supplemented with 

increased networking and knowledge -shar ing  opportunities to ensure the valuab le mentoring 

of less advanced growth stages by more established firms continues and grows.  

 

Addressing barriers to growth  for frontier inno vation  spin -outs  
Investing  in the most innovative and productive firms will be key to achieving London’s 

ambitious growth aims  -  making it  essential to get  right the funding and support infrastructure 

for frontier innovation firms. Improving the provision of high -risk capital for the firms driving the 

technological frontier will allow them to make the investments they need to develop the 

technologies of the future. Support to scale -up, to innovate and to find the right talent are all 

essential to achieving this.  

 

Many SMEs face barriers to growth from the lack of appropriate workspaces, with sectors with 

more complex needs particularly impacted , such as frontier innovation . Improving access to  

both  specialist spaces and scale -up space will remove a significant brake on growth and allow 

those businesses to flourish. The provision of specialist spaces adapted to the needs of start -

ups, scale -ups and specific sectors is especially important  to improving SME productivity.  
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Raising awareness and accessibility  
To ensure higher take -up of business support , communications , outreach and engagement 

programmes are important to complement engagement and increase participation . There is 

also a strong local aspect to existing provision, and a need to ensure that  – as the support offer 

is further developed  – it continues to play to local strengths so that localised services act as a 

complement to pan -London programmes. Accessibility  could and should be improved across 

all services, as well as harnessing the opportunity to  better cater to the needs of under -

represent ed groups ; co -designed and led services are particularly  important here so that the 

resulting offer clearly meets the needs of its intended users.  
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Appendix  
 

Call for evidence respondent s  
 

The Call for Evidence was circulated to a broad range of organisations including business 

support providers, London boroughs, trade bodies, business groups and policy makers . 30 

organisations responded to the call for evidence:  

• British Beauty Council  

• Business for London  

• Camden Collective  

• Creative United  

• Digital Boost  

• Enterprise Nation  

• Healthfare Pharmacy  

• Innovate UK  

• KIPPA BID ( Business Improvement District  in Sutton)  

• London Borough of Camden  

• London Borough of Croydon  

• London Borough of Ealing  

• London Borough of Hackney  

• London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham  

• London Borough of Harrow  

• London Borough of Islington  

• London Borough of Kingston  

• London Borough of Lambeth  

• London Borough of Lewisham  

• London Borough of Redbridge  

• London Borough of Southwa rk 

• London Borough of Sutton  

• London Business Partnership Limited  

• London Chamber of Commerce and Industry  

• MC Green Advisory Ltd  

• ReLondon  

• Royal Borough of Greenwich  

• South London Partnership  

• The Place of Dreams  

• University of California  

 

There were 32 individual responses, with two separate submissions from the London Borough 

of Hammersmith & Fulham and the London Borough of Lambeth.  
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Respondents were able to choose multiple roles they performed in London’s business support 

ecosystem. The majority (58%) of respondents were business support providers.  

 

 
 

Respondents were also able to choose multiple geographies they operated in. Organisation s 

operating at a borough - level  (31%) or pan -London level (27%) were most represented.  
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Call for evidence questionnaire  
 

ORGANISATION DETAILS  

Name:  

Position:  

Email:  

Organisation:  ________________________________ 

 

Role in London's business support ecosystem:  [Drop -down]  

• Business support provider  – Delivers direct support to businesses through programmes, 

advice, mentoring, or other services.  

• Funder  – Provides financial support for business support programmes (e.g. public sector 

bodies, philanthropic organisations, impact investors, sponsor).  

• Policy maker /strategist – Designs or influences business support policy or strategy (e.g. 

local authorities, G overnment departments).  

• Evaluator /researcher  – Assesses the effectiveness of business support interventions or 

conducts related research.  

• Navigator /signposter  – Helps businesses find and access relevant support (e.g. business 

hubs, online platforms, local growth teams).  

• Infrastructure provider  – Offers physical or digital infrastructure that enables business 

support (e.g. co -working spaces, innovation labs).  

• Advocate /representative  – Represents the interests of SMEs or specific business 

communities (e.g. trade bodies, chambers of commerce).  

• Other  – please specify [Text box for response]  

Geographic coverage: [Drop -down]  

• Pan - London -  Relevant to SMEs across all 32 boroughs and the City of London (e.g. city -

wide programmes, virtual services, and initiatives not restricted by geography) . 

• Central London  

• West London  

• South London  

• East London  

• North London  

• Borough - level -  please specify relevant borough (s) 

• Regional (UK)  

• National (UK)  

• International  

• Other or N/A – please specify  

 

Demand: Priority business support needs  

We need a deeper understanding of the priority business support needs of certain under -

represented groups.  
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Question:  What are the priority business support needs of SMEs led by disabled people ? 

[Drop -down]  

• Accelerator or incubator programme  

• Finance /accounting support  

• Funding /business case development  

• Navigation /signposting services  

• Mentoring /coaching  

• Leadership /management training  

• Digital transformation or tech adoption  

• Innovation /R&D support  

• Export /internationalisation support  

• Legal /HR /compliance advisory  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research studies, consultation findings, 

programme evaluations) that provide deeper insight into the business support needs of SMEs 

led by disabled people.  

 

Question:  What are the priority business support needs of SMEs led by individuals from ethnic 

minority communities ? [Drop -down]  

• Accelerator or incubator programme  

• Finance /accounting support  

• Funding /business case development  

• Navigation /signposting services  

• Mentoring /coaching  

• Leadership /management training  

• Digital transformation or tech adoption  

• Innovation /R&D support  

• Export /internationalisation support  

• Legal /HR /compliance advisory  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research studies, consultation findings, 

programme evaluations) that provide deeper insight into the business support needs of SMEs 

led by individuals from ethnic minority communities.  

 

Question:  What are the priority business support needs of SMEs led by women ? [Drop -down]  

• Accelerator or incubator programme  

• Finance /accounting support  

• Funding /business case development  

• Navigation /signposting services  

• Mentoring /coaching  
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• Leadership /management training  

• Digital transformation or tech adoption  

• Innovation /R&D support  

• Export /internationalisation support  

• Legal /HR /compliance advisory  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research studies, consultation findings, 

programme evaluations) that provide deeper insight into the business support needs of SMEs 

led by women.  

 

Demand: Finding business support  

We need more evidence on how SMEs find and access business support.  

 

Question:  How do aspiring entrepreneurs (i.e. SMEs in the pre -start stage) currently find and 

access support?  

[Drop -down]  

• Online search  

• Referral  

• Local authority  

• Business hub  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research, consultation findings, user journey 

mapping) that provide insight into how pre -start SMEs currently discover and access business 

support.  

 

Question:  What evidence is there of a need for navigation services or a marketplace to help 

pre-starts identify relevant support?  

 

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. stakeholder feedback, service evaluations, 

platform reviews) that provide insight into the demand for navigation tools or centralised 

marketplaces for pre -start SMEs.  

 

Demand: Emerging business support needs  

We need a deeper understanding of ‘upcoming’ business support needs to ensure that 

provision is relevant and future proofed (e.g. AI adoption, net zero transition, etc.).  
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Question:  What new or emerging support needs do pre -starts have?  

[Drop -down]  

• Support with AI tools for business planning or prototyping  

• Guidance on sustainable business models (e.g. circular economy, net zero)  

• Access to low -code/no -code platforms for early -stage product development  

• Inclusive entrepreneurship programmes tailored to emerging founder profiles  

• Support with IP protection for tech -enabled or creative ventures  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research, consultation findings, programme 

evaluations) that provide insight into the emerging business support needs of pre -start SMEs.  

 

Question:  What new or emerging support needs do scale -ups have?  

[Drop -down]  

• AI adoption for scaling operations, customer engagement, or product innovation  

• Net zero transition planning and ESG strategy development  

• Support with international expansion into emerging markets  

• Advanced digital infrastructure (e.g. cloud, cybersecurity, data analytics)  

• Innovation partnerships with universities or R&D institutions  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. growth studies, innovation reports, 

stakeholder feedback) that provide insight into the emerging business support needs of scale -

up SMEs.  

 

Question:  What new or emerging support needs do under -represented groups have in London 

(i.e. businesses led by disabled people, ethnic minority communities, women)? [Matrix with 

below as vertical axis and disabled /ethnic /women as horizontal]  

• Culturally -tailored business support programmes  

• Accessible digital tools and platforms for founders with disabilities  

• Support with inclusive procurement and supply chain access  

• Mentoring and leadership development for under -represented founders  

• Programmes addressing intersectional challenges (e.g. disability and ethnicity)  

• Funding pathways designed to overcome structural barriers in investment  

• Other – please specify  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. inclusive business support research, 

community consultation findings, programme evaluations) that provide insight into the 
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emerging support needs of businesses led by disabled people, ethnic minority communities, 

and women.  

 

Demand: Barriers for Under - represented Groups  

We need a deeper understanding of specific barriers that certain under - represented 

groups face in accessing business support and opportunities to provide better support.  

Question:  What specific barriers are there that disproportionately prevent businesses led by 

disabled people, ethnic minority communities and women from accessing or benefiting from 

business support services? What opportunities and solutions are there to provide mo re 

effective support? Please provide concrete examples of these barriers and any approaches 

you've seen that successfully address them.  

Comments/ evidence:  

Barrier 1: [text box]  

Solution 1: [text box]  

Under - represented group that this barrier applies to:  [Multi-choice tickbox]  

• Disabled people  

• Ethnic minority communities  

• Women  

 

Barrier 2: [text box]  

Solution 2: [text box]  

Under - represented group that this barrier applies to:  [Multi-choice tickbox]  

• Disabled people  

• Ethnic minority communities  

• Women  

 

Barrier 3: [text box]  

Solution 3: [text box]  

Under - represented group that this barrier applies to:  [Multi-choice tickbox]  

• Disabled people  

• Ethnic minority communities  

• Women  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any materials (e.g. research, consultation findings, programme 

evaluations) that provide insight into the barriers faced by businesses led by disabled people, 

ethnic minority communities, and women, and any approaches or solutions that have 

successfully addressed these challenges.  

 

Supply: Intervention Effectiveness  

We need more evidence on which business support interventions demonstrate measurable 

impact and effectiveness.  

• By intervention  we are looking for those targeted at the different business stages (pre -

start, early -stage, established, scale -up) and approaches  that effectively reach and 
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support under - represented groups (businesses led by disabled people, ethnic minority 

communities, women).  

• By effectiveness , we are referring to measures such as business growth (productivity, 

net job creation, revenue, upskilling), operational improvements, innovation, increased 

access to finance, market expansion (markets, customers, geographies ) or SME 

satisfaction survey results (e.g. satisfaction with support received, ease of access to 

support, perceived impact on business, etc).  

 

Question:  Do you have any business support interventions to share that demonstrate 

measurable impact or effectiveness? [Yes/No]  

 

Please focus on:  

• Interventions that show clear evidence of business growth, operational improvements, 

or innovation  

• Examples that work particularly well for different business stages (pre -start, early -stage, 

established, scale -up)  

• Approaches that effectively reach and support under -represented groups (businesses 

led by disabled people, ethnic minority communities, women)  

Please provide concrete examples and sources where available, with any available impact data, 

evaluation findings, or outcome measures.  

 

Comments/ evidence:  [One box per intervention – repeat x3]  

 

Intervention 1  

Please outline the intervention and its impact, referring to the effectiveness measures listed 

above where applicable.  

[Text box]  

 

Which business stage or cohort was the intervention primarily targeted at ? [drop -down]  

• Not targeted /generic (relevant to all groups)  

• Pre -start 

• Early -stage  

• Established  

• Scale -up 

• Frontier innovation  

• Under -represented groups  

• Other – please specify  

Comments : [text box]  

 

Supporting files:  Please share any relevant source links, attachments, or references to 

evaluation reports that provide evidence of the intervention’s outcomes. This may include 
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examples of business growth, operational improvements, innovation support, or other 

measurable impacts.  

 

Funders: Private and Philanthropic Funding Sources  

We need more comprehensive intelligence on how private sector and philanthropic 

organisations currently fund free business support services in London.  

 

Where is private and philanthropic funding currently focused in London’s business support 

landscape?  

 

You may wish to comment on the types of support being funded, the sectors or business stages 

receiving investment, and any notable organisations or programmes.  

[Text box]  

 

What are the key barriers to increasing private and philanthropic investment in free 

business support?  

Consider challenges such as funder motivations, structural limitations, or gaps in visibility or 

impact.  

[Text box]  

 

Where is there evidence of successful models of private or philanthropic funding for 

business support?  

Examples could include effective partnerships, funding mechanisms, or approaches that have 

delivered measurable outcomes.  

[Text box]  

 

What opportunities exist to expand private and philanthropic investment to better support 

SMEs in London?  

This could include emerging sectors, under -represented groups, innovation areas, or new 

partnership models.  

[Text box]  

 

Supporting files:  Please attach any relevant materials such as funder directories, partnership 

agreements, funding announcements, or evaluation reports.  

 

Funders: Multi - Funder Approaches  

Evidence suggests that some business support programmes in London are funded through 

successful multi - funder approaches and partnership models. We’re interested in 

understanding what makes these models effective and what can be learned from them.  

 

Please share any insights or evidence on:  

• Factors that contribute to the success of multi -funder or partnership -based funding models  

• Lessons learned from past or current initiatives -  including what worked well, challenges 

faced, and how they were addressed  
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• Examples of programmes or collaborations that demonstrate effective practice  

• Whether funding involved combinations of public, private, and/or philanthropic sources -  

and how these were structured or coordinated  

Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please attach any partnership agreements, programme evaluations or case 

studies of multi -funder initiatives.  

 

Additional Evidence  

Question:  Do you have any other evidence, research, evaluation findings, or insights related to 

London's business support ecosystem that would be valuable for our strategy development? 

This might include evidence on demand patterns, emerging needs, funder intellige nce, or other 

relevant areas.  

[Yes/No]  

 

[If yes]  Comments/ evidence:  [Text box for response]  

 

Supporting files:  Please attach any additional relevant materials.  
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