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The financial services sector is facing large-
scale disruptive innovation due to new 
technology, introduction of legislation like 
the Payment Services Directive (PSD2) and 
government support to FinTechs. Exciting, 
customer-centric offerings provided by new 
market entrants are a threat, as customers are 
switching loyalties to disruptors.

Atos helps traditional finance providers to 
understand and deliver customer excellence 
through fulfilling and consistent customer 
experiences. New entrants into the Financial 
Services market are also covered with proven, 
market-leading solutions which deliver 
business outcomes like reduced cost-to-serve, 
revenue growth, cost reduction, operational 
efficiency, risk and fraud reduction, customer 
satisfaction and loyalty improvement. 
Fundamentally, financial services businesses 
are data businesses whose future competitive 

advantage will depend on their ability to 
understand and apply it in new ways.

Atos is a global leader in digital transformation 
with approximately 100,000 employees in 
73 countries and annual revenue of around 
€ 12 billion. European number one in Big 
Data, Cybersecurity, High Performance 
Computing and Digital Workplace, the Group 
provides Cloud services, Infrastructure & 
Data Management, Business & Platform 
solutions, as well as transactional services 
through Worldline, the European leader in 
the payment industry. In the UK & Ireland 
around 10,000 employees deliver business 
technology solutions for some of the 
country’s largest private sector organisations  
across various business sectors: Financial 
services, manufacturing, media, energy 
& utilities, retail, telecommunications and 
transportation.

About the Author
Steve Hughes is an Associate Economist at 
WPI Strategy.  He was previously the Head of 
Economic and Social Policy at the think tank 
Policy Exchange, and published reports on 
increasing savings rates and reducing youth 
unemployment. Before Policy Exchange he 
worked at the Bank of England, where he 
helped manage the regulatory system that 
governs cash distribution in the UK. He has 
previously worked as an economist at the 
British Chambers of Commerce where he 
advised on tax, international trade and SME 
finance policy, and in Parliament, where he 
researched HM Treasury and Department for 
Work and Pensions legislation as it passed 
through the House of Commons.
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The barriers to growth – both for individuals 
looking to start their own business, and SMEs 
and micro businesses looking to expand – are 
real and are holding the UK back. We need 
action if we are going to solve this problem.

One solution could be the creation of an 
online digital platform which provides people 
with all the relevant information and advice 
needed to set up and grow a business in one 
place. An Enterprise Account which can be 
accessed on your smartphone and which 
contains everything from how to register a 
business, bookkeeping services, tax liabilities 
to how to access specific funds as well as 
mentor and training schemes could make a 
huge difference. 

Making it easier to set up and grow a business 
could boost economic growth across the 
country, increase competition and innovation 
and create thousands of new jobs. Quite 
simply reducing complexity by using digital 
technology in an effective way could unleash 
the nation’s entrepreneurial potential. 

Adrian Gregory
Chief Executive Officer, Atos UK & Ireland

The numbers bear this out. In 2016, nearly 
660,000 companies were established 
according to the Centre for Entrepreneurs 
– a 50,000 increase from the previous year. 
There are many factors as to why the UK 
is home to so much entrepreneurial zeal. 
Since the financial crisis, the government has 
incentivised people to set up businesses. 
The StartUp Britain campaign, launched in 
2011, introduced or increased tax breaks for 
investors and owners of small businesses. The 
British Business Bank, a government-owned 
development bank, provided over £300million 
of loans to more than 46,000 start-ups. 

Rapid changes in digital technology have 
also helped make it easier than ever to 
set up and develop a business. Super-fast 
broadband connectivity, the widespread 
adoption of smartphones and new platforms 
such as eBay, YouTube and Amazon have 
changed the way that entrepreneurs and 
businesses market, invest, hire and sell. New 
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence, 
Machine Learning and the Internet of Things 
are continuing to transform every sector of 
the economy. 

While we should proudly talk up the UK’s 
entrepreneurial appetite, it is also clear that 
the country isn’t currently meeting its full 
potential.  New figures in this report highlight 
that there are over 70,000 people across the 
UK who could be encouraged to start up a 
business of their own. 

We should also note that changes in the 
working model are enabling more people at 
different stages in their career to consider either 
starting their own enterprise or joining an SME.

Starting a new business can be daunting 
and satisfying, stressful and energising, as 
well as every other emotion in-between. It is 
therefore unsurprising that so many people 
who might consider setting up a business, 
decide not to.  There are multiple factors 
which prevent people from taking that final 
leap. Polling carried out for this project found 
that the most cited reason was financial risk. 
This is completely understandable.

Another reason given – by 1 in 4 people - was 
the lack of information about where to start. 
Making the process of setting up a business 
easier to comprehend is something that 
should be easy to overcome.  

So, what can be done to improve access 
to and provision of information, advice and 
guidance for those budding entrepreneurs. 
Despite living in the ‘Information Age’, 
businesses overwhelmingly access advice 
face to face and tend to use consultants 
or accountants as their primary source of 
advice. This raises the possibility of providing 
information in new and innovative ways using 
digital technology. 

While some would-be entrepreneurs need 
greater clarity and access to information 
before taking the new-business plunge, there 
are other viable businesses that already 
operate that could benefit from the adoption 
and use of new digital technology in order to 
grow. This report found that over 1.6million 
small businesses which could grow radically 
if they became more digitally savvy. Micro 
businesses especially often lack the digital 
skills, knowledge and know-how to take their 
business to the next level.

Every year thousands of people up and down 
the country decide to take the leap and become 
entrepreneurs. Whether it’s the digital start-up in 
Brixton, the fledgling exporter in Dundee or the 
advanced manufacturer in Nottingham, the UK 
is one of the best places in the world to start and 
grow a business. 
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The enterprise 
opportunity in a digital 
world
Digital technology has dramatically disrupted 
the way we do business. It will continue to do 
so as new technologies emerge. The problem 
is that not enough of the UK’s budding 
entrepreneurs or growth-orientated firms are 
taking advantage of the digital world. 

A key barrier to businesses using digital 
technology is the inaccessibility of information 
and expertise. But this is a barrier to enterprise 
more broadly. UK entrepreneurs and SMEs 
suffer from a knowledge deficit, which acts as 
a constraint on success:

• Our polling reveals that more than 1 in 4 
people in the UK (28%) are prevented from 
setting up a business because they do not 
know where to start and the process is too 
confusing. 

Reducing the knowledge deficit – both in 
terms of digital and more broadly – would 
mean productivity improvements and a boost 
to economic growth. 

In short, the UK is missing an enterprise 
opportunity. Were it to be taken, this 
opportunity could help to redefine the UK’s 
trading relationships, support economic 
growth across the country and help 
consumers to get better deals. 

Measuring the UK’s 
enterprise opportunity
The UK’s enterprise opportunity should be 
thought of on two levels: 

• Realising potential. Some people have 
viable business ideas and never take the 
plunge. Some businesses have growth 
ambitions that are left unfulfilled.  

• Digital enablement of enterprise. Some 
entrepreneurs and some businesses 
could achieve more by adopting digital 
technology. 

An analysis for this report estimates the size of 
the UK’s enterprise opportunity, finding that:

• There are over 70,000 people across the 
UK who have the ideas, skills and desire 
to set-up a business, but who fail to do 
so. Roughly two-thirds of these people are 
male and roughly one-third are female. 
Around three-fifths are aged 25-49. Over a 
third of these people face barriers to using 
digital technology to its full extent because 
they need access to skills, information and 
knowledge.

• There are over 1.6m SMEs that could be 
supported to fulfil growth ambitions. 
Over 90% of the businesses are micro-
businesses – having between 0-9 
employees – and reflect the make-up of 
the UK’s business community. Roughly 
690,000 of the total SME enterprise 
opportunity face barriers to using digital 
technology to its full extent because they 
need access to skills, information and 
knowledge. 

Taking the enterprise 
opportunity
Bringing these arguments together, the 
question is: what can be done to improve 
access to – and the provision of – the 
information and knowledge that would help 
entrepreneurs and businesses to become 
digitally enabled and to fulfil their potential?

A possible answer is to provide access to 
tailored information in innovative ways. Despite 
living in the ‘Information Age’, businesses 
overwhelmingly access advice face-to-face, 
and tend to use consultants or accountants 
as a source of guidance. As an alternative, a 
digital platform could be created to provide all 
the relevant information, advice and guidance 
needed to set up and grow a business. 

This platform would allow each entrepreneur 
or business access to a bespoke Enterprise 
Account. Each Enterprise Account would 
aggregate and personalise resources that 
can support entrepreneurship and business 
growth. Services could include accountancy 
tools, presenting options for business 
financing and signposting to mentor and 
training schemes.

In short, digital technology has disrupted how 
enterprise takes place; it can also disrupt the 
provision of information, advice and guidance 
to the UK’s enterprise community. 

The digital disruption of UK enterprise in numbers

Businesses in the UK spent £11.55bn 
on digital advertising in 2017. This was 
over 14% higher than in 2016, with 
smartphone advertising driving almost 
all the growth

Recent survey evidence suggests that 
over 84% of firms think digital and 
IT skills are more important to their 
business than two years ago

Businesses in the non-financial sector 
made e-commerce sales of £511bn in 
2016, up from £503bn in 2015

07The Great British Enterprise Opportunity

Report summary



Enterprise is the heart and soul of a successful 
economy. Whether it is a start-up incubator 
in Brixton, a fledgling exporter in Dundee or 
an advanced manufacturer in Nottingham, 
enterprise takes place in every sector, in every 
hour of every day, across the entire country. 

Digital technology has disrupted the way we 
do business and it will continue to disrupt it in 
the future. Policymakers have recognised this. 
As part of its Digital Strategy, the government 
identified four digital activities that it thinks 
are critical to business competitiveness – 
maintaining a web presence, selling online, 
using the cloud and digitising back office 
functions.1

But there are not enough budding 
entrepreneurs or growth-orientated firms 
adopting digital technology. For instance, only 
19% of UK businesses have used software 
solutions to integrate processes such as 
customer services, human resources and 
accounting, compared to an EU-wide average 
of 34%.2

This report argues that there are over one 
and a half million UK entrepreneurs and 
businesses that can benefit from making 
better use of digital technologies. This would 
translate to productivity gains and boost 
economic growth. In short, the UK is currently 
not fulfilling its full entrepreneurial potential:

• Maximising its entrepreneurial potential 
will help the UK to redefine its place in 
the world. The complex debates around 
trade deals can mean that we lose sight of 
what trade deals are for – helping the UK 
business community to sell overseas.

• Maximising its entrepreneurial potential 
will help economic growth across the 
entire country. Every corner of the UK has 
enterprising talent that is waiting to be 
exploited. 

• Maximising entrepreneurial potential 
will help consumers get a better deal. 
Enterprise means more competition, which 
in turn means more innovation. The quality 
of products increases as the price of them 
decreases.3

Just as a lack of digital enablement is a 
barrier to enterprise, more generally so is a 
lack of information – something referred to 
in this report as the ‘Knowledge Deficit’ of 
UK enterprise (see below). Therefore, this 
report also argues that a digital initiative – the 
creation of ‘Enterprise Accounts’ – can act 
to both support digital-enablement and give 
entrepreneurs and businesses access to the 
information that they need. 

In other words, digital technology has 
disrupted the way business is done; it can 
also disrupt the provision of information to 
encourage digitally-enabled enterprise.  

The remainder of this report is structured as 
follows:

• A description of the digital disruption of UK 
enterprise. 

• A quantification of the UK’s enterprise 
opportunity.  

• The rationale for ‘Enterprise Accounts’. 

Sources4

of 25-34
year olds

of 18-24
year olds

of 35-44
year olds

of 55-64
year olds

of 64+
year olds

of 45-54
year olds

The knowledge deficit of UK enterprise
28% of people state that not knowing where to start and a confusing process prevents them from setting up a business.

Moreover, the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy’s annual Small Business Survey found that 29% of businesses had sought 
information or advice in the previous 12 months. 24% of those seeking information or advice were doing so to help introduce changes to grow 
profitability or employee numbers, or to increase productivity. 

With specific reference to digital, previous research has shown that three of the top five barriers to using digital technology relate to a deficit 
of information or understanding. The three barriers being the cost of engaging an outside consultant, the cost of employing an expert as a 
member of staff and a lack of knowledge.
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Broadband was introduced to the UK in the year 2000, Facebook was launched in 2004, YouTube a year later and the iPhone kickstarted the 
smartphone explosion in 2007.5  These innovations have changed the way that entrepreneurs and businesses market, invest, hire and sell. 

The UK is getting to grips with these digital tools just as a new technological revolution is underway – innovations such as artificial intelligence 
and the internet of things will change the nature of enterprise across the globe (and to some extent already has). These technologies will 
transform customer engagement, change supply chains and disrupt incumbents.6

As much as technological advancement has changed the tools of enterprise, it has also changed how people become enterprising. Features of 
the labour market over the last decade have been:

• The number of self-employed increasing from 3.3 million people (12.0% of the labour force) in 2001 to 4.8 million (15.1% of the labour force) in 2017.11

• 4.4% the population in Great Britain have worked in the gig economy in the last 12 months, which equates to roughly 2.8 million people.12

The digital disruption of UK enterprise in numbers

Businesses in the UK 
spent £11.55bn on digital 
advertising in 2017. This was 
over 14% higher than in 2016, 
with smartphone advertising 
driving almost all the growth7

Recent survey evidence 
suggests that over 84% of 
firms think digital and IT skills 
are more important to their 
business than two years ago8

Businesses need a broad 
range of competencies that 
can be regarded as digital 
skills, which range from 
specialisms in the use of 
specific software to capability 
with basic functions such as 
sending an email9

Businesses in the non-
financial sector made 
e-commerce sales of £511bn 
in 2016, up from £503bn  
in 201510
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There is no doubt that the UK has a deeply 
ingrained culture of enterprise – almost 
660,000 new businesses were created in 
2016.13 Yet more can be done to help this 
culture of enterprise flourish further – this is the 
enterprise opportunity that is the focus of this 
report.14

The UK’s enterprise opportunity should be 
thought about on two levels: 

• Unfulfilled potential. These are the people 
with viable business ideas that never take 
the plunge. It is the businesses that do not 
act on their growth ambitions. 

• The power of digital. These are the 
entrepreneurs and the businesses that could 
benefit from the adoption and better use of 
digital technology. 

This chapter sets out the analysis that quantifies 
the UK’s enterprise opportunity. In doing so, it 
reflects three factors that influence how and 
where enterprising activity takes place:

• Gender. Previous research has found that if 
women set up businesses at the same rate 
as men, the UK would have an additional 
one million entrepreneurs.15 Not only this, 
a greater proportion of men than women 
think there are good start-up opportunities 
where they live; a greater proportion of 
women than men state that fear of failure 
prevents them from starting a business.16

• Age. Evidence from the US suggests 
that those aged between 35 and 45 are 
more likely to start a business and that 
older entrepreneurs are more successful 
than younger ones.17 The reasons for 
entrepreneurship also vary by age – the 
younger the person, the more motivated 
they are to create meaning by being an 
entrepreneur.18

• Geography. The existence of sectoral 
clusters demonstrates that location is 
important to some business activity 
– whiskey production in Scotland and 
motorsport in the Midlands are two well 
known examples.19 More generally, there 
are different attitudes to entrepreneurship 
depending on geographical location.20

The enterprise opportunity is split into two 
parts. The first part is the people who have the 
skills and desire to start a business, but who do 
not. The second part is the SMEs – businesses 
that range from zero to 249 employees – that 
have growth ambitions that are not achieved. A 
full methodology can be found in Annex I.

There are two options available to would-be 
entrepreneurs. They can either become self-
employed or set-up their own business. While 
there is a clear legal distinction between the 
two approaches, they are often thought of as 
being interchangeable. For instance, survey 
evidence has found that most of those who are 
self-employed think of themselves as running 
a business. 

The people undertaking enterprise – by 
going into either self-employment or starting 
a business – take a variety of routes into it. 
Almost a fifth of the self-employed began 
earning from self-employment whilst still 
being in paid employment.21 A previous job 
ending – for example through redundancy 
– has been found to trigger a move into self-
employment.22 A government scheme has 
helped over 100,000 unemployed jobseekers 
to set-up a business.23

By recognising these different routes into 
enterprise, our analysis finds that there are 
over 70,000 people across the UK who 
have the ideas, skills and desire to set-up a 
business but who do not. In addition:

• Roughly two-thirds of this enterprise 
opportunity are male and roughly one-third 
are female. 

• Around 14% of this enterprise opportunity 
are aged 16-24, around 59% are aged 25-49 
and are 27% are aged 50-64. 

• If all the enterprise opportunity could 
be taken it would be the equivalent of 
increasing the total stock of self-employed 
by 1.5% or increasing the annual number of 
start-ups by over 10%. 

• Roughly 25,500 of the 70,000 face 
barriers to using digital technology to its full 
extent because they need access to skills, 
information and knowledge.

The enterprise opportunity of people
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The enterprise opportunity of people
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Northern Ireland
         674            378 North East

1,941           994

North West
        5,340           2,803 Yorkshire

4,029          2,040

East Midlands
3,561         1,723

West Midlands
        4,266           2,141

East
4,617        2,296

London
6,968         3,877

South East
6,771         3,407

South West
         3,918          1,906

Wales
        1,747          932

Scotland
2,917          1,553

Enterprise opportunity of people split by gender and by region



Enterprise opportunity of people split by gender, region and age

North East

Men Women

North West

Yorkshire

East Midlands

West Midlands

East

London

South East

South West

Wales

Scotland

Northern Ireland

Age
16-24

Age
25-49

Age
50-64

9941941

21414266

19063918

28035340

22964617

9321747

20404029

38776968

15532917

17233561

34076771

378674
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A large proportion of businesses – of every 
size or sector – are preoccupied with how 
to achieve their growth ambitions. The 
main reason why businesses seek external 
finance is for working capital to fund growth. 
Similarly, the main reason why businesses 
seek strategic advice is to better understand 
options for business growth.24

While many businesses want to achieve 
growth, the growth they seek can take on 
many different forms. For instance, it can be 
measured in terms of the volume of sales, 
value of turnover or number of employees. 
What’s more, businesses have different levels 
of growth ambition – some are content with 
steady expansion, while others want to scale 
as rapidly as they can.25

It is also the case that growth ambitions can 
change over time. A government study found 
that between 2012 and 2014 two-fifths of 
firms had changed their growth ambition. 

However, the number of firms with rising 
ambition were roughly equivalent to the 
number of firms with falling ambition. The 
study also highlighted that firms will try to 
achieve growth ambitions in very different 
ways, ranging from receiving investment to 
changing senior management.26

There is a mismatch between the proportion 
of businesses that have an ambition to grow 
and the proportion of businesses that actually 
do grow. For example, previous research has 
suggested that 80% of SME owners intend 
to grow their business in the near future; yet 
the latest statistics suggest that only 36% 
achieved growth in the last year.27 While some 
caution should be applied in making these 
comparisons – as noted, growth is a broad 
concept that encompasses many factors and 
behaviours – it nevertheless indicates that 
there is an enterprise opportunity to be taken. 

The graph on the next page, shows an 
estimate of the number of SMEs - split by 
size and region - that have an ambition to 
grow but do not realise that ambition. The 
headline finding is that there are over 1.6m 
SMEs that could be supported to undertake 
enterprising activity and realise their 
growth ambitions

Additional statistics are:

• Over 90% of the businesses are micro-
businesses – having between 0-9 
employees, reflecting the distribution of the 
UK’s business community. 

• Roughly 690,000 of the total SME 
enterprise opportunity face barriers to 
using digital technology to its full extent 
because they need access to skills, 
information and knowledge. 

The enterprise opportunity of SMEs

3877
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North East
Total: 42,897

North West
Total: 160,108

Yorkshire
Total: 113,900

East Midlands
Total: 109,239

West Midlands
Total: 131,463

East
Total: 167,381

London
Total: 312,100

South East
Total: 248,968

South West
Total: 144,460

Wales
Total: 63,248

Scotland
Total: 107,412

Northern Ireland
Total: 43,576

TOTAL
1,644,753

Enterprise opportunity of SMEs, split by number of employees and by region

Micro businesses
(0-9 employees)

Small businesses
(10-49 employees)

Medium businesses
(50-249 employees)
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The three key messages from the previous 
chapters of this report are:

• UK enterprise is held back by being 
underprepared to take advantage of 
the digital world – this leaves the UK 
underprepared for the digital innovations of 
the future. 

• UK enterprise has a knowledge deficit that 
means budding entrepreneurs and growth-
orientated businesses crave information 
and advice that can help them grow.  

• The UK has an ‘enterprise opportunity’ to 
enable and support the entrepreneurial 
activity of tens of thousands of people and 
over 1.6m SMEs. 

The question is: what more can be done 
to help the UK’s enterprise opportunity be 
taken? There are already numerous public 
sector initiatives – from the provision of 
finance to the provision of low-cost office 
space28 – that are designed to support UK 
enterprise reach its full potential. Equally, there 
are a wide variety of organisations outside of 
the public sector – from membership bodies 
to universities – that also offer services to 
support businesses to start and grow.

But this report has already highlighted 
one area where more could be done – the 
provision of information, advice and guidance. 
Businesses seek information and solicit 
advice on a broad range of issues, with the 
most prominent being how to grow, manage 
finances, become more efficient and address 
legal and tax matters.29 Yet the evidence 
suggests that access to information, advice 
and guidance could be improved:30

• Less than a quarter of the self-employed do 
not look for business support because they 
do not know who or what to ask. 

• 3% of SME employers had opportunities, 
difficulties or important information or 
advice needs for which they did not get 
external support for in the last year. 

• 38% of small businesses and 27% of micro 
businesses have sought business advice 
in the last 12 months. But these figures 
were significantly down on the decade, 
previously being 59% and 46% respectively. 

There is an opportunity to offer new ways 
to offer access to information, advice 
and guidance. Despite operating in the 
Information Age businesses tend to access 
advice and information face-to-face. Survey 
evidence shows that of those businesses that 
receive advice and information, 55% do so 
face-to-face, 12% do so over the phone and 
only 8% do so via email.31

This is not to say that getting information 
and advice face-to-face is not important. The 
point is that there is potential for businesses to 
engage with information, advice and guidance 
by using technology. There are numerous 
other areas of public policy whereby digital 
technology has been used to increase 
interaction: 

• The NHS is using smartphone apps to 
increase access to GPs.32

• HMRC is using digital tax accounts to tailor 
the services to individual needs.33

• The Department for International Trade 
runs a service that allows businesses to 
raise their international profile by entering 
information on a website.34

• Government, regulators and industry 
are in the process of creating a Pensions 
Dashboard, where people can access 
information on all their different pensions 
pots through one portal.

A similar concept to those above can be used 
to aggregate and personalise resources that 
can support entrepreneurship. 

The idea is to create a tool that can provide 
information, advice and guidance through 
‘Enterprise Accounts’. For example, an 
Enterprise Account could embrace the 
possibilities of open banking and use the 
financial information of an individual business 
to compare and contrast different options for 
growth financing. In addition, an Enterprise 
Account could: include information on how 
to register a business; provide accountancy 
services; and, signpost to mentoring and 
training schemes.

A detailed explanation of how Enterprise 
Accounts will work and the functions they 
will provide will be set out in a sequel to this 
report. The fundamental point of this report is 
to argue that digital technology has disrupted 
how enterprise occurs, it can also disrupt the 
provision of information to to support the 
creation and growth of the UK’s enterprise 
community. 

Taking the enterprise opportunity
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The quantitative analysis that estimates the 
enterprise opportunity of people and SMEs 
is based upon the same broad calculation. 
In simple terms, the enterprise opportunity 
is the population of people or SMEs that 
want to either set-up a business or grow their 
business, but that do not take the action to 
achieve it. 

The following sections explain how the 
calculations were put together in more detail, 
listing the sources that were used to produce 
the estimates. 

Note that because assumptions were built of 
percentages that some results in the tables in 
the Annex may not sum due to rounding.

The enterprise 
opportunity of people
Before embarking on an enterprising 
activity, a person will be classified in one 
of the following three broad labour market 
categories:35

• The employed. People over the age of 16 
who are in paid work (excluding those who 
are already classed as self-employed). 

• The unemployed. People without a job, 
who have actively sought work in the last 
four weeks and are available to start work 
in the next two weeks (or who have found a 
job and who are waiting to start it). 

• The economically inactive. People who 
have not sought work in the last four weeks 
and who are unavailable to start work in 
the next two weeks. They may be studying, 
looking after family, long-term sick or many 
other possibilities. 

The first step for the calculation is the ONS 
labour market statistics for each of the above 
labour market categories for 2017. These 
statistics are split by age, gender, region and 
whether the person is part-time or full-time. 
Figures taken from Nomis: https://www.
nomisweb.co.uk/ 

The next step for the calculation is 
understanding the raw potential for 
enterprising activity in each of the above 
labour market categories. 

For those that are employed the potential for 
enterprising activity has been estimated using 
three factors – whether a person believes 
there are good start-up opportunities within 
the next six months, whether a person has 
the skills, knowledge and experience to start 
a business and whether the person has 
the appetite to start a business in the next 
three years. The assumptions underpinning 
the number of people that these factors 
apply to are taken from the 2017 Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor for the UK: https://
www.gemconsortium.org/report 

For those that are unemployed the potential 
for enterprising activity is estimated as being 
those that move into growth-orientated 
self-employment from being unemployed 
(built on the assumption of the proportion 
of people who expect to start a business 
in the next three years from the Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor previously). 
This requires assumptions that estimate: 
how many unemployed move into self-
employment (taken from government 
research into the destination of JSA leavers: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/214578/rrep791.pdf); how 
many of these JSA leavers are going to be in 
growth-orientated self-employment (taken 
from RSA research into entrepreneurship: 
https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/
reports/rsa_the-entrepreneurial-audit.
pdf); and, the proportion of those in self-
employment who are likely to succeed (using 
business starts from the New Enterprise 
Allowance as a proxy: https://www.gov.
uk/government/statistics/new-enterprise-
allowance-april-2011-to-december-2017).  

 

For those that are economically inactive 
the approach is similar to those who are 
employed, but with the whole population 
of economically active reduced to 
represent those that want to and can enter 
employment. For example, it excludes the 
long-term sick, the temporary sick and 
students. 

To note, the final results for both the 
employed and the economically inactive is an 
average of two figures – the first calculation 
incorporates both start-up conditions and 
skills to start up; the second calculates just 
using skills to start up. The argument for using 
this approach is that if a person has the skills 
to start up a business, the conditions may not 
be relevant. 

The enterprise 
opportunity of SMEs
The first step for the calculation is the ONS 
statistics on business size, activity and 
location, which can be found here: https://
www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/
business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/
ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation/2017 

The assumptions for the calculation of 
enterprising opportunity then uses two 
assumptions:

1. The number of businesses that want to 
achieve growth, split by size. Assumptions 
come from government research into 
growth ambitions: https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/187058/12-1169-business-growth-
ambitions-amongst-smes.pdf 

2. The number of businesses that achieve 
growth. Assumptions come from the BEIS 
small business survey:

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
small-business-survey-2017-businesses-with-
employees 
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Table One: Enterprise opportunity of people split by gender and by region 

Table Two: Enterprise opportunity of people split by gender, region and age

Male Female Total

North East 1,941 994 2,935

North West 5,341 2,803 8,144

Yorkshire 4,029 2,040 6,069

East Midlands 3,562 1,723 5,285

West Midlands 4,266 2,141 6,407

East 4,617 2,295 6,912

London 6,968 3,877 10,844

South East 6,771 3,407 10,178

South West 3,919 1,907 5,826

Wales 1,747 932 2,679

Scotland 2,916 1,553 4,469

Northern Ireland 674 377 1,052

Total 46,751 24,050 70,801

Male Female Total

16-24 25-49 50-64 16-24 25-49 50-64 16-24 25-49 50-64

North East 290 1,098 553 158 545 291 447 1,643 844

North West 746 3,134 1,460 423 1,573 807 1,169 4,708 2,267

Yorkshire 590 2,339 1,100 346 1,122 572 936 3,461 1,672

East Midlands 541 2,000 1,020 287 960 476 828 2,960 1,496

West Midlands 613 2,467 1,186 342 1,203 596 955 3,669 1,782

East 580 2,775 1,262 366 1,284 646 947 4,058 1,908

London 791 4,804 1,373 518 2,557 802 1,309 7,360 2,175

South East 868 4,018 1,885 534 1,934 939 1,402 5,953 2,824

South West 538 2,261 1,119 323 1,039 544 861 3,301 1,664

Wales 252 1,001 494 153 502 277 405 1,503 771

Scotland 413 1,673 831 245 829 479 658 2,502 1,309

Northern Ireland 98 403 173 63 211 104 161 614 276

Total 6,320 27,973 12,458 3,759 13,759 6,531 10,079 41,733 18,989
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Table Three: Enterprise opportunity of SMEs, split by number of employees and by region

Micro businesses  
(0-9 employees)

Small businesses  
(10-49 employees)

Medium businesses  
(50-249 employees) Total businesses

North East 38,271 3,965 660 42,897

North West 144,527 13,406 2,175 160,108

Yorkshire 102,273 9,990 1,637 113,900

East Midlands 98,755 9,002 1,482 109,239

West Midlands 119,116 10,664 1,683 131,463

East 153,073 12,352 1,956 167,381

London 287,879 20,557 3,664 312,100

South East 227,664 18,254 3,050 248,968

South West 131,033 11,716 1,711 144,460

Wales 57,313 5,234 701 63,248

Scotland 96,274 9,746 1,392 107,412

Northern Ireland 39,302 3,716 558 43,576

Total 1,495,481 128,602 20,670 1,644,753
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