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“

It is really great to see an
ever increasing number of
successful women in business.
Reports like this one help
challenge gender-based
assumptions that are still all
too common, and change
perceptions to create a truly
level playing field.
Knowledge is power!”
Jacky Wright
HMRC Chief Digital and Information Officer
@JackyWrightHMRC

Download a PDF version of this year’s report here:
https://www.founders4schools.org.uk/insights/women

in association with:
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seeking peers, or a journalist
chasing a story, I invite you to
download the Workfinder app
where it is easy to find GREAT
women who lead the growing
businesses at the heart of each of
our communities.

Introduction
Sherry Coutu CBE
Executive Chairman and Founder, Founders4Schools
@scoutu

As a serial entrepreneur, investor
and philanthropist, I am driven
to start up and scale businesses,
working with the smartest people
I know to disrupt sectors, like
employment (LinkedIn), estate
agency (Zoopla) or education,
as now with Founders4Schools
and Workfinder. Our mission as a
charity is to improve society by
preparing girls and boys for the
future of work. We worry that
over the next decade, when more
than one billion young people
will enter the global labour
market, only 40% will be in jobs
that currently exist. Our services
ensure that young people easily
get encounters with employers
in their classrooms while they
4

are between the ages of 6 and
16 and that they also easily get
work experience with employers
between the ages of 16 and 24.
Every day – but on International
Women’s Day in particular – we
want every girl to know that
there are no barriers to what
they might do with their lives,
we want every mayor and every
reporter to know who the women
in business are behind their
great cities, and we want every
teacher to know which womenled businesses are near to their
schools.
Regardless of whether you are a
girl seeking inspiration, a woman

In addition to our interactive
services, which we make
available for free, for the fourth
year running, we have pleasure
in sharing this insight report
on the businesses available on
Founders4Schools that are led
by women. This year, our analysis
of the women-led businesses
available over our service with a
turnover of between £1 million
and £250 million is particularly
pleasing as we can see that these
businesses enjoy a median annual
growth of 17% – that turnover
has increased, on average, by £1
million in the past year.
In a recent report by Women in
Science and Engineering, 78% of
respondents listed relevant work
experience as the most important
factor for recruiting school and
college leavers - more so than
grades. With that being the
case, please encourage at least
five of your employees or peers
to volunteer with us to host a
couple of days’ work experience;
you will change the culture of
our nation so that girls know
there are no barriers to what they
might do with their lives – literally
during their lifetime.
We have the power to transform
lives. Please join me today by
signing up. This presents a huge
opportunity for us to cement
in the legacy that women in
businesses create for young
people.
Together, we can show girls that
#BalanceforBetter is not just one
day, but an operating model for
their working lives.
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About Founders4Schools
Founders4Schools and
Workfinder build smart
connections between young
people and the world of work.
As a GovTech charity operating
in the education sector,
Founders4Schools and
Workfinder seek to improve the
employability of young people
by connecting them to leaders
of successful businesses across
corporate, creative and social
enterprise parts of the job market,
enabling them to make informed
decisions about their future.
F4S works with enterprise
advisors, school coordinators
and head teachers in primary
and secondary schools,
colleges, and higher education
establishments throughout
England and Scotland. Our

shared mission is to to ensure
pupils reach the milestone of
at least one encounter with
employers each year and to help
their pupils aged 16 to 24 reach
the milestone of 100 hours of
meaningful work experience.
F4S works nationally and
locally with organisations
including the Science Park
Association, the LEP Network,
LinkedIn, Duedil, Careers and
Enterprise Company (CEC),
the CBI, FSB, IoD, DWY, Royal
Society, British Chambers of
Commerce, Home Office, LEPs
and Local Authorities. National
partners include Barclays
Bank, The Hunter Foundation,
Villiers Park Educational Trust,
The Evolution Education Trust,
Prince’s Trust, UFI, Peter Cundill
Foundation, Nominet Trust,

FutureLearn, Freeformers,
Career Ready, TeachFirst
and Young Enterprise. Local
partners include regional
government such as Camden
Council, as well as public,
private and third sector
business, and community
support groups and networks.
The programme is sustained
by more than 2,000 partners
and 35,000 business leaders
of start-ups and scale-ups who
volunteer their time.
Our services are available on all
mobile and web platforms and
we put the young person at the
centre of the search process,
enabling them to gain work
experience and apprenticeships
with fast-growing businesses
within their local communities.

Please encourage other female business leaders to
empower young people with Founders4Schools today!
www.founders4schools.org.uk
info@Founders4Schools.org.uk
@founders4school
@workfinderapp
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London & Partners are the
experts on doing business
in London.
We help overseas businesses
set up in London, help
London businesses win
business overseas through
the Mayor’s International
Business Programme,
support companies to
grow in London through
our Business Growth
Programme and attract
capital investment into
regeneration projects.

Leading the
Conversation for
the Future Together
Janet Coyle,
Director Trade, Growth & Investment at London & Partners and
Advisor for Founders4Schools
@ janetcoyle2
London & Partners is delighted to
partner with Founders4Schools
to celebrate International
Women’s Day 2019.
Many of us have championed
women in business as resilient,
confident, collaborative leaders
for some time now. It has been
a priority in London for even
longer. London is a cutting-edge,
diverse, forward-thinking city,
providing a supportive network
for women. Role models play
such a huge part in this and have
done throughout our history.
We must look back at the history
of women in our country and, most
6

importantly, we must look forward,
to what we will achieve together.
Last year 30,000 women marched
on Westminster for the centenary
of the first women getting the vote
through incredibly brave protests.
Now we need to decide how we
will lead the conversation for the
next century.
The work Founders4Schools
is doing to create student–
employer encounters that inspire
students to make better-informed
decisions about their futures is
having a considerable impact on
our collective ambition to ensure
that we have talent equipped for
the jobs of tomorrow. We all need

to ensure that the future roles in
technology are filled by people
from all backgrounds and gender.
We want workplaces that are
diverse and full of confident,
authentic personalities. We
know that variety produces
more innovative solutions to the
challenges we face. In the future,
we need to continue to foster
more diversity, more women on
boards, more collaboration and
inspiration for the next generation.
On a personal note, I have now led
more than four Female Founders
international trade missions to
Silicon Valley, an initiative that
began with Sherry Coutu as part
of the Silicon Valley Comes to the
UK series of events. The women
CEOs on these trips always
impress me with their ambition,
their support for each other and
their immense talent. We continue
to lead these programmes for
Female Founders out of London
& Partners. We took a fantastic
delegation of Female Founders
to Paris last November and have
exciting plans this April for a
mission to New York. We will
continue to support women
CEOs to build new networks,
secure investment, compete
internationally and find their
‘tribes’. We will also continue to
run events to ensure that London
is synonymous with innovative
business people – regardless of
their gender.
I would like to congratulate all the
Founders and CEOs in this report
who are leading hugely successful
businesses that are scaling rapidly.
You are driving the change, you
are ambassadors for our country
and you are inspirational role
models to our next generation
of entrepreneurs. So here’s to
celebrating ambition, change,
and leading the conversation for
the future together.
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down this barrier for young
girls, professional women and
aspiring entrepreneurs?
As a starting point, we are
publishing our annual report
to break through this barrier,
to showcase a diverse array
of female role models and,
importantly, to celebrate
female entrepreneurs’ profound
social and economic impact in
the UK.
In addition to data and
evidence, we also need
committed change-makers:
talented leaders sharing their
stories, career trajectories and
journeys. Founders4Schools is
privileged and grateful to have
thousands of female business
leaders volunteering their time
as role models by speaking
in local schools and offering
work experience to students via
Workfinder, and we hope all of
you reading this report will join
us in volunteering your time too.

Foreword
Lauren von Stackelberg,
Director, Global Communications & Diversity, Expedia Group and
Chair of the Diversity Advisory Committee for Founders4Schools
@ljvonstack

One in eight women in the
UK want to start their own
business, but when asked what
is holding them back, many cite
the lack of female role models
as a key barrier.
This is not just a problem for
professional women – the
impact of a lack of role models
is felt at an early age by girls
and often adversely affects
their academic choices and
future career aspirations. As
an example, the number of
girls studying STEM (science,
technology, engineering

and mathematics) subjects
after GCSE is 35% (vs 80%
of boys), falling to only 25%
of university graduates, and
ultimately resulting in women
representing only 23% of STEM
professionals.*
These figures do not yield
strong outcomes for a society
that needs diversity to meet
labour market demands, to
innovatively solve problems
and to grow the economy.

On behalf of
Founders4Schools’ Diversity
Advisory Committee, we look
forward to partnering with you
to remove barriers, to change
and challenge gendered career
perceptions, and to continue to
inspire young women. Together
we have a great opportunity to
broaden academic and career
horizons and opportunities for
women and girls in 2019 and
beyond.
*Sources: FreeAgent, One Poll, and Data
Science Campus

What incremental actions
can each of us take to break
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In Brief
What is it all about?
For the fourth year, Founders4Schools
has combined key financial performance
indicators from open datasets (LinkedIn
and DueDil), to map the performance of
the fastest-growing women-led businesses
across the UK, with a turnover of £1 million to
£250 million.
We’re excited to share this 2018-2019 data,
showing women in the driving seat of highgrowth, dynamic businesses in every corner
of the UK - spanning sectors as diverse
as Agriculture, Manufacturing, Information
and Communication, Quarrying and
Transportation.
To complement the numbers, we’ve spoken
with female entrepreneurs and leaders all
over the country to learn more about their
personal journeys. We’re incredibly grateful
that they’ve allowed us to share these stories
here; powering the data with compelling
narratives of dreams, determination and grit;
in addition to advice and encouragement for
those looking to follow in their footsteps.

we found that in certain heavily maledominated industries, women-led businesses
outperform overall industry averages.
For example, in Construction - an industry
experiencing overall decline over the past year
- women-led companies showed turnover
growth of almost 24 per cent. With women
poised to succeed in sectors most affected
by automation (1), this could be an upward
trend - especially given levels of predicted
disruption in the construction industry.
Tracking turnover increase across industries
and geographies allows us to paint the
broad overall picture that women deliver job
creation, wealth, opportunity - and reasons
to relocate to, or invest in, parts of the UK
outside of the London bubble.
With such a thriving ecosystem for growth,
there really are no limits for girls growing
up in this country. This report is filled with
both qualitative and quantitative evidence
to support that.

Why is it important?
Female representation matters. Full stop.

What did we find?
Over the course of 2018, women-led
businesses contributed a sensational £27.3
billion in turnover to the UK economy. Some
44% of women-led businesses grew at a
rate of 20%; and 21% grew at an incredible
rate of 50% or more.
That’s a lot of influencing power!
Businesses with balanced leadership deliver
a higher return on investment. In fact,
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Women represent a hugely overlooked and
underestimated market. Female purchasing
power in the UK is huge, with women thought
to influence anywhere between 65% and 75%
of all household purchasing decisions. On
the flip side, 83% of deals that UK Venture
Capitalists (VCs) made last year had no
women at all on the founding teams, signalling
an absurd amount of missed opportunity.(2)
After all, who are these businesses building
products and services for?
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Women want to be invested in by VCs who
resonate with the cultures they’re trying to
build and, in a crucial step towards parity and
a brighter future for our UK economy, femalefocused funds are now being launched
more frequently. One such fund is former
entrepreneur Anya Navidski’s Voulez Capital,
who are being overwhelmed with response.
The UK Government previously reported
that boosting female entrepreneurship could
boost the economy by up to £180 million.
This 2019 analysis shows it’s no longer
good enough for VCs to say there are no
women out there to invest in, because there
are no shortage of women-led businesses
generating exceptional returns.

What can we learn?
The stories featured in this publication come
from women of all ages, backgrounds,
cultures and academic disciplines, but one
thing they do have in common is passion.
Whether it’s passion to drive a change, to
defy the odds, or to prove themselves – this,
combined with perseverance and resilience,

has refreshed the ethos of companies across
the nation.
With 17 stories, this year’s publication
demonstrates the wealth of talent and diverse
approaches of women in the UK. By sharing
their experiences, challenges and successes,
we aim to give every reader the opportunity
to ask the right questions and make the right
decisions. Together we are more.

What more can we do?
We all have a role to play in normalising
female leadership and we can begin by
recognising and celebrating the success of
women-led businesses.
Governments, schools and organisations must
seek innovative ways to support girls to reach
their full potential, champion female leadership
and encourage female entrepreneurship.
We can all join forces with Founders4Schools
by signing up to the Workfinder app today
and giving the gift of role models - pass this
research on to a future leader!

Kayleigh McHale

Reena Bhatt

#YouEqualTech
community Co-founder
@Kayleigh_McHale

Marketing Executive at
Mortimer Spinks, YouEqualTech
community Co-organiser
@ReenaBh4tt

(1) McKinsey Global Institute, Jobs Lost, Jobs Gained: Workforce Transitions in a time of automation, December 2017
(2) British Business Bank, VC and Female Founders 2018 research, 2019
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Farida Gibbs

CEO of Gibbs Hybrid
@faridagibbs
North

STORY 1

I wasn’t born into money, but I was
born to a family that knew the value
of hard work. My father taught me to
show up every day – to be actually
“in the arena”, as Teddy Roosevelt
said – and be my best self. I still do
that, and I still consider my father my
best role model. I would watch him
in our newsagent’s greeting all of
his customers, and I learnt then the
value of service, of having customers
leave you feeling just a little better
than when they came in.
It turned out that I really liked the
idea of business – which was good
because I hated school! Exams
didn’t really work for me, so I didn’t
really work for them. My focus was
outside, and being at school was a
bad experience anyway – I was the
only non-white girl there and the
other girls (it was all-girls) bullied me
continually. There were times I felt
ashamed to be a girl, and ashamed
to be different. Not any longer!
Putting all that behind me, and
plunging into the world of business
for myself, it was – and continues
to be – fascinating, frustrating,
rewarding and challenging – often
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in the same day! I’ve built a strong
team around me at Gibbs Hybrid,
anchored by my sister Ameera who
has been with me since the very
beginning.
We set our sights high, putting
heart and soul into every new piece
of business. However, although we
were very successful, it turns out
that putting heart and soul into a
client’s business often doesn’t leave
room for the head. Several times
we were so enmeshed in a client’s
business that we didn’t see the
shifting sands – we didn’t realise
until it was too late that it’s much
easier for a client to change vendor
than for a company like ours to get
a new client! So the lesson learnt
here is of course to give 100% to a
client’s business, but consider the
risk, consider the downside of overrelying on one or two major clients.
It’s like any relationship – go in cleareyed, aware of the upside, conscious
of what could happen along the way.
As the business continues to grow,
it gives me the opportunity to give
back the best way I know how, which
is to create opportunities for people
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who are smart and keen but just need
a break. It’s without question the most
satisfying thing I do. We partnered with
Catch22 to create an apprenticeship
programme and I was delighted to see
four young women go right through
the programme and find their place at
our company. They’ve all proven to live
up to their promise.
Remembering my school experience,
I’ve evolved to be immensely proud
of my gender as well as my heritage.
It’s drawn me to WEConnect, the
leading global supplier diversity
initiative spearheading the connection
of women-owned business to
corporations, and to MSDUK, which
drives inclusive procurement and
supplier diversity. As a company
we work closely with both of these
wonderful organisations, and they
really help open doors to new business.
This brings me to my final point. No
man – no woman – is an island. Be
open to advice, surround yourself
with positive, optimistic (but realistic)
people with diverse backgrounds and
experiences. I’m proud to consider
Baroness Ruby McGregor-Smith
a dear friend and confidante. She
was a CEO herself, running the Mitie
Group until a few years ago. It’s like
they say when former US Presidents
get together, they have so much in

common, and unless you’ve been
there you won’t get it. CEOs aren’t
of course as rare, but we tend to
understand each other, understand
when to give advice and when to hold
back, and of course when to treat
confidential information as just that!
One of the things CEOs – or anyone
really – need to keep doing is to keep
learning. I’m always learning (my
teachers would probably be a little
surprised to hear me say that…). I learn
about people, about my business
and about my clients’ business and
motivations.
I like to think that those 4am sessions
sorting newspapers in my father’s
shop taught me something. They
taught me to identify people I can
rely on – if the paper boys didn’t turn
up, Ameera and I had to go out in all
weathers and get the job done. They
taught me about service. They taught
me about purpose. They taught me
that nothing is handed to you on a
plate, but hard work has its rewards.
When I’m all dressed up in my fancy
gear at an awards dinner or with a
crucial client, I like to think my father
would have been pleased at how his
little girl had turned out – a confident
business owner, a fiercely proud
mother and someone who tries to
leave everyone feeling slightly better
than when they met.

“

Be open to advice, surround yourself with
positive, optimistic (but realistic) people”
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Putting High-Growth,
Women-Led Businesses
on the Map
44%

of businesses
grew at a rate of 20%.

1,335

Median turnover
increased from

21%

growing women-led
businesses with £1
million to £250 million.
Annual turnover grew
at a median rate of

grew at a rate of
50% or more.

£7,826,774
to

£8,006,304.

17%.

The data

To produce this report, Founders4Schools
combined key financial performance
indicators from DueDil and LinkedIn
to identify 1,335* growing women-led
businesses throughout the UK with an annual
turnover between £1 million and £250 million.
Eligible companies were separated into their
LinkedIn Standard Industrial Classification
(SIC) grouping and ranked by their individual
growth rate.
* Companies must be active and registered in the UK. Women-led
includes Non-Executive Directors. Companies that were not growing
were excluded from the analysis. Companies with less than £1 million
or more than £250 million revenues were excluded from the analysis.
Independent company or consolidated group revenues are above £1
million based on latest Companies House filings, obtained via DueDil.
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“

Role models are so important
when it comes to inspiring the
next generation of female leaders.
However, at the moment only 22% of
students are able to name a famous
female working in technology
(PwC). This is why projects like this
are so critically important, because if
she can, you can too!”
Pip Jamieson

Founder & CEO creator network The Dots,
Diversity Advocate, Sunday Times Top 100
Entrepreneurs
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Moray

A snapshot of
companies led
by women with a
turnover of £1 million
to £250 million

15
Aberdeen

Highlands

24

7

Perth & Kinross
Stirling

Glasgow

15

65

24

Aberdeenshire

19

28

Angus

Dundee

12
Edinburgh

16
North East

13

16

Stockton on Tees

Leeds
City Region

3

Sheffield
City Region

93

Belfast

104

Lancashire

42

Liverpool City Region

Greater
Manchester

7

Cheshire & Warrington

55

10

Stoke-on-Trent &
Staffordshire
Greater Birmingham
& Solihull

Derbyshire
&
Nottinghamshire

Greater
Lincolnshire 6

13

9

Northamptonshire
Greater Birmingham
& Solihull
Wales

11

5

Gloucestershire 5

West of England

16

3

Hertfordshire
Oxfordshire
Buckinghamshire
Thames Valley

88
31

18

Swindon & Wiltshire

York, North Yorkshire
& East Riding

14

3

Humber

Greater
Cambridge
& Greater
Peterborough

New
Anglia

70

London

239

16

9

11
South
East

Enterprise M3
Heart of the South West

24
Dorset

Solent

32
8

36

Coast to Capital

12

3
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Chelsea Chen,

Co-founder of Emotech Ltd
@ollyemotech
London

STORY 2

Before I founded Emotech, I was
the Business Director of OgilvyOne
Asia Pacific. I helped launch brands
such as Johnnie Walker and British
Airways in China; that was the very
beginning of my long relationship
with the UK. These experiences
inspired me to come to London
and pursue a degree in art. I
obtained my master’s degree in
Arts Management from Goldsmiths,
University of London, and continued
to participate in history of art
courses at Sotheby’s Institute of Art.
I also attended Stanford School of
Design to complete the Creative
Thinking programme.
While studying in the UK, I met
Hongbin Zhuang (who is now the
CEO and co-founder of Emotech).
We were both passionate about
technology and its relationship
with human beings. Later, in 2015,
we established the company
Emotech using Emotion AI (artificial
emotional intelligence) as the core
technology innovation, to improve
relationships between humans and

14

technology, and build a bridge for
the future of AI.
At that time, the ascendant smart
assistant was still unheard of, not
to mention a robotic product
with personality and proactivity
using multimodal user detection.
Many people thought it would
be extremely difficult to achieve;
indeed, achieving it has taken
an incredible amount of effort
and creativity. Also, it was a big
challenge for me to transition
from the role of business director
to leading a company. However,
thanks to my previous experiences
at OgilvyOne, I was able to bring
Emotech diverse global skills
from marketing to brand strategic
planning as well as a deeper
understanding of consumers and
local culture; that is also why I
want to make our products more
personalised with emotions. In 2016,
Emotech was named by TechCrunch
as one of Europe’s best 14 startups. Olly, Emotech’s first robot with
personality, swept the 2017 CES
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Awards, collecting four Innovation
Awards: breaking CES’s records for
the past 50 years. These awards in
our early years all encouraged and
powered me up.
In fact, I came from a background
with no computer science knowledge
– it was quite embarrassing at first
when I couldn’t understand what
professionals were talking about.
This inspired me to launch ‘Meet
AI’ in 2017, the first international AI
sharing platform. I hope more people
– especially members of the general
public with no relevant background –
can have access to AI knowledge. So
far, we have held 16 successful events
in London and Shanghai with worldclass AI professionals as speakers.
I believe that openness, extensive
communication and exchanges within
the ecosystem can maximise the use
of technology to change the world.
I put a lot attention on international
observation and diversity – our team
members all come from different
international backgrounds. Also,
because of my Asian background
and being a woman, I do meet some

challenges and doubts. That is why
I’m also an active speaker on the
world stage about both Emotion AI
and women in technology. I want
to empower women to develop
and lead their businesses. In April
2017, I featured on the stage of
Cannes Lions Innovation. In BBC
One’s documentary ‘Invented in
London’, I shared my experience as
a female technology entrepreneur
with technology women around the
world. In April 2018, I was selected
as one of the top five of 100 Asian
Stars in UK technology, I have also
been recognised in the Top 5 in
the Creative Industries, and I was
awarded No.8 among the Top 100
most influential BAME leaders in
technology in the UK.
All these experiences make me believe
that leaders of a start-up should not
confine themselves to the product and
competition, but also be active and
responsible in society. Also, as robots
populate our lives, they must be built
to be empathetic, promoting balanced
lifestyles, through innovative, efficient
interactions.

“

Openness, extensive communication
and exchanges within the eco system
can maximise the use of technology to
change the world”
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Elizabeth Heron

Founder of OrangeDoor
@weareorangedoor
Greater London

STORY 3

We’re called OrangeDoor now, but
the door I started this business
behind nearly 20 years ago was
something quite different – it was
a bedroom door. I had a room, a
desk and a computer – a Dell. More
importantly, however, I had a big
vision for what I wanted to create.
Without trying to sound too grand,
I had a dream to build a different
kind of events agency, one with a
fully integrated approach to events
and marketing: an events agency
that would also offer marketing
communications, creative, design and
production in-house, all delivered
by a close-knit team who together
understood the bigger strategic
picture behind each event: in other
words, what the client was really
trying to achieve and how this one
event folded into their strategic and
commercial objectives.
It sounds obvious and commonplace
now but, believe me, it wasn’t then.
Two decades of hard work later,
and we now have a real, life-size
door on the reception wall in our
new high-tech, purpose-built office.
It’s the door (and yes, it is orange)
from our previous office, which was
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the inspiration for our brand today.
We always say to clients, “You’d be
amazed what goes on behind the
OrangeDoor,” and every day I still walk
into the office, look at that door and
feel incredibly proud of the heritage it
embodies and the future it represents.
It’s been a phenomenal journey thus
far and, ironically after 20 years, I
still feel like we are only touching the
edge of what we can achieve as an
agency. We have a powerful team of
passionate individuals, committed to
delivering amazing events for all our
clients, which have over the years
included some of the world’s biggest
and most innovative brands. In fact,
our very first foundation client was
Dell EMC, who we continue to work
for 19 years later, delivering their
events right across the world. That
little Dell desktop in my bedroom
all those years ago was far more
prescient than I could have ever
imagined then.
So, what advice would I give, 20
years in, to those just starting out in
business? Firstly, fight hard for your
dream; don’t make excuses; and keep
picking yourself up if and when you
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get knocked down. Don’t let anyone
or anything distract you from the big
prize. Nothing worthwhile ever came
without effort, as they say. And, the
more worthwhile the prize, the bigger
the dream, the harder the effort. There
are no shortcuts to success, whatever
anyone tells you. It’s hard graft, but there
is no sweeter reward than achieving
your dream. The challenges on the road
fade quickly when you’ve reached the
destination.
Secondly, few people truly succeed on
their own. You might be the founder
and you are naturally going to be
more passionate about your dream
than anyone; however, you absolutely
need others to help you get there. So,
surround yourself with good people –
both personally and professionally. Work
hard to expand your network quickly by
identifying great organisations that give
you a chance to connect with others
who can inspire, motivate and encourage
you. It can be lonely when you’re running
a new business by yourself and these
networks are invaluable at each stage of
your business’s development.
Thirdly, be kind. For sure, be professional,
be firm, even hard-nosed when you
need to be, and drive the business
forward with positivity and spirit.
But also be kind and respect people.

And don’t underestimate the power
of the personal touch. Despite all the
technology at our fingertips, the need
in business for strong professional
relationships based on trust and shared
values has never been more acute.
Don’t let your desire and determination
to succeed get in the way of your
decency. In fact, I’ve seen time and
time again over the last 20 years the
incredible commercial benefits of
treating people with common decency.
Most clients and suppliers just want
to work with decent people, and their
loyalty will go a long way if and when
you need it most.
Next, make sure you never stop
moving. Do stop to celebrate your
achievements, be proud of them, but
don’t rest on them. If you spend too
long looking at them, the world catches
up with you. Conversely, don’t be afraid
to fail, as long as you learn from it. Be
honest with yourself about where it
went wrong and what you’re going to
action as a result. It will make you and
your business stronger.
Finally, never forget the old business
maxim, ‘the harder I work, the luckier I
become!’ It’s so very true and a great
response to those who will look at you
when you’ve built your great business
and comment on just how lucky you are!

“

The challenges on the road fade quickly
when you’ve reached the destination”
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Growth Rates for WomenLed Businesses (% YoY)
In 2018, women-led businesses generated £27.3 billion in turnover.
How was that turnover spread across businesses in different
turnover brackets?
£5,500M

£5,000M

£4,500M

£4,000M

This Year (201 8) turnover

£3,500M

£3,000M

£2,500M

£2,000M

£1 ,500M

£1 ,000M

£500M

£0M

1 M<= Turnover <1 0M

1 0M<= Turnover <25M

25M<= Turnover <50M

50M<= Turnover <1 00M

1 00M<= Turnover <1 7 5M

1 7 5M<= Turnover <250M

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Veterinary
All other Manufacturing
Business services
Construction (including development of real estate)
Government administrative functions, Education, Health
Information and Communication
Machinery repair excluding motor vehicles
Manufacture coke, petroleum, chemicals, pharmaceuticals
Manufacture computer, electronic, light electrical
Manufacture food, drink, tobacco
Manufacture machinery, vehicle, transport
Manufacture textiles, leather
Mining, Quarrying (inc extraction of petroleum and gas)
Transportation and Storage
Utilities, sewerage, waste and recycling
Wholesale and retail,motor vehicle repair,sale of fuel
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The analysis shows that women-led businesses
are seeing significant returns across a breadth
of sizes and sectors - and that this is an upward
trend, with an overall increase in median turnover
of £1.2 billion throughout 2017 to 2018.
This £1.2 billion increase over the past year has
primarily been generated by companies with a
revenue of £50 million plus. Women are breaking
the glass ceiling in organisations with great
economic impact.
Having said that, the influence women have in
smaller organisations is also important. There
were 5.4 million micro-businesses in the UK in
2018, accounting for 96% of businesses
overall. (1) Almost 60% of the women in our
sample are leading organisations with £1 million
to £10 million in turnover - and this 60% of our
sample generated a mammoth £3 billion in
turnover across 2018.
London is the #1 biggest European start-up hub,
yet only 18.8% of its founders are female. (2) There
is so much to be gained from encouraging and
supporting women to work their way to the top
of large multinationals and empowering women
to take the risk of going it alone.

The vast majority of companies
say that they’re highly
committed to gender and racial
diversity — yet many are still not
treating diversity as the business
imperative it is.
It is great to see that since
2017 the number of women-led
businesses has increased across
the board, but there is still a long
way to go to get organisations
to do their bit. In order to
capitalise on the contributions
of women, businesses need
to focus on getting the basics
right — through better targets,
reporting, and accountability;
ensuring that hiring and
promotions are fair; making
senior leaders and managers
champions of diversity; fostering
an inclusive and respectful
culture; making the “only
woman in the room” experience
rare; and offering employees
the flexibility to fit work into
their lives in a way that is most
comfortable for them.(3)

(1) House of Commons, Business Statistics,
Number 06152, 12 December 2018
(2) European Startup Monitor, 2018
(3) LeanIn.Org and McKinsey, Women in
the Workplace 2018
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Gill Thorpe, FCIPS

CEO of The Sourcing Team Ltd
@TheSourcingTeam
London/South

STORY 4

School was always a bit tricky – you
probably wouldn’t believe it to look
at me now, but I was a sickly child
and, as such, missed a lot of school
making me constantly behind in my
studies. A lot of people, particularly
girls, have confidence issues at
school age and I was no different:
wearing the famous round National
Health glasses, with a scar on my
face and having asthma pre-Ventolin
days – a great start!
Like many people, I had no idea
what I wanted to do after I finished
school, but I did know I had to
remedy my pretty dismal results so
I went to college. For me, college
was an amazing transformation.
Treated like adults, you chose to be
there, and your success was your
choice – I loved it. In my second year
I studied to be a PA, which sounded
glamorous at 17.
I found myself in Sales for an
American company focusing on
financial products – it was fun,
buzzing, driven and in central
London. As a sales environment
it was a total revelation: I could
suddenly see what success looked
like and how you could achieve it.
I was inspired by the two top sales
people, both women, ruthlessly
focused on their end goal. They
made time to coach me, provided
critical advice – one thing that still
stands out is that when they swept
in, everyone noticed them. They
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taught me the power of presence, a
combination of power suits (it was
the 1980s!), detailed preparation and
confidence.
Then, as often happens, I made a
left-field move to a new field – a
marketing agency where I had a
chance to use my secretarial skills. I
had never come across the agency
world, but immediately loved it,
really feeling at home in the exciting
creative environment. I was driven,
putting in the hours, learning about
agencies, clients and the marketing
industry. I embraced the ‘work hard,
play hard’ agency ethos and fasttracked from junior to PA to the MD
of this amazing agency.

“

Embrace
change
and
innovation
– stay
ahead of
the curve”

By chance, one day my boss asked
me to take on a buying project. It
was totally out of my comfort zone
– but he convinced me I could do it
and, wow, I did. It opened up a new
direction as a merchandise buyer. I
accepted the role on the proviso I
could study for the role and three
years later I gained my procurement
qualification with the Chartered
Institute of Procurement & Supply.
It was a proud moment to become
a qualified MCIPS. I learnt the
power of teamwork, how you can
complement each other. My talented
creative colleagues come up with
fantastic promotional merchandise
ideas but would never have the
wherewithal to make them into the
end product.
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That experience led to a move to a
small merchandise company, and
within four years I’d created my
own sourcing division focusing on
agencies and I had 25% shares in
the business. I learnt to combine my
sales skills, the experience I gained
from the agency world, and my
procurement knowledge to bring
creative ideas to life – a brilliant
offering. I worked crazy hours, but
the business flew, and I absolutely
thrived.
My lightbulb moment was when my
trusted accountant, while analysing
our business, pointed out the
obvious: that over 75% of all the
business was through my clients and
had I ever thought of setting up on
my own? In 1996 the logical next step
was to set up The Sourcing Team:
with just two old computers and an
even older car, and working from
my dining room, it was incredibly
exciting and terrifying at the same
time. I learnt that as well as client
contacts, your most powerful allies
are your suppliers – I’d built trust over
time with a strong supply network
and they in turn supported me in
early days with favourable financial
terms, usually only available for wellestablished companies.
Twenty-three years on and it’s been
the most incredible experience –
full of ups and downs with every
day bringing new challenges and
opportunities but, as they say, to stay
still is to move backwards!
Working with some of the biggest
global brands and charities, we’ve
learnt the impact we can make in
driving change from an ethical and
sustainable perspective. This helped
us evolve our core values, reframing
our focus and determination to make
a positive contribution as an ethical
sourcing company. It has not been
an easy journey as financial metrics
can often outweigh sustainable
considerations, but we’ve stuck to

our vision, making real progress in
the supply chain and with clients who
share our vision. We’re incredibly
proud to have created the first
‘beyond audit’ programme in our
sector (with Oxfam), the Ethical
Promotional Product Strategic
Alliance (EPPSA) – redefining
sustainable best practice.
I become a Fellow of CIPS in
2011 where I met my mentor who
introduced me to WEConnect
International, a wonderful womenowned business network where
corporations engage to drive
diversity in the supply chain.
My passion continues to grow – we
are driving change and it feels good.
So, from my perspective, my mantra
would be:
• It doesn’t matter where you start –
you can create your own journey to
success – but never give up.
• Surround yourself with positive
people – build strategies to keep
you going when things get tough.
• Embrace change and innovation –
stay ahead of the curve.
• Have a clear vision, strategy and set
of values – keep them front of mind
not filed in a cabinet.
• Find what you are good at – you
can’t be good at everything so
build a team – and keep learning
and building your skills personally
and as a business, to drive
innovation.
• Become an amazing networker –
keep building contacts – clients,
suppliers, partners, colleagues.
• Don’t be afraid to find like-minded
people to share ideas with – find a
mentor to get perspective.
• Share and help others because
that will pay back in different ways,
threefold.
• Celebrate success no matter how
small.
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Helen Jamieson

Founder and CEO of Jaluch
@jaluchhelen
South-West/Cornwall

STORY 5

Although I am sometimes
referred to as an ‘entrepreneur’,
I can’t say that’s how I think of
myself on a day-to-day basis.
On any given work day I am just
one of the team, playing my
part in the team just as everyone
else plays theirs, but of course I
am also a leader (albeit a bit of
a reluctant leader at times), a
learner, a mentor… and watering
the office plants is also one of
my jobs! Running your own
business means wearing many
different hats; I love it and that’s
also why it is so rewarding. In
over 20 years I can honestly say I
have never been bored.
However, as a title, ‘entrepreneur’
seems to have taken on an
almost mythical quality adopted
by Silicon Valley tech-wizards,
‘Apprentice’-style self-promoters
and illusive billionaires. I don’t
relate to that, but I do believe
that being entrepreneurial is
a skill anyone can master. It is
simply the ability to recognise
opportunities, work out how
to make money from them
and then get stuck in. I view
my business as my personal
rollercoaster ride, with its
incredible highs and lows,
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excitement, fear, laughter and
misery all rolled into each and
every day.
In business, of course our
actions should invariably focus
on growth and profit. But I
personally have always had an
equal passion for serving the
needs of my community. For me,
giving back to the community is
the icing on the cake. I often do
public speaking, run workshops,
cook with the homeless – and
these activities make my eyes
sparkle as I see how I can have a
direct impact on other people’s
thinking, ambitions and selfconfidence.
My career in HR started after
I graduated with an MA in
Arabic Studies. Initially I was
fascinated with employment
law and how managers so often
shy away from managing the
tough stuff, usually resulting
in disaster after disaster,
all as a result of managers’
low confidence or a poor
organisational culture. I also
noticed how everyone kept
solving what appeared to be
the problem but in reality failed
to address the underlying issue.
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Unfortunately, in the early days of my
HR career I was one of many women
who, after returning from maternity
leave, faced a frosty welcome
back to work and removal of all
responsibilities. I wasn’t wanted and,
as my boss said, “My wife doesn’t
work so why do you?”
I decided to set up as an independent
HR consultant. At first I worked from my
back room, while simultaneously raising
my wonderful, but demanding children.
I have no idea how I got through, but
that back-room business has now
become a nationwide business and a
team I am immensely proud of.
To meet me now you’d never guess
that I am actually quite an introvert.
When I first founded my business
the thought of having to put myself
out there on my own was daunting.
I had to learn to overcome my
natural shyness to champion my
skills to clients, and just like any
skill this became much easier with
practice. It’s a complete myth that all
entrepreneurs are natural extroverts.
There is no one personality type
that leads to success, and there is
certainly no perfect background,
gender, race or sexuality that sets you
up to succeed either!
In hindsight I can see that my
corporate and general life

experiences up to my late 20s have
made me a lifelong champion of
creating opportunity for others and
supporting equality for all. The Jaluch
culture has focused on both for as
long as I can remember. Our values
are courage, care and commitment,
which I expect the whole team to live
and breathe.
Over the last 20 years Jaluch has
grown into a nationwide team
delivering HR support and training
to some amazing organizations
like Bupa, Visa, Great Ormond
Street Hospital and even Quarr
Abbey – a beautiful monastery
on the Isle of Wight. And it’s the
mix of backgrounds, skill sets and
personalities that makes us successful
in what we do at Jaluch, each
team member bringing new ideas
and innovation to the business. As
leader, my key role is to create an
environment in which everyone can
flourish and as a result the clients keep
coming back for more, with me ever
mindful of that great saying ‘turnover
is vanity, but profits are sanity!’.
There is no perfect entrepreneur, and
no perfect path to success – it is all
about taking each small step as it
comes, learning as you go, getting up
when you’ve been knocked down and,
most importantly, seeking help and
support from others when you need it.

“

There is no perfect path to
success – it is all about taking
each small step as it comes”
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Regional Growth Rates for
Women-Led Businesses (% YoY)
Women-led businesses provide support for their local
communities, creating economic wealth and opportunity.
Across the country, women are building
teams strong enough to sustain high
growth, in a diverse mix of cultures and
communities.
This year, the South West has beaten
London as the region with the highest level
of turnover growth. The North West and
East Midlands follow closely behind in third
and fourth places.

25%

With almost 20% median turnover growth
outside of London, the rest of the UK
is emerging as an ecosystem in which
women-led businesses can thrive.

20%

Diving further into the data, we can see
that the number of high-growth women-led
businesses in Scotland, Yorkshire and the
South East is very close to the number in
London. This is especially impressive when
you consider that areas such as Yorkshire
and Scotland have an overall concentration
of nearly 65% and 70% less businesses than
the capital. (1)
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Furthermore, when compared to their
male counterparts, women are thought to
reinvest up to a third more of their wealth
back into the communities in which they
live and work, so this geographic diversity
indicates an enormously positive impact on
their neighbours and local communities.

17%

With the political and economic uncertainty
that lies ahead for the UK, future economic
growth depends on capitalising upon the
hotbed of female talent we’re lucky enough
to have in all corners of the UK - extending
far beyond the London bubble.
(1) House of Commons, Business Statistics, Number
06152, 12 December 2018
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“

The contribution of women in business cannot be ignored
anymore. As a group, our voices are getting louder, not
in volume, but in factual information. The key now is to
amplify the great work being done by female founders
and leaders around the globe. Everyone has the duty to
and responsibility to celebrate success and normalise it.
#CelebrateEachOther”
June Angelides
VC at Samos Investments
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Lara Morgan

Co-owner and Founder of Scentered
@Iamlaramorgan
London

STORY 6

I wasn’t majorly academic as a youngster
and maintain that you do not necessarily
have to be super-bright to accomplish
whatever you set out to achieve. What
you do need is planning, energy and a
willingness to learn, added to the right
determination and drive to succeed. The
education I did have – I never went to
university – and the confidence I built
during those formative years taught me
that you get more out of life the more
you put in, and that if you do your best
then good outcomes happen. Learning
from mistakes is important and lessons
on the sports pitch served me very well
in leadership terms and in working with
other people.
My role models, apart from my mother,
father and brother, would be anyone
who crosses my path who has drive and
determination to overcome adversity and
difficult times. One can learn an amazing
amount from the simplest of situations
and experiences. Whether it be a good
teacher, a friend, someone you have met
on a course or a business contact, you will
come across many different people with
varying skills, ideals and personalities. The
trick is to surround yourself with as many
people as you can and absorb as much as
you can from them. If you know you are
not particularly good at something, admit
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it, connect with someone who has that skill
set, and move on with your own goals.
There’s an awful lot that you may not
get away with nowadays – in this age of
political correctness and doing the right
thing you may get into trouble, so try to
make the right choices. I traded anything
that was on trend and in demand – Pot
Noodles, stuff I could buy cheap in Hong
Kong and sell high. You can see that it is
all about supply and demand: you have it,
someone wants it, do your maths (the one
subject I liked), job done.
Immerse yourself in the colourful world
of people, people, people. People are the
lifeline to any business: they will advise,
teach, work, be loyal, and be honest with
you when times are rough, tough and
challenging. A rich diversity of personalities
can only serve to enhance any path in
your life, whether it be personal or in the
business world.
It is also a huge lesson to be self-aware
regarding your own habits and traits,
knowing what you need to develop, be
better at, do and stop doing – how to
improve your own communication skills,
how to keep growing with your business,
while you employ talent and develop
talent from those that are already in the
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business. Growing companies must have a
growth in skill set plan and a clear cultural
intention that no one is allowed to stand still
or be complacent about a role that stays
fixed. Fast-growth companies require endless
agility, change and relentless and continual
progress, with individuals passionate about
bringing ideas and innovations to stay ahead.
While I clearly understand the importance
of diversity, I am also a massive supporter
of choice. I also feel that with today’s media,
education and knowledge we all know the
importance of a mixed workforce and I
believe those women who still think being
in a minority in business is tough are wrong.
Women who wish to be in business have to
learn some savvy skills to play in a different
environment, like any human being in a new
place has to learn and adapt. Yet we also
have to recognise that being in a minority
may be an opportunity, an upside worth
maximising. Women have to determine to
have a voice just like any man who is nervous
in a workplace. Be professional, plan well,
exceed expectations and demand more
interesting work, and with it better wages
and a more interesting life – if this is what you
choose, no one is stopping you but yourself.
The day-to-day bringing-up of my own
children is neither a job I wanted nor one I
felt I would execute as well as I would other
things and yet I have still fought to find a
balance. Unwritten rules are the worst kinds
– I encourage people to challenge all rules
and to write better ones.
Soak up every little bit of knowledge you
can, do your homework, arm yourself – it’s
not a man’s world any more, it’s the world
you wish to make it. If you don’t get treated
with right respect and value move on.
Be original and innovative, aim to be unique
(or package uniquely and deliver better) and
be different. If you have not got anything

“

that is majorly different and diverse from
what the market has already, present
better, sell with better strategy, and deliver
your promise to build a brand reputation.
The trick is to be consistent, find your USP
and concentrate on that. Don’t water down
your skills or business by wasting time on
things that are not your speciality. Within
Pacific Direct, I could see that the world
was moving away from bog-standard
washing-up liquid and janitorial toiletries.
The market wanted a product that was
known and a name they could trust and
that is how I started to build what became
a world-renowned, unique brand-licensed
portfolio, the first of its kind in the hotel
industry.
Sometimes getting to the right people is like
wading through treacle, literally. I once sent
a tin of the stuff to the person in charge of
procurement for a major group of hotels, but
I could not get her to return my calls. It took
me years of persistence and then when I had
tried everything I was ‘last straw testing’ –
perhaps I should have tried that trick earlier?
Trying to grow a business is a huge learning
curve. You have to be humble and admit
that you may have got to a point where you
do not have the skills to take your idea or
business to the next level. Your next step is
to employ the people who can do it for you.
Look after your people – a team with no
motivation will not get you to where you
need to be.
Be realistic, don’t run before you can walk,
work SMART.
Overall, be aware – knowledge is everything
but when two things are equal, harder
workers will win. Constantly keep a little
eye on the competition but do not let their
actions faze you. Plan a path, be agile and
smart, and listen to your gut.

The trick is to be consistent, find
your USP and concentrate on that”
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Industry Growth Rates for
Women-Led Businesses (%YoY)
In 2018, women-led businesses grew exponentially
across a variety of sectors.
Despite the lack of female representation in
technology, in a world where it’s difficult to
imagine a business, or a sector which hasn’t
been impacted by digitisation, there are
women building companies of the future in
every industry.
Women-led businesses delivered an increase of
25% median annual turnover in the Information
and Communication (ICT) sector over 20172018. This broad category includes a wide
range of business profiles including Software
Engineering, Telecommunications and ICT Sales.
It offers high pay, high-quality jobs and large
employment growth.
This research indicates that attracting more
women to the STEM (science, tech, engineering
& maths) sector would lead to further economic
growth, more jobs and increased GDP. Given the
fact that roles within this sector are also some
of the most highly paid, progress in this area will
go a long way in reducing the gender pay gap.

Furthermore, industries such as Manufacturing and
Retail which had 80% more women-led businesses
than Transportation and Agriculture, had an
average turnover last year of 18% (2), over double
the figure. Similarly Retail, which has the second
highest number of female leaders after Business
Services, had the largest turnover growth of any
industry at 34%. (2) With overall retail growth in
decline, perhaps it’s true that if you improve the
consumer experience for females, you improve it
for everyone.
Diverse leadership teams reflect the make-up of
their customer base and, therefore, make better
decisions. Companies who are able to see the world
through the eyes of their consumers are more likely
to build the right products and services - and are
more likely to succeed.

EY reports that women-led businesses are more
able to cultivate the skills required to manoeuvre
disruptive industry trends (1), suggesting that
women-led businesses will have the edge when
it comes to reacting to the transformational
effects of automation. This might go some way
to explain the success of women-led businesses
in Transportation and Agriculture.

25%

25%

24%

16%

8%

When you look at both male- and female-led
businesses overall, in Transportation and
Agriculture, these sectors benefited from an
average national turnover increase of 5% - 6%
over the past year. (2) However, women-led
businesses in these sectors felt a median
turnover of 8.5% and 8% respectively, again
outperforming industry averages.
(1): Navigating disruption without gender diversity?, EY, 2017
(2): House of Commons, Business Statistics, Number 06152, 12 December 2018
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Tabitha Goldstaub

Co-founder of CognitionX
@ tabithagold
London

Dorothy Vaughan at NASA is my hero. As told
by the movie ‘Hidden Figures’, Dorothy was
the leader supervising the human computers
at NASA, and one year she saw that they
were about to bring in a new technology that
would do the job of her team faster than her
team and therefore make them redundant. She
stepped up, taught herself how to make the
machines work, and got the system ‘humming’.
She then taught her team and was able to
redeploy the women to new jobs, working on

19%
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21 %

20%

19%

18%

16%

the most important part of the system. Rather
than being made redundant by the machines,
she embraced them and taught her team to
do the same. She just needed the confidence
and foresight to predict the next wave of
technology and ensure she and her team were
primed and ready to accept it and learn the
skills to stay ahead. I believe we need to inspire
all women to be a ‘More Dorothy’ and foresee
the technology that’s coming and make it work
for them.
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Leanne Bonner-Cooke MBE
Evolve-IT Consulting Ltd/e-Bate
Limited
@leanne_evolve
Midlands/Birmingham

STORY 7

As an army base kid born in Cyprus,
I had fun and (sometimes an
unforgiveable amount of) mischief in
and around the barracks with friends I
met there. Schooling was a challenge
as my father’s job meant we moved
around Europe so I was often
somewhere new: new school, new
friends, new home and surroundings.
This was hard but I believe it helped
me build up a resilience to persistent
change and now, looking back, I’m
thankful I experienced so much of
the world at such a young age with
nurturing and supportive parents.
School itself was fun but I was easily
distracted and not traditionally
academic.
Outside school, and as Staff Sergeant,
my dad ran a tight ship. He wanted
the best for me and so pushed me
whenever I was frightened or reluctant
to experience new physical challenges,
whether that was riding my bike,
swimming or climbing. Little did I
realise that his firm hand would help
me develop an emotional spirit that
would prepare me for the harsher
realities of the business world thirty
years later. (I also developed a fear of
heights but we won’t dwell on that!)
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I always worked at least three jobs
as a teenager. At 16, I did a paper
round for just one shift; I arrived
back at my workplace drenched,
windswept and exhausted from
walking the length of the village.
Not wanting a repeat of my first
uncomfortable day, I suggested to
the newsagent that I instead keep a
tally of when and where the papers
were being distributed as every
day we were getting complaints
(showing my process improvement
skills early on!), which he thought
was a good idea, so I got promoted
to administrator and enjoyed the
warmth and comfort of the heater
in the newsagent’s shed, marking
up the papers while my unfortunate
colleagues delivered papers in the
wind and rain. I also worked in the
local chip shop, for owner Brian
Cully, where I was kindly given
leftovers for free after my shifts. I
seized an opportunity and called
friends and arranged to meet them
to sell the food to them as an extra
cash bonus for myself. Evidently,
my entrepreneurial spirit was there
from the start – it just needed to be
harnessed.
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I started my career in accounting and
qualified as an accountant in 1993. Finally,
I got myself that steady, well-paid job I’d
been looking for and I’d made my parents
proud by passing all my exams. But,
there was only one problem… I was SO
BORED. This wasn’t what working life was
about – repetition every day! I felt stifled
and unfulfilled, and something else had
caught my eye that seemed much more
interesting: technology. So, I made the
move in the early 1990s into that function.

I went to work in my own office on my
first day – just me. I was terrified! I was
a good consultant but knew nothing
about business. Slowly, after shortfalls
and mistakes and learning curves, it
started to come together and in 2007
after my first year, I had five staff and
had turned over my first £500K. What I
realise now is that those learning curves
never stop. They may be fewer, but they
get harder. I am always learning and will
be as long as I’m in business.

I was watching tech being introduced
to people and businesses around me
and was excited by how it made their
lives easier and processes sharper
and more efficient. I saw technology
being harnessed in a way that ensured
businesses could grow, but I also saw
IT departments causing bottlenecks
in those businesses. Then one day I
realised that I could do this – by now
I had built up lots of experience in the
pharmaceuticals, manufacturing, textiles
and construction industries, working as
business process improvement analyst,
project manager, business analyst and
latterly as business systems manager;
what was stopping me from providing a
consultancy that provided what others
didn’t? That’s right, nothing! So I left my
job, and set up Evolve.

Being entrepreneurial and having my
own business wasn’t something I grew
up thinking about – it is something
I grew into – but at the heart of my
personality there was always a desire
to succeed and push myself as far as
I could possibly go. I don’t think an
academic career is right for all – it
wasn’t for me – but an entrepreneurial
attitude is not something you learn in a
lecture theatre, it comes from within.
With 12 years in business now and a
very exciting second business in the
making, I can’t help but remember
those humble beginnings selling leftover
fish and chips in the park and how,
without Mr Cully and his generosity, that
entrepreneurial drive may never have
been ignited.

“

An entrepreneurial attitude is not something you
learn in a lecture theatre, it comes from within”
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Michelle de Klerk

Founder of The Women’s Chapter
@womenschap
London

STORY 8

I always used to think that my portfolio career
was a negative, suggesting that I couldn’t
commit to a set career path. But, over the years,
I’ve come to realise that it is one of my greatest
strengths, in terms of the perspective and
exposure it has given me. And while I have lived
and worked all over the world, across multiple
sectors, the common thread that runs through
my experience is my genuine passion for
people, their stories and connecting them with
like-minded individuals.
Growing up as the daughter of entrepreneurs
in South Africa, I craved financial
independence and always knew I would run my
own business one day. Some of my childhood
ventures included breeding rare hamsters,
starting a handmade soap business through
a school initiative, and charging my mum and
her friends for beauty treatments. Whenever I
wanted money for something, my dad would
get me to write a proposal for why I needed it
and would challenge me to come up with how
I could earn the money myself, complete with a
business plan.
After finishing a Business and Law degree,
I still felt unsure of which direction to take,
going on to do a second degree in Media and
Communications. Through an internship, I cut
my teeth in newspapers in South Africa, before
moving to the UK and working my way up in
financial services and then on to Associate
Editor for a commodities publication.
I’ve never been too proud to roll up my sleeves
and take on whatever work I could get to make
ends meet and boost my skill set, which has
stood me in good stead for running an SME.
When working in commodities, I once used my
holiday to do an unpaid stint at The Telegraph
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to get UK broadsheet experience. After a few
days of opening the editor’s mail, he realised
I could write and I went on to do freelance
pieces for the personal finance section, travel
and eventually ‘Telegraph Women’, which I still
write for.
Looking for a new challenge, I took on the
marketing director role for a family-run, global
boutique hotel group. I loved the autonomy and
agility of my role, but had this niggling question
around why I was helping others grow their
businesses instead of building my own.
After my twin daughters were born in 2011, it
was important that I could be physically and
emotionally present in their lives, but also set an
example for them as a professional role model.
Back at work I desperately needed inspiration. I
knew I needed to ‘get out there’, but every event
I went to left me feeling deflated and alone. It
became clear there was a real need for curated
opportunities for women, both professionals and
entrepreneurs, to come together to grow their
networks in a meaningful way.
I started small, running The Women’s Chapter
as a side hustle on a shoestring. I’m a firm
believer in facing fears and swallowing the frog
– the more you do it, the easier it gets to push
your boundaries and with that comes growth
and confidence.
Five years later, there are now more than
2,400 high-impact women in The Women’s
Chapter community, made up of business
leaders and innovators, corporate gamechangers, entrepreneurs and philanthropists
who all come together to connect, inspire and
be inspired. As featured in Harper’s Bazaar,
Forbes and The Telegraph, we run intimate,
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curated networking events for invited
members as well as thought leadership
events open to all women, offering
inspiration for business and life.
What has also come out of this journey
is my very deep passion and sense of
purpose around supporting women-led
businesses. The reward that comes from
seeing connections made, collaborations
formed, business done and women
making huge strides in their business
growth is truly electrifying.
Through building The Women’s Chapter
community I have met the most
phenomenal women, many of whom I’m
now fortunate to call friends and mentors.
But I also realised that there are so many
innovative, dynamic businesses that
are being held back because they don’t
have the resources, funding or exposure
needed to scale.
As part of The Women’s Chapter growth,
and to address this problem, we are
launching a digital platform that will be
the ultimate showcase of women-led
businesses, their products and services.
The platform will allow brands to tell their
story their way and connect them with
a community of engaged consumers
who want to be a part of their story.
This will be bolstered by our ongoing
#supportwomenled campaign, which
encourages people to use the power
of their purse to support the growth of
women-driven enterprise.
Crucially, the platform will also be
an inspirational resource for girls to

discover female role models and see
the abundance of career opportunities
that exist for them. We want girls to see
that, with tenacity and drive, success
is theirs for the taking. Personally, I’m
very uncomfortable with the concept of
‘empowering women’. No one gives us
power. It exists within us and we need
to develop the skills and confidence to
unearth, harness and exercise it.
Unconscious gender bias is also very real.
It exists in classrooms, on sports fields,
in business and even in our homes. It is
one of the biggest challenges that future
generations face, but it can be unlearnt, if
identified and tackled from both directions
– at grassroots by working with schools
to challenge gender stereotypes, like the
incredible work Founders4 Schools does,
and from the top by business leaders,
corporates and government driving
gender diversity initiatives.
We also recently launched The Women’s
Chapter Foundation, which will give us the
opportunity to support businesswomen
and girls through mentoring programmes,
as well as generate funds for our chosen
charities so that we can play a bigger part
in paying it forward for our future leaders.
Women are the world’s largest emerging
economy and the potential we have to
add economic value and inspire future
generations is exponential. Women
also control 85% of consumer spending
decisions worldwide, so the opportunity
to take women supporting women (and
girls) to a whole new level really starts
with each one of us.

“

No one gives us power. It exists within us”
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Michelle Palmer

Founder and CEO of The
Difference Engine
@ DrMichellePal
London

STORY 9

I am the product of a mixed-race
marriage. My dad was 19 when he
came to the UK from Trinidad (with
18 Trinidadian dollars in his pocket
and the equivalent of three GCSEs)
to train as a psychiatric nurse. My
mother was 20 when she came to
the UK from Portugal. Forced to
leave school at 14, she had no formal
qualifications and couldn’t speak
English. She learnt fast – the same
time she bumped into my dad. They
fell for each other and mum chose
not to return home. They married,
to the dismay of many (mixedrace marriages were unusual in the
1970s) and I arrived within the year.
I grew up in Gloucester, an ordinary
city in the south-west of England.
I went to regular state schools.
Every day, my mum asked me what
I’d learnt. So, I made sure I had
something to report back. As the
oldest of three children it was my
job to teach my siblings what I had
to figure out myself. My dad called
me ‘The Pioneer’.
Like my parents, who are my
biggest inspiration, I was tough and
tenacious and not afraid of hard
work. I recall my dad working three
jobs, and my mum doing night shifts
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to take care of us in the day. With
vision, dogged determination and
focus, they subsequently went on to
go into business themselves.
On career advice from my parents,
I had three options: become a
doctor, a lawyer or an engineer. I
succeeded and failed on all fronts.
After getting my head down with
my studies while holding down
any summer/Easter/Christmas job
that moved from the age of 15, I
ultimately graduated in Organic
Chemistry with a PhD. Tick the
doctor box. Unequivocally, science
is an excellent grounding for life,
whatever path you choose. Daily,
I make data-driven decisions, and
my science training has equipped
me with the tools to analyse
situations effectively.
While writing up my PhD thesis,
I got a job in a small software
company where I learnt to write
code. Tick the engineer box. From
there I went on to work for Procter
& Gamble Pharmaceuticals, running
their European IT systems in R&D. I
was then headhunted out to work
for Cap Gemini Ernst & Young
where I worked as a management
consultant in life sciences.
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I had a good career, but there was
an impatience burning inside me. I
felt I needed to be truly responsible
for my destiny, whereas corporate
life felt restrictive. It didn’t matter
how well I did, there was a corporate
tempo everyone had to conform
to, and I wasn’t getting where I
needed to fast enough. So, spotting
an idea for a business, I left to
form what is now The Difference
Engine. We’re an IT recruitment
firm with a difference. Everyone in
the business is a technologist. This
helps connect IT professionals and
our corporate clients to jobs more
effectively than our competition.
I’ve been in business for 12 years,
and the company enjoys a multimillion-pound turnover. We’ve been
profitable every year.
We’ve worked with the great and the
good. The second corporate client
I signed up to in the business more
than 11 years ago was Goldman Sachs.
I call this firm out because if someone
had asked me when I was at school,
or at university, “Who are Goldman
Sachs and what do they do?” I would
have had no idea. Investment banking
was not my world. Growing up in
Gloucester, in a regular school, with
working-class parents, this company
(and Procter & Gamble and Cap
Gemini Ernst & Young, I should add)
just wasn’t on my radar. That’s a great
pity – had I known perhaps I’d have
taken a different career route.

However, I would say that ultimately
everything worked out for the very
best. Building a business means
you must consider everything –
accounting, people management,
technology, new business
development, even legal (tick the
lawyer box!). It’s a superb and very
challenging alternative to a corporate
career, which I highly recommend to
anyone with a great idea, not afraid
of some sleepless nights and hard
work. Diversity in business is key.
Otherwise you get groupthink and
that’s not best for innovation and
staying ahead. Without my unusual
journey, which equipped me with a
diverse perspective, I wouldn’t have
spotted the gap for my business.
On the day to day, I don’t see myself
as different to a man in business.
I think this is partly driven by my
earlier academic choices in STEM
– I’ve been surrounded by more
men than women since the age of
18, so I’ve figured out how to make
things work. My mum told me often,
“Don’t let anyone tell you you can’t
do something.” She tells me, even
today, to “fly the flag”. I don’t tell her
that every now and then I suffer from
imposter syndrome. She’d tell me off!
To young people at the start of
your own journey, and fledgling
entrepreneurs looking to make the
leap, I say your life is wide open with
limitless possibilities. GO FOR IT!

“

Your life is wide open with limitless
possibilities. GO FOR IT!”
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Naomi Timperley

Co-founder of Tech North
Advocates
@naomitimperley
North East

STORY 10

“If you do something you love you
will never work a day in your life,”
they say, and that you love you . I
was once asked to contribute to an
article about what I would have told
my 16-year-old self. I wouldn’t have
done anything different in my career
as I have learnt something from every
job I have ever had. I would have tried
harder at school and not been so
distracted. I would have read more
and believed in myself. I went to
university at the age of 44 – you are
never too old to learn.
I was unsure of what career path I
wanted to take when I was growing
up. After studying at sixth form
and college, I worked in travel for
seven years and then, after moving
to the north of England, I worked
in recruitment for four years. I then
settled down with my family and took
four years out of work to dedicate
time to nurturing my two children.
My entrepreneurial journey began
while researching party ideas for my
daughter. Working for myself kind
of happened by accident. I came
across a US events company called
Baby Loves Disco, which is a daytime
dance party for parents with babies
and young children with real club DJs
spinning retro floor fillers. The events
were run in 27 cities across America.
Impressed with the company and
the idea, I sent them an email about
bringing Baby Loves Disco to the
UK. Within two years Baby Loves
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Disco was in nine cities across the
UK and had a TV-advertised album
with worldwide publicity. In 2008,
my American business partner and I
took Baby Loves Disco to ‘Dragons’
Den’, where we were offered business
investment from Deborah Meaden
but turned it down.
There are many worries that people
face when starting a business, and
there are lots of risks involved. One
of the main barriers I faced when
I started my business was that I
hadn’t worked for myself before
so I had to teach myself how to do
absolutely everything. I had to learn
about marketing and I had to be the
spokesperson, the sales person, and
accountant for my business. It’s also
important to be precious with your
time. When I first started to work for
myself I worked 24/7 and it made
me ill so I changed the way I worked.
Now I like do things as simply as
possible. One of the great benefits of
working for myself is that I can work
my own hours. I have created my own
role and I am allowed to be flexible,
so I can work from home, and go to
parents’ evening and school plays.

“

Don’t be
afraid to
ask for
help. If
you don’t
ask you
don’t get”

I then co-founded a youth enterprise
and employability company called
Enterprise Lab that helped young
people to become more employable
and give them an entrepreneurial
mindset. Since 2014, I have worked
as an experienced partnerships
and engagement consultant. I have
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extensive experience working with startups and growth businesses, particularly
in the technology, digital and creative
sectors. I have successfully helped
hundreds of individuals and businesses
to develop by expanding their network of
meaningful connections and facilitating
effective collaboration.
In 2015, I was named in the Maserati
100, which is a list of entrepreneurs who
support the entrepreneurs of tomorrow
from the Centre for Entrepreneurs, and
last year I was named in the Top 50 Most
Influential Women in UK IT in 2018 by
Computer Weekly.
I have been a mentor for eight years and
have mentored over 250 businesses. As
one of two iDEA industry ambassadors
in the world for the Duke of York’s
Inspiring Digital Enterprise Award for my
work with Wakelet and iDEA, I am a big
champion of digital skills for everyone.
I am also an Honorary Industry Fellow
at the University of Salford Business
School. I sit on Greater Manchester
Combined Authority’s Innovation Board
and the board of arts organisation Future
Everything, and I am Chair of investment
platform Capital Pilot.
In 2016, I co-founded Tech North
Advocates, a network of tech and digital
entrepreneurs, leaders, investors and
experts who support technology startups and high-growth businesses to find
new investment, talent and growth in the
north of England. It’s a private-sectorled coalition of expert individuals from
the technology sector and broader
community who are committed to
championing the north of England’s
potential as a world-class hub for tech
and digital businesses. The group consists
of technology entrepreneurs, established
digital giants, journalists, government
figures and vital suppliers to our industry.
The group also has overseas advocates
from 20 countries and territories across
the world, including Tech London
Advocates, Tech Nordic Advocates, Tech

China Advocates, Tech India Advocates to
name but a few.
There are opportunities out there for
female founders – I know of accelerators
for start-ups and scale-ups that are
actively encouraging women to apply as
they get so few applications from them.
Is it harder for women to get funding?
Probably. It’s a very male-dominated
investment market out there. I think
gender balance in tech can only be
improved by encouraging, nurturing and
showcasing female talent in schools,
colleges and universities first (this
also includes educating parents that
technology is not just a job for the boys).
Companies can follow suit and do the
same thing. If women don’t participate in
technology, they are losing the chance to
influence the largest economic and social
change of this century. Girls need to seek
tech in their surroundings and understand
that people have created that tech. They
can create tech. No matter who you are
or where you work, the gender gap in
tech already affects you. We need to start
closing it together.
My Top Tips:
1. You are never too old to learn.
2. Have conversations with people –
ask questions - you never know who
somebody else knows and what you can
learn from them.
3. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. If you
don’t ask you don’t get.
4. We are all good at different things.
I am a people person. I have great
organisational skills and I know how to
get the best out of people.
5. Be kind. Be helpful. People remember
the ones that made them smile or helped
them when they needed it.
6. Don’t be afraid to fail because you will
– you just have to pick yourself up and
start again and learn from your mistakes.
7. One of my favourite quotes, from US
entrepreneur Gary Vaynerchuk, is “The
best marketing strategy ever? Care.” It’s
important to treat your customers, clients
and colleagues with care and respect.
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Rashada Harry

Founder and Director of Your
Future Your Ambition
@ rashadaharry
London

STORY 11

I have always been passionate about
making a difference and having
an impact. Throughout school I
remember being involved in many
different activities that enabled me
to learn new things and gain new
experiences. However, although I
loved school life I was not the typical
A* student who could walk through
her exams. I have always known that
I had to work twice as hard just to
get a half-decent result, but it was in
knowing this that my determination
and resilience to get up and dust
myself off and try again was formed.
Such resilience and willingness to
learn have helped me to develop
in so many ways as a leader. It has
helped me to adapt to change, take
ownership, and get up and get things
done. My curiosity in challenging
the status quo gave me a reputation
at university for asking the tough
questions and never being fully
satisfied with answers unless there
were facts and data to back them
up, which in hindsight is probably
the makings of a great career in
technology, even though I did not
know it at the time. After all, I had
read Law at university, so surely I
was destined for a career as a lawyer,
but I narrowly missed the required
grades I needed for my master’s, and
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so I found myself at a crossroads.
Do I retake the exams or find an
alternative career?
In that moment of perceived failure,
I realised I could still do anything I
put my mind to. It was up to me to
remove any barriers I placed around
myself. So I picked myself up and
pushed on with my master’s – and
passed!
I always look back on this time and
remind myself that: “It is not how
you are defined but how you define
yourself that makes the difference to
your tomorrow.”
I want to use my experiences to
encourage and inspire young people
to realise their worth, excel and pay
it forward for others, which is why
I co-founded the Your Future, Your
Ambition (YFYA) initiative back in
2011 with the aspiration of inspiring
young people to pursue careers in
science, technology, engineering and
maths (STEM).
Would I have said back then
that I was embarking on an
entrepreneurship journey, leading
London’s largest STEM event?
Absolutely not. I was just doing
something that I love, but that is the
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beauty of entrepreneurship: it creeps up
on you slowly and persistently until one
day you realise that all the opportunities,
experiences, failures and everything else
connect and make sense.
I am passionate about supporting the
next generation and helping them to
realise their potential. This passion stems
from realising that there were very few
black women in the technology industry. I
wanted to do more to give young people
the opportunity to meet role models in
the industry and engage with people
from similar backgrounds, who are able
to share their insights. My objective was
to enable young people to realise their
potential in STEM. YFYA seeks to connect
organisations to individuals across all
diversity streams, which they may not
have otherwise encountered.
In addition, YFYA links organisations
with diverse talent. The young people
who attend YFYA are encouraged to
think about STEM in a different way
and are encouraged to ask challenging
questions about why things work the
way they do, and how they can be
innovated upon.
I lead YFYA in addition to my full-time
job in technology. I work alongside a
small team and a host of 300 invaluable
volunteers who help to create an
amazing event, which introduces STEM
to young people from the age of 7 to
graduate age at an annual event, where
they get the opportunity to meet and

learn from over 20 inspiring STEM
organisations.
Managing a full-time job and leading
YFYA is not without its challenges: often
there are times when you are tired,
and that dreaded imposter syndrome
creeps in. All of these fears, concerns
and anxieties are very real, and it is
important to take a step back to look at
the big picture. I do this by sharing with
my ‘tribe’, a small group of independent
friends and colleagues that I know I can
call upon at any time of day or night
to sanity-check an idea or talk through
a concern. I trust them all to give me
objective, impartial, sound advice, and
help me along my journey. I encourage
everyone to build a support group like
this. I believe I am a better person for
asking for help.
Humility and patience are just as
important. Take a step back to
celebrate even the smallest of wins and
never give up. It all makes a difference
in your journey as an entrepreneur and
as a leader.
To anyone with an idea or thinking about
embarking upon a new business venture,
it is important to spend time discovering
who you are and define yourself for
yourself. Learn from any failures and use
them to develop, seek understanding
and clarification. Finally, remember to
give back, support others and, most
importantly, say thank you to those who
have helped you on your journey.

“

Take a step back to celebrate even
the smallest of wins and never give up”
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Sarah Teasdale

Managing Director of Butcher
& Gundersen
@ BG_branddesign
South

STORY 12

I never thought of myself as an
entrepreneur when I was at school,
but I’ve always had determination,
self-belief and, even at a young
age, a particular love of art and
drawing. Partly inspired by my greatgrandmother, the miniature portrait
painter for the Russian Imperial
Romanov family (some of her work
still hangs in the Winter Palace in St
Petersburg), and partly inspired by my
old art teacher, I think I always knew I
wanted a career in design.
That said, in the late 1980s and early
1990s, design wasn’t really something
that my school ever suggested when
giving career advice, or even really
acknowledged when I did decide
to take that path. So, I followed the
conventional route of A-levels before a
year’s foundation course at my local art
college, where I had the chance to try
everything from fine art to photography
and get a feel for where I might want
to specialise, which led to a degree in
Graphic Design at Coventry University.
It was at university where I began to
appreciate how design affects our
everyday lives, epitomised by my first
project, which was to design a local bus
timetable. It might sound mundane, but
unless such everyday items are properly
designed and considered, you’d never
get anywhere on time! Understanding
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the complexity of something appearing
so simple gave me a real appreciation
for layout and typography, the area
I ended up specialising in. I consider
myself lucky to have been one of the
last generation of designers to be
taught some of the more traditional
skills – we only had access to
computers once a week! – meaning I
had to hand-draw everything, including
all of the text.
But some of the most valuable lessons
I learnt at that time were during my
summer holidays when I would take
unpaid internships at London agencies
– no better way to really understand
how the world of design works. From
an outside perspective, design can be
seen as one discipline, but comparing the
design of an advertising agency with that
of a graphic design studio confirmed that
advertising was not for me.
University life also saw me find my inner
leader, working alongside two other
student representatives responsible
for our end-of-year degree shows and,
after graduating with a first, I saw the
pay-off from my summer holidays spent
experiencing ‘real world’ design when
I was fortunate enough to be offered
not just my first junior designer role at
a Birmingham agency, but six months
later, my second role… at Butcher &
Gundersen. The rest is history!
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I’ve been here for over 20 years now,
joining the agency at roughly the same
time as my now business partner, Zeffy.
We’ve always had very different but very
complementary skill sets – she’s a far
more ‘creative’ designer, while I’ve always
been more focused on ‘communication’
design – which comes together in much
of the work we did and still do. I think it’s
safe to say that neither of us anticipated
being, or even aspired to become, agency
owners, but when the founders decided
to retire, the opportunity arose to acquire
the agency and my innate entrepreneurial
streak took over. In fact, 2019 is officially
our 10-year anniversary as owners of B&G!
As is true of many industries, design has
traditionally been very male-heavy, certainly
at more senior levels, so having two women
running a successful design agency was,
and still is, pretty unique in the industry –
not that there’s any reason why this should
be the case. Our biggest clients are in the
traditionally male-dominated worlds of
engine oil and beer, but being women has
never prevented us from being extremely
successful in those areas!
In my experience, women see things
differently and approach problems
differently; we’re generally more
disciplined and natural multi-taskers,
and when combined with creative
intuition, we bring a unique perspective
to problem-solving. But it’s not just about

the balance of female versus male; having
diversity in the team is important at all
levels. Every time we create something,
whether it be designing a new beer brand
or drafting a technical brochure, we must
place ourselves in the shoes of end-users
and customers to really understand what
they want and what they need, so that
we can provide successful solutions for
our clients – and that understanding can
only come by building a diverse team
of great people with a mix of different
ages, backgrounds, ethnicities and life
experience.
Without a commercial background,
taking over B&G back in 2009 was the
start of a very (VERY!) steep learning
curve, considering we were designers
and not business people (by any stretch
of the imagination). But, 10 years in
and one thing that’s as true today as it
was back then is that, while running a
business is incredibly hard work, it’s also
incredibly rewarding, both personally and
professionally. I’ve learnt so much about
my own ability and resilience, and the
most important advice I can offer is to
take the plunge because you never know
the outcome.
Have a go, push yourself, stay curious
and always look to keep learning. Don’t
be afraid to be thrown in at the deep end
and make mistakes because, certainly for
me, it was the best way to learn to swim.

“

Have a go, push yourself, stay curious and
always look to keep learning. Don’t be afraid
to be thrown in at the deep end and make
mistakes because, certainly for me, it was
the best way to learn to swim.”
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Sarah Davis FCIOB, MIoD

Founder and CEO of global
training provider, Skills4Stem
@Skills4Stem
South East

STORY 13

Growing up, I always wanted to
create and to do things differently, in
ways that were innovative.
My journey into entrepreneurialism
began in early childhood, and
up until the point of starting my
own business, I did so mainly in a
voluntary capacity. I would say there
was a distinct lack of female role
models when I was younger; my
father has been my main role model
– he always told me that anything
is possible, if you were prepared to
work hard.
The biggest business challenges
I have faced are around growing
and scaling a business, and I do
think this is particularly the case in
female-led businesses where finance
for growth seems to be that much
harder to obtain, often pitching to
male-only groups of investors/grant
panels talking a different language
and them not always seeing the
value in the difference we and
others can bring.
For a long time, I tried to innovate
from within organisations; I was
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forever building things and I was
passionate about it. So, it was no
great surprise that I started my
career within building services
engineering, and despite having
been academically successful, I felt
disillusioned with the education
system itself.
Specialising in commercial lighting
within the engineering sector, I went
to work on a number of different
central London building projects,
including The Gherkin, for three
years. For me that was a ‘coming
of age’ project, where I learnt how
to successfully work in industry
while learning how to communicate,
negotiate and influence complex
stakeholder groups and ensure that
my voice was being heard within
the projects, often being the only
woman on these technical building/
project design teams. Several
other building projects followed,
including work for the Ministry of
Defence, Heathrow T5 and St Paul’s
Cathedral, and several years working
within the Balfour Beatty supply
chain framework for the British
Schools for the Future project.
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In 2010, having had my two sons, I
joined an SME where I was given my
first chance to do some amazing things
with real freedom to be myself and be
a true innovator and collaborator, while
also challenging the status quo.
At the same time, I set up an
engineering networking group
called Women in Building Services
Engineering (WiBSE) with co-founder
Susie Diamond, with regional branches
in 14 locations (including UAE, Hong
Kong, Australia and New Zealand, and
the US) and over 1,000 members, giving
them the opportunities for mentoring,
publicity and positive engagement
within the sector. I left it in 2014 to
setup Skills4Stem and gifted it to the
Chartered Institute of Building Services
Engineers (CIBSE).

point, many construction firms viewed
training as simply a short, one-off, say
two-hour, course. This contract gave us
the opportunity to offer apprenticeship
programmes that were broader, more
robust, with greater depth of learning
and a real chance to improve the
sector one person at a time, running
for anything between 12 and 24
months in total. So, this represented a
considerable step change within the
construction field.

In my own journey, the turning point for
me came after setting up Skills4Stem
in 2014, allowing both myself and my
husband to not only work for ourselves
while bringing up our two boys and
doing something we love, but also to
make a difference.

As a business we are very serious about
creating a new way of doing things,
while being innovative at the same
time. At this point we are about to
move into new offices and significantly
expand our operations. In 2019 we are
developing a new portfolio of emerging
technology and digital qualifications
and apprenticeships for both our
engineering and non-engineering
clients. There is a very positive message
I’d like to share about how to make a
real change to the way in which the
science, technology, engineering and
mathematics fields, together with
construction, continue to rapidly evolve.

This culminated in May 2017, when our
business won a government contract
to work in the field of construction
engineering, to help improve and
change it through the Education
and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA)
workplace apprenticeships. Up until that

My heartfelt wish for the future is
that both young women and men
have the chance to look at businesses
such as Skills4Stem and see there are
opportunities for all, and be able to
more closely identify with businesses
such as my own, going forward.

“

Anything is possible, if you are
prepared to work hard”
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Sherry Vaswani
Founder of Xalient
@XalientGroup
North

STORY 14

I founded Xalient just over three years
ago and we are already a thriving
and successful IT managed services
business, with offices in London, Leeds
and San Francisco. We have aggressive
growth plans, with aims to double our
revenues again in 2019 and to continue
to expand our list of global customers
that already includes brands such
as Kellogg’s, Hamleys, Warner Music
Group and Kraft Heinz.
People often ask how I decided to start
a business. For me it began at school:
I knew then that I was keen on IT and
business and that I wanted to find a
way to combine these interests when
I left school. There were a few barriers
around me that didn’t make things easy,
however. Firstly, my girls’ school didn’t
offer much in terms of technology
classes – I remember some of the
teachers and fellow students thinking it
strange that I expressed an eagerness
to take up computer studies – the
perception at the time was that this
was a boy’s career path, but I didn’t let
this view discourage me.
Secondly, back in the 1980s and 1990s
it wasn’t the norm for girls with my
cultural background to leave school and
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build a career, let alone start a business.
Although my parents have always been
encouraging, the cultural expectation
was that professional ambition was
meant for boys.
Looking back, I guess one of the early
signs that I wanted to run my own
business was at school when I wrote
a reservations system for a small hotel
chain as part of my A-level coursework.
I toyed with the idea of setting up a
business to run and manage their IT
for them, including supporting the
software that I had developed but, in
the end, decided to go to university
instead. By no means would I consider
university a mandate for success but,
for me, it was an amazing experience
that also gave me the chance to
network and meet many people who
were incredibly driven.
While at university I tried to get
some work experience under my belt
through a summer placement. It’s
no exaggeration to say I remember
sending out over a hundred
applications to large companies and
getting over a hundred rejections
in return – however, that didn’t put
me off. I ended up finding a small IT
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company that was prepared to give
me a placement, without pay. This
proved invaluable as it gave me the
opportunity to work in various disciplines
– sales, technical support and finance
– and allowed me to gain a practical
understanding of business.
Not long after graduating from university,
I set up my first business venture –
Worldstone – and our very first client
was a company that I’d met during my
summer placement the year before. This
business went on to become a success
and was acquired by a large global
telecoms company 17 years later.
I learnt so much during that journey –
about myself, business and leadership
– and wanting to do it all again was
perhaps inevitable: hence the reason
Xalient was born. Xalient is focused on a
relatively new and disruptive area, called
software-defined (SD) technology, which
is very relevant to almost every global
business as they are increasingly relying
on the internet as a way to connect
to their applications in the cloud. SD
technology makes the internet more
reliable for businesses and addresses the
growing concerns that companies have
about modern cybersecurity threats.
Although Xalient is a relatively small and
young company, we are very successful
at challenging and winning business
against some of the world’s largest IT
service providers – because we focus on
being innovative, agile, cost-effective and
excellent at customer service.
From my experience, when starting a
business, my advice would be to have an

unwavering focus on your endgame and,
in doing so, ensure you remain authentic
and true to yourself. This applies
regardless of gender, but for women, in
particular, I think it’s really important to
understand that discipline in business
doesn’t require being aggressive or ‘loud’
– nurturing and emotional intelligence
are themselves fantastic assets that
differentiate leaders.
Another tip is to be aware of your own
strengths and weaknesses and balance
this with the team you build around you.
It may sound obvious, but I place huge
importance on hiring the best people who
have a great attitude. At Xalient we set high
standards and are rigorous in our hiring. As
a result, I’m surrounded by talented people
with a can-do attitude, each of whom
has been integral to our success to date.
We also ensure to invest in young talent,
provide learning opportunities and offer
flexibility where it matters – in supporting
working parents for example, we’re able
to value their contribution while fully
respecting family commitments.
Lastly, I can’t stress enough the
importance I hold for networking and
building relationships. It’s something I’ve
always enjoyed doing but it was only
when we launched Xalient that I truly felt
the power of the network I’d inhabited.
The advice and encouragement I received
from so many people gave me huge
confidence in driving forward. Investing
the personal time and effort in finding
a good mentor and building a powerful
network is certainly worthwhile and, like
much else in business, you get out of it
what you put in.

“

The advice and encouragement I received
from so many people gave me huge
confidence in driving forward”
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Sonia Bate

Managing Director of EDIT
Development and Founder of
EDIT Mentoring Exchange
@Editdevelopment
North

STORY 15

I started my life in a working-class
community in the north-west of
England, my mother being a fulltime, stay-at-home parent and my
dad being a grafter. My childhood
memories are of a loving but
challenging mother, and a father who
worked hard to ensure his kids had
a better shot than he did. I often talk
about the huge impact my parents
had on who I am today, as do many
of us, but my father in particular
inspired me from a very young age
to be the best version of myself
every day. I was told at 18 years of
age, heading off to university as the
first member of our family to go
into higher education, that “Great
leadership is not about being great
all the time, sometimes you might
fall over and sometimes you will
get things wrong, but greatness is
knowing how to get yourself back
and being resilient enough to pick
yourself back up.”
Throughout university I had my first
opportunity to be an entrepreneur:
my brother went off to the military

46

(of which I was very proud) and that
left me with an established karate
school of over 100 members. Many
of our members were children but
around 20 of them old enough to
be my parents! What did that teach
me? That leadership is not about
age or position, but about impact,
behaviour and belief. If I believed I
was good enough to be their sensei
at 18, and I showed respect for them
and for myself, then people would
respond to that: again being the best
version of me. It also helped that
I was a third dan black belt. I took
the karate club to the next stage in
growth under the watchful eye of
my mother and by the time I was
21 it was strong enough to sell to
another local club. I know that doing
martial arts from a young age was a
huge factor in how I ‘show up’ today,
but until recently I hadn’t really
acknowledged that so much of my
early success was a direct result of
the challenge, humour and love of a
devoted mother. So much of who I
am today – fun and challenging – is a
mirror of my mother.
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In my 22nd year of life, both my parents
passed away. What did it teach me?
To focus on the words from my father,
“greatness is knowing how to get
yourself back”. What I have learnt in the
last 23 years since my parents passed
away is that, as well as picking ourselves
back up, to be the best version of
ourselves we need to lean on others
to help us, and we need to lift others
who have fallen over. I have pushed
my career and taken ownership of the
fact that nothing is handed to you on
a plate. If you want it, go get it, but it
doesn’t mean it will come first time, or
in the way you planned it to. This for me
is why I am so passionate about making
a difference, so focused on enabling
others to lift themselves and pay it
forward to other people.
I have worked in different sectors
and after starting my early career in
retail, I eventually ended up working
in consulting. Leaving the safety of a
secure position working for a global
employer was a huge step, one that
I wouldn’t have taken without the
support of my family, but what it
taught me is that if we don’t try we
never know – being the best version
of yourself is sometimes taking risks,
and exploring the unknown. This is the
biggest message from me to anyone
thinking of starting a business. Be brave,

most of the time the worst that can
happen never happens and is normally
in your own head! I have been running
the business now for eight years, and in
that time I have got lots of things right,
and tried some things that didn’t work.
Picking yourself back up, asking for
help and believing in yourself and those
around you is what moves you forward.
I am now in a position where I get
to work with leaders from all around
the world. Sometimes I need to pinch
myself that I am leading a successful
business based on my passions and that
I get to work with inspiring leaders who
are changing the world. I have in the last
few years worked extensively in Africa
and India and for me this has taught me
my final noted lesson. See beyond your
initial view and see the complexity of
humanity. We are incredibly complex,
nothing is as it first seems and everyone
has a story. Be curious enough to go
and understand all the different stories
and listen not just to what you hear but
for what it is telling you about how you
are reacting to it. For me diversity isn’t
a ‘what’; diversity is about views, ideas,
emotions, experiences, challenges,
learns, successes and stories. I will go
back to the words of my father: be the
best version of yourself every day. You
can’t do more than that, but I believe
you shouldn’t do less than that either.

“

For me diversity isn’t about a ‘what’;
diversity is about views, ideas,
emotions, experiences, challenges,
learns, successes and stories”
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Tamara Littleton

CEO and Founder of The Social
Element and Co-founder of Polpeo
@ tlittleton
London

STORY 16

The inspiration from school is what
creates an entrepreneur

to relax and quieten your mind after a
busy week.

When I was at school, I used to sneak
into the computer room at break times
and code games on a computer that
was only supposed to be used by the
girls who were learning to type. I taught
myself to code, buying magazines
and following the instructions. It
was my passion, and it was the first
time I consciously broke a rule to do
something I loved. (I taught myself to
type, too – but not until after I’d left
university. It’s an incredibly useful skill.)

Understanding how a team works is
one of the most important lessons in
business, and you learn it at school.
In a world where there is so much
emphasis on being a star, or the
importance of celebrity, it helps you
remember that together you can
achieve more than alone. In a strong
team, you need a range of skills and
you need to be able to rely on each
other to play your part.

I was a geek, before they became
fashionable. I also loved sports,
playing lacrosse and hockey. I played
in goal, and this taught me a lot about
leadership. It still has a big impact
on how I manage my team – being
a goalkeeper gives you a different
perspective on the game, and lets you
lead from the back. I’ve always been
musical, too, and I sing in a choir, which
is my new team sport – it’s a great way
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I did a Psychology degree at university;
I’ve always been fascinated by what
makes people tick. As an ambivert, I
can sometimes be introverted, and that
makes me a natural observer of people.
I like to help people find their passions
and inspire them. My first proper job
was at 16, working in a bookshop,
helping people find their perfect book.
It ticked all the boxes – I needed to
know more about them to find them a
book they’d love.
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My inspiration came from role models
like Oprah Winfrey, Ellen DeGeneres,
Katherine Brady and Martha Lane Fox:
people who had succeeded, but had
been their authentic selves. Female
entrepreneurs were still few and far
between, but I believe that if you can’t
see a role model, be the role model.
I ran the Webmaster team for BBC
Online at the time of the dot.com boom,
when anything seemed possible, and
I set out on my own entrepreneurial
journey. I could see a need in the market:
commercial companies were starting
to create their own online communities,
and I could see they’d need them to be
managed. I set up the forerunner to The
Social Element, the global social media
agency I run today, working with some of
the biggest brands in the world, including
the Oprah Winfrey Network.
I set things up to be different from other
agencies, again breaking the rules,
this time of how to run a business. I
have an office in London, but most of
my 300-strong team work remotely,
from all over the world. That means we
can hire the right people for the roles,
wherever they live, which widens the
talent pool. My executive team are based
in Aberdeen, North Carolina, Valencia
and London. This structure makes us
much more diverse, which is vital in
business. A study by McKinsey found that
gender-diverse companies outperformed
financially by 15% and racially diverse

companies by 35% compared with
others. We’re not perfect, but we strive
for diversity, and our virtual model also
means we are able to employ people
who find commuting a challenge – carers,
parents of young children, or people with
mobility challenges, for example. Having
people with different life experiences,
backgrounds, ages and from different
places in the world makes us more
creative, and gives us the global outlook
that our clients want.
There are always challenges as you
grow, particularly when you do things
differently. We invest heavily in building
and maintaining our culture; and we rely
on technology to keep us connected.
As an entrepreneur, you have to be
able to spot new opportunities, adapt
and change all the time. When I set
up the business in 2002, Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram didn’t exist. No
one could have predicted the explosion
in social media for brands. But we saw
the opportunity and went for it. We’re
constantly evolving, driven by changing
consumer behaviour, new technologies
and social media platforms, and our
clients’ priorities.
At the heart of it all, though, are those
skills I learnt at school: being part of a
team, being interested in people, being
inspired by and curious about business
– and, occasionally, breaking into a room
and teaching myself a new skill.

“

The inspiration from school is
what creates an entrepreneur”
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Melinda Nicci

Founder and CEO of
Baby2Body
@melindanicci
London

STORY 17

It all started way down south in
Joburg, South Africa; I was the
daughter of two entrepreneurs – so
I guess there was no escaping the
inevitable – and a sports mad kid,
spending most of my childhood and
adolescence at the track or in the
pool. I remained an avid athlete while
earning my degree in Psychology
and English Literature, but after
graduating I caught the travel bug
and went on a two-year solo stint
travelling and hitchhiking around
the world. Bear in mind this was the
pre-internet age, so postcards and
reverse charge telephone calls were
required to let my family know I was
still alive! It felt brave and exciting in
those days … though it seems crazy
to me now.
I landed back in SA after two years
and most of my peers were either
married, emigrated, or working in
corporates. As was my nature, I
didn’t follow the pack and instead
started my first real company: I
created an exercise-themed range
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of personal care products. In true
entrepreneur fashion, I hustled
through those early days. I begged
my father to allow me to use a desk
in his music production company
and I did some music promotion on
the side to keep me going, along
with being an aerobics instructor at
a local gym. I eventually sold that
first business I created to a large
pharmaceutical company – my first
‘exit’ – at the age of 25.
What came next was following my
main passion – which at the time
was exercise, so I started working
for a health club start-up in Joburg
that eventually became Virgin
Active. When I started as marketing
manager we had five clubs, and two
years later we had 67 — and so, it
was time to leave.
That brought me to 1994, a good
year: Mandela was released, I got
married, emigrated to London, and
my son was born. Continuing the
exercise theme I did a stint with a
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small chain of health clubs working
on strategy, which sold to a larger
chain, and then I moved to strategy at
Esporta, prior to their listing. Shortly
after, I realised a key part of the fitness
and exercise life cycle that was missing,
but absolutely necessary: pregnancy
exercise. It was a problem that needed
to be fixed, and I decided to create
the solution. I got my certification
in prenatal and postnatal exercise,
endlessly researched the newest safety
guidelines, learnt what women wanted
and needed most, and started offering
prenatal and postnatal fitness classes in
the London area – which was really the
very beginning of Baby2Body.
When I first started with all of this I was
coming from a positive place, and my
life was normal and predictable. Then,
in an instant, everything changed. In a
few short months I lost my mother, my
marriage ended, and I found myself
in financial ruin through no fault or
control of my own. I felt lost and I found
myself as a single mother with two very
young children who needed me to be
everything to them. But I still had my
business, and it was a force of positive
energy; I knew I was creating something
great and truly helping people, and that
was a huge inspiration for me to keep
going. I grew up hearing this saying
from mother almost daily: “life’s not

a dress rehearsal”. She encouraged
us to make the most of opportunity
because chances are it wouldn’t come
around again. When I came to that key
juncture in my life where things were
really, really hard I knew that I had
to go for it wholeheartedly and rise
to the challenge. There are no dress
rehearsals and no time to practise (and
in the start-up world that couldn’t be
more true) and that mentality has been
with me every step of the way.
How I was raised has a lot to do with
the drive and spirit I’ve had in this
start-up space. My dad owned his
own record company and work was a
big source of joy for him. From him,
I saw a true example of loving what
you do for a living; and when you truly
love what you do – work never really
feels like work. I love what we do at
Baby2Body, and that’s what got me
going and has kept me pushing for
more. The advice I’d give to anyone
in this space or wanting to jump into
it is to keep your eyes and ears open
to the opportunities that speak to you
and don’t be afraid to go after them
even if they’re not what you might
have expected. If you find a passion
that ignites the fire within you, keep it
lit. Being able to live through and love
what you do is the greatest success we
can strive for.

“

If you find a passion that ignites the
fire within you, keep it lit”
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