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FOREWORD

Never has there been a better time to have 
a go at growing a business in the UK. Capital 
is flowing freely – financing ideas, new and 
disruptive business models the length and 
breadth of the country. Despite the current 
economic headwinds, entrepreneurial spirit 
is high and rising. And long may it continue.

Enterprise education, a wealth of financing 
options and a surplus of available talent 
after the downturn have fuelled a somewhat 
fashionable start-up culture across the nation. 
Whether it’s a side hustle, full-time pursuit or 
part of a portfolio career – entrepreneurs are 
everywhere and investment rounds are now 
very much à la mode.

Leading a business is a privilege, it gives you 
the freedom and creativity to try things, to 
make mistakes, and to learn and grow at pace.

But let’s face it. The rollercoaster ride of 
growing a business isn’t for everyone, 
even with all that time and effort many 
don’t succeed. The 24/7 demands, pace of 
change, innovation, prevalence and intensity 
of competition can bring unforeseen 
challenges to inexperienced and seasoned 
entrepreneurs alike.

While the resilience required can’t be 
taught, it can be learned and needs to 
be nurtured. I passionately believe our 
entrepreneurs need the right people and 
support around them to perform at their 
best on a national or global stage; and the 
courage to talk openly about the pressures 
they face to sustain growth.

There’s no blueprint for success. Budding 
entrepreneurs need to understand that 
certain ingredients will serve them well. 
Entrepreneurs that are well supported, 
and able to find the optimum blend of 
emotional, human, intellectual and financial 
capital, are best placed to sustain healthy 
growth over the longer term. 

I’d like this book to spark important 
conversations about what it really takes 
to grow a business, and that anyone who 
is either considering it for themselves or 
finances, advises, works with or lives with 
an entrepreneur better understands every 
stage of the growth journey. 

I hope you enjoy reading these stories as 
much as we’ve enjoyed meeting all the 
featured founders in this book.

WORDS FROM

Guy Tolhurst 

Founder, Intelligent Partnership
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INTRODUCTION

The UK’s entrepreneur community is 
pretty unique on the world stage. When 
it comes to growing great businesses, 
women and men of all ages from all 
corners of the world are drawn to our 
shores. They create ample jobs and 
wealth and provide a much-needed boost 
to our lagging productivity.

Entrepreneurs who are growing or scaling 
their businesses are a truly creative, driven 
and energetic bunch. There are few places 
like the UK where there is such a deep 
supply of ideas, talent and enthusiasm. And 
that all-important sense of optimism that 
positive outcomes will prevail even though 
the UK faces considerable upheaval.

We live in a fast-changing world where, 
thankfully, opportunity to take part in 
setting up and growing a successful 
business is open to everyone who has a 
great idea that they want to share. For 
sure, we still have some way to go to 
achieve equal opportunity, but we are 
heading in the right direction.

When we chose the inspirational and 
motivational stories in this book, we 

wanted to reflect the great diversity of 
entrepreneurs active across the length 
and breadth of the UK. Their stories show 
what it takes to grow or scale a business. 
And we hope the difficult lessons they have 
learned and the insights they freely share 
will encourage even more entrepreneurs to 
emulate their successes.

All of the stories in this book are about real 
people. They tell us how they thrive with 
the right expert advice and support to help 
them overcome the wall of challenges they 
face and what it takes to excel.

Their unique stories examine how every 
entrepreneur turned storyteller is pulling 
out all the stops to scale to success. 
They are viewed through seven distinct 
characteristic lenses: the inventors, the 
innovators, the disruptors, the exporters, 
the established, the female founders and 
the digital transformers. Each one is a 
driving force in the UK’s growth prospects.

We hope you’ll enjoy their stories and will 
find nuggets of advice and inspiration to 
make your dreams comes true, whatever 
they may be.

WORDS FROM

Anthony O’Connor 

Head of Content, Intelligent Partnership
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In the last decade there has been a huge 
increase in female entrepreneurship 
and technology has enabled many 
women to bring their great business 
ideas to market. It’s been so positive 
to see so many women creating and 
growing tech-driven businesses, 
benefiting all areas of the economy.

I have to stress the importance of 
networking for all company founders, 
and especially for female founders. 
Many women will really benefit from 
prioritising more networking activity 
to help them develop their business 
ideas, connect with suppliers and find 
the right entrepreneur groups to join.

I’d really encourage all women 
entrepreneurs to avoid taking a solitary 
approach if at all possible by joining in 
with relevant group activities. The Supper 
Club is an excellent group for like-minded 
entrepreneurs who are keen to share their 
insights and experiences. 

The other area of support that female 
founders should seek out is mentors who’ll 
act as a great sounding board and provide 
that all-important encouragement that 
we all need. While men often take success 
for granted, women may be less confident 
about their abilities. So this just goes to show 
that having the right type of encouragement 
is so important to help foster success.

Women and men should have a well-
structured three-year business plan. This is 
a well-defined vision about how to take the 
best route to achieve your goal, setting the 
bar at the best level for your own ambition 
and your appetite for your business.

We all understand that we live in a fast-
changing business environment. So it’s vital 
that growth-focused entrepreneurs always 
maintain their agile and nimble approaches, 
reacting quickly and effectively to changes. 
In order to maintain a competitive edge, 
entrepreneurs should always strive to keep a 
sense of urgency to outpace the competition.

WORDS FROM

Cecile Reinaud 

Founder, Séraphine

Businesses that have been established and grown by women

THE FEMALE FOUNDERS

Detail of Recollection system Azul by Augustine Kofi. 

Photography: courtesy of Augustine Kofi
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THE FEMALE FOUNDERS

TOUCANBOX

ToucanBox is a subscription-based children’s 
craft company that delivers letterbox-sized 
kits for children aged three to eight. “It’s a 
treasure trove of activities straight to your 
door,” says co-founder and CEO Virginie 
Charlès-Dear.

The former Yahoo executive and mother-of-
three came up with the idea when she was 
on maternity leave. “I wanted to entertain 
my three-year-old in a productive way, but 
the available products were not sparking 
any sort of creativity,” she says.

The brightly coloured kits sell for just under 
£6 each and are packed with games, stories 

and puzzles. Crucially, each kit comes 
complete. “You don’t need to save 24 ice 
lolly sticks to create the activities,” she says.

Initially Charlès-Dear and co-founder Sara 
Barokas, a Montessori-method teacher, 
started selling online, funded entirely by 
their savings. But they soon realised there 
was a real market.

“We had proper customers coming to the 
site – not just friends and family” explains 
Charlès-Dear. The co-founders knew that to 
make money, the business had to scale up. 
“It’s easy to start selling something online 
but very few people make a living from it.”

YEAR FOUNDED: 2013        LOCATION: LONDON        SECTOR: EDTECH      STAFF COUNT: 35

ToucanBox is among the UK’s fastest-growing education 
technology businesses thanks to early backing from the 
co-founders of Innocent Drinks and equity investment 

from BGF.

12



Halloween fun and crafts for kids.

“It’s easy to start selling 
something online but very 
few people make a living 
from it.”
— Virginie Charlès-Dear, TOUCANBOX

FEMALE FOUNDERS  l  TOUCANBOX
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As a direct-to-customer business, the 
company couldn’t benefit from the scale 
of a retail chain. So the duo set about 
raising capital to fund their scale-up 
journey. “We started talking to angels who 
loved the idea, and in just a few months 
we raised £1m” says Charlès-Dear.

Among the early angels were the founders 
of Graze and Innocent Drinks. The capital 
was put into developing the product. 
But “it wasn’t just about the money, it 
was about the network,” she says.

Charlès-Dear believes this early advice 
helped steer them in the right direction. “The 
angels helped us avoid mistakes that we 
would have definitely made – they also fast-
tracked some of the progress,” she explains.

After the angel round, the next two 
years were all about developing the 
products and working on market fit. 

“We spent a lot of time talking to 
customers, understanding what they 
liked, why they stayed, why they 
didn’t stay,” says Charlès-Dear.

And once they cracked the “perfect recipe”, 
she explains, this was the point they invested 
more and saw “rapid growth”. “By then we 
needed to scale in every possible way – the 
team, the operations, everything,” she says.

So two years ago, the company started looking 
for an investment partner that would help take 
them to the next level. BGF invested £2.6m 
in May 2016. The company then expanded 
from 10 to 35 people in a matter of months.

Along with deploying capital in new hires – 
such as appointing the former Graze chief 
technology officer (CTO) as their CTO – the 
company invested heavily in its tech.

“Though the product is very low-tech, 
in the background there is quite a lot 
of technology and IP,” Charlès-Dear 
explains. In fact, depending on their 
age, interests, preferences – every 
child receives a different box.

As for the future, Charlès-Dear is thinking 
big. “We have global visions. We are 
starting with five countries in Europe, but 
eventually we want to go everywhere.”

FEMALE FOUNDERS  l  TOUCANBOX

“Though the product is very low-
tech, in the background there is 
quite a lot of technology and IP.”
 
— Virginie Charlès-Dear, TOUCANBOX

16 17



B

A

A-ZDIRECTORY

C D

F

H

K

L

G

E

M

N

O

P

3DX-RAY

Sector: technology

3dx-ray.com

139

CENTURY TECH

Sector: edtech

century.tech

168

CALCIVIS

Sector: pharmaceutical & healthcare

calcivis.com

196

GOUSTO

Sector: food & drink, technology

gousto.co.uk

176 KORU KIDS

Sector: childcare & technology

korukids.co.uk

208 MCCGLC

Sector: creative

mccglc.com

98

BBOXX

Sector: energy

bboxx.co.uk

16

ADTHENA

Sector: search marketing

adthena.com

110

COFFEE & TV

Sector: visual effects & post prod.

coffeeand.tv

230 EARTH IMMO

Sector: real estate

earth.immo

138 GREENWOOD CAMPBELL

Sector: technology & digital

greenwoodcampbell.com

43 NATURAL HR

Sector: HR & technology

naturalhr.com

168

BLOOM & WILD

Sector: technology

bloomandwild.com

20

CULTURE TRIP

Sector: technology, travel, media

theculturetrip.com

231 FARM DIGITAL

Sector: technology

wearefarm.com

82 HIRING HUB

Sector: recruitment technology

hiring-hub.com

94 LENDINVEST

Sector: fintech

lendinvest.com

212 OXFORD BIOTHERAPEUTICS

Sector: pharma & biotechnology

oxfordbiotherapeutics.com

197BUSUU

Sector: language learning

busuu.com

24

DIAMOND LOGISTICS

Sector: transport & logistics

diamondlogistics.co.uk

86

FIREFLY

Sector: edtech

fireflylearning.com

114 HORIZON CARE & EDUCATION

Sector: healthcare & education

horizoncare.co.uk

107 LONGITUDE

Sector: marketing & research

longitude.co.uk

124

BLAZE

Sector: health & safety

blazeman.co.uk

42

CREATIVE NATURE

Sector: food & drink

creativenaturesuperfoods.co.uk

142 HIB

Sector: home improvements

hib.co.uk

90 LAVANDA

Sector: real estate

lavanda.co.uk

42

CRANBERRY PANDA

Sector: HR & talent

cranberrypanda.co.uk

82 EPORTA

Sector: design & technology

eporta.com

46 LANTUM

Sector: technology & healthcare

lantum.com

226

OPUN

Sector: home improvements

opun.co.uk

230

CAFEPOD

Sector: food & drink

cafepod.com

200

DIGITAL SHADOWS

Sector: technology

digitalshadows.com

83 GAPCAP

Sector: financial services

gapcap.co.uk

204 K2 MOBILITY

Sector: corporate relocation services

k2corporatemobility.com

43 MATRIX APA

Sector: product design, manufacturing

thisismatrix.com

106

COCOON

Sector: technology

cocoon.life

197 E-QUALITY LEARNING

Sector: edtech

e-qualitylearning.com

172 GRAZE

Sector: food & drink

graze.com/uk

139 KROMEK

Sector: technology

kromek.com

118

1918



R S T

U W

V

X

V-NOVA

Sector: technology

v-nova.com

197THE LAKES  DISTILLERY

Sector: food & drink

lakesdistillery.com

28SUMDOG

Sector: edtech

sumdog.com

138ROSEBOURNE

Sector: garden centres

rosebourne.co.uk

43PROFILE PENSIONS

Sector: financial services

profilepensions.co.uk

54

VISION DIRECT

Sector: contact lenses & eye care

visiondirect.co.uk

134THINKANALYTICS

Sector: content search

thinkanalytics.com

82TALMIX

Sector: technology

talmix.com

70SHIELD SAFETY

Sector: safety & technology

shieldsafety.co.uk

107RACHEL JACKSON LONDON

Sector: fashion jewellery

racheljacksonlondon.com

186

WAY TO BLUE

Sector: media & entertainment

waytoblue.com

106UNILINK

Sector: technology

unilink.com

196THE CHEEKY PANDA

Sector: hygiene

thecheekypanda.co.uk

168SKY MEDICAL TECHNOLOGY

Sector: medtech

skymedtech.com

139RATED PEOPLE

Sector: technology

ratedpeople.com

58

UNIPLACES

Sector: student accommodation

uniplaces.com

231SMARKETS

Sector: online betting exchange

smarkets.com

66REDINGTON

Sector: financial services

redington.co.uk

216

TEN LIFESTYLE GROUP

Sector: leisure

tengroup.com

128SHOPPER MEDIA GROUP

Sector: retail marketing

shoppermediagroup.com

180RAISHMA

Sector: fashion design

raishma.co.uk

152

VOXSMART

Sector: financial services

voxsmart.com

83TOUCANBOX

Sector: edtech

toucanbox.com

158TAYLOR & HART

Sector: jewellery design, technology

taylorandhart.com

74SIGNAL MEDIA

Sector: information aggregation

signalmedia.co

83RAMSDEN INTERNATIONAL

Sector: food & drink

ramsden-international.com

102

ZAPPI

Sector: technology

zappistore.com

38

THE GOAT AGENCY

Sector: influencer marketing

goatagency.com

50

THE INTERN GROUP

Sector: higher education

theinterngroup.com

138STYLUS MEDIA GROUP

Sector: media & entertainment

stylus.com

106RE:SIGNAL

Sector: seo & content marketing

resignal.com

62

XUPES

Sector: luxury retail

xupes.com

42UPPER STREET

Sector: fashion technology

enterthearena.co.uk

164

THE CLUBHOUSE

Sector: hospitality & business

theclubhouselondon.com

220

SPHERE FLUIDICS

Sector: medtech

spherefluidics.com

196RENAL SERVICES

Sector: healthcare

renalservices.com

231

ZILICO

Sector: medtech

zilico.co.uk

192VERB BRANDS

Sector: digital

verbbrands.com

78THE OFFICE GROUP

Sector: real estate

theofficegroup.co.uk

32

A-ZDIRECTORY

ZPJOYS

Sector: mental health & fashion

pjoys.co.uk

146

PHMG

Sector: media & entertainment

homepage.phmg.com

107

2120



How they did it
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