
> BREAKTHROUGH
> A celebration of female business
       leaders in East Sussex



> Read their stories > Be inspired > Tell your story > Get bespoke support

South East Business Boost Programme has been part 
funded by the European Regional Development Fund 
2014-2020. It is a partnership between Southend-on-Sea 
Borough Council, Essex County Council, Kent County 
Council, East Sussex County Council and Thurrock 
Council.

Whether scaling or diversifying, innovating 
or surviving, >BREAKTHROUGH invites 
you to be part of a fresh and diverse story 
about East Sussex businesses.



> Read their stories > Be inspired > Tell your story > Get bespoke support

Access to high quality business support is key for enterprises in any area serious about 
strengthening the local and national economy. Over the last five years, South East Business Boost 
programmes have supported hundreds of businesses in East Sussex to diversify, innovate and grow.

As the opportunities in a region develop and change, so do the needs and challenges of its business 
leaders and entrepreneurs. Support programmes always seek to respond, keeping up with the pace 
of technological, environmental, social change, as well as new opportunities for innovation and new 
ways to get products and services to market. >BREAKTHROUGH is a programme of support for 
female founders and ethnic minority leaders based in East Sussex, offering bespoke, flexible and 
impactful guidance and business expertise.

Designed to recognise and respond to the needs of individuals on their business journey, 
>BREAKTHROUGH aims to remove the barriers that prevent some people from accessing 
opportunity and investment whilst shining a light on the county's diverse leaders and businesses.

Local research has made it clear that female and ethnic minority-led businesses are under-
represented in business support programmes, and in profiles of local business excellence. This 
pamphlet shares the stories of just some amazing leaders in East Sussex, each powering their 
businesses in new ways. The contributors we have focused on have each shared with us their 
experiences of building their dream, getting help and the successes and challenges they have faced 
along the way.



Eastbourne based Founder of Adaray Marketing, Jane Guest 
talks networking, start-ups and believing in yourself.

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

I founded Adaray in 2018 having come from 
a background in big business. There’s a real 
purpose behind the company; to be a catalyst for 
positive change for SMEs who I believe are the 
backbone of our economy. I wanted to bring big 
brand, strategic thinking to small businesses and 
help support sustainable growth. 

A big barrier for me was imposter syndrome.
I think women in particular find it very easy to 
downplay or underestimate their capabilities. 
‘Can I do it? Will it work? Am I good enough?’ – 
normal human fears but also, as a solopreneur, 
having a strong network and support system 
made all the difference.

Moving to East Sussex from London, I didn’t 
know anyone other than family so finding a 
network or support system was really important 
to me. We know that people buy people and 
you have to inspire trust so the quickest way for 
me to do that was to go out networking, meet 
people, look them in the eye and say ‘this is me, 
this is what I do and this is how I can help.’  
 
I remember walking into a network group and I 
met someone who, when hearing what I did, said 
‘oh my God, this is what we’ve been waiting for’! 
I’ve since worked with that person lots and they 
are a champion of my work.

There is a great community 
feel here and collaboration 
feels really verdant and 
alive here. There are so 
many businesses of an 
entrepreneurial nature and 
a lot of support available 
which makes East Sussex 
a really great place to set 
up a business.

“
> Being a female leader – perception, 
    experience and what’s needed

In the past female business owners have adopted 
quite aggressive approaches, almost sort of 
male traits, typically assigned as great leadership 
qualities – I don’t think that’s the same now. The 
tide is changing and you don’t need to behave 
that way to be a great leader. You can lead with 
empathy and being kind.

I would also say believe in yourself and take more 
calculated risks. It took me 20 years of mastering 
everything I could in marketing and setting up 
a multi-million-pound business to finally realise I 
could do it, I could be successful. 

Just go for it, what’s the worst that can happen? 
Maybe it doesn’t work out first time, but you 
learn a lot and you set up again later in life.

> East Sussex – why not?

My business is based in Eastbourne, 5 minutes 
from the sea… beautiful! It was 100% the right 
choice for me to move from London and start 
my business here. Being able to bring down 
big strategy and big brand thinking to smaller 
businesses has helped me stand out.

If I could tell the 16 year old 
me anything it would be to 
embrace the differences in 
yourself; embrace not being 
like everyone else. When 
I was in a Young Enterprise 
programme, I was devastated 
that I couldn’t be pigeon-
holed into a specific role, but 
I see now how that was a 
good grounding for me and 
for how I work now.

“

> Jane Guest, Adaray Marketing

VISIT JANE’S WEBSITE:
adaraymarketing.com

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

https://adaraymarketing.com/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough
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Meet Sarra Hawes, Company Director for Polegate based building 
contractor Hawes. Sarra shares her thoughts on networking and support 
in East Sussex, the importance of being open and honest and getting 
her foot in the door as a woman in construction.

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

I originally applied to follow an architecture 
course with Hastings College, as it was then, 
and it was the construction course director who 
gave me my biggest piece of advice. He said, 
‘don’t limit yourself, keep an open mind to all 
the possibilities in building’ – and there are so 
many! That advice meant I thought about and 
approached things with a flexible mindset and 
considered different options. 

> Being a female leader – perception, 
   experience and what’s needed

I can only reflect on what I used to think which is 
that they’re older, maybe a bit more forthright, 
maybe aggressive - they’ve had to tread on 
people to get where they are – and that’s 
completely wrong. Now I think (and hope others 
do) that female leaders are completely capable, 
are there in their own right, are equal to men 
in running businesses if not maybe even more 
flexible. We bring something else to the table. 

Meeting other female business leaders is 
important. Opportunities to do that are key, 
especially if you are a working mum. It’s good 
to share what you are going through and I think 
there are things that are unique to us as women 
– men of course have similar issues here too as 
working parents – but I do think it’s good to have 
female support networks and it’s through this 
kind of networking that I have found support as a 
female business owner.

> East Sussex – why not?

East Sussex is a very broad-thinking area. There 
are lots of opportunities for both new and more 
established businesses to access support.

VISIT SARRA’S WEBSITE:
hawesbuilding.co.uk

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

> Sarra Hawes, Hawes Building Ltd
Networking here has helped 
me meet the right people. I’m 
happy to talk openly about 
what we’re working on, our 
struggles, where we want to 
go etc. and through this we’ve 
been inundated with people 
that have been able to help 
us. If you set your goals to 
just being open and honest 
and talk to people, you’ll 
be surprised at what comes 
back.

There is quite a lot of support 
for female business leaders 
generally and also for women 
to enter the construction 
sector. CITB and Construct 
UK for example are great 
for raising awareness of 
opportunities for women in 
building.

“

“When I was starting out a huge 
barrier was that there weren’t 
really women in construction. It 
wasn’t common at all. “

I remember sending letters to companies asking 
if they needed trainees and putting ‘Miss’ and 
my initials and I was getting replies back saying 
sorry we don’t have any vacancies. Then my 
mum said “leave the ‘Miss’ off and just put your 
initial and surname”…I got an interview through 
quite quickly then! My letter said ‘Dear Mr’ – 
their mistake, I didn’t correct them and I went 
along in my skirt suit and they were absolutely 
gobsmacked when I turned up! They interviewed 
me and gave me a job though so hopefully it 
showed tenacity and that’s what they liked in me.

https://adaraymarketing.com/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough
https://www.hawesbuilding.co.uk/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough


> Bolster Your Self-belief
Talk to the people who can both challenge you and 
celebrate your successes. Create healthy routines 
that make space for positive affirmation.

Solve a Problem
Think about what problem you are solving, not 
just about what products or services to offer. 
Be the solution for your clients and customers.

> Top tips from experienced
                business owners who inspire  

> >Focus on Culture
Work out what kind of company culture you 
want to create and foster. You can then build the 
company you always wanted to work for.

Learn From Others
Find a mentor. Learn from others in your 
industry and save time on trial and error. Join 
like-minded groups and support others too.  

> >Know Your WHY
When you know why you do what you do, you 
bring purpose to your business and to your 
team. Purpose drives motivation and profits.

Be Authentic
Stay true to who you are, what you do, and 
who you serve. Do this by walking the talk with 
integrity and you’ll build trust. Trust is key!

> Keep Things Simple
Understand what drives your business forward 
and focus on that. Simplicity within increases 
productivity which keeps the momentum up.  

Never Stop Learning
Don’t get stuck in a rut or think you know it all. 
Things change quickly so don’t get left behind. 
Watch, listen, read, attend, participate.



Female-led businesses 
are only 44% of the size 
of male-led businesses 

on average. 

44%Male-led SMEs are 
five times more likely 

to scale up to £1 
million turnover than 

female-led SMEs. 

5x

For every 10 male UK 
entrepreneurs, there are 
fewer than five female 

entrepreneurs.

Female-led enterprises 
represent less than 25% of 

business in the UK’s five 
most productive

sectors. 

<25%
<5 female entrepreneurs

The gender gap in the 
British business world is 

steadily closing (currently 
32% female owned 
compared to 17% in

 20171).

65% of the South East’s 
current workforce would 

like to start their own 
business2.

Another female business 
owner is by far the most 

inspirational figure for women 
deciding to start a business 

in Science, Engineering, 
Construction and  

Technology (SECT)  
industries3.

> The case for investment in female-led 
                              businesses in East Sussex

> The good news for female 
                      business owners in East Sussex

65% want 
to start 
up their own
business

32%
17%

20212017

1https://blog.ueni.com/report-gender-small-business-female/   2 https://smeloans.co.uk/blog/64-percent-of-britains-workforce-want-to-start-a-business/
3 ‘Under the Microscope’, Prowess/ UKRC

https://blog.ueni.com/report-gender-small-business-female/#:~:text=From%20the%2022%2C257%20businesses%20surveyed,17%25%20of%20founders%20were%20female.
https://smeloans.co.uk/blog/64-percent-of-britains-workforce-want-to-start-a-business/


Since 2010  Dr Janet Aspley has been designing and making 
bespoke Western wear shirts in Lewes under her label; Dandy & 
Rose. We talked to Janet about the serendipity of local business 
communities and starting a business in later life. 

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

I am an academic and a maker and have spent 
the last decade writing about Western wear. I’ve 
been fortunate to interview a great designer 
called Manuel who once told me, as a fellow 
maker ‘you must never give away your work for 
free’. There is a lot of pressure in my industry to 
do that and that has really stuck in my mind!

When I first started out this was actually really a 
hobby, but I soon realised how difficult it is to get 
people to understand how long it takes to make 
an individual shirt by hand - there is so much 
cheap clothing on the market so initially a real 
barrier was being able to charge enough for this 
very labour intensive item, but over the years I 
have managed to break through that.

At the moment there is a big revival in Western 
wear and the community of makers involved have 
been so welcoming and kind and alongside that 
there is support that comes from the musical 
side. Also locally, there is a bit of serendipity  
with Union Music store who are well known for 
their Americana/country music specialism which 
draws people in to Lewes – they have been a 
big support in both custom and connection. 
Making can be quite solitary so it’s nice to have a 
community locally to draw from.

As an older woman I 
think you’re often quite 
invisible. What would be 
helpful, particularly now, is 
something that can provide 
motivation and support to 
plan and adapt. Something 
that recognises the issues 
women face, particularly if 
starting later in life.

“
> Being a female leader – perception, 
    experience and what’s needed

Female business owners often start their business 
alongside something else they are juggling. When 
I started mine, as well as having a family, I had 
an almost full time, challenging job. Sometimes 
people think because you’re doing something else 
at the same time, juggling things (which we as 
women habitually do) that you’re not serious, but 
we are serious!

Towards the end of my PhD I started thinking 
‘what should I do next?’ but being over 60,  it’s a 
little late to start a whole new career and at the 
same time, it is really hard to get people to take 
you seriously. I have always done things on my 
own, partly because there has been something 
else; like I had a job or a PhD alongside and I have 
always followed my instincts and learned as I go.

> East Sussex – why not?

I live and work here, I didn’t move here to set up 
but we have really easy access to London and 
beyond. That’s helpful for my customers who may 
come and visit when on tour for example and in 
particular as Lewes is known as a bit of a hot-bed 
for Americana music.

Lewes is a very creative 
place, full of creative 
people. It is a very allowing 
place and a supportive 
environment for makers 
and there is a network 
of women business 
owners from a variety of 
backgrounds including 
creative businesses. 

“

> Janet Aspley, Dandy & Rose

VISIT JANET’S WEBSITE:
dandyandrose.com

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

https://dandyandrose.com/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough
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Consultant, coach and mentor Udo Onyewumbu of Pro Peer Advisory Board in Eastbourne, 
talks with us about the importance of knowing your target market and why East Sussex works 
for her business.

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

What has helped me get where I am in my 
business is having business coaching, attending 
regular business workshops and seminars and 
being a member of a Mastermind group. They 
have been really beneficial for me to get to 
where I am today I suppose, rather than advice.

My biggest barrier starting out was not having 
enough support; I wasn’t aware of any support 
available. Once I found it however, I realised that 
what was there wasn’t for me. The support was 
limited – the days available/time commitment for 
workshops etc. didn’t work and the content was 
general and unusable. It was for ‘every’ business.

It’s really important that those offering support 
look at target markets, just like any other 
business would, and imagine what a particular 
business needs – what are their challenges, what 
do they need to learn.

> Being an ethnic minority leader –  
   perception, experience and what’s 
   needed

From my experience, people’s perceptions of 
ethnic minority business leaders is that they are 
hard-working and very focused on getting their 
business set up and hoping that there will be the 
opportunities there to encourage customers to 
buy from them.

I think there is bias in every sector, it is 
everywhere – toward women, ethnic minority, 
age and so on, and I think you have to learn to 
deal with it and get on. If you run a business you 
can’t afford to give it up or waste time on that. 
You’re working hard to get it off the ground. It 
doesn’t matter what people are saying or doing. 
Every small business owner is a leader and 
they need to lead their business in their sector 
regardless of their background.

> East Sussex – why not?

Eastbourne has untapped opportunities! There 
is so much out there - lots of new ideas and 
innovation. We need more entrepreneurs and 
small business owners to tap into the digital age 
and have more awareness of what is available out 
there. East Sussex offers potential target markets 
for my business and there is opportunity for 
many businesses to take a piece of the cake!

CONNECT WITH UDO:
linkedin.com/in/udo-onyewumbu/

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

> Udo Onyewumbu, Pro Peer Advisory Board

‘Products and services’ is 
a big thing right now and 
Eastbourne is a great place 
to start up.

Your target market is very 
important. You have got to do 
it right otherwise it doesn’t 
work. Some people say you 
start to see profit in your third 
year, well you can make it in 
your first year! And you do 
that by getting your target 
market right.

“
“

I support small business owners 
through my work so I’ve found what’s 
out there – what people are looking 
for so that I can help my clients 
balance their work and their life. I can 
help them make decisions. 

“

https://dandyandrose.com/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough
https://www.linkedin.com/in/udo-onyewumbu/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough


Karen Turner, Managing Director of 22 Coaching & Consulting 
chats to us from her Seaford base about the importance of 
building support and taking the first steps to networking. 

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

The first piece of advice I had when I started 
out was about building a really strong network; 
building a great group of people around me that 
could support, help and guide me. 

Support I have received since I started my 
business in East Sussex has been pretty good. 
You have to take that first step though. I have 
initiated a lot of contact with people, which has 
helped. I think if you aren’t that way inclined 
though and you don’t find networking events 
very easy, you could easily feel bit lost, but reach 
out, take that first step and lots of other doors 
and avenues open for you. Once you’ve done it 
you’ll never look back. Every group that I have 
been to since I started has just been great.

Barriers. Well, my business is 18 months old (so 
relatively new) and so for me it was building a 
new audience – how do you go about talking to 
potential clients and how do you find them? This 
was a big piece of work that I undertook at the 
very beginning. I had a lot of connections in the 
industry built up over many years, but I still had 
to build a bigger database so that I could offer 
my services to more people and that took quite 
some time.

Starting out on your own 
you have to learn so 
many different things so 
having people around 
you is really important.

“
> Being a female leader – perception, 
    experience and what’s needed

I think women are seen now to be very 
competent business people, able to contribute 
in any industry or business forum. There are 
also many more readily available courses and 
networks now for women to get involved in, so 
we’re just getting stronger and stronger! 

In my sector, healthcare, I wouldn’t say there is a 
big push to support female business owners or 
leaders. However, within healthcare around 30% 
of leaders are women, which is better than some 
other industries. Financial services, for example, 
is nowhere near that level so perhaps healthcare 
is a little more advanced in supporting women in 
leadership. I think there is still more to do and I 
think some of that comes from us as women.

> East Sussex – why not?

East Sussex is a really supportive place. I have 
found quite a lot of support through networks 
like Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and our 
local Chamber of Commerce – just being able to 
talk to people about how you’re feeling and how 
things are going. People are really friendly and 
helpful here and make you feel part of a business 
network very quickly. 

We have to believe in ourselves 
and find the confidence to do 
things that we want to do. So 
many women don’t pursue their 
business dreams because they 
don’t feel they can do it. If you 
have got the right support 
around you and you’re not 
afraid to ask questions or ask 
for help then you can do it.

“

> Karen Turner, 22 Coaching

At the moment, 1:3 
entrepreneurs are 
women and hopefully 
that number is just going 
to continue to grow over 
the coming years.

VISIT KAREN’S WEBSITE:
22coaching-consulting.co.uk

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

https://22coaching-consulting.co.uk/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough


Now entering her third year with Hastings based cloud and 
security provider Factory Internet, Jo Saxby chats with us 
about women in tech, shares her business advice and tells us 
what’s great about East Sussex.

> Getting where I am – the advice and the 
    barriers 

The key to getting to where I am now was 
figuring out what kind of company culture 
I wanted. I needed to think about how this 
matched my character and personality and I 
needed an environment that would provide the 
space to thrive and freedom to think.

I learned the importance of this from being in 
companies where these elements just weren’t 
working and so before making a change, I knew 
it was important to identify companies with the 
same values and ethics as me.

The biggest barrier I faced was taking that initial 
leap in to the unknown. Being brave enough to 
leave the safety of a big organisation with private 
healthcare and all the things that make you feel 
warm and cosy, but I had a good gut feeling and 
I needed the challenge.

> Being a female leader – perception, 
    experience and what’s needed

Right now, I feel there is a more positive view 
emerging of females in the tech sector. I’m 
seeing many more women as technology leaders 
and an increase in women working in cyber 
security and heading up IT companies.

The biggest barrier I faced 
was taking that initial leap in 
to the unknown. “

There’s a shift from the somewhat historical 
perceptions of women not being able to do 
certain jobs as well as men. If I could speak 
to my younger self I would say, ‘work on your 
confidence. Stand taller; make sure you’re heard’. 
There’s a tendency for women to shrink into the 
background and let the louder voices carry. 

Walking into business events as a woman you 
see that the women there are looking to connect 
while the men are looking for leads – they’re 
straight into conversation when a new person 
enters the room. 

In East Sussex I would love to see a network 
or community for women in tech – something 
that’s there for those people that you don’t see 
at the breakfast meetings at 8am. I would love 
a fresh networking event that is more inclusive 
of working mums and women in general. It 
would be great to see that and meet some more 
inspiring women in business.

> East Sussex – why not?

We are very well connected – it’s really easy to 
get to London if needed and there’s a great 
culture in the county particularly along the 
coastal stretch from Hastings to Brighton.

There’s been a big change 
in the business landscape 
in the last few years with 
innovative and fresh 
businesses popping up all 
over the place. People are 
becoming more enterprising 
and looking for new ways to 
work and create jobs in the 
county. At Factory Internet 
we recognize the importance 
of retaining local talent and 
want to support and nurture 
the emerging workforce. 
We’re excited to see 
businesses you might expect 
to see in London opening 
here in Hastings.

“

> Jo Saxby, Factory Internet

VISIT JO’S WEBSITE:
factoryinternet.co.uk

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

VISIT KAREN’S WEBSITE:
22coaching-consulting.co.uk

FIND OUT MORE:
alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

https://www.factoryinternet.co.uk/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough
https://22coaching-consulting.co.uk/
https://alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough


In East Sussex I would love to see a network or community for 
women in tech – something that’s there for those people that 
you don’t see at the breakfast meetings at 8am. 

Jo Saxby, Factory Internet, Hastings
“

As an older woman I think you’re often quite invisible. What would be 
helpful, particularly now, is something that can provide motivation 
and support to plan and adapt. Something that recognises the 
issues women face, particularly if starting later in life.

Dr Janet Aspley, Dandy & Rose

“
Eastbourne has untapped opportunities! There is so much 
out there - lots of new ideas and innovation. We need more 
entrepreneurs and small business owners to tap into the 
digital age and have more awareness of what is available out 
there. 

Udo Onyewumbu, Pro Peer Advisory Board

“



Are you ready to join us?

Help tell the story about East Sussex businesses.

>BREAKTHROUGH

Be inspired by more female-led businesses and 
find out more about the programme at
www.alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough

always possible offer something unique to ambitious businesses who want to think differently, 
engage better and grow smarter. The value they bring in joining up high level strategic thinking 
with grassroots entrepreneurialism is extraordinary. 

Nikki Gatenby, author of 'Superengaged: How to transform business performance by putting people and purpose first'
“

https://www.alwayspossible.co.uk/breakthrough


South East Business Boost Programme has been part 
funded by the European Regional Development Fund 
2014-2020. It is a partnership between Southend-on-Sea 
Borough Council, Essex County Council, Kent County 
Council, East Sussex County Council and Thurrock 
Council.

>BREAKTHROUGH
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