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Record surge in UK entrepreneurship as support for founders weakens for a fifth year
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Global Entrepreneurship Monitor UK 2025/26 – “Beyond the Unicorns: Everyday Ambition, Uneven Support”
· Early-stage entrepreneurial activity jumps from 12.0% to 16.8% of UK adults
· Growth ambition among new entrepreneurs more than doubles in three years, to a record 35%
· But the UK’s entrepreneurial environment falls to 37th in the world, from 29th
Key findings
The UK saw a sharp rise in entrepreneurship in 2025, with early-stage activity reaching 16.8% of adults and growth ambition at a record high, according to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) UK 2025/26 report. But the report warns that the environment needed to turn this ambition into lasting businesses has deteriorated for five consecutive years.
The report, led by Professor Mark Hart of Warwick Business School and the Enterprise Research Centre, tracks the full population of nascent, new and established entrepreneurs. It argues that a policy focus on fast-growth “unicorns” overlooks the “everyday entrepreneurs” who generate most of the jobs, productivity and regeneration in communities across the UK.
Entrepreneurship at a high. Total early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rose from 12.0% to 16.8%, and established business ownership climbed from 9.8% to 15.0%. Fear of failure fell from 58.2% to 51.1%, while confidence in having the skills to start a business reached a series high of 48%. This growth is not yet fully captured by official statistics such as ONS or Companies House data. Business exits also reached a record 6.7%, pointing to a more dynamic market with greater churn in both directions.
The UK diverges from the US. While UK, French and German activity rose, US early-stage activity fell from 19.3% to 17.7%, and established business ownership there has nearly halved since 2019.
Young people: ambition outstrips opportunity. A record 19.6% of 18–24 year olds were starting or running a new business in 2025, even as the number of young people not in education, employment or training (NEET) passed one million. Most young founders rely on close family (43.1%) or their own money (41.2%) for finance.
Growth ambition has more than doubled. The share of early-stage entrepreneurs with high growth ambition rose from 16% in 2022 to 35% in 2025, while just 13% plan to shrink or exit, a record low. Ambitious founders are driven by purpose: 87% cite making a difference in the world, against 70% of all early-stage entrepreneurs. Solo founders are far from unambitious: 42% expect high growth, against 28% of all nascent entrepreneurs.
AI adoption is accelerating. The share of early-stage entrepreneurs rating AI “very important” to day-to-day operations jumped from 29% to 45% in one year. The most ambitious are pulling ahead: 61% of high job-expectation entrepreneurs see AI as very important to future strategy, against 41% overall. The gender gap in AI confidence has closed.
Women founders face a finance penalty. Female early-stage activity reached a record of nearly 15%. But only 19% of women who perceive funding challenges keep high-growth aspirations, against 24% overall, and informal investors tend to back founders of their own gender.
It’s not who starts, but who survives. The UK’s first longitudinal tracking study of new entrepreneurs (2023–25) finds that by year two, 81% of White entrepreneurs were still in business, against 67% of non-White entrepreneurs. Non-White founders cite funding as a barrier to continuing far more often (45% vs 17%).
A weakening ecosystem. The UK’s National Entrepreneurship Context Index fell from 5.0 in 2020 to 4.21 in 2025, the largest annual fall since 2018. Twelve of thirteen framework conditions declined, eleven to their lowest-ever score, with entrepreneurial finance, government programmes and physical infrastructure of greatest concern. Market dynamism is the exception, at its highest-ever level and ahead of Germany, France and the US.
Franchising is an under-used route. With a twenty-year failure rate below 6% and a £19.1bn contribution to UK turnover, franchising offers a resilient path into ownership. Young people are keen, but entry costs have risen from £56k to £85k since 2018.
What the report calls for
Professor Mark Hart, lead author of GEM UK, said [draft quote for approval]:
“Britain has never had more people starting businesses, or more of them aiming to grow. The challenge is no longer getting people to start; it is keeping them going. Our entrepreneurial ecosystem has weakened for five years running, and finance in particular is both scarce and unevenly shared. If ‘good growth in every postcode’ is to mean anything, support must reach the everyday entrepreneurs who build local economies, not just the few destined for hyper-growth.”
The report sets out six conclusions for policymakers:
1. Retention, not generation. Appetite for entrepreneurship is strong or rising across almost every group. The binding constraint is the infrastructure that turns early activity into sustained and growing businesses.
1. Improve access to finance. Young founders continue to rely heavily on family support and personal savings, while ethnic minority entrepreneurs are more likely to cite funding barriers as a reason for stepping away from a business idea.
1. Support survival and growth. Help should shift from encouraging entry to realistic expectation-setting and mentoring through the critical first one to three years, with smaller, more flexible finance bundled with mentoring.
1. Back ambition, not headcount. Solo entrepreneurship is a growth pathway, not a consolation prize. Eligibility for support should follow demonstrated ambition rather than the number of employees.
1. Target AI support at the ambitious. AI adoption is moving fastest among the most growth-oriented founders, pointing to ambition-targeted rather than uniform support.
1. Close the finance gap for women. The gap is structural, not transitional. Policy and industry should recruit more women as informal investors and expand mixed-gender investment syndicates.

Darren Pirie, Head of Accelerator & Partnerships at NatWest Group said: 
"This year's report shows that entrepreneurial ambition in the UK is thriving. More people than ever are starting, running or considering a business, with entrepreneurial activity at record levels. The challenge now is helping more businesses survive, scale and succeed. At NatWest, we're committed to supporting founders with the finance, expertise and connections they need to turn ambition into sustainable growth."
Notes to editors
1. The report. Beyond the Unicorns: Everyday Ambition, Uneven Support – The State of UK Entrepreneurship 2025/26 is by Mark Hart, Karen Bonner, Neha Prashar, Anastasia Ri, Samuel Mwaura, Ines Alvarez Boulton and Sreevas Sahasranamam. It covers ten chapters, including youth, solo and growth-ambitious entrepreneurs, women and finance, AI, the entrepreneurial ecosystem, ethnic minority entrepreneurs and franchising. Link to full report: https://www.enterpriseresearch.ac.uk/publications/global-entrepreneurship-monitor-beyond-the-unicorns-everyday-ambition-uneven-support/
1. About GEM. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor is an international study of entrepreneurial attitudes, activity and aspirations, carried out annually across many economies. [UK sample size, fieldwork dates and partner institutions]
1. Definitions. Total early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) is the share of adults aged 18–64 who are starting a business or running one under 42 months old. The National Entrepreneurship Context Index (NECI) summarises expert ratings of the conditions for entrepreneurship in each country.
1. Website. Global Entrepreneurship Monitor ( GEM UK ) - Enterprise Research Centre
