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It is easy to think of business 
start-up in terms of just the 
pre-start planning, the launch 
of the business and then the 

frantic rush to hit profitable trading 
before the money runs out. For many 
small local start-ups that is precisely 
what happens, and there is excellent 
support available to guide them 
through the process.

However, not all start-ups are quite 
like that, and at the University of  
Kent we deal with a lot of  high-tech or 
potential high-growth companies that 
have to follow a very different route. 
For example, companies formed to 
develop and commercialise ideas and 
inventions that come out of  research 
activities must usually follow a very 
different route, and consequently they 
require equally different and much 
longer-term support. 

Biotech companies often take up to 
six years from the point of  company 
formation to where they start to 
generate regular revenue. In between, 
they may need to raise substantial  
funding: research and development 
grants to refine their idea, proof-of-
concept funds to make sure it works 
and has market potential, and seed 
funding to develop protective patents 
and to take it to market.  

The expertise to achieve that is 

available from the university and the 
Canterbury Enterprise Hub that the 
university operates for SEEDA, but 
the story doesn’t end there. Often 
the scale of  investment funds needed 
by companies to get to market can 
only be recovered by selling through 
global sales. To help the companies 
to “internationalise” themselves, 
Kent Innovation and Enterprise has 
developed an international Reciprocal 
Soft-Landings Network in conjunction 
with the New River Valley Economic 
Development Alliance and Virginia 
Tech University in the USA. 

After 18 months of  activity, RSLN 
has over 30 contacts in 16 countries 
that are expanding a network of 
science parks, business incubators, 
universities and economic 
development agencies to provide 
young companies with high quality 
support to access overseas markets. 
In April the first six companies went 
on a trade visit from Kent to Virginia, 
and the return visit by US companies 
will take place in November. Further 
reciprocal exchanges are already 
being planned for 2009 involving 
Poland, Spain, France, USA, Northern 
Ireland, and of course, Kent.

David Butler
Enterprise Hub Director, 
University of Kent

Good ideas that 
can’t be rushed

University of Kent • www.kent.ac.uk/enterprise • +44(0)1227 827376

David Butler

Our signal’s still green
Credit crunch and economic 

downturn may be hitting 
business confidence across the nation,

but if  anywhere has a lot going for it 
– whatever the wider financial climate 
– it has to be Kent and Medway.

Next year sees a huge rail 
transformation. In December 2009, 
high-speed domestic services will 
be rolled out across many parts 
of  the county. Ashford, Ebbsfleet, 
Canterbury, Dover, Folkestone and 
Thanet will all become much closer to 
London, with journey times between 
Ashford and St Pancras International, 
for example, slashed to 37 minutes.

This transport revolution will be 
noted far and wide and could provoke 
a stampede of new companies into the 
county. It is already well connected to 
mainland Europe via numerous ferry 
services and the Channel Tunnel.

Although commercial property 
development has been affected by the 
credit crunch, the Thames Gateway 
regeneration scheme – the biggest in 
Europe – is making good progress, and 
should continue to do so for the next 
20 years or so.

Ashford is proving a magnet to 
investors and the 2012 Olympic Games 
is set to generate substantial business 
in Kent and Medway.

The county has long been attractive 

to small enterprises, with more than 
50,000 already based here.
Innovation centres, the latest in 
Medway and Thanet, offer useful start-
up and follow-on accommodation for 
growing companies.
Business Link, with experts in just 
about every field of  business creation 
and development, is on hand to help 
new and existing enterprises.
They are helping thousands of start-
ups and people thinking of going 
alone, with intensive assistance given 
to some 2,500 businesses last year.
Bob Jones, managing director, says: 
“In an economic downturn, there is a 
necessity for some people, particularly 
those losing their jobs, to look at 
starting up their own business.”
Locate in Kent, the agency that 
promotes the county as a great 
place for business success, helped 75 
companies create a record number of  
jobs – 2,300 – last year. 
Paul Wookey, chief  executive, said: 
“Our good pipeline of  projects and 
inquiries indicates Kent is well-placed 
to cope with whatever the financial 
market may bring and the county 
offers an excellent cost-effective 
solution to businesses feeling the 
credit squeeze.”
Trevor Sturgess
Business editor, Kent Messenger Group

Trevor Sturgess
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How to avoid being a statistic

sponsored 
by

‘Have I 
got the 
tenacity and 
determination 
to really 
make this 
business 
work?’

An economic down-turn is a 
great time to start a business. 

Offices, raw materials and people 
are cheaper than before, and good 
deals can be made.

You are probably asking yourself  
“What should I do?” This is the 
wrong question; you should be 
asking “Who should I do it with?” 

There are many good business 
ideas out there; what is lacking is 
the will and the expertise to make 
them a success. That is why I always 
suggest you put a virtual team 
together first, covering the three 
main business areas: delivery, sales 
and finance. 

This team should formulate your 
idea into a simple elevator pitch: 
what problems are they solving, 

Starting a new business 
can be a very exciting 
prospect, yet it can also 
be quite daunting to 

face the financial risks and legal 
requirements that may be involved, 
so when you start to pull together 
your business plan it is always wise 
to try to balance the initial drive 
and enthusiasm with an element of  
reality. Government statistics claim 
that one in three start-ups will not 
survive the first three years, and 
you certainly don’t want to become 
part of  those statistics.

There are a host of  reasons why 
people make the decision to start 
their own business. Some want 
the freedom and independence to 
make their own decisions, or to 
make (and keep) the profits of  their 
efforts which might be far more 
than they could ever earn working 
for someone else. Others want a 
lifestyle change or a new challenge, 
perhaps because they have been 
made redundant. They may be 
seeking a new career after bringing 
up a family, or they may want to 
create something of  value for their 
children. There is nothing quite 
like the feeling of independence 
and achievement you get when 
you have built up a business from 
scratch to the point where you 
are trading profitably and you are 
financially secure.

However, alongside the 
independence and potential 
for profit come risks and 
responsibilities. If  you want to 
make a business grow profitably 
you will probably have to work 
long hours and in the preliminary 
years you may have to forego 
holidays. During the early days 
between starting the business and 
reaching the point where you start 
to make a regular profit there will 
be times when you are under great 
stress and pressure and that can 
impact on personal and family 
relationships, especially if  money 
is tight. If  you are working alone 
then running a business can be 
very lonely, and you also need to be 
in good health as there may be no 
back-up if you fall sick. 

So, when you are considering a 
start-up and before you even start 
to develop your business plan, 
the first question you must ask 
yourself  is “Have I got the tenacity 
and determination to really make 
this business work?” That is closely 
followed by the second question: 
“Have I got the support and backing 
of my partner or family and are 
they fully aware of  the risks I might 
be taking?” 

With any small business there is 
always the potential to make good 
profits, but equally there is also 
the risk that the business might 
fail and that the effort and money 
you have invested might be lost. 
Any business adviser will tell you 
about the value of  developing a 
good solid business plan no matter 
how small the business might be. 

The key elements of  that are first to 
thoroughly research your market 
and the competition, second to 
make realistic forecasts of  your 
expected sales and your income and 
expenditure, and third to identify 
all of  the potential risks you will 
face, what their impact would be, 
and how you would manage or 
mitigate those risks. That brings us 
to the third question you must ask: 
“Am I prepared to take the risk that 
my business might fail and that I 
could lose money?” 

If  you can answer those three 
questions positively then the next 
stage is to get some professional 
advice and more importantly, listen 
to it carefully.

Business Link Kent offers free 
advice and guidance for business 
start-ups and can help you to 

evaluate your idea, research 
your markets and develop a solid 
business plan.

If  you are considering setting up 
a high-tech business or one with 
the potential for high and rapid 
growth, then one of the three 
Kent Enterprise Hubs would 
be more appropriate to advise 
you. At the University of  Kent’s 
Canterbury campus we have a 
Business Incubator that houses 
about a dozen technology-based 
start-ups, and it is also home to the 
Canterbury Enterprise Hub which 
currently supports nearly 40 pre-
start ups and early stage companies 
with the potential for high growth. 

Find out more about these 
facilities and services at  
www.canterburyhub.co.uk or call 
01227 824641.

how they you going to solve it, and 
why people should buy from you? 

Then you should speak to a mentor 
who will provide a good sanity 
check – and might be your first 
customer. The first customer is 
always the hardest; it is likely to be 
someone you know, who trusts you. 
If  they like what you do and start 
telling their friends, then you have 
an excellent start. It really is as 
simple as that!

Mike Southon is a Financial Times 
columnist and co-author of ‘The 
Beermat Entrepreneur’
Read his  weekly column in the FT: 
www.ft.com/mikesouthon 
Resources for entrepreneurs 
and fast-growing businesses: 
www.beermat.biz

Downturn can spell start-up!
by Mike Southon

business writer

http://www.kent.ac.uk/enterprise/
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Setting up your own 
business requires 
your full commitment. 
Here are some of the 

challenges you need to think about. 
Personal sacrifice: The physical 
and emotional demands of 
starting up in business should 
not be underestimated. Starting a 
business is a life-changing event 
and will require hard work and 
long hours, especially in the early 
stages.
Financial insecurity: There can be 
times of  financial uncertainty and 
this may have a knock-on effect 
for both you and your family. For 
example, you may have to forgo 
holidays. You may have invested 
personal savings or used your 
family home as security and in the 
worst case scenario you risk losing 
your investment or home.
Loss of company perks: Setting 
up your own business means that 
you will no longer be able to take 
advantage of the usual benefits 
associated with a permanent job. 
This includes the loss of  safety net 
benefits such as pension rights, 
sick pay, paid holiday and other 
company perks.
Pressure on close relationships: 
You will need the support of  your 
family and friends. They should be 
aware from the outset of  the effect 
starting up a business will have 

on your life and it is crucial that 
they are right behind you. Their 
emotional backing may also need 
to be complemented by a practical 
hands on approach. Discussing 
these issues before they arise will 
help.

Isolation: Being your own boss 
can be a satisfying experience. 
However, shouldering all the 
responsibility for the success of  the 
business can prove lonely. Unless 
you develop a network of contacts, 
there will be no one there to bounce 
ideas off.

Entrepreneurial qualities
Research has shown that there are 
certain qualities commonly found 
among successful business people. 
A typical entrepreneur will have 
the following key qualities:

Self-confidence: A self-belief  and 
passion about your product or 
service – your enthusiasm should 
win people over to your ideas.

Self-determination: A belief  that 
the outcome of events are down 
to your own actions, rather than 
based on external factors.

Being a self-starter: The ability 
to take the initiative, work 
independently and develop ideas.

Judgement: The ability to be open-
minded when listening to other 
people’s advice, while bearing 

in mind your objectives for the 
business.
Commitment: The willingness to 
make personal sacrifices through 
long hours and loss of  leisure time. 
Perseverance: The ability to 
continue despite setbacks, financial 
insecurity and exposure to risk.
Initiative: The ability to be 
resourceful and proactive, rather 
than adopting a passive wait and 
see approach.

Business skills
As a business owner you need 
core skills to execute your ideas 
to ensure that your new business 
survives in the long term.
You should start by assessing your 
own skills and knowledge. This 
will help you decide whether you 
need to learn new skills or draw 
on outside help by delegating, 
recruiting or outsourcing.
Key business skills include:
Financial management: This 
includes having a good grasp 
of cashflow planning, credit-
management and maintaining good 
relationships with your bank and 
accountant. 
Product development: The ability to 
make long-term plans for product 
development and identify the 
people, materials and processes 
required to achieve them. In order 

to make such plans you will need 
to know your competition and your 
customers’ needs. 

People management: This includes 
managing recruitment, resolving 
disputes, motivating staff  and 
managing training. Good people 
management will help employees to 
work together as a well-functioning 
team.

Business planning: The ability 
to assess the strengths and 
weaknesses of  your business and 
plan accordingly. 

Marketing skills: A sound 
marketing approach will help 
you set up and oversee sales and 
marketing operations, analyse 
markets, identify selling points for 
your product and following these 
through to market. 

Supplier relationship management: 
The ability to identify suppliers 
and positively manage your 
relationship with them. 

Sales skills: Without sales your 
business cannot survive and grow. 
You need to be able to identify 
potential customers and their 
individual needs, explain your 
goods and services effectively to 
them and convert these potential 
customers into clients. 

You can get advice on any of these 
issues at your local Business Link.

More than half 
a million people 
transform 
their bright 
ideas into a 
new business 
every year.   
The following 
checklists will 
help you decide  
whether you 
have the right 
qualities to get 
up and running. 

http://www.startupanswers.co.uk/start
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Research your target market 
and your competitors 

carefully.

A common misconception is that 
entrepreneurs who fail simply 
lacked sufficient funding or did not 
put the right team in place. In many 
cases new businesses fail because 
they have not spent enough time on 
researching their business idea and 
its viability in the market.

There are certain criteria you can 
use to establish this:

� Does your product or 
service satisfy or create a market 
need?

� Can you identify potential 
customers?

� Will your product or 
service outlive any passing trends 
or capitalise on the trend before it 
dies away?

� Is your product or service unique, 
distinct or superior to those offered 
by competitors?

� What competition will your 
product or service face locally, 
nationally and globally?

� Is the product safe?

� Does your product or 
service comply with relevant 
regulations and legislation?

� Can you sell the product or 
service at a price that will give you 
sufficient profit?

Market research can play an 
important role in answering many 
of these questions and increasing 
your chances of  success. How much 
research you do will depend on the 
time and funds you have available.

You could:

� informally canvass the opinion 
of friends

� talk to industry contacts and 
colleagues

� survey the public about whether 
they would use your product or 
service

� task customers of  competing 
products what improvements they 
would like to see

� set up focus groups to test your 
product or service

� monitor what your competitors 
are doing

� look at what has and hasn’t 
worked in your market

� study wider economic and 
demographic data.

off in the right direction
Research your 
ideas and the 
marketplace Securing the right financing for 

your new business is crucial, 
as there is no guarantee it will make 
money for you straight away.

You should aim to have sufficient 
reserves to last you several months 
without an income from your 
business. 

You need to be honest about your 
start-up capital reserves. If there 
is not enough money to see you 
through until your business begins to 
make money, then you are not ready 

to start up. Being realistic at this 
stage is likely to save a lot of pain. 
If you decide to launch your new 
business without enough funding 
behind it, keeping it afloat will prove 
extremely difficult.

There are many different sources of 
potential start-up funding, including 
bank loans, overdrafts and private 
loans. 

For expert help, contact an 
accountant, small business adviser or 
your bank manager. 

You need the funds in place to see 
you through early days

Starting up a business 
requires a considerable 

investment of  time, funds and 
energy. 

Before you begin, you need to 
honestly assess whether you really 
have what it takes and how well 
you think you might handle the 
risks involved.

You may want to consider the 
following questions:

� Are you prepared for the 
personal demands of setting up a 
new business? 

� How well do you handle 
uncertainty? 

� Do you have a positive attitude? 

� Are you prepared to take 
chances and gamble on your ideas? 

� Do you have any of the key 
qualities of  a typical entrepreneur? 

� Do you have an absolute 
determination to succeed? 

� Can you bounce back from 
setbacks? 

� Do you have core business skills? 

� Are you able to delegate? 

� Are you prepared to spend time 
carrying out in-depth market 
research? 

� Do you have sufficient funds to 
set up a new business? 

� Are you willing to draw on 
expert help when you need it? 

Very few entrepreneurs can claim 
to be strong in all areas. The key 
is to make the most of  your assets 
and take action to address any 
gaps. 

This could include learning 
new skills yourself  or drawing 
on outside help by delegating, 
recruiting or outsourcing.

You are the only person who can 
decide whether you have what it 
takes.

Do you have what it takes?

Magazine and newspaper publishing 
is evolving. Yesterday’s lumbering, 
heavily-staffed departments are being 
replaced by small, nimble publishing 
teams. This change triggered a 
thought in one publisher’s mind: could 
internet technology be used to join 
these publishing teams together in a 
collaborative working environment?

Managing director Jon Barrett takes up 
the story: “At the time my publishing 
teams were spread across different 
offices, buildings, towns, even continents. 
Our key management tool, the flatplan 
(a visual storyboard of each issue) was 
little more than a sketch; time consuming 
to create and edit, awkward to distribute 
and error prone. Software solutions were 
available but they proved too complex and 
expensive. The question was simple: could 
a flatplan be built, amended and accessed 
via nothing more than an internet 
browser?

“With zero software development 

experience and no desire to fully expose 
my existing business to the financial risk 
of such an innovative project, I approached 
University of Kent for help. I was met 
with an avalanche of business, technical 
and financial advice and support that 
continues today.”

After a Dragon’s Den-style appraisal, a 
research project was launched, with the 
university providing access to funding, 
business planning, intellectual property 
advice, software mentoring, technical 
guidance and more. This was implemented 
through GRIST (Great Ideas in Science and 
Technology) an enterprise scheme, aimed 
at providing entrepreneurs with innovative 
ideas access to financial support and 
practical advice to help them develop and 
grow into successful businesses.

A company was formed to manage the 
project and just 18 months after the first 
line of code was written, the Intelligent 
Flatplan V1 was launched on February 13, 
2008 at Publishing Expo, London. Seven 

months on over 300 publishing companies 
worldwide have registered to use the 
product, from micro publishers producing 
one annual title to multinational, blue-chip 
publishing names.
Jon went on: “I have deliberately involved 
the university at every milestone of 
the development because I appreciate 
the value of the organisation’s help. For 
example, the university introduced me 
to UK Trade and Investment, which led 
to enrolment on the Passport to Export 
scheme which is now underpinning our 
export drive. Likewise, a news broadcast 
by the university alerted me to new 
research funding which we are using to 
develop a universal translator which will 
let customers access the system in their 
preferred language.”
Thanks to the university’s support the UK 
was home to the world’s first browser-
based flatplanning solution.
In fact,  the circle is complete; with 
Purelabs using the experience gained over 

the past 24 months to advise new start-
up businesses in this exciting technology 
environment.

More details about the Intelligent Flatplan 
at www.purelabs.co.uk

CASE STUDY: Purelabs

University helps create browser-based flatplan solution

Purelabs’ Jon Barrett praises the 
University of Kent for its support

Content for this section supplied by Business Link.

sponsored 
by
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The type of finance you choose will 
depend on what kind of business you 
are starting, how much money you 
need and what you will use it for.

� Many people use their own savings 
or personal borrowings to fund 
the business. This may be the only 
choice if you can’t convince anyone 
else to lend you money or invest in 
the business.

� Family or friends might back 
you. However you should carefully 
consider the risk that they could lose 
their money if your business.

� If you have a credible business 
plan, you may be able to borrow 
from a bank. Many businesses use 
overdrafts for day-to-day borrowing 
and loans to finance large purchases 
such as equipment. If your business 

CHOOSE THE BEST 
FINANCIAL OPTION

Creative financing solutions for start-ups

F
U

N
D

IN
G

IGF  •  www.igfgroup.com  • 01732 849800
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Where to find initial finance
Every new business 

needs money when 
starting up. For the 
majority of  businesses, 

equipment will need to be bought, 
the workplace established and 
marketing costs met – all before the 
first sale is made. Then once you’re 
trading, you’ll need cash to pay the 
bills and keep the business going.
There is a range of financing 
options. Choosing the right ones 
is essential. You can use your own 
money, borrow from banks, family 
and friends or attract outside 
investors. Grants and government 
support may also be available.
Most businesses use a combination 
of these alternatives, tailored 
to their specific needs and 
circumstances.
This guide looks at how to work 
out how much money you need, 
the best financing options for your 
business and their advantages and 
disadvantages.
Work out your financial 
requirements

You need to put together a business 
plan. This sets out how you 
intend to operate your business 
and includes essential financial 
forecasts. These will help determine 
how much funding the business is 
likely to require, what it is needed 
for and when you will need the 
money. 
Good planning will also make it 
easier to raise the money you need. 
Use your business plan to explain 
your business to your bank and 
other potential sources of  finance. 
A good plan helps convince them 
that you know what you are doing 
and that it is worth risking their 
money backing you. 

How much will you need – and 
when? 

It’s essential to have an accurate 
idea of  your financial needs. Once 
you’ve calculated the amount you’ll 
need to cover your initial start-up 
costs, you’ll also need to factor in 
your running expenses. Customers 
may not pay you immediately but 
you will still need to pay all your 
bills to keep trading. It’s sensible 
to have sufficient capital to cover 
projected expenses for at least six 
months.
You need to make sure that you 
have taken into account how much 
money you need to live on. In the 
early stages, a new business is 
unlikely to produce spare cash that 
you can spend on yourself. 

Start-ups need to be creative 
and employ more flexible 

finance opportunities available to 
them for growth, movements into 
new markets or simply to maintain 
good cashflow. 

Overdrafts, bank loans and equity 
funding are the routes most owner-
managers and FDs of start-up 
companies think of when they need 
to review how their business is 
funded. 

With banks restricting their 
lending, start-ups need to 
get creative when it comes to 
considering finance solutions.

Borrowing on your assets: Most 
businesses with no fixed assets 
underestimate the most valuable 
asset they could use to provide 
financing for growth – their 
invoices. Debtor books are capable 
of  providing working capital.

The principle of  borrowing money 
secured on a business’s assets, 
particularly invoices, has been 
around the UK market for almost 50 
years, but it’s only in the last decade 
or so that the industry has really 
taken off.

Making the sales ledger work for 
you: Borrowing money against 

a sales ledger is an ideal option 
for start-up smaller businesses. 
In practice, it means cashflow 
situations improve with every new 
customer signed. 

The two main types of  invoice 
finance, Factoring and Invoice 
Discounting, are broadly similar 
in the access they give to funding, 
though Factoring also includes the 
outsourcing of the business’s credit 
control function.

For smaller businesses, factoring 
with this additional benefit of  
removing the responsibility of  
chasing payment from the SME’s 
clients, can be a real bonus.    

But how does it actually work?
For an agreed administration 
charge, a factoring company will 
take control of  an SME’s sales 
ledger and will pay it up to 85 
per cent of  each invoice value 
immediately.   
When the customer’s credit period 
is up the factor will begin its 
collection procedures, with some 
companies providing a tailored 

collection service to fit around 
the way you would like the credit 
control handled.
Invoice discounting – the next 
stage: Invoice discounting can be 
perceived as a mature version of 
the factoring process.  

While the cashflow benefits are 
largely identical to those associated 
with factoring, under an invoice 
discounting arrangement, the 
client company (start-up) retains 
responsibility for its own sales 
ledger.  Raising invoices and 
collecting the money is down to the 
start-up business who then has to 
forward them to the discounter for 
reconciliation.

An entrepreneur who is precious 
about customer relationships 
would probably not want to allow 
external suppliers access to its 
customer base.  

That said, as the third party 
supplier will usually be dealing 
with a customer’s finance 
department rather than the buyer 
of  the services, for most, this won’t 
be a problem.

Clearly, there’s also a price 
differential between these two 
types of  service.  

is likely to have peaks and troughs in 
its cashflow, it’s essential to be able 
to clearly illustrate these to your 
bank so you can plan an overdraft.

� A larger business with good 
prospects might attract outside 
investors. For example, business 
angels typically invest £10,000 or 
more in exchange for a share in the 
business.

� You might qualify for a grant – for 
example, if you are setting up a 
business in a deprived area. 

� If your business is setting up 
in a deprived area, or in a sector 
that is not normally catered for by 

mainstream lenders, you might 
be able to attract finance from a 
community development finance 
institution. Or you might be able 
to attract support from other 
businesses in your peer group. 

� Most businesses use a mixture of 
finance sources. You might invest 
your own money in market research, 
bring in outside investors to share 
the risk and borrow from the bank to 
purchase equipment and machinery.

Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.

Tracy Ewen, 
managing director 
and John Benner, 
director of IGF 
based in Kent and 
delivering flexible 
finance...locally

With invoice discounting, 
there’s less work for an invoice 
finance company to do.  This 
will reduce the administration 
costs associated with the service 
provision.  

On the flipside, reducing the level 
of  access permitted to your clients 
may mean more hoops to jump 
through initially, as you’ll need to 
convince the provider that you are 
a viable, creditworthy outfit, with 
strong credit controls already in 
place. Debtor books are capable 
of  providing significant working 
capital, enabling business growth. 

by John Benner

financial director, IGF

http://www.igfgroup.com/pages/


8  Autumn 2008 Issue 2

http://www.stephens-son.co.uk/


  Autumn 2008 9 Issue 2

Make sure you stay on the right side of the law
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Choosing the correct status
To put your business 

on a proper footing 
with HM Revenue & 
Customs (HMRC) and 

other authorities, you need to make 
sure that it has the right legal 
structure. Think carefully about 
which structure best suits the way  
you do business, as this will affect:

��the tax and National Insurance 
you pay

��the records and accounts you 
have to keep

��your financial liability if  the 
business runs into trouble

��the ways your business can raise 
money

��the way management decisions 
are made about the business

There are several structures to 
choose from, depending on your 
situation so if  you are unsure 

which legal structure would best 
suit your business get advice from 
an accountant or solicitor.
Sole trader: The advantages 
of  being a sole trader include 
independence, ease of  set up and 
running, and the fact that all the 
profits go to you.
The disadvantages include a lack 
of support, unlimited liability and 
the fact that you are personally 
responsible for any debts run up by 
your business.
Partnership: The advantages of 
being in a partnership include its 
ease of  set up and running, and 
the range of skills and experience 
that the partners can bring to the 
business.
On the other hand, problems 
can occur when there are 
disagreements between partners. 
There is unlimited liability and, 

There are several different 
areas of  the law which you 

should be aware of  when you start 
you business: company legislation, 
intellectual property, health and 
safety, sales legislation, internet 
policies and legislation and data 
protection

There may be specific legislation 
for your type of  business, so you 
need to check up – contact a legal 
advisor or call Business Link for an 
information sheet.

Company legislation

� What you must send to 
Companies House: Company 
directors usually delegate 
to the company secretary 
their responsibility for 
ensuring Companies House has 
up-to-date information about 
the company. However, ultimate 
responsibility remains with the 
company’s directors.

� Accounts and returns: The 
company’s annual return must be 
sent to Companies House within 28 
days of  the date on the form  and a 
copy of your accounts filed within 
the time allowed for filing those 
accounts.

� Change of company secretary or 
directors: Companies House must 
be notified of  the appointment of a 
new director or company secretary 
and any changes in the company’s 
directors or company secretary 
within 14 days of  the change 

� Other changes: Companies House 
must be informed if  you change 
your registered office – this is the 
official address of  the company and 
the address Companies House uses 
to write to you. 

Certain changes to shareholdings 
and the company’s share structure 
need to be notified to Companies 
House. 

Usually, your accountant or 
another professional adviser will 
be involved and can provide help. 
Companies House must also be 
informed if  you grant a mortgage 
or charge over an asset.

This information must be sent 
to Companies House using their 
forms, some of which can be 
completed online.

Protecting intellectual property

All businesses have intellectual 
property (IP), regardless of  their 
size or sector. This could be 
the name of your business, or 
copyright, designs, patents and 
trade marks.

Your IP is likely to be a valuable 
asset. Securing and protecting it 
could be essential to your business’ 
future success, so it’s vital to 
understand your rights.

The Intellectual Property office are 
very helpful. Visit their website, 
www.ipo.gov.uk

as a partner, you are personally 
responsible for any debts that the 
business runs up.

Limited liability partnership (LLP):
LLPs retain the flexibility of  a 
partnership and your personal 
liability is limited. There is no 
restriction on the number of  
members, but at least two must be 
“designated members” – the law 
places extra responsibilities on 
them.

The formation of  an LLP is 
more complex and costly than 
that of  a partnership and 
problems can occur when there 
are disagreements between the 
members. 

If  the number of  partners is 
reduced, and there are fewer than 
two designated members, then 
every member is deemed to be a 
designated member.

Limited liability company: In a 
limited liability company your 
personal financial risk will be 
restricted to how much you invest 
in the business and any guarantees 
you have given in order to obtain 
financing.

You should remember that this type 
of  company also brings a range of 
extra legal duties, including the 
maintenance of the company’s 
public records.

Franchise: The major advantage 
of  a franchise is that it takes 
advantage of the success of  an 
established business and support 
networks.

However, your freedom to manage 
the business is limited by the terms 
of the franchise agreement. Also 
franchisees often pay a share of  
their turnover to the franchiser, 
which reduces overall profits.

Health & Safety

You have a legal responsibility 
for the health and safety of  your 
employees and anyone else who 
may be affected by your business 
and its activities. 
Health and safety is about 
preventing people from being 
harmed at work or becoming ill, by 
taking the right precautions and 
providing a satisfactory working 
environment.
There is extensive information on 
the Health and Safety executive 
website, www.hse.gov.uk
Sales legislation

The sales process is governed 
by a number of important legal 
requirements designed to protect 
your customers. Playing it by 
the book can help your business 
build and maintain an honest and 
trustworthy reputation.
Different laws apply to your 
business including online selling 
rules, distance-selling regulations 
and data-protection rules. 
There are also general trading rules 
and the special rules for retailers or 
specialised sectors.
There is late-payment legislation 
that could affect you if  you are 
considering taking action against 
late payers or if  you tend to pay 
invoices after their due date.
Internet policies and notices

You need a clear written set of 
company Internet policies. You 
need to inform visitors to your 
website about how the site operates 
and how you might use any 
personal data. 
You need clear guidelines on how 
your staff  should use Internet and 
email.
Trading online – understanding 
e-commerce contracts

In UK law certain elements must be 
present for contracts to be legally 
binding. These are an offer, an 
acceptance, consideration and an 
intention to create legal relations.
Although trading over the Internet 

is often seen as a more informal 
way of doing business, rules apply. 

Recent e-commerce regulations 
are intended to ensure that 
electronic contracts are binding 
and enforceable throughout 
Europe.

The trader and customer are not 
face to face at any point, with 
business conducted remotely. This 
can pose a number of  challenges to 
the formation and enforcement of  
contracts.

A number of  legislative initiatives 
affect business conducted online 
and are primarily intended to 
ensure that online contracts are 
legally binding.

Data Protection Act 1998

The Data Protection Act governs 
the use of  personal information by 
businesses and other organisations. 
If  you are processing personal 
information covered by the Act 
you must comply with the data 
protection principles. These require 
that personal information is:

��processed fairly and lawfully 

��processed for one or more 
specified and lawful purposes, 
and not further processed in any 
way that is incompatible with the 
original purpose 

��adequate, relevant and not 
excessive 

��accurate and, where necessary, 
kept up to date 

��kept for no longer than is 
necessary for the purpose for which 
it is being used 

��processed in line with an 
individual’s rights 

��kept secure with appropriate 
technical and organisational 
measures taken to protect it

��not transferred outside the 
European Economic Area 

There are specific regulations 
on the use of  data and direct 
marketing

Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.

Securing and 
protecting 
IP could be 
essential to 
your business’ 
future 
success.
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 Helping you to start 
 your business...

Delandale Solutions understand what is involved in starting a business. It’s important 
to fi nd the right partners who can grow with you. With our experience of Sage50 and 
our own Integration Software we can tailor operational and fi nancial systems to your 
growing business needs – eliminating costly and time consuming traditional methods 

at the touch of a button... so you can focus on what you set out to do!

The Sage Specialist

Tel: 01227 378520   Fax: 01227 457933
Email: info@delandalesolutions.com       Web: www.delandalesolutions.com

“Not only do we enable software to talk – we get it to say exactly what you want to hear...”

  Financial Systems

�  Sage50 Accounting, Payroll and Forecasting 
implementation and consultancy

�  Project manage accounting systems and 
management reports

�  Business systems health check

�  Budgeting and cash-fl ow forecasting

�  On-going support

�  VAT return preparation and analysis

�  Assisting clients in the preparation for sales, 
mergers and acquisitions, plus on-going support 
during the process

  Software Development

�  Bespoke integration between Sage50 and existing 
business software

  Supporting services

�  Remote access and support of Accounting systems 
and IT infrastructure

�  Network hardware installation and maintenance

�  Working with current IT partner to roll out system 
implementations

�  Anti-virus software implementation

  Sage50 add ons
�  Hire Purchase calculator which posts the interest 

directly into your nominal ledger

�  Remote backup tool which copies your Sage data 
onto our secure remote server

�  Departmental analysis tools which enable drill 
down into departmental reporting. This also 
allows departmental management accounts to be 
produced using Excel

  Outsourcing

�  Interim fi nancial management

�  Temporary accounting and payroll staff

�  Payroll processing

�  Book keeping

�  Credit control

  Training and reporting

�   Sage50 Accounting, Payroll and forecasting

�  Integration of Business reporting with Microsoft© 
Word and Excel

http://www.delandalesolutions.com/


  Autumn 2008 11 Issue 2 TA
X

A
T

IO
N

Delandale • www.delandalesolutions.com • 01227 378520

NI, tax and your business

Are self-employed?

The tax and NICs you’ll pay depend 
on whether you’re self-employed 
or an employee – so it’s important 
to check that you really are self-
employed. You’re usually self-
employed if  you can answer yes to 
the following:

� Do you have the final say in how 
the business is run? 

� are you responsible for meeting 
any losses as well as taking any 
profits? 

� can you hire someone on your 
own terms to do work for you? 

� do you risk your own money? 

� do you provide the main items of 
equipment you need to do your job? 

� do you agree to do a job for a fixed 
price however long it may take? 

� can you decide what work to do, 
how and when to work and where 
to provide the services? 

� do you regularly work for a 
number of  different people? 

� do you have to correct 
unsatisfactory work in your own 
time and at your own expense? 

You can be self-employed for some 
of your work, but an employee of  
another business as well.

There are special rules if  you 
work through an agency, you’re 
a company director or you’re the 
secretary of  a club or the holder of 
any other office 

Then you’ll normally have to 
pay tax and NICs as if  you’re an 
employee.

Registering as self-employed

If  you’re self-employed you must 
register with HMRC on form CWF1 
Starting up in Business by the 
end of your third month of  self-
employment. If  you don’t, you could 
be liable for a penalty. 

Forms you’ll need to fill in if you’re 
self-employed

If  you are registered as self-
employed HMRC will send you 
a tax return every year in April. 
This relates to the previous tax 
year, from April 6 to the following 
April 5. If  you use HMRC’s online 
services, they will send you a notice 
to send your tax return online. 

HMRC will always send you the 
core pages of the tax return. 
You may also have to fill in some 
supplementary pages, depending on 
your circumstances. For example:

� If  you’re self-employed you 
may need to complete either page 
SA103S if  your turnover  was below 
£64,000 or SA103F if  the turnover 
was £64,000 or more. 

� You may need page SA102 if  you 
also work as an employee. 
� If  you are self-employed in a 
business partnership you will need 
to complete either page SA104S 
for partnerships that only have 
trading income, and taxed bank 
and building society interest (or 
alternative finance receipts), or 
page SA104F which covers all 
the possible types of  partnership 
income you might receive. 
This details your share of  the 
partnership’s profit or loss. 
It’s best to complete and send back 
your tax return online. Online filing 
is secure and accurate and the 
software automatically calculates 
your tax. 
Keeping the right records

You must by law keep business 
records for at least five years and 
10 months after the end of the tax 
year the records relate to. Keep any 
information and documents that 
you may need to help you fill in 
your tax return or to make a claim.
Self Assessment deadlines

There are four key deadlines for 
sending in your tax return and 
paying any tax due:
� October 31 – this is the deadline 
for sending in the majority of  paper 
tax returns 
� January 31 – the deadline for 
sending in your tax return online, 
and some paper tax returns where 
the return cannot be filed online. 
� January 31 – the payment 
deadline for what you owe for the 
previous tax year, and if  payments 
towards the current year’s tax bill 
are due 
� July 31 – the deadline for your 
second payment on account 
Penalties and surcharges may apply 
if  you miss these deadlines.
Record keeping (self-employed)

By law, you must keep business 
records for at least five years and 
10 months after the end of the tax 
year the records relate to. You can 
be charged up to £3,000 for failure to 
maintain or retain the records you 
need to make a tax return.
You’ll need to keep your business 
records and personal records 
separate. 
Basic records you must keep

Your basic records will normally 
include:
� a record of  all your sales, with 
copies of  any invoices you’ve issued 
� a record of  all your business 
purchases and expenses 
� invoices for all your business 
purchases and expenses, unless 

they’re for very small amounts 

� details of  any amounts you 
personally pay into or take from the 
business 

� copies of  business bank 
statements 

You or your accountant use these 
records to create a profit and loss 
account – which shows the sales 
income you’ve received and the 
expenses you’ve paid, and what 
profit/loss you’ve actually made.

Capital allowances

It’s helpful to keep a separate 
record of  purchases and sales of  
assets that you use in the business, 
such as equipment. These need to 
be treated differently in your tax 
return.

You can claim capital allowances 
for assets, which means that rather 
than claiming the whole cost at the 
time you buy, you reclaim the cost 
over time. 

Other records you must keep

All businesses are different and 
there are many specific types of  
detailed record that may need to be 
kept. Some include:

� cash book 

� petty cash book 

� order notes and invoices 

� copy sales invoices 

� details of  any other business 
income received 

� details of  any private money 
brought into the business 

� till rolls or other form of 
electronic record of  sales 

� details of  any other income 

� any cash taken out of  the till to 
pay small business expenses 

� bills and invoices for purchases 
and expenses 

� a record of  stock on hand at the 
end of the year 

� all bank and building society 
statements, pass books, cheque 
stubs and paying-in slips which 
include details of business 
transactions 

All this information will be useful 
in completing your Self  Assessment 
return. You’ll need to keep certain 

records and hold on to them for 
several years so that you can back 
up the information on your return. 

Records related to both business 
and personal use

It is important that you keep your 
business and personal records 
separate. For assets that you use 
for both business and personal 
purposes – for example, shop 
premises that include a flat – you 
must keep enough records so that 
you can work out what expenditure 
relates to business use and what is 
private. For example, on sales, you 
must keep a record of:

� any stock you take for personal 
and family consumption 

� goods or services you supply to 
someone else in exchange for goods 
or services  – barter transactions 

Even if  you don’t record these 
through a till, you’ll need to make 
a record of  the goods taken or 
supplied and their retail price. 

For motor vehicles, if  you use the 
same vehicle for both business and 
private purposes, you should keep 
enough details to help you split the 
total amount you spend between 
business and private use. 

Usually it will be enough to 
keep a record of  business and 
private mileage and to split the 
vehicle running costs in the same 
proportions.

If your records are lost or destroyed

If  your business records are lost 
or destroyed and you can’t replace 
them you must let HMRC know 
what’s happened and you will have 
to try to recreate them to complete 
your tax return. 

If  you don’t have exact figures you 
will need to tell HMRC whether the 
figures you have used are either an 
estimate or provisional figure. 

The Additional Information section 
of HMRC’s website allows you to 
say how you have arrived at these 
figures and why you unable to 
use actual figures. If  you make 
adjustments later and you have 
underpaid tax you may have to pay 
interest and penalties.

Content for this section supplied by 
HM Revenue and Customs

It is important 
that you keep 
your business 
and personal 
records 
separate. For 
assets that 
you use for 
both business 
and personal 
purposes 
you must 
keep enough 
records so 
that you can 
work out what 
expenditure 
relates to 
business use 
and what is 
private.

As you read about the following 
taxes, you’ll find that the rules 
change a lot according to the 
answer you give to these three 
questions: 

� Are you setting up in business 
as a self-employed individual, 
or as a company/limited liability 
partnership? 

� Will anyone be working for you 
as an employee? 

� How much turnover do you 
expect to have in your first year of 
business, and how much profit do 
you expect to make? 

If you can answer these questions 
early on, you’ll find it easier to pick 
out how the different rules affect 
you.

And one tip to remember – the key 
to paying no more tax than you 
need is keeping proper records.

Three questions for start ups
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Starting a Business?

Let Pitman Training Help You!

See how we can help you!

With our individually designed training, our courses cover the crucial areas of business life, IT skills, offi ce 
support, business and personal development. With modern well equipped training centres across Kent, 
you are supported by qualifi ed, friendly and helpful staff, using a variety of training methods. Our courses 
are geared towards helping you get ahead, building on existing skills and developing new ones and unlike 
traditional colleges or group based courses you can start learning whenever you’re ready and work at the 
pace and time that suits you. You can even learn from home leaving you free to run your business!

Courses range from basic computer skills (for the completely terrifi ed) to advanced secretarial diplomas 
and accounting:

• IT: Microsoft Offi ce: Word, Excel, Access, PowerPoint, Outlook and Publisher

•  Book-keeping and Accounts: Final Accounts, Sage Accounts, Sage Payroll, Sales and Purchase Ledger 
and Manual PAYE

• Web Design: HTML, Dreamweaver, FrontPage, Photoshop

pitman training | freedom to progress

Please visit our website to see all 
courses available

www.pitman-training.com
Call now for your FREE 
course demo and to talk to 
one of our course advisors:

Ashford: 01233 637424
Ashford Enterprise Centre
Faversham Road

Canterbury: 01227 761002
1st Floor
16-17 High Street

Maidstone: 01622 693141
21/22 Fairmeadow

http://www.pitman-training.com/
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and legally compliant pro-forma 
agreement is available on the 
working time and time off  section 
of www.businesslink.gov.uk/
employingpeople

Making people stay

Having found your employee, the 
next trick is to hold on to them.

Keeping staff  motivated is likely to 
increase loyalty and retention and 
encourage them to work harder for 
you and your clients. Take some 
time to think about what makes 
you and your staff  tick. 

As a small or medium sized 
business you may not be able to pay 
huge salaries or wages, but you will 
be able to develop a workplace that 
will make your staff  happier.

Aside from money, factors that you 
may want to look at more closely 
could be the type of work, potential 
to develop and the internal culture.

Staff: Your greatest asset
E
M

P
LO

Y
IN

G
 P

E
O

P
L
E

sponsored 
by

When a life-threatening illness forced 
Claire David to give up her job, she didn’t 
give in. Instead, she used her time in 
hospital to hone her beauty therapy skills 
on nurses and patients.

Claire, 31, had a tough few years. Having 
given up her job as a beauty therapist 
working from home, she was then in and 
out of hospital, at one point being given a 
few months to live. 

Claire said: ”I decided to take myself off 
my medication and give myself a rest 
and within two months, I started getting 
better. I realised that if I wanted to start 
a full-time business I would need to have 
premises so I could employ staff to cover 
me through periods of illness. 

“I approached The Prince’s Trust in 
January 2006 and was offered a loan 
which I used to help me secure a base for 
my new business.  

‘‘I gradually started working again and 
I have never looked back since. After 
building up a client base of 200 clients 
from home I have now bought a lease and 
currently have 1,400 clients. I couldn’t 
have done any of this without the help of 
The Prince’s Trust.” 

Claire’s business, Ladies Touch, in Ashford, 
is an established beauty therapy and 
training centre offering a range of beauty 
treatments and training in existing or new 
therapies. Claire’s success is such that she 
recently spray tanned Paris Hilton!

Claire is very positive about her future and 
expanding her business, saying: “Seeing 
people in hospital and people giving up, 
made me realise that where there is a will 
there is a way. There is no stopping me 
now!”

More details about Ladies Touch at www. 
ladiestouch.co.uk or call 01233 640 630.

CASE STUDY: Ladies Touch

Where there’s a will there’s a way

Beautician Claire Davis – with Paris Hilton – hasn’t looked back since starting 
her Ashford-based business Ladies Touch with the help of  The Prince’s Trust

You are only as good 
as your people. 
Recruitment is the 
essential first stage of 

getting hold of  the right people to 
make your business a success.

Why are you recruiting?

Before spending time and money 
on searching for a new employee, 
establish why you are recruiting. 

If  you are replacing one of your 
team who has just left or is about 
to leave, think about what kind of 
experience you will be losing and 
what needs to be replaced. 

Or you could be recruiting to help 
your operation expand into a new 
area or service a new market, and 
as a result you may need someone 
with new skills.

Businesses particularly recruit 
to meet special demands or busy 
periods of  trade. If  this is the 
case, then assess whether you 
need someone on a permanent or 
temporary basis. 

Finding the right person

Draft a concise and accurate person 
job specification. This might also 
form the basis of  an advert for the 
job if  you are sourcing candidates 
yourself. 

In terms of reaching your potential 
employees you could either do 
it yourself  or use a recruitment 
company. Using an agent obviously 
cuts down on the work, but can 
cost as much as 30 per cent of  the 
employee’s annual salary in fees 
once the candidate has successfully 
completed their probationary 
period. 

Other alternatives range from 
personal contacts to ads in the local 
paper or trade magazine.

It is important to reassure yourself  
that the person is legally present 
in the UK or risk fines of  £5,000 per 
individual

Making employment law quick and 
easy

Here are a few tips for making 
hiring a little easier:

� Save time, money and trees: 
Create one document instead of  
two by including your terms and 
conditions within staff  contracts, 
saving both time and money.

In fact, for help pulling it all 
together, access reliable and legally 
accurate, free advice and tools 
through the government-backed 
website, www.businesslink.gov.uk/
writtenstatement

� Money matters: Staff  must be 
paid at least the national minimum 
wage, and you’ll need to give them 
a pay slip detailing their wages and 
deductions.

� Work, rest and play: Employees 
are entitled to paid holiday, rest 
breaks, sick pay and to work a 
maximum of 48 hours per week, 
although they can formally opt 
out of  the latter. If  you do have 
staff  who would like to opt-out of  
the standard work week, a simple 

Review these areas separately by 
asking your team how they feel 
about each of them and adapt your 
strategy accordingly.

Another good way of motivating 
people is through targets and 
incentives. 

Finally, flexible working, if  
your business can handle it, is 
increasingly valued by employees. 
It makes them feel that they can 
properly balance life and work, 
prevents resentment of  work and 
give them the understanding that 
you, as an employer, care about 
them personally.  

While many businesses offer all 
their staff  some form of flexible 
working, certain parents and 
carers have a right to request 
flexible working under specific 
circumstances.  

Free, online advice and tools 
to manage flexible working 
requests can be found at 
www.businesslink.gov.uk/
flexibleworking.

Investing in your people

Training and periodic reviews offer 
the employee both the chance to 
develop under your guidance and 
ultimately improve performance.  

Running training courses is a 
great way of improving your staff  
performance.

If  you have the budget then you 
could consider external training. It 
is a good way of introducing more 
specific skills to your business and 
will also ensure you get buy-in from 
staff. 

Also, developing a review process 
will give you the structure to build 
training and development into your 
employees’ performance. 

Talking to each team member 
individually carries several 
benefits, including identifying 
and understanding their own 
particular skills gaps and training 
requirements. 

Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.
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business owners is to ensure they 
have a motivated, innovative and 
productive work force.  

The University of  Kent will help 
you to identify the most appropriate 
training via our extensive range 
of courses, modules and flexible 
study programmes. We recognise 
the need for adaptable course 
content and delivery in addressing 
your needs and that of  your 
employees.  

With extensive facilities, ranging 
from state of  the art laboratory 
and computing facilities to well 
equipped seminar and lecture 
rooms, the University of  Kent 
provides real world solutions to 
your training needs.  

For further information on the 
training programmes available 
contact Kent Innovation and 
Enterprise on 01227 827376 or 
email enterprise@kent.ac.uk

It’s all in the preparation
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Are you cynical about the benefit of 
student placements?
It is well known that student placements 
offer the opportunity for students 
to learn new skills and gain essential 
experience for the future. However, a 
largely overlooked aspect is that the host 
company will also benefit. The introduction 
of new technology, an additional member 
of staff or new project development; 
industrial placements are offered as part 
of a mutually beneficial scheme.
R&D Design Services (RDDS) based in 
Margate have maximised the expertise 
within the student body at the University 

of Kent. MD James Sullivan approached 
the University to discuss student 
placements, knowing that the University 
offers a degree in Electronics Engineering. 

It is not unusual for a company to have 
reservations when considering the 
introduction of a student, something that 
James Sullivan experienced.

How truly useful would a student be to the 
operation? Can we as a company offer the 
student a sufficient range of experience?

Despite initial reservations, Mr Sullivan 
said: “I am pleased to say that these fears 
proved to be completely ungrounded”. 

The placement prove to be a success for 
both the RDDS and the student, with the 
student completing the placement and 
going onto undertake a project with the 
company in his final year.

Having since graduated, the individual has 
now gone on to be a full time employee 
with R&D Design Services. 

When asked of the true benefits to the 
company, Mr Sullivan said: “Because the 
working environment is new to students 
they tend to be both enthusiastic and 
highly motivated. 

‘‘This often proves to be something of 
an inspiration to older more cynical 
individuals such as myself.”

Whether you are a start-up or an 
established business you could benefit 
from a student placement. 

To find how, contact the student 
placement officer on 01227 827376 or 
email enterprise@kent.ac.uk

CASE STUDY: R&D Design Services

Student placements: Injecting a little enthusiasm into your workplace

In today’s competitive 
business environment 
it is essential to develop 
the skills and knowledge 

of your employees as business 
development relies heavily on 
investment in dedicated training 
and development. It has been 
acknowledged that individuals 
who display innovative and 
creative thinking are among the 
most advantageous employees, 
generating a positive impact within 
an organisation. 

It is with this in mind, that the 
University of  Kent has developed 
a multitude of courses to meet the 
training needs of  your business.

Innovation is ever more a key 
driver in the delivery of increasing 
economic success, contributing 
significantly to the creation of  
wealth regionally and nationally. 

To enhance such economic success 
there is a need for more individuals 
developing pioneering ideas which 
challenge traditional working 
methods and provide innovative 
solutions to business problems.

Understandably, many small 
business owners and start-ups 
hesitate to spend a lot of  energy, 
time or money on training, with 
the belief  that the expense may not 
justify the end result. 

The University of  Kent is working 
to transform such a perception, 
with the belief  that training should 
be viewed as an investment not an 
expense.  The time and money you 
spend on training your staff  to do 
their job better could turn out to be 
your wisest investment.

Whether you are a business start-
up or an established business, 
innovation is vital to the survival, 
development and growth of your 
organisation.

How to have an 
innovative, motivated 
and productive 
workforce
Challenging traditional methods of 
thinking is one way of encouraging 

innovation and creativity in the 
work place, but how many times 
have you heard the phrase: ‘‘Think 
outside the box?’’ A recent search 
on Google returned 589,000 links to 
training providers that could help 
you and your staff  to do so.

It could be said, however, that you 
could spend so much time ahead of 
the training session trying to work 
out exactly what’s in the box in the 
first place that it no longer becomes 
a cost effective exercise.  

However, thinking outside the box 
has become so popular that possibly 
thinking inside the box is starting 
to become more unconventional.

What if  you were told there was no 
box in the first place?  Confused? 
We’re not surprised!

We won’t ask you to think in or 
out of  the box or even imagine any 
box at all. We understand that the 
priority for start-ups and small 

WARNING! 
Failure to 
spend time 
or money on 
training could 
be the worst 
decision you 
make.

Need management 
training?
The University of  Kent Business 
School has world expertise 
in programme design for 
organisations in both the public 
and private sectors. On offer are a 
range of business and management 
programmes aimed at middle and 
senior management which can be 
tailored to suit your needs.
Kent Business School works with 
companies who wish to develop 
their high-potential managers in 
a way that will add value to their 
organisation and help them to 
retain their talent.  
For details on how Kent Business 
School can partner with your 
organisation, contact Angela 
Ransley, head of executive 
education, on 01227 823169 or 
email A.M.Ransley@kent.ac.uk

Looking to enhance 
your business? 
It is well known that student 
placements offer the opportunity 
for students to learn new skills and 
gain essential experience.
However, a largely overlooked 
aspect is that the host company also 
benefits, be it in the introduction 
of new technology, an additional 
member of  staff  or new project 
development; industrial placements 
are offered as part of  a mutually 
beneficial scheme. 
With more than a decade of 
experience in placements, the 
University is highly skilled at 
matching students to companies’ 
requirements. 
There is also a growing trend 
towards shorter placements, either 
as part of  a module or during 
holidays. These shorter placements 
allow students to sample different 
working environments and enables 
companies to try out potential 
employees. 
To find out out what options are 
available to you contact the student 
placement officer on 01227 827376 
or email enterprise@kent.ac.uk

http://www.kent.ac.uk/enterprise/
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After-school club and play scheme 
offers a lifeline to working parents
Young mum Miriam Thomson from 
Maidstone had first hand knowledge of 
the problems of childcare in her local area 
and was convinced she could offer a better 
service.

She was working part-time in retail and 
trying to fit in her job around her family. 
She knew there was only so far she would 
be able to go in her current job and wanted 
more for herself. She came to The Prince’s 
Trust in 2007 with an idea for her business 
Mim & Me Childcare. 

Her business model was to provide an 
after-school club and holiday play scheme 
for children whose parents were working. 
She thinks the service she offers goes the 
extra mile. Miriam, 29, who now employs 
two members of staff says: “The main 

thing I try to be is flexible; I work around 
whatever the parents want, picking 
children up from school if needed. 

‘‘I also aim to give a personal service, 
getting to know the kids and talking to 
them. I found with other childcare I wasn’t 
seeing that.

“Every day we have a different theme so 
they children have a bit of a variety. I teach 
them cooking and work with them on their 
homework.

“The main thing I like about the job is that 
I feel I am benefiting the community, I get 
lots of positive feedback from my clients 
and people bring their kids back year after 
year, so I must be doing something right!” 

Miriam can be contacted on 07768 754 
401.

CASE STUDY: Mim & Me Childcare

Not all customers in 
the market are the 
same. Therefore, as 
the old adage goes, 

if  you try to please everyone you’ll 
end up pleasing no one.

So it makes sense to try to group 
customers who have similar 
characteristics and needs. At the 
same time you need to identify your 
unique selling proposition ( USP ) 
to customers

This will enable you to target your 
products or services to meet the 
particular requirements of  a given 
group, and also any communication 
you have with them will be clearly 
show why they should buy from 
you

For example, a manufacturer of  
small economy cars designed for 
city use may not want to target 
well-off  families living in rural 
areas who may be more interested 
in sports utility vehicles.

What customer groups are out 
there?

Customers can be grouped in 
many ways. Some common ways of 
grouping them are by:

� The type of need for the products/
services they buy, for example a 
particular feature that is important 
within the overall product or 
service package.

� How frequently they buy.

� Some of the behaviours they 
exhibit when they are buying, such 
as always opting for the cheapest 
available, or the most expensive, or 
best quality, or newest model etc.

By looking at your market, you 
should be able to identify some core 
categories into which you can place 
different customers.

How are these customer groups 
served?

It is then important to understand 
how these customer groups are 
served. 

How will customers get to know 
about the goods or services you 
are offering? Where will they go to 
buy them? How are your goods or 
services going to be distributed or 
delivered? What after-sales support 
is going to be provided?

and distract you from your goal of  
winning new customers. Sometimes 
a head-on battle is unavoidable but 
at least you can be prepared for 
what is coming.
Concentrate your sales efforts

There are two key strategies for 
boosting profitability through 
your sales efforts – selling more to 
existing profitable customers and 
finding similar customers like these 
to sell to.
Work with your best customers

You should have a clear idea of who 
your best customers are going to be, 
what they buy and when they buy.  
You can usually put your customers 
and the products or services they 
buy into one of four categories:
� high sales and high profit 
� high sales and low profit 
� low sales and high profit 
� low sales and low profit 
It makes sense to encourage 
customers that provide high 
sales and high profit. However, 
you can also significantly boost 
your profitability by nurturing 
customers that provide high profit 
on low sales. 
If  customers are providing low 
profit from high sales, you should 
consider your pricing to see if  you 
can generate more revenue from 
them. 
And if  customers are generating 
low sales and profits, you should 
consider continuing to do business 
with them.
Find new “best” customers

Consider expanding your customer 
base by finding new customers 
who share a similar profile to your 
existing profitable customers. If  
you are sure you have covered 
your existing market as much as 
you can, consider moving into new 
markets. 
Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.

What competitor activity is there?
You also need to understand how 
well served these groups are and 
how much competitive activity 
there is. A head-on battle with a 
major competitor is simply going 
to deplete your limited resources 

Miriam Thomson who started Mim & Me Childcare

By looking at 
your market, 
you should 
be able to 
identify 
some core 
categories 
into which 
you can place 
different 
customers.
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with unwanted calls or marketing 
material can be counter-productive. 
Use customer care to increase sales

Your existing customers are among 
the most important assets of  your 
business. Keeping their custom 
costs far less than attracting new 
business, so it’s worth taking steps 
to make sure that they’re satisfied 
with the service they receive.
There are a number of  techniques 
you can employ, including:
� providing a free customer 
helpline 
� answering frequently asked 
questions on your website 
� following up sales with a 
courtesy call 
� providing free products that will 
help customers look after or make 
the most of  their purchases 
� sending reminders when services 
or check-ups are due 
� offering preferential discounts 
to existing customers on further 
purchases 

Putting your customers first
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Originating from within the physics 
department at the University of Kent 
(UoK), VisionMetric specialises in the 
development of facial identification 
software for criminal and forensic 
investigation. 

Established in 1999 by Dr Chris Solomon, 
the business ran as a consultancy until 
2005 when the focus moved towards the 
exploitation of Dr Solomon’s research 
activities to produce EFIT-V, a quicker 
and more effective product than the 
competing systems. 

In 2006 VisionMetric bought the rights 
to E-FIT, the UK market leader for facial 
composition software with the aim of 
continuing to sell the proven E-FIT product 
and introduce the police to the benefits 
of EFIT-V. Two years on and 90 per cent 
of British Police Forces are using their 

software products. EFIT-V produces near 
photo-quality images through a simple 
recognition-based procedure. 

It has proven very effective in supporting 
witnesses of crime who have poor 
recollection for facial features but would 
nonetheless recognise the perpetrator.

VisionMetric has now implemented 
established training programmes, 
held twice a year, in which they train 
international police and security forces in 
the effective use of the software. 

The company is based in the Kent 
Business Incubation Unit at the University 
of Kent. 

Originally located in a small start-up 
office, the company expanded into larger 
premises as it grew and developed in 
2007.

MD, Dr Chris Solomon said: “A key factor 
for us in starting up at the University has 
been the unique environment.
‘‘The business has been able to work 
effectively with students who introduce 
enthusiasm and fresh ideas, in return 
gaining invaluable experience for their 
future careers. 
‘‘We also benefit from being close to other 
businesses and advisors. There is usually 
someone you can share thoughts and 
ideas with and there is a good informal 
and formal advice network.” 
During their start up VisionMetric 
benefited from the lower cost 
accommodation and flexible terms of lease 
provided by Kent Business Incubation Unit. 
Kent Business Incubation Unit offers very 
competitive rates, nice location and great 
facilities.  

VisionMetric is 
now firmly looking 
to increasing its 
international market 
presence. 

“E-FIT is currently 
sold in over 30 
countries via agents. 
However, EFIT-V is a 
unique product and 
we believe there is a 
far more substantial 
international market 
for it,” commented 
Dr Chris Solomon.

“The company is looking to grow rapidly 
and we are now seeking the right 
investment to enable us to penetrate the 
international market.”

Email chris.solomon@visionmetric.com

CASE STUDY: VisionMetric

UK first as university offers unique environment for hi-tech start-ups

Customer care is a 
crucial element of  
business success. 
Every contact 

your customers have with your 
business is an opportunity for you 
to improve your reputation with 
them and increase the likelihood of 
further sales.

From your telephone manner to the 
efficiency of your order-fulfilment 
systems, almost every aspect of  
your business affects the way your 
customers view it. But there are 
also specific programmes you can 
put in place to increase your levels 
of  customer care.

What is customer care?

Customer care involves putting 
systems in place to maximise your 
customers’ satisfaction with your 
business. 

Customer care is more directly 
important in some roles than 
others. For receptionists, sales staff  
and other employees in customer-
facing roles, customer care should 
be a core element of  their job 
description and training, and a core 
criterion when you’re recruiting.

But don’t neglect the importance 
of  customer care in other areas 
of  your business. For instance, 
your warehousing and dispatch 
departments may have minimal 
contact with your customers but 
their performance when fulfilling 
orders has a major impact on 
customers’ satisfaction.

A huge range of factors can 
contribute to customer satisfaction, 
but your customers are likely to 
take into account:

� how well your product or service 
matches customer needs 

� the value for money you offer 

� your efficiency and reliability in 
fulfilling orders 

� the professionalism, friendliness 
and expertise of  your employees 

� how well you keep your 
customers informed 

� the after-sales service you provide 

Training courses may be useful for 
ensuring the highest possible levels 
of  customer care.
Customer feedback and contact 
programmes

Customer feedback can provide you 
with detailed information about 
how your business is perceived.
It’s a chance for customers to voice 
objections, suggest changes or 
endorse your existing processes, 
and for you to listen to what they 
say and act upon it. 
The purpose of  customer contact 
programmes is to help you deliver 
tailored information to your 
customers. One example is news of 
a special offer that is relevant to a 
past purchase.
Contact programmes are 
particularly useful for reactivating 
relationships with lapsed 
customers.
Do your best to make sure that 
your customers feel the extra 
contact is relevant and beneficial 
to them – bombarding customers 

An example of the 
near photo-quality 
images produced 
by EFIT-V

Existing customer relationships 
are opportunities to increase 
sales because your customers will 
already have a degree of  trust in 
your recommendations.

Cross-selling and up-selling are 
ways of increasing either the 
range or the value of  what you 
sell by pointing out new purchase 
possibilities to these customers.

Alerting customers when new, 
upgraded or complimentary 
products become available – 
perhaps through regular emails 
or newsletters – is one way of 
increasing sales.

To retain your customers’ trust, 
however, never try to sell them 
something that clearly doesn’t 
meet their needs. Remember, your 
aim is to build a solid long-term 
relationship with your customers 
rather than to make quick one-off  
profits.

How to deal with customer 
complaints

Every business has to deal with 
situations in which things go 
wrong from a customer’s point 
of  view.

However you respond if  this 
happens, don’t be dismissive of  
your customer’s problem – even if  
you’re convinced you’re not at fault.

� if  you handle the complaint 
successfully, your customer is likely 
to prove more loyal than if  nothing 
had gone wrong 

� people willing to complain are 
rare – your complaining customer 
may be alerting you to a problem 
experienced by many others.

Complaints should be handled 
courteously, sympathetically and 
– above all – swiftly. 

Make sure that your business 
has an established procedure for 
dealing with customer complaints 
and that it is known to all your 
employees.

Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.

sponsored 
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Helping people find a path into the workplace
Royal British Legion Industries (RBLI), 
an Aylesford-based organisation with 
extensive manufacturing, welfare, 
healthcare, housing and employment 
activities, were awarded a major contract 
by the Department of Work and Pensions 
(DWP) in late 2007. 

The contract was to deliver a new 
programme, Pathways to Work, to help 
Incapacity Benefit customers into 
sustainable employment in Kent, Surrey 
and Sussex. 

Although RBLI was already delivering 
other programmes on behalf of the DWP, 
Pathways was to be on a much larger 
scale, with more stringent requirements in 
terms of data capture, evidence recording 
and management reporting.
RBLI contacted Kent IT Clinic (KITC) 
in December 2007 for advice on the 
best way forward for developing and 
implementing a suitable database.

The database had to be able to measure 
the “client journey” from referral to 
sustained employment, which in addition 
to driving the financial outcomes of the 
contract provided a basis for measuring 
contract performance.

Additionally, the new structure put in 
place to support Pathways had systems 
implications in terms of accessibility to 
the database for a large number of mobile 
workers and a planned network of regional 
offices.

Through a series of face-to-face meetings, 
KITC provided invaluable advice to RBLI 
on existing and emerging technologies for 
development and project management 
of the system, culminating in a project 
definition workshop in January 2008.

Mike Smith, RBLI’s head of business 
systems, said:  “KITC’s help and advice has 
been invaluable in helping us to achieve 
our aims in delivering a comprehensive 

system that will support our Pathways 
activities.

“The sheer scale and very tight time 
constraints of this project have placed 
heavy demands on our busy Business 
Systems team, but the professionalism, 
skills and knowledge of David Soud and 
his team of consultants have provided us 
with the tools and direction to take the 
subsequent development of the system 
through to successful implementation. 

“We would certainly use KITC’s services 
again and would recommend them to any 
organisation seeking impartial technical 
or strategic input to get started on 
what might initially appear to be a very 
daunting IS/IT project.” 

Mike Smith can be contacted via emai: 
mike.smith@rbli.co.uk

To find out how the Kent IT clinic can 
help you contact Kent Innovation and 
Enterprise on +44(0)1227 827376.

CASE STUDY: Royal British Legion Industries

“On taking over P de Jager & Sons 
Ltd at the end of May we needed an IT 
consultancy, development and support 
service as a matter of urgency.  

“We happened upon the Kent IT Clinic 
who rose to the challenge and in no 
time had the network and systems up 
and running.  

‘‘They were extremely quick to 
understand our needs.

‘‘Kent IT Clinic offer a wonderful 
service, good value and extremely 
friendly staff.  We would not hesitate to 
recommend them”
George Clowes, MD, P de Jager & Sons 
Ltd. Tel: 01634 840229

CASE STUDY: P de Jager

A number of key 
issues face a start 
up when it comes to 
buying and using IT 

equipment.

Whatever level of  IT and e-
commerce solutions you use, it’s 
important to get them right. 

This means you need to understand 
the ways in which technology can 
make your business more effective 
and how to go about selecting the 
right system to meet your business 
needs. 

You also need to select systems 
that are capable of  growing with 
your business, starting with your 
phone and broadband system, then 
looking at hard and software. 

Having suitable protection: Tools 
and techniques for countering 
security threats

You can minimise the risks posed 
by unauthorised access through 
a combination of  technology, 
procedures, policies and user 
awareness.

� Install a properly configured 
firewall for your internet 
connection.

� Make sure you have virus and 
content scanners for emails and 
attachments in place. 

� Ensure your systems (especially 
firewalls) are updated regularly 
with patches and hot fixes.

You can minimise the risks of  
viruses by a combination of  user 
vigilance and awareness, and the 
use of  anti-virus software. 

You should:

� consider installing anti-virus 
software and updating it on a 
regular basis 

� treat email attachments with 
caution, as they are a common 
means of spreading viruses 

If  your business uses wireless 
technology, it is important to 
protect files and information with 
appropriate security. 

For example:

� wireless equipment often has 
security default settings, but don’t 
assume that these are appropriate 
for your needs. Always ensure that 
such settings and configuration 
files are checked and changed 
where appropriate. 

� when handling sensitive 
information across a mobile 
connection, consider using a virtual 
private network (VPN) to ensure 
privacy. 

Regardless of  the size of  your 
business, you should protect 
against people stealing or hacking 
into your data. There are a variety 
of  ways in which misuse of  
information and hacker attacks 
could jeopardise your business, so 
security must be at the forefront of 
your e-commerce plans.

The threats posed by the lack of 
adequate security measures range 
from losing the confidence of  your 
customers to the non-availability of  
your e-commerce site.

If  you already have a merchant 
account set up with your bank, 
secure socket layer (SSL) 
technology is used to encrypt 
transaction data and to send the 
necessary customer and card 
details to the acquiring bank 
in order for purchases to be 
authorised. 

You should ensure that any 
web hosting solution you 
are considering is capable of  
supporting the SSL protocol.

Hackers and privileged information

Inadequate security controls can 
enable hackers to gain access to 
your sensitive business data.

Hackers may also gain access to 
the financial information of  your 
business or your customers, with a 
view to committing fraud. 

Loss of customer confidence

Security breaches can damage the 
confidence that your customers 
have in the service you provide. 

A lack of customer confidence is 
potentially fatal to the success of  
your online venture. 

Denial-of-service attacks

These deny access to authorised 
users of  a website, so that the 
site is forced to offer a reduced 
level of  service or cease operation 
completely. Some businesses never 
recover from such attacks. 

Data backups

It is vital to have adequate data 
backups to mitigate against 
damage caused by viruses, theft or 
permanent damage to equipment 
(fire, water spillage etc). It is a fact 
that 70 per cent of  businesses that 
lose their data go out of  business 
within a year. Backups allow you to 
continue trading even if  computer 

data has been lost. 

Backups consist of copies of  data 
from your key systems. These 
copies are made to portable media 
like magnetic tapes or CD-ROMs. 
You should have a back-up routine 
as part of  your IT security policy 
and you should check that this is 
being correctly carried out.

� Give one person the main 
responsibility for backing up, and 
designate a second to cover.

� Use a different tape or disk to 
back up each day of the week and 
have a schedule for rotating them 

� Keep backups secure – preferably 
off-site from the main business 
premises.

Content for this section supplied by 
Business Link.
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Mother of three, Caroline Edwards, has 
launched a brand new style of children’s 
books that aim to give kids a head start in 
the reading stakes at school. 

love2read allows parents and family 
to create bespoke books by uploading 
personal photographs that reflect a child’s 
world.

Those images are then related to simple 
key words. These key words are known as 
“high frequency” words and are some of 
the first words your child will be taught to 
recognise when they start school.

A qualified primary school teacher and 
mother of three, Caroline has studied 
children’s reading behaviours for 15 years 
and has developed six initial books based 
on her research as well as feedback from 
other local parents and children. 

Caroline comments: “While helping one of 
my children learn to read, I made a book 

using photos of our family and it was a real 
hit, so I made some more using different 
words.

“Then I noticed that even my youngest 
child, who was only two at the time, was 
picking up the books and I could see 
that he was starting to recognise words. 
Friends with children then started to 
borrow the books and comment on the 
great results they were having so I asked a 
local designer to create a prototype book 
and sought advice from my local Business 
Link.”

How Business Link helped

“I attended a free event for women 

starting their own business which really 
gave me the confidence and knowledge to 
get my business off the ground.
“I also qualified for a free broadband grant 
which was a huge help towards setting up 
my website.
Results of research
“Research shows that if your child loves 
books they will learn to read much faster 
and you will be encouraging a lifelong love 
of reading.
“love2read aims to assist parents in 
developing that passion and have a lot of 
fun along the way.”
Once the book is created on a simple-to-
use website, it is professionally produced 
and dispatched to the customer within 10 
days.
love2read has launched with six different 
titles with more planned for the very near 
future.

CASE STUDY: love2read

Caroline finds the right way to read market trends

Customer relationship 
management (CRM) 
helps businesses to 
gain an insight into the 

behaviour of  their customers and 
modify their business operations to 
ensure that customers are served in 
the best possible way. 

In essence, CRM helps a business to 
recognise the value of  its customers 
and to capitalise on improved 
customer relations. The better you 
understand your customers, the 
more responsive you can be to their 
needs.

CRM can be achieved by:

� finding out about your 
customers’ purchasing habits, 
opinions and preferences

� profiling individuals and groups 
to market more effectively and 
increase sales

� changing the way you operate 
to improve customer service and 
marketing

Benefiting from CRM is not just 
a question of buying the right 
software. You must also adapt 
your business to the needs of your 
customers.

Having the right sort of  website 
– one that portrays the right image 
and encourages customers to buy.

It is essential from the outset 
that you clearly identify what the 
purpose of  your site is. Typical 
reasons why businesses develop 
websites include:

� building brand awareness

� saving money

� selling products

� providing improved customer 
support

Remember that what you want the 
website to accomplish and what 
your visitors require from the site 
may differ. You may be concerned 
about the visual aspects of  the site, 
while your visitors probably care 
more about how quickly they can 
find information.

And make sure the website can be 

found by search engines, such as 
Google.
Get more customers onto your 
website 

It is more important than ever for 
small businesses to have a website, 
but building a site is only half 
the battle. You must also attract 
customers.
Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 
is the buzz phrase which simply 
means the process of  getting a 
good page position or rank when 
your potential customers do web-
searches related to your business.
Here are a number of  simple 
do-it-yourself  techniques that 
you or your marketing team can 
deploy with the help of  your web 
developer:  
� Choosing keywords: These are 
the search terms customers will use 
to find you. Avoid really popular 
keywords because too many people 

use them. Narrow down to several 
less popular terms and you have 
a better chance of getting a good 
rating.

� Using keywords: Work your 
keywords into your web page text 
without overdoing it. You must 
focus on providing quality content. 
And don’t try to trick the search 
sites by hiding text – it doesn’t 
work.

� Using pay per click advertising: 
Try pay-per-click advertising to 
test your keyword. You can bid on 
keywords through a service like 
Google’s AdWords and see if  the 
words attract paying customers

� Building incoming links: 
Encourage other reputable sites 
to link to yours – each link counts 
as a vote for your site! But avoid 
link farms which are set up to do 
nothing more than link to other 
sites. Search engines recognise this 

and may penalize your ranking.
� Monitoring your SEO campaign: 
Be patient; it can take a few months 
to see results. You may need to 
tweak pages to maintain your 
rankings – competition is fierce.
� Submitting your site to the 
search engines: Don’t overdo 
it.  Submitting repeatedly is 
considered spamming.
� Outsourcing your SEO 
campaign: If  the above fail, you 
can talk to a company specialising 
in SEO!
Choosing an ICT system supplier

Businesses with no in-house ICT 
expertise need specialist suppliers
 but it’s a daunting task to identify 
the right companies. Here are some 
critical questions to ask when 
choosing a supplier:
� Do they speak in a language that 
you can understand or do they 
baffle you with geek speak? 
� Are they members of  the local 
council’s Fair Traders scheme 
– they will have been thoroughly 
checked out by the local Trading 
Standards and given a certificate?
� Can they provide references from 
other customers?  
� Can you look at websites they 
have provided for other customers? 
To get significant benefits from IT, 
you need to be able to trust your 
IT systems. This means having 
confidence in the company that 
supplies, manages and maintains 
them. Choosing the right IT 
supplier is therefore an essential 
part of  selecting an effective IT 
solution.
If  you rely on IT for your day-to-
day activities you need to have a 
successful working relationship 
with your IT supplier. A good 
relationship with your supplier 
can help ensure that your existing 
systems run smoothly and 
also identify and develop new 
applications.
Content for this section supplied by 
Business Kent.

Research shows that if your 
child loves books they will 
learn to read much faster
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The nappy change that disposed of Sarah’s worries
A search for a greener alternative to 
conventional disposable nappies for her 
daughter was the starting point for one 
Kent mother to set up her own business.

Mum-of-two Sarah Corke is the brains 
behind Eco-Loco, offering a range of eco-
friendly, natural and organic products with 
free delivery in the Tonbridge, Tunbridge 
Wells and Crowborough areas. 

She credits Business Link with giving 
her the confidence to go it alone, having 
previously attended the organisation’s 
‘What are you waiting for?’ Pre-Start 
Workshop for women looking to work for 
themselves.

With no minimum order, Eco-Loco makes it 
easy for parents to switch from standard 
disposable nappies, around eight million 
of which are thrown into UK bins every 
day, to a greener option. The range 
includes “eco-disposables” alongside more 
traditional washable cotton nappies.   

Sarah discovered eco-disposables when 
her daughter, who was born eight weeks 
prematurely, became sore when using 
washable nappies and had to find an 
alternative. Research led Sarah to a 
solution with greener credentials.

She explained: “Eco-disposable nappies go 
that much further to lessen the negative 
impact on the environment. They don’t 
contain nasty chemicals, perfumes or 
optical brighteners and are kinder to your 
baby’s skin than conventional disposables.”

It was not just eco-disposables that Sarah 
found. She discovered a whole range of 
natural, organic and eco-friendly goods 
that were not available in shops locally. 
Spotting a business opportunity, she 
decided to launch Eco-Loco. 

She said: “Our mission is to bring the 
best of the ecologically-friendly nappies, 
household products and natural toiletries 
which are currently available on the 

internet and make them easily accessible 
to local families at competitive prices and 
with free delivery.”
How Business Link helped
Sarah said attending Business Link’s 
Women’s Pre-Start workshops in Tonbridge 
turned out to be a crucial decision.
“I’d toyed with a few business ideas but 
brushed them all under the carpet where, 
in most cases, they belonged. But the 
confidence I gained from the workshop 
meant that when this came along I thought 
I’d go for it.” 
In the run-up to launching Eco-Loco Sarah 
expanded her skills further by attending 
Business Link ‘Starting your own business’ 
workshops on Sales and Marketing and on 
Finance and Accounts. Since opening for 
business she has also been in contact with 
Business Link adviser Martin Logan.

She said: “It’s reassuring to know there’s 
someone you can pick up the phone to.”

CASE STUDY: Eco-Loco

Kent businesses 
starting up concerned 
about the impact 
of  an economic 

downturn are being encouraged to 
think about minimising the use of  
resources to make cost savings and 
protect the bottom line.
Erica Russell of Business Link, 
which offers guidance and support 
on reducing energy costs, as well 
as practical and efficient tips 
on energy savings, said: “When 
money is getting tight there are 
many ways in which being more 
environmentally friendly will really 
help your bottom line. 
“Cutting even a few hundred 
pounds of costs from your business 
– and this need not affect the level 
of  customer service you offer – is 
equivalent to thousands of pounds 
of extra sales. 
“Start off  by considering your 
energy use and transport costs, as 
these are two large areas that you 
can make savings in quickly.” 
Elaine Sharp, Envirowise 
Programme manager, added: “The 
current economic climate requires 
us to be wise spenders both as 
individuals and business people. 
Getting started on the road to 
resource efficiency can be simple 
and straightforward.”
It is a common misconception that 
taking environmental steps will be 
an extra cost to the business. Here 
are some low and no-cost tips to 
help Kent businesses take steps to 
lower their environmental impact 
and add to their bottom line: 
� Switch off  computers, lights 
and high-energy guzzlers such as 
electric tea or coffee machines or 
speakers. Taking these basic steps 
can cut energy costs by 10-20 per 
cent. 
� Only invest in energy-efficient 
equipment, as older pieces may 
use more energy. If  financing is 
an issue, you may be eligible for 
a Carbon Trust interest-free loan 
– something that’s very worthwhile 

in these credit tight times. 

� For many small companies 
delivering goods or running 
company cars has really begun to 
hit the bottom line. So make sure 
that all deliveries or sales team 
routes are carefully planned to keep 
mileage as low as possible. 

If  you will be driving a van you can 
get training on how to minimise 
your use of  fuel. Drivers who have 
been through a Safe and Fuel 
Efficient Driving (SAFED) training 
course use on average 18 per cent 
less fuel, which typically equates 

to a £500 saving per van driver each 
year.
� Try to substitute some of your 
client face-to-face meetings for 
web-based video conference calls. 
This will also help you to keep 
down your carbon emissions by 
significantly reducing travel.
� If  you are questioning the need 
to have actual business premises, 
then consider working from home. 
Network with other colleagues 
and have a dedicated space, which 
you can use for catch-up meetings. 

Offering flexible hours so staff  can 

work from home will also reduce 
their carbon footprint and can 
often improve productivity and 
motivation.

� Strive to be a paperless office. 
Minimise the amount of  printing 
in the first instance but also make 
changes to extend toner life and 
reduce paper. 

Change the generic ‘print default’ 
settings so that the quality is 
always ‘draft’ and opt to print on 
both sides.
Content for this secton supplied by 
Business Link.

Smooth move: Sarah Corke


















