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A future we can control – Article for Business Plus
Each time we have bad news of another major lay off by a multinational, Government appointed task forces identify the establishment of small businesses locally as key to replacing the lost jobs. In Ireland 97% of all businesses are Small and Medium Enterprises(less than 50 staff) with failure rates after five years running at 41% with approximately 88% of startups established each year in Ireland failing to scale above 5 staff.
Typically small business owners face two major obstacles to growth and success:

Working in the business rather than on the business

.
Starting up a small business in Ireland is very much a hit and miss affair. Even something as personal as getting married is normally proceeded by an obligatory  Marriage Guidance course however when it comes to spending your life savings/redundancy lump sum in setting up a small business, most people open the doors for business and hope that their hard slog will guarantee success. More often than not they spend their days chasing their tail to keep the business ticking over (working in the business) and rarely get the opportunity to take the strategic “helicopter view” (working on the business). Over the coming 12 months many will have the heart breaking experience of closing down their “baby” potentially leaving them saddled with debts, banks writing off loans and Revenue facing unpaid tax bills.  
Most small businesses are started by people who excel at a certain role. They personally produce their product/service to a very high standard. However this is only a small part of the challenge of running a business. The marketing, sales, HR and financial  issues that underpin any successful business are often grappled with reluctantly at first and then by necessity as overdrafts and sales growth issues mount up and take up more and more attention. Often the result of this diversion of the owner is that the quality of the product/service deteriorates and bills, debts and time demands reach insurmountable levels. This is the point when many small business owners call it a day. 
To enable the owner to work “on the business” in a strategic manner he/she needs 1. Training to a standard acceptable to potential funding partners and 2. funding  and service partners that add value rather than distracting him/her from growing the business.  
A key problem is that relevant training is seen as a luxury by most small business owners as they struggle to survive the challenges each day brings However in this choice they resemble the wood cutter chopping frantically with a blunt axe to achieve a deadline. When asked why he doesn’t sharpen it in order to speed up the rate at which he can cut, he replies that he doesn’t have time!

Funding and Service Partners

Why is it so expensive and difficult for small businesses to get financial support?  – One reason is that there is no nationally accepted accreditation and training programme for small business owners and their businesses. Therefore the learning curve for the bank in getting to know enough about each owner and their business costs them a lot of time and money as every business and business owner is different. 
In terms of service providers small businesses can’t afford the cost of the relative peace of mind offered by selecting a national brand name provider for traditional services such as accounting, legal, design etc. For every good local accountant, graphic designer or solicitor sadly anyone reading community forums such as Boards.ie will know that there are examples from small business owners of people in those professions that have dropped the ball resulting in serious headaches and distraction. There can often be little continuity of service or strength in depth on the part of the traditional service suppliers. 
However the winds of change are coming for traditional services. Thanks to the web and the evolution of Software as a Service, the next 5 years will see traditional services like book keeping, graphic design, financial services, legal services and IT support services become productised which will bring economical, consistent services to small business owners. 
Recommendations

1. Increase the survival rate for small businesses in Ireland (and as a by product more jobs in training) by making relevant training a legal requirement for all small business owners and staff via a national accreditation programme that provides initial training and annual strategic business planning consultation. The funding for this programme to be provided by the prime beneficiaries, ie the Banks and Revenue.
2. Given that the services sector is our country’s future, implement one of the key recommendations of the 2004 Enterprise Strategy Group report in terms of clusters by establishing a “Productisation of Services” cluster aimed at the traditional business services sector with the objective supplying the 3.8 million small businesses located in the UK. This will create 1,000 Irish jobs over the next 10 years. Act on another of the recommendations of that report in using state procurement to help get businesses in this new cluster to scale up to a level where they can compete internationally.
