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3
A spot of coaching

‘I don’t have the time’ might be the instant reaction of a budding entrepre-
neur if it is suggested that training or asking for advice would be beneficial. 
At the other end of the spectrum, there may be people who could make a 
success of self-employment but ‘don’t know how to start’.

Training, counselling and seeking advice can all improve your chances of 
success, so do not dismiss the idea. If you have not yet started on your own, 
try to fit in some sort of training before you do so. If you are already under 
way, look around to see what training or help is available to fit in with your 
schedule – and don’t wait until things are going wrong. Give yourself the 
greatest chance of success and consider it now.

There are an extraordinary number of organizations offering training 
or help for new or small businesses, including local enterprise agen-
cies*, private training companies, online providers, local colleges, 
chambers of commerce*, local authorities* and banks. However, the 
simplest way to tap into the vast majority of these sources is through 
Business Link* in England, Business Gateway* in Scotland, Business 
Wales*, or Invest NI* in Northern Ireland. These are government- 
sponsored organizations that offer you a one-stop shop for finding out 
about all types of support and information relevant to business. All deliver 
their information and services through a web site and traditionally have 
offered local, face-to-face networks too. However, as part of the govern-
ment’s spending cuts, the Business Link regional network in England is to 
be abolished by November 2011. But the Business Link web site is being 
expanded and enhanced. There will also continue to be a telephone-based 
national business support centre.
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An important source of local advice, training and mentoring is the network 
of local enterprise agencies* (LEAs). These are independent, not-for-profit 
bodies that are dissimilar in name, size, how they are funded and what 
they can do for you, but share the common aim of supporting small and 
growing businesses. You can locate your nearest LEA through the National 
Federation of Enterprise Agencies (NFEA)*.

Training courses

Obviously, the main purpose of attending a training course is to learn new 
skills and techniques. But a secondary purpose is that it gives you an oppor-
tunity to meet people with similar problems and possibly meet potential 
partners, suppliers and customers.

The diversity of courses available makes it difficult to describe an average 
course. On the other hand, this very diversity should ensure that you will 
find a course run somewhere that meets your needs and suits your person-
ality, although obviously you do not want to travel too far.

How long is a course?

The length of courses available varies. There may be a one- or two-day 
taster. Or there could be a series of short modular courses, attended part-
time (say, at weekends, in the evenings or spread over several weeks or 
months). Learndirect* offers a wide array of courses which you can com-
plete over the Internet at your own pace.

What topics are covered?

The content of most of the general self-employment or small business 
courses leans heavily on the financial side. Topics such as cash flows, busi-
ness plans and sources of finance, financial control, tax and book-keeping 
are covered. There should also be a substantial content on selling and mar-
keting. Apart from these key areas, other topics that may be covered include 
premises, information technology, employment law, recruiting, time man-
agement, exporting, and other legal aspects of business and insurance. HM 
Revenue & Customs* run workshops around the country on tax-related 
topics, such as becoming self-employed and taking on your first employee.

As well as general courses, some organizations run more specialized ones, 
for example a two-day course concentrating on finance or marketing. If 
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you feel fairly confident in general about your business expertise, this sort 
of course could help you to brush up your knowledge in your weakest area.

What sort of training?

Inevitably, with a fair number of courses, quite a lot of the information 
and training is given in a fairly traditional classroom format. However, in 
all courses there should be discussion and questions. The success of the 
course can depend as much on the quality and interest of the participants 
as on the trainers. Before you choose a course, try to find out a bit about 
the type of participants attending the course to gauge if it is the right level 
for you.

An increasing number of courses are trying to introduce a ‘hands-on’ 
approach. Your business plan will be presented to a trainer and the other 
course participants for discussion, suggestion and improvement. On a few 
courses, there may be an opportunity to present your plan to someone from 
a bank or other source of funds. This could simply be a training exercise. 
However, if you present your case well, the bank may want to discuss your 
business idea in more detail.

Attending a course in person is often the best route because of the chance 
to network with other people. But if this would be difficult – for example, 
you can’t take time away from business during the day – an alternative is 
online learning. You study over the Internet at times convenient to you 
and at a pace of your own choosing. One of the biggest providers of courses 
over the Internet is the government through its learndirect* initiative, 
which offers a large range of courses designed for small businesses. If you 
don’t have access to a computer at home, you can study from a learning 
centre, typically based in local schools, colleges and community centres.

Who runs the courses?

Courses are run by a wide variety of organizations, including training 
and enterprise councils, local enterprise agencies or colleges of further 
education or technology. The ideal trainer for a small business course is 
someone who has had experience of running a business and is a trained 
tutor. Before you choose a course, look at the backgrounds of the people 
running it.

A newly launched organization that has government backing is Start-Up 
Britain*. Based on a successful US format, this is a web-based resource 
set up by business organizations to provide a wide range of support for 
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new and growing businesses. One of its initiatives is StartUp Saturday*, a 
series of courses for people new to business or wanting to brush up their 
skills. The courses are held on Saturdays in the stores of Staples, the busi-
ness supplies retailer, initially in seven locations but going nationwide 
from September 2011. Each session lasts an hour and can either be taken 
separately or as part of a full 12-week course, and participants receive a 
workbook with information and case studies. Topics covered include, for 
example, researching the market, drawing up a business plan, financial 
aspects, marketing and selling. Individual sessions cost £10.90 or the whole 
12-week course costs £103.15.

One ingredient for successful business training can be the support that you 
can get before and after the training course itself. To maximize the benefit 
from the time you spend, look for an organization running the course that 
can provide mentoring or counselling or has close links with one that does.

How to find a course

A good starting point for locating courses in your area is to contact the fol-
lowing organizations or use the searchable training directories on their web 
sites: Business Link*, Business Gateway*, Business Wales*, www.nibusiness-
info.co.uk (part of Invest NI*) or learndirect*. Alternatively you can contact 
providers, such as local colleges, direct. To find out about colleges in your 
area, contact the Association of Colleges*. For information about StartUp 
Saturday*, visit its web site.

How to choose a course

1	 If you don’t know whether training will meet your needs, ask for advice 
from Business Link, Business Gateway, Business Wales or Invest NI. 
Alternatively contact the careers advice helpline at learndirect.

2	 Decide whether you want a general or specialized course.
3	 Try to find out about the trainers. Is there a good mix of practical 

business knowledge and teaching experience?
4	 Find out about the kind of participants for whom the course is designed 

and, if possible, the individuals who will be on the course with you.
5	 Ask if the training is mainly classroom-based. Go for courses with 

practical emphasis on business plans, especially if there can be a mock 
presentation for raising finance.

6	 See if pre- and post-course counselling is provided or easily arranged.
7	 Check the cost – there may be training allowances available.
8	 Check whether you can get tax relief on the cost. If the course is connected 
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to your business and involves updating your skills, you should be able to 
deduct the cost as an allowable trading expense (see p. 388). If you are 
acquiring new skills, claim the annual investment allowance (see p. 394).

9	 Check the hours of the course and, if applicable, find out the childcare 
facilities. If you cannot get to a course, check out learndirect.

Mentoring, counselling and consultancy

A mentor can give you ad hoc, informal advice on any aspect of setting up 
and running your business. Mentors are people who have been there them-
selves, having set up their own businesses, and so have a good understanding 
of the issues you are facing and the options available. Increasingly, you are 
likely to contact mentors online and may have access to more than one.

Help and advice on a one-to-one basis is given by counsellors. You could 
approach a variety of advice agencies at any stage of starting a business. 
Initially, counsellors can help by discussing your idea, and its strengths and 
weaknesses, and suggesting ways of carrying out market research.

At a later stage, counsellors can help you to prepare a business plan, 
including cash flows; you may even find a counsellor prepared to approach 
a bank manager with you. And counsellors will spend time with you if your 
business is hitting a sticky patch or if you feel you have a weakness in a 
particular area of your business and need fresh ideas or guidance.

The background of counsellors can vary a lot. All of them should be able 
to help in discussing your business idea, finding out about markets, pre-
paring plans and budgets, advising on finance and helping you to find 
your way around the business world. If you need specialist advice or have 
more detailed problems, your counsellor will be able to help or will know 
who can.

For established businesses, there may be a need for consultancy on specific 
topics: design, marketing, quality systems, manufacturing processes and so 
on. Agencies can signpost you to consultants and may be able to offer help 
at a ‘fair’ rate.

Who provides mentoring, counselling or consultancy?

There are several sources:

1	 Business Link*, Business Gateway*, Business Wales* or www.nibusinessinfo.
co.uk (Invest NI*). If you want to talk to someone face-to-face about your 
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needs, contact the organization’s helpline or use the web site resources. 
For example, on the Business Link web site, find the Directories section 
and choose Business Support Finder. You are asked to specify the type of 
support you need from a list and could choose, say, ‘Exchanging ideas 
and sharing expertise’.

2	 From June 2011, the government plans to have added a new online 
service, The Mentoring Gateway, which is to provide access to 
a network of 40,000 experienced business mentors. At the time 
of writing, further details had not been announced. Check the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills* web site for updates. 
Start-Up Britain* has also announced plans to launch an online Mentor 
Marketplace.

3	 Local enterprise agencies* (LEAs). These vary in the services they offer, 
so it is worth checking whether your local one offers any consultancy 
services. LEAs operate throughout England and Wales. To find your 
local agency, contact Business Link* or Business Wales*. You can also 
find your local LEA in England through the National Federation of 
Enterprise Agencies (NFEA)*. 

4	 Chambers of commerce*. Local chambers vary greatly in size and the 
resources they can offer. To find your local branch, see The Phone Book 
or contact the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC)*.

5	 Other ad hoc agencies that may provide support for small businesses, 
such as Natural England*, English Heritage* and local authorities*, 
which offer advice and sometimes grants to businesses where this helps 
also to achieve the particular aims of the agency.

6	 Banks. Many banks offer specialist services for small businesses and 
have a network of small business centres or advisers. They can direct 
you to appropriate counselling organizations and information services.

7	 If you are unemployed and have been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance 
for more than six months, you may be eligible for the New Enterprise 
Allowance (NEA). This is a package to help you start up your own 
business and includes access to a business mentor during the planning 
phase of your business and the early days of trading. For information, 
contact Jobcentre Plus*.

Sharing problems with others

The business problem you are currently struggling with is unlikely to 
be unique; other businesses may have faced similar dilemmas. Picking 
someone else’s brains can be a useful source of ideas and advice – if you can 
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find the right brains, that is. One way of meeting other business people is 
to find out if there is a chamber of trade or commerce or a small business 
club operating in your area. Try asking your local library or LEA* (some 
enterprise agencies also run small business clubs).

The aims of clubs such as these are variously to promote the growth 
of small business in a particular area or field, to keep small businesses 
informed of relevant information and legislation, to provide a social 
situation in which business can be discussed, to act as a voice for small 
businesses both locally and nationally and, possibly, to promote trade 
between members.

You may also find that there are web sites with chat forums, where you 
may find useful suggestions if you raise a problem. Social networking sites, 
such as Facebook* and LinkedIn*, are becoming increasingly important as 
a way of discovering and exchanging ideas with people operating in the 
same field as you.

If one of your problems is being too small to undertake effective marketing 
of your products, you could consider working with other businesses by 
forming a joint venture or consortium. This is sometimes called a pur-
chasing or marketing cooperative. Contact your local Business Link*, 
Business Gateway*, Business Wales* or Invest NI* to see if they can provide 
further information and assistance.

The media, books and exhibitions

Some of the national newspapers devote some space specifically to the 
small business sector. The Financial Times (Saturday edition), the Daily 
Express, the Guardian and The Times, for example, have pages which include 
business-to-business ads for businesses offering or wanting services, prod-
ucts or money, or businesses to buy and sell or franchises available – but see 
p. 85 for how to find a business to buy. The pages also have some editorial. 
There may be an article on the experience of one small business, but there 
are also usually up-to-date bits of information, for example about training 
courses, exhibitions, books and new finance packages.

There are quite a number of books written for small businesses. Some of them 
aim to be comprehensive, such as this one; others are more selective in partic-
ular areas. You could contact your local library, whose staff can be very helpful 
on suggesting sources of information. The Internet contains numerous sites 
offering general business advice, including Business Link*, Start-Up Britain* 
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and www.smallbusiness.co.uk sites. Use search engines (see p. 23) to track down 
other sites covering areas in which you are particularly interested.

At an early stage of your business planning, wandering around business 
exhibitions can give you some ideas and useful literature. These are also 
an opportunity to speak to some potential customers and competitors. Ask 
your Local Enterprise Agency* if there is soon to be a local exhibition or 
check out the directory of events on the web site of Business Link* or your 
equivalent organization.

Other organizations

There are many trade associations covering different sectors – and you may 
gain information or support by joining one of them. There are also three 
well-known small business organizations that can lobby at a national level.

1. The Federation of Small Businesses*

This is the largest small business organization in the UK, representing over 
205,000 small and medium-sized businesses. Its primary role is to act as a 
lobbying group promoting and protecting the interests of its members. 
But there are direct membership benefits too, including legal and tax 
advice, information on employment law and an employment disputes 
service. Members also get a range of special offers for insurance, factoring 
and so on. The yearly membership is £120 for a sole trader working alone 
and £170 for businesses with one to four employees, increasing after that 
on a sliding scale according to the number of employees. There is also a 
£30 registration fee in the first year.

2. The Forum of Private Business*

This Forum offers members a range of benefits including, for example, 
employment law guidance, a credit management service, marketing advice, 
help finding finance and a general advice helpline. The Forum offers four 
levels of membership. Introductory membership is free and offers web site 
and e-mail information; intermediate membership starts at £175 if you 
work alone, £250 for up to ten people, and includes extra services such 
as HR and finance templates, business advice and money-saving deals; 
advanced membership starts at £425 for a sole trader, £500 for up to ten 
people, and adds in networking events; expert membership is a more 
expensive package tailored to your business.
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3. Professional Contractors’ Group*

PCG represents the freelance small business community. Its members 
include professional freelancers, contractors and consultants in, for 
example, IT, management, finance, engineering, oil and gas, telecoms 
and accounting. PCG campaigns on issues such as taxation, agency 
regulations and e-commerce regulations. Membership benefits include 
professional expenses insurance (to cover the fees of professionals 
employed during tax enquiries, VAT disputes and so on), access to free 
tax and legal helplines, contract templates and preferential rates from 
a range of suppliers. It also maintains a fighting fund to back suitable 
legal cases to establish important principles in tax and employment law. 
Standard membership starts at £120 1 VAT for a sole trader or company 
with one fee-earner.

Advice aimed at specific groups

If you are relatively young and thinking of starting a business, or if you are 
unemployed with little prospect of obtaining employment, or a woman or 
from an ethnic minority, or an older person, you are often able to choose 
more specialized counselling or advice.

If you are from an ethnic minority, you may find that there is a local agency 
in your area especially to help members of ethnic minorities who start 
small businesses. Many other agencies now recognize that you may prefer 
to see a counsellor from an ethnic minority.

Here is some information on three specialist national organizations:

1. Shell LiveWIRE*

Shell LiveWIRE is a UK-wide community investment programme funded 
by Shell UK Limited to stimulate young people (usually meaning 16 to 
30) to explore the option of starting or developing their own business. As 
well as being active throughout the UK, LiveWIRE programmes are now 
established worldwide.

Through the web site, young people can get free information on all 
aspects of starting and running a business, for example through an 
online Business Kit and Library, networking with other entrepreneurs, 
putting questions to online mentors and finding out where to get further 
business advice in their local area. Shell LiveWIRE encourages sound 
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business planning and continual monitoring of the business. It also runs 
an annual young entrepreneur competition with a £10,000 prize and 
monthly ‘grand idea’ awards of £1,000 for businesses in their first year 
of trading.

2. The Prince’s Trust*

The Prince’s Trust helps unemployed (or working less than 16 hours a 
week) 18- to 30-year-olds in England, Wales and Northern Ireland to set 
up and run their own business. It provides advice on employment options, 
business skills training, planning support, start-up funding and ongoing 
support from a mentor. Its web site includes a range of useful guides and a 
business planning pack. Young people on the programme also have access 
to a range of free or discounted offers, including, for example, online 
accounting systems, a legal helpline and office rental.

3. The Prince’s Initiative for Mature Enterprise (PRIME)*

PRIME is a not-for-profit organization that helps people over 50 start up in 
business. On joining its free business club, you’ll receive a starter pack of 
information, a list of organizations near you that can help new businesses, 
and details of training, workshops and other events coming up. PRIME runs 
taster sessions to help you decide whether self-employment is for you, its 
own training events and a mentoring service, all of which are free. It publi-
cizes useful events arranged by other organizations, some of which are free 
and others low-cost. PRIME also lobbies government to remove barriers to 
older people’s employment.

Summary

1	 A great deal of help and assistance is available to businesses in the 
UK, much of it free. Please make use of it, as it can help you to 
avoid mistakes.

2	 Business Link provides a centralized source of information about what 
help is available. It is often your best starting point.

3	 Choose your training course carefully. Check that it is a practical 
course with emphasis on your own business plans.

4	 Counselling can be a useful source of advice, not just when you start 
but also when you have been in business for some time.

5	 Other business people can provide help and contacts – see if there is a 
small business club in your area.
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	 cars 209, 390, 393, 395, 397–8, 418, 426
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	 filing deadlines 257, 258, 386–7, 406, 417
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	 revenue/capital distinction 393
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trade credit insurance 291
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trade unions 267–8, 269, 275
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	 franchises 115, 120
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UK Border Agency (UKBA) 250, 252
unfair dismissal 250, 267, 271, 276
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valuation, buying a business 92, 93, 94, 97–100
value added tax (VAT) 40, 419–32
	 annual accounting 430, 432
	 bad debts 431
	 calculating 425–7
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	 online returns 429, 431
	 payment of 430–1
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	 rates 423–4
	 records 374, 375, 376, 377, 426, 427–30
	 registration 406, 414, 420–3, 424–5, 431
	 tax deductible cost 390–1
venture capital 47, 102, 219, 321, 322, 329–31, 

360
victimization 266
virtual business 81, 192, 204

wages see pay
Wages Council 253
Wales, government support 327
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web research 23–4
web site 20, 139, 144, 151–5, 206, 218, 220–1, 

362
wholesalers 170
winding up 366–8, 369
Work Place Training scheme 225–6
working capital 319, 357
working time 227, 251, 260, 378, 379
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