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1 INTRODUCTION 
This report presents the findings from four annual surveys of small business start ups in Limerick City 

that were supported by the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service.   The findings from the first 

three annual surveys were published in 2013.  The results from the 2014 annual survey have now 

been collated and the findings incorporated into this revised report. 

 

1.1 ABOUT PAUL PARTNERSHIP  
PAUL Partnership is the Local Development Company that works with local communities, groups, 

and individuals in Limerick City who are experiencing, or who are at risk of experiencing, economic 

and social disadvantage.  The Partnership aims to promote social inclusion and improve the quality 

of life of people and communities in Limerick.  It does this by: 

 Working directly with individuals to support them to access employment, enterprise, 

education, and training opportunities 

 Supporting local community-based organisations to develop and deliver social inclusion 

services and initiatives in local communities 

 Building the capacity of individuals and communities to have a say in the decisions that 

affect the quality of life in their own communities 

 Working in partnership with community organisations, service providers, statutory agencies, 

and relevant stakeholders to identify social inclusion needs in Limerick City; to develop and 

implement strategic social inclusion initiatives; and to influence policy at local, regional, and 

national levels.  

PAUL Partnership is managed by a multi-agency voluntary Board of Directors, comprising of 

representatives of the community sector, state agencies, social partners and the Local Authority. 

The Department of Environment, Community and Local Government funds PAUL Partnership to 

deliver the Local and Community Development Programme (LCDP) in Limerick City.  The overall aim 

of the LCDP is,  

“To tackle poverty and social exclusion through partnership and constructive engagement 

between Government and its agencies and people in disadvantaged communities.” 

One of the Partnership’s key strategic objectives is to, 

“Increase enterprise development by individuals in Limerick City by 2013” 

It is within the context of this strategic objective that PAUL Partnership implements its Enterprise 

Support Service, in collaboration with the Department of Social Protection and the Limerick 

Enterprise Office (LEO1).  The Service provides free advice, guidance and support to individuals who 

wish to explore the option of self-employment as a route out of unemployment.  Further details 

about the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service are provided in Section 2. 

  

                                                           
1
 Formerly the Limerick City Enterprise Board 
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1.2 RESEARCH AIMS AND METHODOLOGY 
Commencing in 2011, an annual survey of PAUL Partnership’s Enterprise Support Service clients, 

who had set up a small business two years previously, has been undertaken in order to ascertain: 

1. How are the small business start ups that had commenced trading two years previously 

faring in the current market place? 

2. What can we learn from their experiences to-date? 

3. What types of supports are needed by small business start ups? 

To-date, four annual surveys have taken place.  All individuals who had set up a small business two 

years prior to the survey, and had received support from the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support 

Service at that time, were included in the survey2.  

The survey was conducted by telephone.  If an individual was not contactable by telephone on the 

first attempt, two more attempts were made on subsequent dates.  If after three attempts, no 

contact with the individual was achieved, or if the individual declined to participate in the telephone 

survey, they were withdrawn from the survey.  This approach resulted in a 58% response rate in the 

first year, 41% in the second year, 46% in the third, and 50% in the fourth year.  Overall, across the 

four years of the survey, 252 individuals who had set up a small business took part in the survey.  

Table 1 below provides further details. 

 

TABLE 1 ANNUAL TELEPHONE SURVEY RESPONSE RATES 2011-2014 

Year of survey 
administration  

Year of start up Number of small 
business start ups 
initially included in 
telephone survey 

sample 

Number of 
Respondents 

Response Rate 

2011 2008-2009 60 35 58% 

2012 2010 160 66 41% 

2013 2011 156 72 46% 

2014 2012 157 79 50% 

2011-2014 2008-2012 533 252 47% 

 

  

                                                           
2
 Note: Each annual survey was administered with a different cohort of individuals, i.e., those who had set up 

their business two years prior to the year in which the survey was being administered. 
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2 THE PAUL PARTNERSHIP ENTERPRISE SUPPORT SERVICE 
The PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service provides a free advice and guidance service to 

unemployed individuals who wish to become self-employed.  The service comprises of three distinct 

phases of support:  

Phase 1 – Pre-Development 

The pre-development phase focuses on exploring the individual’s business idea and identifying if it 

has potential to become a viable business.  This is achieved through one-to-one meeting(s) between 

the client and a member of the Enterprise Support Service Team. 

Clients are then referred to the Department of Social Protection to establish if they are eligible to 

apply for the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA)3.  Once an individual has been informed 

that they are eligible to apply for the BTWEA they are invited to attend an information workshop to 

outline the process of business start up through the BTWEA scheme.  This consists of a group 

meeting with a maximum attendance of 14 individuals at any one session. The Enterprise Support 

Team outlines the process of applying for the BTWEA and explains the support on offer from PAUL 

Partnership in doing this. 

At the end of this phase, the individual decides if they want to proceed with their business start up.  

If they decide to proceed, they make an appointment to meet with an Enterprise Support Officer on 

a one-to-one basis to commence the development of their business plan and complete the 

application for the BTWEA. 

Phase 2 – Business Planning and Development 

The business planning and development phase of support focuses on a series of one-to-one 

meetings between the client and a member of the Enterprise Support Team.  These meetings focus 

on the development of the plan for the business and supporting the client to undertake actions to 

enable them to identify:  

 What is the service or product on offer? 

 Is there a market share available to them of sufficient size to make the business 

commercially viable? 

 Does the individual have the skills and know-how to supply the market? 

 Does the individual have the skills to start and manage the business? 

 When is the best time to get the business started? 

During this phase, the Enterprise Support Team works with the client to complete the BTWEA 

application form and business plan and to register with Revenue.  Clients are also encouraged to 

participate in a two-day business planning workshop that gives them a clearer insight into the 

development of their business plan and ensures they have an in-depth understanding of what is 

involved in becoming self employed. 

                                                           
3
 PAUL Partnership does not adjudicate on eligibility for the BTWEA or any other social welfare payment.  The 

Partnership’s role is to support individuals to apply for the BTWEA once the Department of Social Protection 
have agreed that they are eligible for this payment. 
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During this time the client also has access to a range of enterprise training programmes, delivered in 

partnership with the Limerick Enterprise Office, that aim to develop the skills to enable them to 

progress their business idea and to manage the business once established. 

At the end of this phase, the client should have a clear business plan, be registered with Revenue 

and have submitted their BTWEA application to the Department of Social Protection.  They should 

also be clear on the actions necessary to get their business started or have commenced trading.  

There is no fixed timeframe on how long a client spends in this phase.  This is dependent on the 

client’s ability to progress their business plan and undertake the appropriate market research, to 

source finance, and on their own individual stage of readiness to get the business started. 

Phase 3 – Business Start Up 

PAUL Partnership continues to provide advice and guidance to individuals through the start up phase 

of the business.  This is achieved through ongoing communication between the client and the 

Enterprise Team as they commence trading.  Depending on the particular needs of clients, this 

ongoing guidance can also be achieved by participation in enterprise training courses or workshops, 

attending monthly business network meetings and/or when appropriate, being referred to a 

business mentor to work on particular aspects of business development. 

Table 2 below shows the number of clients that have accessed the PAUL Partnership Enterprise 

Support Service since 2008.  As shown in the Table, significant numbers of people have accessed the 

service since 2008, with in excess of 600 clients in 2013.  Similarly, the number of new businesses 

which have been set up has also increased, with over 100 new small businesses created each year 

since 2010. 

TABLE 2 NUMBER OF ENTERPRISE SUPPORT SERVICE CLIENTS AND  

NEW BUSINESS START UPS 

Year  Number of 
individuals who 
accessed Service 

Number of new 
businesses via 

BTWEA 

Number of new 
businesses 

without BTWEA 

Total number of 
new businesses 

2008  303 23 8 31 

2009  390 37 14 51 

2010  610 160 3 163 

2011  450 154 2 156 

2012  570 161 2 163 

2013 603 118 2 120 

2014 (as of 30th 
September 2014) 

401 128 2 130 

Total  3,327 781 33 814 

A socio-demographic profile of 2013 Enterprise Support Service clients shows that the majority of 

Enterprise Support Service clients were between the ages of 26 and 45 years (41% aged between 26 

and 35; 30% aged between 36 and 45), had been unemployed for more than a year, and had a 

Leaving Certificate or higher level of education.  Just under two-thirds of the 2013 client base were 

male.  Almost three quarters identified their nationality as Irish with one quarter listing their 

nationality as being outside of Ireland.  See Appendix 1 for further details of the socio-demographic 

profile of 2013 Enterprise Support Service clients. 
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3 RESEARCH FINDINGS 
As stated in Section 1, 252 individuals who had set up small businesses took part in the telephone 

survey over four years.  This section presents the main findings from this telephone survey.  The 

combined results from across the four surveys are presented, along with the individual results from 

each survey year. 

187 out of 252 survey respondents (74%) were still trading two years after initially setting up their 

own business, as shown in Figure 1.  The data from the most recent telephone survey – undertaken 

in 2014 with individuals who had set up a small business in 2012 – shows that just under 79% are still 

in business approximately two years later.  This figure is just slightly down on the previous year but is 

still considered a significant outcome. 

FIGURE 1 PERCENTAGE OF SMALL BUSINESS START UPS STILL TRADING AFTER 2 YEARS 

 

 

The remainder of the survey findings are presented in two sections. The first section contains a 

profile of, and feedback from, the 187 small business start ups that were or are still trading two 

years after initially setting up in business.  The second section focuses on the 65 small business start 

ups which had ceased trading within the first two years.   

  

2011
2012

2013
2014

Total

71.0% 

64.0% 

81.0% 
78.5% 

74.0% 

29.0% 36.0% 

19.0% 
21.5% 26.0% 

Survey Year 

Still trading No longer trading
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3.1 FEEDBACK FROM SMALL BUSINESS START UPS STILL TRADING 

AFTER TWO YEARS4 

3.1.1 Gender Profile 

In each year, the vast majority of survey respondents were male.  This reflects the overall gender 

profile of Enterprise Support Service clients.  Of the total 187 survey respondents still trading after 

two years, 81% were male, while 19% were female. 

FIGURE 2 GENDER PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 
 

3.1.2 Age Profile 

In the 2014 survey, respondents were asked to confirm their age when they first set up their small 

business5.  The chart below shows that three-quarters of the survey respondents were aged 

between 26 and 45 years -  44% aged between 26 and 35; 30% aged between 36 and 45,.  This 

reflects the age profile of Enterprise Support Service clients in general. (As shown in Appendix 1, 71% 

of all Enterprise clients in 2013 were in this age bracket). 

  

                                                           
4
 Total number of respondents per survey year: 

2011: 25 
2012: 42 
2013: 58 
2014: 62 
Total: 187 

5
 This was a new question which was added to the survey in 2014 

2011
2012

2013
2014

Total

80% 86% 

79% 81% 81% 

20% 

14% 21% 
19% 

19% 

Survey Year 

Male Female
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FIGURE 3 AGE PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS 2014 (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 

 

3.1.3 Business Sectors 

Most new business start ups have taken place in the general ‘Trades’ sector.  15% of the 

respondents who were still trading at the two year mark reported that their business operated in 

this sector.  The next most common sectors were retail, construction, information technology, and 

hairdressing and beauty.  The remaining respondents were operating across a wide range of sectors 

including sport and leisure, financial services, food and catering, arts, and healthcare.   

A wide range of diverse, but primarily service-based businesses, fall into the ‘Other’ category.  Small 

business start ups in this category include: photography, architecture, driving instruction, insurance 

assessment, car valeting, event management, wedding planning, and transport to name but a few. 

TABLE 3 BUSINESS SECTORS (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

Business Sector  Survey Year 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total % 

Trades 2 10 5 10 27 15% 

Retail 2 3 7 4 16 9% 

Construction 3  8 5 16 9% 

Information technology 2 3 3 7 15 8% 

Hairdressing/beauty services 2 3 4 4 13 7% 

Sport and leisure   5 6 11 6% 

Environmental services 2  6  8 4% 

Auto mechanics   3 5 8 4% 

Food and catering 1  3 3 7 4% 

Financial services 1 2 2 1 6 3% 

Engineering  3 1  4 2% 

Arts 2  1 1 4 2% 

Healthcare 1  2 1 4 2% 

Manufacturing 1  2 1 4 2% 

Agriculture 1  1  2 1% 

Cleaning   2  2 1% 

18-25 
3% 

26-35 
44% 

36-45 
31% 

46-55 
16% 

55+ 
6% 
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Education    2 2 1% 

Social services    1 1 1% 

Childcare     0 0% 

Other 4 13 3 11 31 17% 

 

3.1.4 Annual Turnover 

Just over a third (34%) of the 187 respondents still trading after two years reported an annual 

turnover6 in the previous full year of trading of less than €10,000, while a further quarter reported a 

turnover of between €10,000 and €20,000.  Only 17% reported a turnover in excess of €30,000.   

FIGURE 4 ANNUAL TURNOVER (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 
 

3.1.5 Additional Sources of Finance 

As Figure 4 clearly shows, annual turnover in the first two years of trading for most clients is not 

high.  Not surprisingly therefore, access to additional sources of finance is essential in the first two 

years of trading.  The primary source of finance for the survey respondents was the Back to Work 

Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA). 

93% of the survey respondents who were still trading after two years had received the BTWEA7.  

When asked if they thought whether the Allowance had any impact on the success or otherwise of 

the business, the overwhelming majority (97%) reported that it had a critical role in the success of 

their business, as shown in Figure 4. 

  

                                                           
6
 Turnover refers to the total amount of income/cash coming into the business.  Out of this, all operating costs 

and expenses must be paid.  Tax is then paid on the balance.  After that, the business owner can pay 
themselves a salary out of the remaining balance.   
 
7
 Just under a third (32%) of those still trading were still in receipt of the Allowance at the time of their 

participation in the survey. 

2011

2012

2013

2014

Total

28% 

36% 

38% 

32% 

34% 

24% 

29% 

21% 

31% 

26% 

4% 

12% 

16% 

15% 

13% 

20% 

10% 

17% 

21% 

17% 

24% 

14% 

9% 

2% 

10% 
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e
y 
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Up to 10K 10-20K 20-30K 30+ Declined to answer
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FIGURE 5 DID THE BACK TO WORK ENTERPRISE ALLOWANCE (BTWEA) HAVE AN IMPACT?8 

(RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 

 

Respondents in the latest 2014 survey echoed many of the points made by the respondents in the 

previous surveys about the important role of the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA).  

According to survey respondents, the role of the BTWEA is particularly critical in the early days of 

trading when respondents are still trying to get the business off the ground and to attract customers, 

and to get income from the business.   

Confirming what respondents in previous surveys had reported, the respondents in the 2014 survey 

again referred to the BTWEA as a ‘weekly income’ and talked about how it took the pressure off, and 

provided them with security, knowing that they had a weekly wage to fall back on if the business did 

not generate any income that week.  The BTWEA enabled them to pay household bills and day-to-

day business expenses, such as petrol, in the early days while they focused on getting the business 

going.  According to some survey respondents, it made the difference between success and failure.  

The following sample of comments from survey respondents from 2014 and previous years provides 

a good insight into the role of the BTWEA for small business start ups: 

“A great help as a weekly income when business first started out” 

“Very helpful especially when you are waiting for money to come in” 

“Guaranteed weekly income while getting established” 

“Business wouldn’t have gone ahead without it” 

“Wouldn’t have survived without it” 

“An incentive to push your business and make it earn money for you before BTWEA finishes” 

                                                           
8
 This question was added to the survey in 2012. 

2012 2013 2014 Total

86% 

100% 100% 97% 

11% 

0% 0% 2% 4% 
0% 0% 1% 

Survey Year 

Yes No Do not know
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“BTWEA was very helpful for buying stock and paying for petrol when [I] had no other 

income” 

“I would not have been able to keep the business going financially without the BTWEA” 

“It helped more in the beginning.  As time went on and I became more established it had less 

impact and now it is gone I don’t miss it too much - yet” 

Almost half of the survey respondents who were still trading after two years had access to other 

sources of finance when they first commenced trading (aside from the Back to Work Enterprise 

Allowance), as shown in Figure 6.   

FIGURE 6 ACCESS TO ADDITIONAL SOURCES OF FINANCE? (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 
 

The primary sources of other finance were (in descending order of frequency): 

1. Own savings 

2. Loans from family members 

3. Credit union loans 

4. Bank loans 

5. Redundancy 

6. Microfinance; other grant sources (e.g. LEADER funding). 

 

3.1.6 Perception of Own Business Performance after Two Years 

When asked to describe the performance of their business after the first two years, 37% of all survey 

respondents described their business as ‘performing reasonably well’ with another 5% describing it 

as ‘performing extremely well’.  34% of all survey respondents who were still trading categorised 

their business as ‘getting by’.   

2012 2013 2014 Total

43% 
47% 

56% 

49% 

57% 
53% 

44% 

51% 

Survey Year 

Yes No
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Interestingly however, the percentage of respondents who describe their business as performing 

either extremely or reasonably well has increased each year for the past four years, rising from 20% 

and 21% in the first two years to 41% in the 2013 survey and to 65% in the most recent survey.  

Likewise, the percentage of respondents who described their business as either struggling a little or 

a lot fell from above 30% in the first two surveys to 26% in 2013 and down to 13% in 2014.   

FIGURE 7 PERCEPTIONS OF CURRENT BUSINESS PERFORMANCE (RESPONDENTS STILL 

TRADING) 

 

 

3.1.7 Perception of Business Sector 

The survey also sought respondents’ opinions on the business sector in which they were trading.  

Just over half of all survey respondents (51%) described their current business sector as growing 

while 37% described it as stagnant.  Only 11% described their business sector as being in decline. 

 

  

0% 0% 

5% 

10% 

5% 

20% 
21% 

36% 

55% 

37% 

48% 

43% 

33% 

23% 

34% 

20% 

29% 

17% 

11% 

18% 

12% 

7% 
9% 

2% 

6% 

2011 2012 2013 2014 Total

Performing extremely well Performing reasonably well Getting by Struggling a little Struggling a lot
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FIGURE 8 PERCEPTIONS OF BUSINESS SECTOR (RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 
 

However, if individual years are examined in more detail, as shown in Figure 8 above, it becomes 

evident that there has been a considerable and consistent increase each year in the number of 

respondents who believe their business sector is growing, rising from 24% in the first year of the 

survey to 71% in the 2014 survey.  Likewise, the percentage of respondents who described their 

sector as declining fell from 32% in the first survey to just 5% in the third and fourth surveys.  The 

2014 survey has also revealed a further drop in the number of people describing their sector as 

stagnant, dropping to 24% of respondents, down from 41% the previous year.   

3.1.8 Job Creation 

Of the 187 small business start-ups still trading after two years, 40 were employing staff either on a 

part-time or full-time basis.  In total, 106 jobs were created – 49 full-time and 57 part-time.  Table 4 

below provides a breakdown of the number of jobs created as reported in each individual survey 

year.  The number of self-employed individuals, still in business after two years – 187 individuals – 

can be added to the 106 additional jobs to give a total figure of individuals in employment or self-

employment of 293 (based on this survey sample alone). 

TABLE4 JOB CREATION BY SMALL BUSINESS START-UPS WITHIN FIRST TWO YEARS (RESPONDENTS 

STILL TRADING) 

Survey Year No. of small 
business start-
ups providing 
employment 

No. of full-
time jobs 
created 

No. of part-time 
jobs created 

No. of 
individuals 

self-
employed 

Total No. of 
individuals 
employed / 

self-employed 

2011 6 - 11 25 36 

2012 7 8 10 42 60 

2013 12 5 18 58 81 

2014 15 369 18 62 116 

Total 40 49 57 187 293 

                                                           
9
 One business is employing 26 full time staff 

24% 

32% 

53% 

71% 

51% 

32% 

17% 

5% 5% 
11% 

36% 

49% 

41% 

24% 

37% 

8% 
2% 

0% 0% 2% 

2011 2012 2013 2014 Total

Survey Year 

Growing Declining Stagnant Do not know
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3.1.9 Critical Factors for a Successful Business 

In each survey year, respondents were asked to identify the three most important factors which, in 

their opinion and based on their experience over the previous two years, were critical in terms of 

determining the success or otherwise of a small business start up.  In the first three surveys, two 

factors in particular emerged as being essential to the success or otherwise of a small business start 

up, namely: 

1. Accessing finance for day-to-day activities and costs 

Included in this category is the need to ensure that the business has sufficient income 

from sales to cover costs. 

2. Having relevant knowledge about, and experience in, the business sector 

In the 2014 survey, these same factors emerged once more as the two most important issues facing 

a business.  In particular, the need to have knowledge about one’s business sector emerged as the 

primary critical factor for small businesses in 2014, followed by the need to have sufficient 

sales/income to cover their costs. 

 

Other critical factors identified by respondents, across the four surveys, included: 

 Advertising and networking 

 Delivering a quality service/product 

 Willingness to work hard and ‘put in long hours’ 

 Access to finance for capital expenditure 

 Managing paperwork 

 Developing a strategy for the business 

 Sourcing the right supplies and materials (at the right price) 

 Recruiting the right employees. 

 

3.1.10 Business Challenges 

Survey respondents were asked to identify what they thought was the biggest challenge to their 

business in the current market place.  In the first three years of the survey, respondents identified a 

wide range of issues.  However, the vast majority of the challenges identified can be grouped into 

the following two distinct categories: 

1. Generating demand for the product/service 

2. Accessing and managing finance 

These issues emerged once more as the main challenges facing new business start ups in the 2014 

survey: 

Demand for the product/service 

The main challenge that survey respondents identified, in the first three surveys, was the 

challenge of sourcing sufficient numbers of clients and customers to keep their business 

sustainable.  There were several factors behind this.  For some respondents, it was the case 

that there were not enough potential customers in the market place.  In many cases, 

competition from other businesses, especially those who could offer a lower price for their 

produce or service, made it difficult for them to source new customers.  Others identified 
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the fact that due to the current recession, people did not have the money or were choosing 

not to spend their money to the extent that they may once have done.  Difficulties in 

actually identifying customers and getting their business name known among potential 

customers were also cited as challenges by survey respondents.   

In the 2014 survey, competition in the market place emerged as the most commonly cited 

challenge by respondents who were still in business, with some respondents reporting that 

there were many other people providing the same service/product in the market.  The 

importance of advertising, marketing, and networking for sourcing new clients was again 

highlighted by respondents in the 2014 survey. 

Accessing and managing finance 

Accessing and managing finances was another commonly cited challenge for the small 

business start ups who took part in the first three surveys, and again by those who 

completed the 2014 survey.  Survey respondents spoke about the difficulty of managing 

cash flows, and in particular, the challenge of getting paid on time or at all.  Others spoke 

about the difficulties they have experienced in relation to accessing finance (e.g. loans, grant 

etc) for the business, and in particular, finance for equipment. 

 

3.1.11 Support Needs 

Survey respondents were asked to identify, based on their experiences, what further supports might 

be needed which would aid the initial set up of the business and/or the future sustainability of the 

business.  Three key areas emerged from the findings across the first three years of the survey, and 

which reflect the findings outlined above.  The same support needs were identified by the 

respondents to the 2014 survey.  Survey respondents, in all four surveys, highlighted the need for 

supports, advice, and guidance in relation to: 

1. Accessing finance and grants.  This was an ongoing support need, but in particular, 

respondents spoke about the need for advice about options and supports available to them 

once the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance ends. 

2. Networking, marketing, and advertising strategies to enable them to source new customers 

and clients.  

3. Accounting procedures, management of finances and financial procedures. 

 

3.1.12 Future Plans  

Despite the challenges identified above, almost two-thirds of the survey respondents across the four 

surveys who were still trading after two years stated that they had plans to expand their business 

further.  When asked to explain how they plan to achieve this, respondents spoke about their 

different hopes and/or plans for their business, for example: moving into bigger premises; 

employing more staff; bringing family members into the business with them; diversifying into other 

business areas; moving into other geographic markets; undertaking more advertising, and 

undertaking further training in areas such as marketing, networking, and advertising. 
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FIGURE 9 DO YOU PLAN TO EXPAND YOUR BUSINESS WITHIN THE NEXT TWO YEARS? 

(RESPONDENTS STILL TRADING) 

 

 

3.2 FEEDBACK FROM SMALL BUSINESS START UPS WHO HAD CEASED 

TRADING WITHIN TWO YEARS10 
As stated previously, 26% of all survey respondents (65 individuals) in the four surveys combined 

had ceased trading within two years of initial set up.  This section presents a brief profile of these 

small business start ups as well as feedback on their experiences.   

 

3.2.1 Gender Profile 

Reflecting the fact that the gender profile of all respondents was predominately male, the majority 

of respondents who reported that they were no longer trading was once again male.  However, the 

percentage of females in this cohort is slightly higher – 26% overall compared to 19% of those still 

trading. 

  

                                                           
10

 Total number of respondents per survey year: 
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2012: 24 
2013: 14 
2014: 17 
Total: 65 
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FIGURE 10 GENDER PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER 

TRADING) 

 

 

3.2.2 Age Profile 

In the 2014 survey, respondents were asked to confirm their age at the time they set up in business.  

Figure 11 below shows that 59% of the survey respondents (who are no longer trading) were aged 

between 26 and 45 – with 30% aged between 26 and 35 and 29% aged between 26 and 45 years. 

FIGURE 11 AGE PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING) 

 

The overall age profile of survey respondents who are no longer trading however is older than the 

cohort who are still trading.  Of those who are no longer trading, 30% were aged between 26 and 35 

when they first set up their business, compared to 44% of those still trading; while 29% were aged 

between 46 and 55, compared to 16% of those still trading, as shown in Figure 12. 
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FIGURE 12 AGE PROFILE (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING V. RESPONDENTS STILL 

TRADING) 

 

 

3.2.3 Business Sectors 

Survey respondents who reported that they are no longer trading worked in a variety of different 

sectors.  ‘Trades’ is the sector with the highest number of small business start ups (and subsequent 

closure), followed by information technology and cleaning services.  However, the numbers over 4 

years across all categories are quite low.  The broad category of ‘Trades’ also reported the highest 

number of successful start ups overall (see Section 3.1.3).  Therefore, it cannot be deduced from the 

data in Table 5 that these sectors are more at risk of closure within 2 years than the others.  At this 

point in time, there isn’t sufficient data to assess which business sectors are more likely to succeed 

or fail. 

TABLE 5 BUSINESS SECTORS (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING) 

Business Sector Survey Year  

 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total % 

Trades  4 2 3 9 14% 

Information technology 1 3  1 5 8% 

Cleaning   3 2 5 8% 

Environmental services 2  2  4 6% 

Financial services 1 3   4 6% 

Retail 1 1 1 1 4 6% 

Hairdressing/beauty services  1 1 1 3 5% 

Food and catering 1   2 3 5% 

Construction 1  1  2 3% 

Manufacturing  2   2 3% 

Auto mechanics   1 1 2 3% 

Healthcare 1   1 2 3% 

Education   1  1 2% 

Engineering   1  1 2% 

6% 
3% 

30% 

44% 

29% 
31% 

29% 

16% 

6% 6% 

No Longer Trading Still Trading

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 55+
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Arts    1 1 2% 

Social services    1 1 2% 

Sport and leisure    1 1 2% 

Agriculture     0 0% 

Childcare     0 0% 

Other 2 10 1 2 1511 23% 

 

3.2.4 Annual Turnover 

The annual turnover (from the previous full year of trading) for just under half of all small business 

start ups who are no longer in business was less €10,000.  However, 37% declined to answer the 

question12.  In most of the individual annual surveys, a majority of the respondents who were no 

longer trading declined to answer this question.  There may be a number of possible explanations for 

this.  Some respondents were not in business long enough to be able to report on an annual 

turnover figure; while for others, it may be the case that some respondents were not comfortable 

reporting the turnover from a business that was ultimately not successful. 

FIGURE 13 ANNUAL TURNOVER (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING) 

 
 

3.2.5 Additional Sources of Finance 

Given the fact that a significant percentage of small business start ups reported a low annual 

turnover, additional sources of finance play an important role.  Similar to the respondents who were 

still trading after two years, the majority (89%) of respondents in this category (i.e. those no longer 

trading) had also received the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA).  However, Figure 14 

below highlights an interesting finding.  Among the total number of respondents who reported that 

                                                           
11

 Includes photography, health and safety service, wedding singing, repairing domestic appliances, 
architecture and other miscellaneous service based businesses. 
12

 This figure also includes those who ceased trading within the first year and therefore were unable to provide 
an annual turnover figure. 
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they were no longer trading, only 20% had access to additional sources of finance (own savings, loan 

from family) as they were setting up (compared to 49% of those still trading – See Section 3.1.5).   

FIGURE 14 ACCESS TO ADDITIONAL SOURCES OF FINANCE? (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER 

TRADING) 

 
 

3.2.6 Business Duration  

Figure 15 shows that, in each survey year, at least half of all small business start ups which closed 

within two years of establishment traded for at least one year before closing.  In the most recent 

survey, 64% of respondents traded for at least one year before closing.  In total, across the four 

surveys, 59% of those who had ceased trading made it past the one year stage before closing the 

business. 

FIGURE 15 DURATION OF BUSINESS 
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3.2.7 Reasons for Closure 

Across all four surveys, the primary reason for closing the business was simply due to a lack of 

customers/clients for the business product or service.  Several respondents in the first 3 surveys 

referred to the recession as a reason why there wasn’t a demand for their product or service – 

simply stating that people did not have the money for their product/service.  (The recession did not 

emerge as a significant issue within the 2014 survey findings).  For others, the competition in the 

market was too strong and they weren’t able to compete at the current market prices, and make an 

adequate living from the business income.   

In a small number of individual cases, the respondent closed the business when they got an offer of 

full time employment (5 individuals prior to the 2014 survey, and another 4 in 2014).  Likewise, a 

small number of clients (3 individuals prior to 2014, one more in 2014) cited high rent costs as a 

reason for their closure.  Four respondents cited the end of the BTWEA (or the fact that they didn’t 

receive it in the first place) as the main reason why they closed the business. 

 

3.2.8 Perception of Business Sector 

Respondents whose business had ceased trading were asked to describe the business sector in 

which they had been trading. 39% of all respondents described their sector as ‘declining’, while 

another 39% of respondents described it as ‘stagnant’.  Interestingly though, the respondents to the 

2013 and 2014 surveys were not as negative in their description as respondents in the first two 

years.  Just 6% of respondents to the most recent survey described the sector in which they had 

been trading as ‘declining’ compared to 60% and 62% in the first two annual surveys.  On the other 

hand, the percentage who described their sector as ‘stagnant’ increased from 30% and 19% in the 

first two surveys to 50% and 59% in the later two surveys.  Likewise, the percentage of respondents 

who described their business sector as growing rose each year, from 10% in the 2011 survey to 35% 

in 2014.   

FIGURE 16 PERCEPTIONS OF BUSINESS SECTOR (RESPONDENT NO LONGER TRADING) 
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3.2.9 Support Needs 

Respondents who were no longer trading were also asked if there are any supports which they 

believed could have helped their business to succeed if they had had access to them.  The findings 

were consistent across all 4 years of the survey.  Each year, respondents identified two main areas 

where further supports would have been helpful (and which mirror the feedback from those still in 

business): 

1. Supports to access financial and grant aid 

2. Supports in relation to networking and marketing which would enable respondents to 

identify and source more clients/customers. 

 

3.2.10 Current Employment Status 

Figure 17 below highlights the employment status of survey respondents after they ceased trading13.  

Overall, 29% are now working full-time, with 41% reporting that they were seeking work.  However, 

if the individual survey years are examined, the figure below shows that in the 2011 survey, 60% of 

respondents (who were no longer trading) were seeking work.  This had reduced to 35% among the 

2014 survey cohort.  Likewise, just 20% were working either full-time or part-time in 2014, 

compared to 59% of the 2014 survey cohort. 

FIGURE 17 CURRENT EMPLOYMENT STATUS (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING) 

 

 

Respondents were also asked if they would consider returning to self-employment again in the 

future.  Overall, 46% of respondents said that they would. 

                                                           
13
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FIGURE 18 RETURN TO SELF-EMPLOYMENT? (RESPONDENTS NO LONGER TRADING) 

 

 

4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
This survey of previous clients of the Enterprise Support Service who had set up a small business in 

recent years aimed to establish how these businesses are doing two years later, what we can learn 

from their experiences, and what types of supports are needed by small business start ups. 

The findings from the first three years of the survey were published in 2013 and provided a positive 

message in terms of the success of small businesses in the Limerick region.  The findings from the 

2014 annual telephone survey have now been added and the positive trend which was identified in 

2013 would appear to be continuing.    

Since 2008 the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service has seen an increasingly high number of 

people accessing the service to seek advice and support as they explore the option of self-

employment as a route out of unemployment.  Since 2010, an average of approximately 500 people 

have accessed the service each year, with an average of almost 150 individuals going on to set up a 

new business each year. 

Between the start of 2008 and the end of Quarter 3 in 2014, a total of 3,327 people accessed the 

service with 814 new businesses being set up.  In other words, 814 people moved from 

unemployment to self-employment during this time. 

The economic recession that hit the country over 6 years ago has indeed presented many challenges 

to people, not least to those who set up small businesses during this period.  However, despite these 

challenges, the results of this survey show that almost three-quarters (74%) of small business start 

ups (or 187 individuals) were still trading two years later.   In addition, just over one fifth of these 

businesses were providing employment, either on a full-time or part-time basis.   
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Within this survey sample alone, 106 new jobs were created.  The 187 individuals who were still in 

self-employment two years after setting up can be added to this.  This gives a total figure of 293 

individuals in either self-employment or employment as a result of setting up a small business. 

The 2013 report identified early signs of an upward movement in business sentiment.  While it was 

considered possibly too early to state with certainty whether these findings provided evidence of an 

economic turnaround, they were no doubt interesting and positive, and worth watching in the short 

to medium term.  The 2014 findings have now been added to the previous years’ data and the trend 

that was first identified in 2013 has continued.   

The proportion of respondents (who were still in business) who described their business as 

performing either ‘extremely well’ or ‘reasonably well’ rose from 20% and 21% in the first two years 

to 41% in the 3rd year of this survey, and up to 65% in the 2014 survey.  Likewise, the proportion of 

respondents who described their business sector as ‘growing’ has continued to rise each year – from 

24% in the first survey to a high of 71% in the most recent survey.  Furthermore, nearly two-thirds of 

respondents (who were still trading) had plans to expand their business further in the future.  Even 

among those survey respondents who were no longer in business, the survey findings show a change 

in business outlook with just 6% of the most recent survey cohort describing their business sector as 

‘declining’ compared to almost two-thirds of respondents in the first two years of the survey. 

However, despite the positive message emanating from the above findings, the fact remains that for 

more than half of the survey respondents (who were still trading) their annual turnover was less 

than €20,000.  For about a third, it was less than €10,000.  These turnover rates have serious 

implications for the long-term viability of the small business start ups.  These figures, as well as the 

feedback from the survey respondents, in previous surveys and again in the 2014 survey, also 

highlight the crucial role provided by the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA) during the 

first two years of trading.  The BTWEA has been identified as essential in enabling small business 

start ups to receive some income, to pay bills, to focus on getting the business up and running, and 

to survive over the first two years of trading. 

The first three surveys had highlighted the fact that access to additional sources of finance when first 

establishing the business is a critical factor for small business start ups.  The findings from the 2014 

survey further confirmed this finding.  Among the 2014 survey cohort, more than half of all 

respondents still trading at the 2 year mark had had access to additional sources of finance when 

they first set up, compared to less than a quarter of those who were no longer trading.   

In addition to access to finance, the survey respondents identified a number of critical factors which 

play a role in determining the success or otherwise of a small business.  Across all four years of the 

survey, there is consistency in terms of the range of issues identified and the importance placed on 

them.  Each year, survey respondents identified the importance of having the relevant knowledge 

and experience within one’s business sector; the need to ensure that one has adequate income or 

access to finances to cover day-to-day costs; the importance of advertising and networking in order 

to identify and source sufficient customers to create a demand for one’s product or service; the 

ability to manage one’s finances, financial reporting, and relevant paperwork; and the willingness 

and ability to work hard.  All of these factors were identified each year by survey respondents, 

including both those still in business and those no longer trading, as central to the success or 

otherwise of a small business. 
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These critical factors were therefore reflected in the support needs identified by the survey 

respondents (again, including both those still trading and those who had ceased trading), namely:  

support in relation to accessing additional finance; networking and marketing strategies; and 

accounting and financial reporting procedures. 

Finally, the survey findings do not identify any particular sector(s) which are faring better or worse 

than others.  Small businesses are starting up in a wide variety of mainly local service-based business 

sectors, and at this stage, the survey results do not point to any business sector where small 

business start ups are more likely to succeed or fail.  Rather, the survey findings to-date would 

indicate that it is the individual themselves that is key to the success or otherwise of the small 

business start up, specifically their ability to access additional sources of finance, their knowledge 

and experience of their chosen sector, and their ability to identify and access their target market. 
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APPENDIX 1 Profile of Enterprise Support Service Clients 2013    
 

 

 

 

Female 
36% 

Male 
64% 

Gender            n=603 

5% 

41% 

30% 

18% 

6% 

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 Over 55

Age Profile            n=603 

6% 

3% 

11% 

47% 

11% 

1% 

16% 

1% 

0.2% 

3% 

1% 

Apprenticeship (NFQ 6)

FETAC / Further Level Education…

FETAC / Further Level Education…

HETAC / Third Level (NFQ 6-10)

Junior/Intermediate/Group Cert.…

Leaving Cert. Applied (NFQ 4/5)

Leaving Cert. Standard (NFQ 4/5)

Leaving Cert. Vocational (NFQ 4/5)

No formal education

Primary Education Only

Traineeship (NFQ 5/6)

Education      n=603 
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3% 

5% 

0.3% 

1% 

0.5% 

20% 

34% 

14% 

5% 

0.2% 

0.5% 

7% 

1% 

7% 

Employed Full-Time

Employed Part-Time

Employed: Labour Market Scheme

Employed: Social Employment (RSS)

Full-time student

Live Register (< 1 year)

Live Register (> 1 year)

Live Register (> 3 years)

Live Register (> 5 years)

Low Income Family Unit

Retired

Self-Employed

Underemployed/Seasonally employed

Unemployed but not on Live Register

Employment Status      n=603 

2% 

73% 

18% 

3% 4% 

Not Stated Irish Other EU
country

Other European
(Non EU) county

Outside Europe

Nationality        n=603 


