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1 INTRODUCTION 
This report presents the findings from a telephone survey of a sample of small business start ups in 

Limerick City that were supported by the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service.   The report 

builds on similar previous surveys conducted each year from 2011 and 2014.  

1.1 PAUL PARTNERSHIP LIMERICK CLG 
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. 

PAUL Partnership, in collaboration with 9 community partner organisations in Limerick, implements 

the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (known as SICAP).  SICAP is national 

local community development programme which aims to promote social inclusion and equality 

through the delivery of local services and supports.  At a national level, the Programme is 

administered by Pobal on behalf of the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local 

Government.  In Limerick, funding for the Programme comes from the Limerick Local Community 

Development Committee (LCDC) and Limerick City and County Council.    

SICAP has 3 overarching Goals: 

1. To support individuals and communities who are experiencing social and economic 

disadvantage to address issues of social exclusion and inequality 

2. To support individuals to participate in lifelong learning, education and training 

opportunities 

3. To support individuals to access employment and self-employment. 

It is within the context of SICAP Goal 3 that PAUL Partnership implements its Enterprise Support 

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

(LEO).  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. 
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The SICAP programme replaced the previous national local development programme – the Local and 

Community Development Programme (LCDP).  Implemented by PAUL Partnership in Limerick City, 

the LCDP operated from 2010 to March 2015 (when it was then replaced by SICAP).   The Enterprise 

Support Service has been a key activity of the Partnership since its early years, being delivered as 

part of the LCDP and of previous programmes such as the Local Development and Social Inclusion 

Programme. 

1.2 PREVIOUS ENTERPRISE SUPPORT SERVICE CLIENT SURVEYS 
Each year between 2011 and 2014, an annual survey of PAUL Partnership’s Enterprise Support 

Service clients, who had been supported into self-employment, was undertaken.  The surveys asked: 

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? 

A total of 252 clients participated in the surveys across the 4 years.  This represented a 47% sample 

of all individuals supported into self-employment approximately two years prior to each survey1. 

In 2014, the findings from each survey were compiled into one overall report.  Some key findings 

from this report included: 

 Almost three-quarters (74%) of these small business start ups (or 187 individuals) were still 

trading up to two years later.    

 

 The 2013 and 2014 surveys identified an upward movement in business sentiment, 

compared to the first two surveys.  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 annual surveys to 41% in the 3rd, and up to 

65% in the 2014 survey.  Likewise, the proportion of respondents who described their 

business sector as ‘growing’ rose steadily over the 4 surveys – from 24% in the first survey to 

a high of 71% in the 2014 survey.   

 

 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 was consistency in terms of the range of issues identified and the importance placed 

on them.  Each year, survey respondents identified:  

o the importance of having the relevant knowledge and experience within one’s 

business sector;  

o the need to ensure that one has adequate income or access to finances to cover 

day-to-day costs;  

o the importance of advertising and networking in order to identify and source 

sufficient customers to create a demand for one’s product or service;  

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

                                                           
1
 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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o 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. 

 

 These critical factors were reflected in the support needs identified by the survey 

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

o support in relation to accessing additional finance;  

o networking and marketing strategies; and  

o accounting and financial reporting procedures. 

1.3 2016 ENTERPRISE SUPPORT SERVICE CLIENT SURVEY - RESEARCH 

AIMS AND METHODOLOGY 
In December 2016, following a break of two years, it was decided to revisit the Enterprise Support 

Service Client Follow-up Survey.   

The 2011-2014 surveys had surveyed clients who had commenced trading up to 2 years previously.  

The majority of respondents in these surveys were still in receipt of the Back to Work Enterprise 

Allowance (BTWEA) at the time of the survey.  This therefore prevented an exploration of the 

sustainability of small business start ups post the BTWEA.  The 2016 Client Survey differed from 

previous surveys in that it surveyed previous clients of the Enterprise Support Service who had set 

up in business more than 2 years ago. This enabled the issue of sustainability post the BTEA to be 

explored. 

The key questions asked in the 2016 Enterprise Support Service Follow Up Survey therefore were: 

1. How are the small business start ups that had commenced trading 2-3+ 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? 

4. Are recipients of the BTWEA continuing to trade after the payment has ceased?  If not, was 

the ending of the BTEWA a factor in their decision to cease trading? 

Between January 2013 and March 2015, a total of 242 clients of the Enterprise Support Service set 

up new businesses.  All 242 individuals were included in the survey database. 

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 100 people completing the 

survey, representing a 41% response rate.  This response rate mirrored response rates from the 

previous surveys.  The information provided by each respondent was entered by the Field 

Researcher into an online survey via the online survey facility, Survey Monkey.  Responses were 

subsequently exported from Survey Monkey into Excel for analysis. 
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2 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.  Since March 2015, it has been 

delivered as part of the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP).  It has 

previously been part of the Local Community and Development Programme (2010-2015) and its 

predecessor programmes.  Enterprise Support has been a core activity of the Partnership since its 

establishment. 

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)2.  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.  With the assistance of 

a Personal Action Plan, these meetings focus on preparing and supporting the individual to progress 

toward self-employment.  A significant element of this support focuses on the development of a 

viable business plan, and exploring questions such as:  

 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 

                                                           
2
 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 
has agreed that they are eligible for this payment. 
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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. 

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.  Courses and workshops 

offered include: 

o Understanding your Finances 

o Basic Book-keeping 

o Costing and Pricing 

o Sales and Selling 

o Doing Market Research 

o Marketing Principles 

o Marketing Management 

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. 

In 2016, 407 individuals accessed the PAUL Partnership Enterprise Support Service, 180 of whom 

progressed into self-employment.  A socio-demographic profile of these clients shows that the 

majority of Enterprise Support Service clients were male, were aged between 25 and 45 years (40% 

aged between 25 and 35; 34% aged between 36 and 45), had been unemployed for more than a 

year, and had a Leaving Certificate or higher level of education.  See Appendix 1 for further details of 

the socio-demographic profile of 2016 Enterprise Support Service clients.   
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3 RESEARCH FINDINGS 
As stated in Section 1, 100 individuals who had set up small businesses between January 2013 and 

March 2015 took part in the telephone survey.  This section presents the main findings from this 

telephone survey.   

3.1 Profile of Small Business Start Ups 

3.1.1 Year Business Commenced Trading  

Just over half of the respondents had commenced trading in 2013; 38% started in 2014; and 9% 

commenced during the first 3 months of 2015, as shown in Chart 1 below. 

Chart 1 Year Commenced Trading 

 

 

3.1.2 Business Sectors 

Chart 2 overleaf shows that the respondents operated in a wide variety of largely service-based 

business sectors, with construction, arts and crafts, and trades being the largest individual sectors.  

As seen in Chart 3, nearly half of all respondents reported a turnover of up to €20,000 in their last 

full year of trading, almost a quarter had turnover in the €20,000 to €30,000 region.  Turnover in 

excess of €50,000 was reported by 12% of respondents. 
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Chart 2 Business Sector 
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3.1.3 Job Creation 

In addition to creating employment for themselves, 9 of the 100 respondents stated that they 

employed staff in their business – 3 of whom employed 5 people.  These 9 businesses alone 

provided jobs for 29 people. 

Table 1 below shows the breakdown of staff employed by these 9 businesses in terms of the number 

of the full and part-time employees, as well as trainees. 

Table 1 No. of People Employed  

Respondent No. of Full- Time 
Employees 

No. of Part-Time 
Employees 

No. of Trainees Total No. of 
Staff 

1  1 1 2 
2 2 3  5 
3 2 3  5 
4  4  4 
5  1  1 
6 1 2  3 
7  2  2 
8 5   5 
9 2   2 
Total 12 16 1 29 

 

92 out of the 100 respondents confirmed that they had received the Back to Work Enterprise 

Allowance (BTWEA) when they set up their business, the majority of whom (75) received the long-

term allowance, while 17 received the short-term allowance. 

20 respondents also confirmed that when they started trading, they also received additional 

financial assistance from other sources.  The primary sources of additional financial assistance were 

family/friends (6 respondents), bank loans (6 respondents), and credit union loan (5 respondents).  

One person had received a microfinance loan. 

Probably the most critical question in this survey was how many of the survey respondents were still 

trading 2-3+ years down the road.  The survey confirmed that of the 100 respondents, 67 were still 

trading, while 33 had since closed their business. 

Chart 4 Percentage of Businesses Still Trading 
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The following section of this report provides further information about how the 67 businesses that 

are still trading today are doing; while Section 3.3 provides some insight into the experiences of 

those who are no longer trading. 

 

3.2 FEEDBACK FROM SMALL BUSINESS START UPS STILL TRADING  
As stated above, 67 of the 100 survey respondents were still trading in December 2016 – up to 2 to 

3+ years after they first commenced trading. 

3.2.1. Perception of Business Performance Today 

When asked to describe the performance of their business today, 44% of the 67 respondents 

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

extremely well’.  28% categorised their business as ‘getting by’.  Just under a quarter (23%) stated 

that they were struggling, as shown in Chart 5. 

Chart 5 Business Performance Today 

 

 

3.2.2 Perception of Business Sector 

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

The vast majority (81%) of those surveyed and who were still trading described their current 

business sector as growing, while 17% described it as stagnant.  Only 2% described their business 

sector as being in decline. 
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Chart 6 Perception of Business Sector 

 
 

3.2.3 Impact of the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA) 

Almost all (92%) of those who had received the BTWEA, stated that the payment had had an impact 

on their business.  There was almost unanimous agreement that the BTWEA played a significant role 

in the early days of their business – giving peace of mind and some level of security as they worked 

to establish themselves and get their first customers.  During a period of time when possibly little or 

no money was coming in, the BTWEA helped pay bills and expenses.  The following sample of 

comments indicate the general consensus among the respondents as to the role of the BTWEA, 

 

“A bit of security in the beginning.  I had some clients but it gave me a chance to build up my 

client base” 

 

“It was a security in the beginning.  I didn’t have to worry about paying the rent” 

 

“Very helpful in the beginning when you are out looking for work, you have something 

coming in” 

 

“I took a chance going out on my own and it was great to have something coming in in the 

beginning when things are very quiet” 

 

“In the beginning there is something to buy every week, ladders, brushes etc so yes it was a 

great help” 

 

“It gave me confidence to have a go, [it] took away the fear” 

 

“I couldn’t have set up this business without the BTWEA.  It really helped me get on my feet.” 
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At the time of the survey, 7 of the 67 small business start ups (still trading) were still in receipt of the 

Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA); 2 stated that they had not received it.  The remaining 

60 respondents confirmed that they were no longer in receipt of the payment. For half of this group, 

the payment had ceased within the last year.  For the other half, the payment ceased between 1 and 

2 years ago. 

 

Over half (55%) of those who’s BTWEA had ceased reported that they were doing ‘ok, financially’ 

since the BTWEA had ended.  Just over a quarter (27%) said they were struggling ‘a little, financially’, 

while 11% stated they were struggling ‘a lot, financially’.  A small number (7%) reported they were 

doing ‘well, financially’.  

 

Chart 7  Performance Post BTWEA 

 
 

3.2.3 Current Challenges 

Survey respondents were asked what they thought were the biggest challenges, if any, facing their 

business today.  Their responses were varied, and some were quite specific to their particular 

business or circumstances.  However, a number of issues were identified that were common to 

many of the respondents.  These can largely be grouped into the following main themes or 

categories: 
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keep the work going” or “getting more customers”.  Some respondents spoke about the 
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others.  Related to this is the challenge of getting their name or business known in a 

competitive market.  Marketing, and in particular, online or digital marketing was 

highlighted as essential but a challenge by some respondents.    
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2. Managing Workload 

While some survey respondents spoke about the challenge of ensuring they always had 

sufficient customers, others spoke about the challenge of managing their workload.  For 

some, the challenge was “getting round to all the work” or “fitting all the work in”.  As one 

respondent said,  

 

“the demand is greater than the supply, so getting all the work done is the greatest 

challenge.” 

 

For others, employing staff is a way to address this, but this too can be a challenge.  Two 

respondents spoke about their difficulty in finding the right people and knowing the “rules 

and regulations” in relation to employing staff. 

 

3. Managing ‘the business side’ 

“Managing the business side of things” was highlighted by a small number of survey 

respondents – referring to the need to have the right skills to manage a business on top of 

the skill or product that they are selling.  This related in particular to keeping on top of 

financial paperwork, which some found difficult to do while balancing their day-to-day 

workload: 

 

“The business side of it is also a challenge – to keep on top of all the paperwork … an 

awful lot to get used to.” 

 

“…looking after the books.  I spent a lot of money on equipment this year so didn’t 

have the money to spend on an accountant and found doing the books stressful.” 

 

Knowing how to price jobs/products correctly and getting paid on time were also identified 

as challenges to respondents. 

 

4. Finance and Insurance 

The challenge of accessing finance or grants for equipment or to develop the business was 

highlighted by survey respondents.  In particular, the difficulties of dealing with banks was 

mentioned, as one person said, 

“The banks are impossible because there is no one to talk to anymore, it’s all 

machines, you make your deposits into a machine.” 

 

Finally, the rising cost of insurance was a significant challenge for many of the respondents, 

particularly for those who needed it for business vehicles (e.g. van insurance etc).  For 2 

respondents, the cost of insuring extra vans was prohibiting them from expanding. 

 

3.2.4 Current Support Needs 

The survey respondents were asked to identify any areas of support that they would like to access 

and which they feel would help their business.  As with the previous question, there were some 
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responses that were very specific to their individual business, but a number of common areas also 

emerged.  These reflected the most common challenges identified above, namely, 

1. Support to Access Grants and Finance – particularly for the purchase of large or expensive 

equipment which would support the expansion of the business and enhance profitability.  As 

one respondent said, 

 

“…finance to buy … machines.  I don’t earn much so it would be difficult for me to get 

a loan, but if I had those machines, I could earn much more.” 

 

2. Marketing and Networking – support with developing/maintaining websites and to develop 

digital marketing skills were identified as important areas for support by several 

respondents,  

 

“I need to have a better online presence as perspective clients will often ask me for a 

link to view my work.” 

 

In addition, assistance with networking and getting their name out there were also 

highlighted as areas where some people need assistance, as indicated in the following 

quotes, 

“Knowing the people to target to get the next bit of work” 

“I feel isolated so it would be great to be hooked into a network” 

“I’m good at what I do and I plan the job well, but [I’m] not so good at the marketing 

or finding the next job.” 

 

3. Business and HR Skills - as indicated in the previous section, support to manage the 

accounting and financial management side of the business is always an area where many 

small businesses need support.  This was again highlighted in this survey.  However, 

supportin relation to recruitment and HR management was also raised as an area where 

people may need support, 

 

“I’d also like to take someone on, but would need to find out all the ins and outs of 

it.” 

 

3.2.5 Future Plans 

When asked about their future plans for their business, only 1 respondent stated that they were 

thinking of closing their business.  The vast majority reported that they will be continuing their 

business, while over a quarter stated that they are planning to expand, as shown in Chart 8. 
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Chart 8 Future Plans 

 

As the above chart shows, the majority of respondents are hoping to continue their business, if not 
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expansion) may still pose barriers to some.  Others spoke about plans to rebrand or to diversify into 
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operating at full capacity and were not looking to take on more business.  Finally, two respondents 

have been offered full-time employment and so were considering the future of their business.  

 

The following comments provide an insight into where many of the small business start ups are at 2 

to 3+ years down the road, and indicate a largely positive sentiment among the respondents as to 

the future of their business. 
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“I could expand if I had the equipment as I have plenty of work” 
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“Hopefully next year, I’ll think of expanding so I can meet the demand.  I’d like to take on an 

apprentice” 

 

“If I can get finance, I’d like to expand and buy more stock and increase the store room” 

 

“I have a big decision to make in the New Year because I have been offered full-time 

employment by a builder and that would solve the staff problem for me.  So I have to decide, 

do I continue on my own or become an employee” 

 

“I have enough clients now so I’m not thinking of taking on any new ones” 

 

 

3.3 FEEDBACK FROM SMALL BUSINESS START UPS WHO HAD CEASED 

TRADING  
33 of the 100 people surveyed had ceased trading by the time this survey was conducted in 

December 2016.  This section presents their feedback on their experiences.   

3.3.1 Business Duration  

Chart 9 shows that over half of this cohort of respondents closed their business during their second 

year of trading.  A third ceased trading in the first year, while 10% closed their business after 2 years.   

Chart 9 Length of Time Trading before Closing Business 

 

 

3.3.2 Reasons for Closure 

The respondents stopped trading for a variety of reasons, but by far the most common one being 

the fact that they found that over time their business wasn’t viable.  Respondents primarily closed 

the business because they hadn’t sufficient customers, and so were unable to earn enough from it to 

make a sustainable living.  However, 8 respondents confirmed that they closed the business when 
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they received an offer of full-time employment.  Three clients ceased trading due to personal 

reasons such as illness or illness in the family. 

“I was offered a job doing the same thing I was doing on my own, but with more work and 

better conditions so I took it” 

“I wasn’t able to make enough money even before the BTWEA ended” 

“I wasn’t able to pay all the bills” 

“I got an offer of a full-time job doing the same thing as I was doing and I think it is better as 

you have no social protection as self-employed” 

“I wasn’t getting enough business to survive” 

Interestingly, when asked to describe the business sector in which they had been operating, more 

than half (52%) of the 33 survey respondents who were no longer trading described their sector as 

‘growing’, while another 42% of respondents described it as ‘stagnant’.  Only 6% described their 

business sector as ‘declining’.   This compares to 81% of those still trading who described their 

business sector as ‘growing’. 

Chart 11 Perception of Previous Business Sector 

 

 

Respondents were also asked whether the ending of their BTWEA payment was a factor in their 

decision to stop trading.  Only 1 respondent reported that it was, albeit a small factor.  Another 

closed their business before the BTWEA was due to finish.  All other respondents stated that the 

ending of their BTWEA payment was not a factor in their decision to cease trading, citing again the 

reasons provided above, i.e., they ceased trading because they were not making a living from it; they 

were offered full-time employment; or for personal or family reasons. 
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Chart 10 Ending of BTWEA and Business Closure  

 

3.3.4 Current Employment Status 

Chart 11 below highlights the employment status of survey respondents after they ceased trading.  

Over half of the respondents are in employment – with the majority of these in full-time 

employment.  Another 7% are in full-time education.  Just under a fifth is seeking work.  Those in the 

‘other’ category include 2 people on disability benefit, 1 person on a Widower’s Allowance, and 1 

engaged in caring duties. 

Chart 11 Current Employment Status  
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Finally, respondents were also asked if they would consider returning to self-employment again in 

the future.  Just a small percentage (13%) said that they would, and as shown in Chart 11, 7% have 

already returned to self-employment in a new business. 

Chart 12 Return to Self-Employment?  
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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 2 to 3+ years later, what we can 

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

particular, it sought to explore whether the ending of the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance had a 

negative impact on the sustainability of the small business start ups. 

The survey found that 2 to 3+ years down the line, two-thirds of the individuals who had become 

self-employed, were still trading.  While this was a slightly lower rate than what was reported in the 

previous surveys conducted between 2011 and 2014, it must be borne in mind that the survey 

cohorts in the previous telephone surveys were at earlier stages in their business life (i.e. up to two 

years in business).   

Just under a half (49%) of those still trading described their own business as performing either 

reasonably or extremely well.  This compares to 65% amongst those still trading at the time of the 

2014 survey (and an average of 42% across the 4 surveys between 2011 and 2014).  However, the 

perception of their respective business sector performance was much more positive in this most 

recent survey.  81% of those recently surveyed (still trading) described their business sector as 

‘growing’ compared to 71% in 2014 (and an average of 51% across the 4 previous surveys). 

This positive business sentiment was highlighted by the responses to the question about future 

business plans.  Only 2% of respondents were considering closing their business – the remainder 

were planning to continue or even expand their business. 

Interestingly, the challenges and support needs of small business start ups have not changed 

significantly in the last couple of years.   Similar to the findings of the 2011 to 2014 surveys, 

respondents spoke about the challenges of securing new customers, dealing with competition, 

managing the paperwork and ‘business side’ of their work, and accessing finance to purchase 

equipment or to enable expansion.  In addition, 2 new areas that were considered to be a challenge 

or where supports were needed were identified.  Perhaps indicative of current business 

environments, these issues were:  accessing insurance, particularly for business vehicles; and 

information and skills in relation to recruitment of staff.  Similar to previous surveys, the importance 

and need for networking opportunities, and the vital role of the BTWEA in the early stages of the 

business, were also emphasised by participants in this survey. 

Among the 33 survey respondents who were no longer trading, more than half closed their business 

between the first and second year of trading.  Lack of earnings and business viability were the main 

reasons cited for closing the business.  Respondents also ceased trading due to personal issues such 

as illness or because they had been offered full-time employment.  In fact, a quarter of this cohort 

ceased trading to take up full-time employment elsewhere.  Significantly, only 1 respondent 

reported that the ending of their BTWEA payment was a factor in their decision to close the business 

(albeit a small factor).  Finally, less than a fifth of this group were seeking employment at the time of 

the survey.  Others were either in employment, education, self-employed in another business or no 

longer economically active. 

In 2016, 407 people accessed the Enterprise Support Service, 180 of whom were supported into self-

employment.  The findings from this telephone survey of previous clients of the Enterprise Support 
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Service bring a positive message to recent, current and future clients of the service.  The majority of 

previous clients are still trading.  Critically, the overall sentiment is one of positivity with many 

people reporting their sector and business to be growing.  Supports, including the BTWEA, play an 

important role in assisting people into self-employment and through the initial stages of the 

business.  Challenges will always be present but PAUL Partnership will continue to provide one-to-

one advice, group training, networking and other supports to potential and new small business start 

ups to enhance their long-term sustainability.   
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APPENDIX 1 Profile of Enterprise Support Service Clients, 2016 
 

All Enterprise Clients 2016     N = 407 
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