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Foreword
Simon Cureton,

Funding Options

Our choice to partner with 
the Great British Entrepreneur 
Awards & Community in 
producing this report was an 
easy decision. Not only do we 
share a common mission to 
empower British businesses to 
reach their potential, but similarly 
to the team at Funding Options, 
the Great British Entrepreneur 
Awards & Community are at 
the coalface of, and entrenched 
within, the SME landscape. 

While the Great British 
Entrepreneur Awards & 
Community works primarily 
with early stage businesses 
helping them to launch and 
establish themselves, we work 
to help these businesses survive, 
flourish and evolve. The Great 
British Entrepreneur Awards 
& Community continues to 
do a fantastic job building a 
thriving community of inspiring 
entrepreneurs, and we’re proud 
to be a part of that. Their 
unwavering support for SMEs 
and start-ups has enabled 
them to cultivate strong and 
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meaningful relationships with 
these entrepreneurs that 
endure for many years after 
their entrepreneurial journeys 
began. While we are likely to 
see retrospective reports on the 
impact of COVID-19 published by 
the dozen, this one is different 
because it tells the story from 
the perspectives of those most 
impacted by the pandemic - the 
businesses themselves. There 
is no denying that there has 
been considerable disruption 
and uncertainty imposed on 
SMEs this year, but the true 
message is one of optimism. 
Throughout the pandemic, 
we have witnessed incredible 
resilience and camaraderie 
among business owners. Their 
spirit, tenacity and agility has 
fuelled ongoing innovation 
and it has been inspirational 
to see businesses successfully 
pivoting their strategy and to 
note the overwhelming support 
business owners and surrounding 
communities have shown one 
another. Now more than ever, 
we are seeing a huge rise in 
support for local business with 
the ultimate goal of keeping 
our entrepreneurial ecosystem 
alive. We cannot rest on our 
laurels and we must continue to 
build on this momentum as we 
transition into 2021 and the road 
to recovery.
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Introduction
The coronavirus outbreak has had an 
unprecedented and far-reaching impact on 
people’s way of life throughout the globe. It 
seems not one area of our daily lives remains 
untouched, with social contact, personal 
finances, and livelihoods all feeling the 
effects. Across the globe we have seen a raft 
of restrictions imposed on individuals and 
businesses, none more jarring than the initial 
lockdowns implemented during the spring and 
early summer, something creeping back into 
daily life throughout the autumn and into winter.

Economic Impact of Coronavirus so far

Comparison with 2008 financial crisis

The financial implications of the pandemic 
have been dramatic, with the UK one of 
the hardest hit economies in the world. 
The question is, just how damaging has the 
economic impact been so far? In terms of 
benchmarking, the most obvious comparison 
would be with the 2008 financial crisis. 
The UK economy shrunk by more than 6% 
between the first quarter of 2008 and the 
second quarter of 2009. Ultimately the UK 
economy took five years to get back to the 
size it was before the recession.1

Whilst the coronavirus crisis has impacted 
economies across the world, many economists 
believe the economic recovery in the UK will 
be sharper than in previous events, once the 
pandemic is under control and restrictions 
ease. However, the initial downturn is 
shocking- Q2 2020 saw UK GDP fall by the 
largest amount since 1955, 20.4%. Yet during 
the 2008 recession, GDP shrunk by no more 
than 2.1% in a single quarter. There are some 
positive signs, however. GDP grew by 8.7% in 
June as the UK eased lockdown restrictions, 
with a further 6.6% growth in July, before 
slowing again to 2.1% in August. Whilst this is 
below expectations, it paints the picture that 
as restrictions ease and confidence grows, 
economic recovery will accelerate and thus 
opportunities for new businesses and agile 
players will increase.

Impact on Business & Employment

The UK has seen not just a hit to personal 
finances, but a raft of spending and incentives 
(such as the furlough scheme) made by 
government to try to ease the impact on 
individuals and business. However, even with 
these in place, the unfortunate truth is that 
there has, and will increasingly be, a significant 
negative impact on employment rates and 
business insolvencies, especially as we come 
to the end of the furlough scheme. 
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Total hours worked have also 
fallen considerably since March.
The sectors most affected 
were those where a relatively 
high proportion of consumer 
spending involves face-to-face 
contact and/or social activity 
(for example accommodation, 
and food or recreational 
services) and those that were 
most affected by government 
restrictions (eg transport).

A further issue faced by business 
has been the move to implement 
differing lockdown policies by 
devolved nations. Whilst up until 
5th November England had been 
in a tiered system of restrictions, 
other nations, including Wales 
and Northern Ireland had 
imposed short lockdown events 
termed ‘firebreak’ or ‘circuit 
break’. England itself moved into 
a second four-week national 
lockdown on the 5th November. 
Uncertainty over the coming 
winter months, and lack of clear 
exit strategy, will undoubtedly 
be weighing on the minds of 
business owners.

As of 20th October 2020, two 
million private sector workers 
in the UK remain on furlough 
and the Bank of England have 
warned that unemployment 
could surpass the predicted 
peak of 7.5% as the coronavirus 

Graph 1: Comparison of Peak 
Unemployment Rates in the UK

Graph 2: Decision Maker Panel 
Survey figures as to status of 
respondent’s employees

Graph 3: Confidence of businesses 
who have not permanently stopped 
trading in whether they would 
survive the next three months, 
broken down by industry (weighted)

Employment
& 

Furlough

pandemic continues. Gertjan 
Vlieghe, a policy maker at the 
BoE stated in mid-October 
that “redundancies are rising 
sharply” whilst “the number of 
vacancies is only at 60 per cent” 
in comparison to the amount of 
vacancies posted at the start 
of 2020. 

This “makes it difficult to see 
a scenario where all of the 
remaining furloughed workers 
[would be] reintegrated 
seamlessly into the workforce”.3  
Of course, this will only be 
exacerbated by the second 
lockdown event in England, 
which is currently poised to run 
from 5th November 2020, to 2nd 
December 2020, and will see 
the furlough scheme extended, 
currently through to March 2021.

Data from the Office for National 
Statistics paints an interesting 
picture in terms of the industries 
impacted so far. Its recent 
Business Impact of COVID-19 
survey, in field from 5th-18th 
October, looked at levels of 
confidence across industry.

Across all industries, of 
businesses not permanently 
stopped trading:

11% had no or low confidence 
that their business would survive 

the next three months.
38% had moderate confidence 
that their business would survive 
the next three months.

44% had high confidence that 
their business would survive the 
next three months. 

3% had no cash reserves.

24% had less than three months’ 
cash reserves.

18% had between four and six 
months’ cash reserves.

34% had more than six months’ 
cash reserves.5

It is worth noting that this survey 
was carried out before both 
the announcement of the 2nd 
national lockdown in England, 
as well as the extension of the 
furlough scheme, for all regions 
of the UK to March 2021.

Employment has fallen since the Covid-19 

outbreak, although according to HMRC, 

some 9.6 million jobs had been furloughed 

under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

(CJRS) by September 2020. 
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However, green shoots emerged as soon as first 
lockdown restrictions eased in the summer, with 
50% more businesses being created in June 2020 
than in June 2019, according to the Centre for 
Entrepreneurs. July set a new record, with more 
than 81,000 businesses registered. Given the recent 
concerns raised by the BoE regarding increasing 
unemployment rates, it is possible we may see a 
second spike in start-up creation as the second 
wave of UK lockdown restrictions are eased, most 
likely in the new year and early spring.

Drivers for Success

i) Job losses drive creativity & inspiration

A theme which has emerged during the coronavirus 
crisis is how the loss of jobs during such an 
uncertain and disruptive event, has led to people 
take the plunge in creating new business ventures. 
There have been instances where long-held ideas 
and concepts have come to fruition because of 
unemployment, or individuals have been inspired to 
create solutions to the challenges presented by 
the pandemic.

As the OECD notes, there have been a range of 
solutions formed such as: “adapting commercial 
products (eg snorkelling masks to be used for 
oxygen provision in hospitals); launching digital 
health services, including Covid-19 trackers, remote 
patient monitoring and remote consultations 
tools; introducing “no-contact” food delivery; 
and providing artificial intelligence solutions for 
researchers and scientists, remote working tools, or 
online learning and entertainment, in some cases 
provided free of charge.”6

There may be some suggestion that certain 
sectors (namely agriculture which had increased 
in some UK regions in 2019, too) are on the rise 
in preparation for Brexit, with some businesses 
looking at potential opportunities in domestic 
production rather than overseas. 

However, there has certainly been a shift towards 
digital mediums as we witness offline practices and 
services move online this year. A recent study by 
the Royal Mail reported that just under 16,000 new 
e-commerce businesses were set up during the first 
UK lockdown, part of a record 315,000 companies 
established between March and July 2020, up 7% YoY. 
Royal Mail suggests that the unique circumstances 
of the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown saw small 
businesses and entrepreneurs adapt quickly as 
restricted shoppers turned online to buy. 

ii) Disruption to traditional supply chains

The UK-wide lockdown in April revealed several 
pinch-points within the supply line of goods and 
services. None more so than the access of food, 
whereby panic buying impacted availability of some 
goods, and online supermarket deliveries were 
unable to cope with demand. 

The impact led to innovation by smaller, local 
providers to meet demand and help not only 
everyday shoppers, but also to provide a lifeline to 
vulnerable consumers unable to leave home due 
to shielding requirements. One such example was 
Local e Sourced, a Herefordshire-based start-up 
marketplace, launched during the pandemic. 
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The Rise of the 
Start-Ups & Agility 
of SMEs
During the first UK lockdown period from 

March-June 2020, data suggests that there 

was a decline year-on-year in the number of 

new businesses being created. 

Several UK sectors have 
seen an increase year-on-
year in the number of new 
companies created. These 
sectors include agriculture, 
manufacturing, and retail. 
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Case Study: 
Local e Sourced

“I actually saw it as coming to the rescue, giving local independent 
businesses another avenue to reach new customers... We were able 
to get food, drinks and gifts to families throughout the UK on a 
48-hour delivery window, while at the same time supporting local 
businesses and keeping their products moving.” 

- Hamish Light, Local e Sourced - 
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• Almost 100 suppliers using the website, 
with over 1,000 products listed 

• Almost 6,000 products sold all over 
the UK with an ecommerce conversion 
rate of over 1.45%

• Over 4 million views across multiple 
platforms with 190,000 website page 
views, and an average of 350 visits 
per day

• Recently surpassed 1000 online 
orders and 1,000 offline, bespoke 
corporate orders.

Local e Sourced brings together 
Herefordshire’s independent local 
businesses and products on a single 
platform, creating a unique shopping 
experience within an online marketplace 
celebrating, showcasing, and promoting 
locally sourced products nationally. Its 
aim is to push the idea of a a ‘Buy British, 
Buy Local’ mentality and to reduce the 
impact on the environment. Founded 
by a team of four at the end of March 
2020, the original planned summer 
launch was brought forward to help local 
suppliers continue trading during the 
pandemic. It was the right time in terms 
of offering support through something 
new and unique. Whilst online retail of 
course exists, nothing that solely focused 
on championing and supporting local 
independent suppliers in Herefordshire 
was in place. Local e Sourced is designed 
to help local business improve presence, 
aligning both the suppliers’ online 
and offline worlds, and introducing 
consumers to local brands, challenging 
their more established buying habits. 
Since launch in March, the company has 
seen the following:

The website complements an 

existing online presence rather than 

competing with it. Local e Sourced 

promotes, celebrates and showcases 

everything Herefordshire has to offer.

Rather than taking a business opportunity, 
the company could be viewed as a crucial 
component which helped keep the 
economy moving, and prevented local 
businesses from failing during the early 
stages of the pandemic.

We’ve seen many cases where consumers 
have rallied around local businesses to 
help keep their local economy ticking 
over. The shift to homeworking for 
traditionally office-based workers, for 
example, has led to a range of mobile 
catering initiatives such as mobile baristas 
and mobile pizzerias. Local food cooked 
fresh and on your doorstep.
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Case Study: 
Pizza Pilgrims

“Lockdown was really hard, especially on the team, when there’s 
no direction or real plan every morning. Obviously, when you have 
a certain sized business, everyone feels like they should be given 
the right tools to do a job. But it was just so far away from that 
situation, it was a confusing time as no one had a clue what was 
going on. Everything was stressful.”

- Thom Elliot, Pizza Pilgrims - 
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Pizza Pilgrims is a London-based company 
which was started in 2011. The business’s 
founders acquired a three-wheeled 
Piaggio Ape van in southern Italy, before 
embarking on a six-week journey home, 
via a “pizza pilgrimage” around Italy. In 
doing so, the businesses owners learned 
everything there is to know about pizzas: 
dough in Naples, mozzarella in Caserta, 
and Basil in Genoa.

In August 2013, Pizza Pilgrims saw the 
opening of their first pizzeria on Dean St, 
Soho in London. Their second pizzeria in 
Kingly Court opened in summer 2014, with 
the third in Exmouth Market opening late 
2015. They have now opened 13 locations 
in London, and its first pizzeria out of 
London in Oxford.

Following the national UK lockdown earlier 
in the year, which saw the company’s 
Pizzerias close, Pizza Pilgrims began 
offering home kits. It has created three 
different pizza kits: a classic Margherita, 
Nduja and Margherita, and Nduja, starting 
from £15.

This direct-to-consumer model sees 
restaurant quality food brought into 
consumers’ homes. Prior to the pandemic, 
the pizzeria chain had enjoyed record 
sales during the February 2020 half-term. 
Once the pandemic hit, sales dropped 
dramatically. It was then that the company 
performed what Thom Elliot described as 
the business’s biggest pivot to date: “This 
profound and sudden change led us to 
create home pizza kits” said Thom Elliot, 
co-founder of Pizza Pilgrims.

These kits are sent through to consumers 
via the mail, and they allowed Pizza 
Pilgrims to continue trading during the 
first lockdown period. Thom described 
how the creation of this product has 
impacted the company: “We felt really 
excited by the concept and have thrown 
everything into it, it felt like the start-up 
mentality was back”. 

The kits have received high praise from 
customers, not just for the quality of the 
food, but also the experience and ability to 
bring people together during a period of 
effective isolation. “We’ve had people tell 
us ‘it’s the best thing we’ve done with the 
kids’… feedback has been great.” 

The second national lockdown in England 
saw sales soar once again. And to support, 
those going through lockdown, Pizza 
Pilgrims are taking this one step further: 
“We are now looking at a potential 
partnership with Samaritans to deliver kits 
and help those going through shielding 
and the second lockdown event.”

Pizza Pilgrims serves slow proved 

Neapolitan pizza in pizzerias and at 

events across the UK. The dough is 

made fresh daily, and the brothers 

source the best Italian ingredients.
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Case Study: 
Mama Designs

“The initial quiet stage was when I came up with the idea for an 
online baby event to support pregnant women and new parents 
with expert talks, classes and shopping from baby brands. The 
response to this was really positive. So many in-person events were 
cancelled that this was just what was needed and we acted fast 
and turned it around in two weeks which really helped too, as no 
one else was doing anything at this stage.”  

- Keira O’Mara, Director, Mama Designs -
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Mama Designs was started in 2008 by 
Keira O’Mara whilst on maternity leave 
with her eldest child. She spotted a gap 
in the market for a discrete breastfeeding 
cover, before expanding her business to 
offer other products designed for mums 
and babies. At the end of 2020, her 
business employs a team of three, based 
in Birmingham. 

All products are designed in the UK 
and safety tested to both EU and UK 
standards, and are mostly products 
intended to deal with issues O’Mara faced 
as a mother. The company sells goods 
both online and through retailers in the UK 
and beyond.

Over the first UK lockdown period, Mama 
Designs expanded into online events 
designed to support new parents. The 
events offered online talks, classes, and 
products from baby brands, designed 
to create a community feel and support 
parents over the lockdown period.

Keira O’Mara shares her tips and 

advice for growing your business on a 

budget. Packed full of easily actionable 

tips and advice, her business course is 

in video and worksheet format.

Agility of SMEs during the pandemic

It is not just the supply of physical goods 
that has been impacted. There has, and 
continues to be, untold disruption to other 
services such as in-person classes, events, 
support services, and networking. The 
sense of community is incredibly important 
in such times, and small businesses such 
as Mama Designs have aided in supporting 
this. The company originally sold products 
targeted towards mothers and babies, 
which during the first few weeks of 
lockdown saw an initial decline in business, 
before a marked uptick in sales, driven 
by people having time to shop online and 
research products properly. 
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Case Study: 
Pinpoint Media / 
Easybreathing

“A swift ‘fight or flight’ pivot into a world I had yet to experience 
and one I never want to experience again!” 

- Oliver Bruce, CEO, PinPointMedia & EasyBreathing -
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PinPointMedia is a Cheltenham-based start-
up founded in 2013 by Oliver Bruce. The 
business has over 30 employees and offices 
in Cheltenham, London and Manchester. 

High demand sees the company planning 
to double in size in 2021, alongside 
proposals for a full rebrand and new 
offerings. The business’ core operations 
are in producing video, animation and live 
steams/hybrid events, as well as content 
and distribution strategies for global 
brands and SMEs.

Oliver Bruce took an important direction 
during the coronavirus outbreak, pivoting 
from media to instead focussing on the 
production of PPE. 

During the crisis, one of PinPointMedia’s 
contacts in China informed the business 
that they were manufacturing face masks 
and asked if the company would like a 
supply. It was at this point, having realised 
the national shortage of PPE, that Oliver 
pivoted from the world of media (which 
was running in the background) to the 
world of PPE and founded EasyBreathing. 

PinPoint Media is ranked in the top 5% 

of production companies in the UK 

and prides itself on over 50% of their 

work being return business

The ability to pivot and finding a new 
business in a new and booming sector 
swiftly paid dividends and allowed  for 
the net profits to be injected into the 
‘mothership’ (PinPointMedia) and ensure 
a consistent and sustainable burn rate 
during the peak of the pandemic.

Additionally, a surge in demand for 
resources specific to the pandemic, such as 
PPE and medical equipment, created a need 
for entrepreneurs and businesses to step in 
and diversify to help produce much-needed 
life-saving equipment. This was a driver for 
some SMEs and business owners to move 
into entirely new areas, to help save lives. 
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As many businesses have adapted or emerged because of the pandemic, the 

question remains as to whether these new models and disruptive practices 

can survive once the pandemic passes. There are several features of these 

companies that fit with emerging trends and processes that had been 

growing in importance and prevalence prior to the Coronavirus outbreak, 

however the pandemic and its effects have sparked a rapid acceleration.

Longevity 
& Changing 
Consumer Demands
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Drive towards digital

Undoubtedly, the biggest 
change has been the necessary 
digitalisation of services to help 
people in a time of restricted 
face-to-face contact. Whilst 
we have seen a move online 
in recent years, coronavirus 
has shifted this ahead rapidly. 
Homeworking, whilst previously 
operated to some extent in some 
businesses and often as part of 
flexible working, has never been 
done on such a scale. Likewise, 
homeworking has extended 
to roles and businesses not 
previously engaged in such 
practices, such as call centres, GP 
surgeries, teachers, etc. 

However, for start-ups and 
smaller businesses, much of 
the technology and equipment 
was, and is in place, as Oliver 
Bruce explained, “Our business 
has always had a ‘digital first’ 
attitude with the use of SaaS 
and cloud-based programmes. 
As such, the change to home 
working was not too much of 
an upheaval. We have, however, 
seen a huge uptake by our clients 
in terms of their use and appetite 
for digital content such as live 
steams, animation, and video. It 
seems people have realised the 
benefit of this medium. I believe 
the pandemic has brought this 
appetite and want forwards by at 
least three years.”

This was also reiterated by Keira 
O’Mara: “We were already set up 
perfectly for this as we all work 
from home and everything is 
online (apart from our in-person 
baby show), so there hasn’t been 
a huge amount to change.”

Likewise, Local e Sourced is 
digitally focussed. However, 
it also seeks to change how 
consumers shop and aid local 
business in the process: “Our 
sole focus is on the digital 
aspect of the project. We gave 
suppliers a new or alternative 
route to market. With the 
circumstances changing how 
people live their lives, online 
shopping would be a significant 
part of this... Our goal was to 
heavily push our local offerings 
and keep local suppliers in 
business. It was time to use 
them or lose them – and we 
came to market at a time when 

everybody needed a little 
extra help. It is important to 
understand that around 85% 
of people would look at a 
product online before making a 
purchase, whether it was online 
or in store, this was before 
Covid hit. Our mission is to try 
and complete the loop for local 
suppliers, ensuring that they are 
always available throughout the 
customer journey.”

As we see the world continue 
to adapt to coronavirus and the 
so-called ‘new normal,’ smaller 
businesses have the opportunity 
to be leaders in pushing the 
digital revolution forwards. Even 
when the pandemic does recede, 
there has been a cultural shift 
and ways of working will not be 
the same. These companies can 
help create the workplace and 
workforce of the future.

Environmentally conscious

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, 
sustainability had seen 
substantial press coverage with 
consumer awareness at an all-
time high. Capgemini research 
from July 2020, surveying 
7,500 adults, found that 79% 
of consumers were changing 
purchase preference based on 
the social or environmental 
impact of their purchases. 
Additionally, 53% of consumers 
said they had switched to lesser-
known brand or organisation 
whose products or services they 
perceived as sustainable.7

Sustainability will increasingly 
be a crucial factor in consumers’ 
minds when making purchase 
decisions, especially as the 
pandemic’s impact lessens and 
life returns to normal. Conscious 
of these sustainability issues, 
Mama Designs placed this as 
an opportunity for the business 
in the coming six months: “The 
eco range is a big opportunity 
and I think the first lockdown 
made people rethink some of 
their consumer habits. We have 
seen growth in our reusable 
products in the last six months 
as a result.”

Similarly, Local e Sourced 
is focussing on providing a 
sustainable, environmentally-
aware service. Based in 
Hereford, the company utilises 

its own warehouse to control 
deliveries to meet sustainability 
standards and reduce its 
carbon footprint, with the aim 
of delivering products from 
multiple suppliers in one go.

A desire to shop locally

There is the suggestion that 
consumers are keen to continue 
using those local producers they 
relied so heavily upon during 
lockdown as we move forwards. 
YouGov carried out a study in 
June 2020 as restrictions began 
to be lifted. They present an 
interesting view of what we may 
see repeated in the next stage, 
as the UK ‘unlocks’ once again. 

YouGov found that of those 
adults who had been shopping 
since lockdown restrictions were 
partially lifted, 62% said they 
had been shopping on their local 
high street for non-essential 
goods, compared to only 25% 
and 19% who said they had 
been to retail parks or shopping 
centres respectively. Overall, 
70% of those who shopped 
locally said they would continue 
to do so to some extent, even 
when lockdown is fully lifted.8

How will shopping habits change?

Of those who shopped locally during 
the first lockdown:

70% 

of respondents will purchase the 
same, or a greater amount of local 
produce post lockdown

4% 

said they would not purchase from 
local sources post lockdown.
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Case Study: 
Government 
Future Fund
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• They are based in the UK and must 
generate revenue from marketing to 
customers in the country – the test 
is not how much but to confirm the 
business is predominantly active in 
the UK

• They have pound-for-pound match 
funding from third-party investors

• They have already raised £250,000 
or more as equity investment from 
third-party investors during the past 
five years

• The business should be unlisted but 
incorporated in the UK

• If a company belongs to a group, only 
a UK registered parent company can 
apply for the loan

• The business does not have to show 
impact by coronavirus9

The government’s Future Fund is a 
scheme set out by Chancellor Rishi Sunak 
to support innovative start-ups facing 
financial difficulties due to the coronavirus 
outbreak. The £250 million support 
scheme opened for applications from May 
2020, until 31st January 2021. 

Many start-ups fall outside of the 
Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan 
Scheme (CBILS) as they generate little 
or no revenue, do not make a profit, or 
rely on equity funding, which makes 
them unattractive prospects for standard 
commercial funding. 

The Future Fund allows companies to 
borrow between £125,000 and £5 million 
as convertible loans matched by the same 
amount raised from private investors. To 
receive investment, businesses must meet 
the following criteria:

Throughout the pandemic, there has been a range of 

support mechanisms put in place to help businesses 

through this period of uncertainty. The furlough 

scheme has been extended to March 2021, with 

other provisions, such as the future fund discussed 

opposite, extended to the end of January 2021. 

Nevertheless, such schemes have undoubtedly 

saved many jobs and businesses, for the time being.



Throughout the pandemic, there has been a range of support mechanisms put 

in place to help businesses through this period of uncertainty. The furlough 

scheme was extended to March 2021, with other provisions, such as the Future 

Fund, extended to the end of January 2021. Nevertheless, such schemes have 

undoubtedly saved many jobs and businesses, for the time being.

UK 
Government 
Assistance
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Furlough scheme

The furlough scheme has been a 
lifeline for businesses, especially 
those in the hardest hit 
industries including retail, travel, 
hospitality and leisure, faced 
with shut-down of services and 
dwindling sales. 

However, it has also aided 
smaller businesses and start-
ups in providing a safety net as 
they explore new models in the 
wake of Covid-19’s disruption 
to traditional business. As Matt 
Smith from the Centre of 
Entrepreneurs noted: “The 
furlough scheme has given 
levels of flexibility and security 
to businesses that we have not 
seen before.”

PinPointMedia was one of those 
firms utilising the furlough 
scheme: “Like the majority of 
businesses in the UK we did 
utilise the furlough scheme due 
to the downturn of location 
shoots and such. However, since 
July we’ve been inundated as 
the world reopened (ish) for 
business. We have since taken 

everyone off furlough.” said 
Oliver Bruce.

Other respondents stated that 
they worked from home or had 
digital means in place, as such 
they did not see much disruption 
to working during the peak of 
the outbreak.

Other government support for 
start-ups & SMEs

However, it has not just been the 
furlough scheme that has played 
a crucial role in helping business, 
there have been other provisions 
in place such as the Coronavirus 
Business Interruption Loan 
Scheme (CBILS), a scheme to 
help small and medium-sized 
businesses to access loans 
and other kinds of finance up 
to £5 million. The government 
guarantees 80% of the finance to 
the lender and pays interest and 
any fees for the first 12 months.

We asked our contributors if 
they had received support from 
government or local authorities, 
and results were mixed. Whilst 
PinPointMedia/EasyBreathing 
did not utilise support outside 
of the furlough scheme, Mama 
Designs did, accessing a ‘Bounce 
back’ loan from its bank. The 
Bounce Back Loan Scheme 
(BBLS) is a 100% government-
backed programme that offers 
firms cheap loans worth up to 
£50,000. To date the £40 billion 
scheme has helped over 1.4 
million businesses.

Local e Sourced told us that it 
sought funding at the beginning 
of 2020 whilst strategising 
development and launch of 
the business. However, as the 
pandemic took hold, the company 
noted that there was a clear 
shift in funding, focused instead 
towards supporting businesses 
that would in turn support others 
throughout Covid-19. 

Local e Sourced applied and was 
rejected, given a score of 13/25 
for the idea and being deemed 
to have not met the criteria of 
supporting other businesses. 
Hamish Light explained: “To 
say we were shocked was an 
understatement. The whole 
reason that Local e Sourced 
exists is to support independent 
businesses, so we were lost for 

words. We didn’t dwell on it 
or get disheartened by it and 
pushed the project forward 
ourselves. Early on, despite a 
lack of interest from our county 
council beyond a couple of 
Zoom meetings with council 
leaders and city centre business 
improvement leaders to probe 
us on our idea, we had interest 
from Powys council and Bath 
to franchise or at least create 
something similar. This was 
positive, knowing that others 
did share our vision. However, 
our immediate focus was on the 
local area and getting it right 
and not wanting to run before 
we could walk, by branching out 
too fast and losing focus on why 
we set up Local e Sourced. 

“Despite what those in power or 
authority thought of the venture, 
we were going from strength to 
strength. It wasn’t long before 
similar businesses sprung up – 
and this just emphasised to us 
that we had something special 
– and others wanted in! And 
on top of it our council, who 
showed no interest other than 
to probe us for ideas, launched 
their own version of Local e 
Sourced during the second 
lockdown. So much for a poor 
idea and not meeting criteria! 
I would be interested to see 
where the funding for this has 
come from.”

Could funding have helped 
the company as it found its 
feet during such an uncertain 
time? Hamish Light argued 
that rejection may have been a 
positive for the company:

“Looking back, would funding 
have helped us? It may have, 
we have not thrown money at 
this – we have been careful and 
every move was considered. 
Perhaps funding would have 
had a negative impact as we 
could have thrown money 
at unnecessary things or at 
resolving problems. 

Instead, we have managed our 
finances as we developed the 
project. The best feeling of all is 
knowing that we have created 
something that is only nine 
months old as a venture, eight 
months old as a live entity and 
we have done it all on our own!”
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Issues for start-ups

For start-up businesses, the 
constraints and potential hurdles 
moving forwards differ or may be 
more significant than for other types 
of business, and ultimately it can be 
argued they are more at risk than 
older incumbents to the shocks 
brought by Covid-19. As the OECD 
notes, start-ups “tend to engage 
in high-risk activities compared 
with other small and medium-sized 
firms, face constraints in accessing 
traditional funding, and have a 
formative relationship at best with 
suppliers and customers”.10 

When presented with increasing 
economic uncertainty, alongside 
disruption to revenues and consumer 
demand, start-ups may become even 
more financially fragile and will need 
support for their short-term liquidity 
needs, critical for their survival. Whilst 
we have seen some attempts by UK 
government to prevent this, through 
schemes such as the Future Fund, it 
cannot last indefinitely. The longer 
restrictions on both businesses and 
consumers continue, it is inevitable 
that companies will fail and cease 
to exist. Similarly, the ability for the 
consumer to spend and support 
smaller enterprises will falter should 
the economic downturn persist, 
particularly through the important 
Christmas period.

Increased borrowing

During the height of the first 
wave, we saw a sudden rise in 
large businesses borrowing from 

Understandably, there are a range of 
constraints faced by both start-ups and 
SMEs during this time, alongside longer-

term issues that will impact over the 
next few months.

Constraints 
& Potential 

Hurdles



23 

the end of January 2021, it may be a 
temporary reprieve. The substantial 
levels of borrowing, coupled with low 
consumer confidence, a potential 
double-dip recession could be seen 
as simply delaying the inevitable. In 
the 2008 recession, it was not until 
2011 that the UK reached its peak 
unemployment rate, while GDP took 
five years to recover.11 

Second lockdown event in the UK

As discussed earlier, devolved 
administrations in the UK had seen 
circuit-breaker style lockdowns 
implemented, yet England had 
continued with a regional tiered 
system of restrictions. However 
November 5th saw a second national 
lockdown imposed on England. At 
the time of interviewing England 
remained outside of national 
restrictions, however we did ask our 
interviewees what impact a second 
event would have.

Oliver Bruce of PinPointMedia & 
EasyBreathing was positive: “The fact 
over the last month or so we’ve hired 
so much new talent by default means 
a second nationwide lockdown 
would naturally impact our burn 
rate in a greater way than before. 
However, it would also open up and 
further expedite the already growing 
market of live streams and virtual-
events, something that is snowballing 
weekly and I predict is here to stay. 
Naturally, we would be impacted 
in terms of attending location with 
our film crews and I would hope the 
government would extend a similar 
support scheme to what they did in 
the first phase of lockdowns.”

However, there were some concerns, 
as Keira from Mama Designs noted. 
Increased interest in buying local 
goods and services is all well and 
good, but people need to be making 
purchases: “[A second lockdown 
event] could go either way. For 
Mama Designs last time brought a 
spike in sales, this could do the same 
as people are unable to go to the 
shops in person, but it all depends on 
whether people are spending.”

Consumer confidence will be crucial 
over the coming months, and recent 
signs are not positive. For the month 
of October 2020, GfK’s long-running 
consumer confidence index fell six 
points to -31, with all five measures 
of the index down, compared to 
September. To put this into context, 

banks, whilst this fell to more usual 
rates year on year as we moved 
into the summer, it was replaced 
by significant growth in lending 
to SMEs. The BoE reports that in 
August, corporates borrowed £400 
million of loans, following a period 
of three months of repayments. 
The average cost of borrowing 
from banks by private non-financial 
corporations (PNFCs) of all sizes 
decreased in August. The effective 
interest rate paid on new borrowing 
by PNFCs fell to 1.63%, 11 basis points 
lower than in July and 93 basis 
points lower than in February 2020. 

SMEs continued borrowing from 
banks. In August they drew down 
an extra £2.2 billion in loans, on net. 
The strong flows in recent months 
meant that the annual growth rate 
rose further, to 21.8%, the strongest 
on record. Interest rates on new loans 
to SMEs remain low, although did 
increase on the month. The effective 
rate on their new borrowing was nine 
basis points higher at 1.74%, although 
this remained below the rate of 3.44% 
in February.

Looking forwards, whilst these 
loans are providing a safety net for 
businesses over the winter, with 
government schemes extended to 

Annual growth of lending to SMEs and large businesses 
(Seasonally adjusted)
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in October 2019 the index sat at 
-14 and that was amongst the 
uncertainty around no deal Brexit 
and a snap general election.

Joe Staton, client strategy director 
at GfK, recently stated: “There’s a 
worrying threat of a double-dip in 
consumer confidence as concerns 
for our personal financial situation 
and even deeper fears over the state 
of the UK economy drag the index 
down six points this month. Despite 
low inflation and rock-bottom 
interest rates, a buoyant housing 
market and a raft of government 
financial stimulus measures, the 
prospect of rising unemployment 
is severely depressing our outlook. 
Worryingly, this data was collected 
before the new round of Covid-19 
restrictions came into force.”12

Brexit 

Still looming over businesses more 
than four years since the British 
public voted to leave the EU, the 
transition period between the 
UK and EU will end. At the time 
of writing, it appears to be seen 
whether or not the two sides will 
agree a free-trade agreement, or 
the UK will trade on World Trade 
Organization terms by default.

Businesses are increasingly being 
advised to prepare for the deadline, 
with a media campaign reminding 
companies to get affairs in order. 
There is likely an issue in that whilst 
Brexit had dominated press coverage 
and had driven uncertainty over the 
past few years, there is now a risk 
that urgency around the matter has 
simply been pushed aside by the 
pandemic. The struggle for day-to-
day survival of many businesses has 
meant they simply do not have the 
time to prepare or make checks to 
confirm they are ready for January.

Hardest hit will be those businesses 
that source materials or trade outside 
of the UK: “There will be a huge 
amount of extra work for us. We sell 
to retailers and consumers outside of 
the UK and the paperwork required 
for every single sale will have cost and 
time implications for us. Also receiving 
our goods from Turkey as our factories 
may have to register for VAT in the 
UK.” - Keira O’Mara, Mama Designs.

However, UK-centric businesses, 
and those not importing/exporting, 
are less concerned: “Brexit for me 

bares no real or tangible risk or 
proposed impact. We are a service 
business and as such don’t import or 
export goods. The movement of our 
personnel around Europe will need 
to be reassessed, but bar that and 
the possible consolidation of spend 
from some of our Manufacturing 
and Export/Import clients as they 
batten the hatches, I can’t foresee 
much of an impact.” - Oliver Bruce, 
PinPointMedia/EasyBreathing.

“As far as Brexit goes, we are 
currently only delivering throughout 
the UK. We don’t import as 
everything is locally sourced. We 
don’t export as we don’t have 
the logistics or mechanisms in 
place. However, we are seeing an 
increased demand for our products 
internationally. Reaching a global 
market is certainly a long-term goal 
but at the moment under the current 
set of challenging circumstances, 
our focus is solely on our fantastic 
UK customer base.” – Hamish Light, 
Local e Sourced.
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Business views of date when Covid-19 
uncertainty will be resolved

Source: Decision Maker Panel Survey and authors’ calculations
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Whilst the coronavirus pandemic is fast-
moving and unpredictable, we have pulled 

together thoughts around the impact 
over the next few months, as well as the 

thoughts and advice from our interviewees 
for those seeking to start a new business.

Future 
Outlook

Unlocking the economy

As the BoE outlined in their most 
recent quarterly update, the outlook 
for the UK economy will depend 
critically on the evolution of the 
pandemic, measures taken to protect 
public health, and how governments, 
households and businesses respond 
to these factors. Business decisions 
do not exclusively revolve around 
the most likely outcome, but also 
on the threat of an extreme ‘worst-
case scenario’. It will be critical to 
obtain data on business expectations 
if we are to understand where the 
economy is heading.

The BoE Decision-Maker Panel 
survey asked when respondents 
believed Covid-19 uncertainty 
would be resolved. Whilst these 
results were from August, business 
was pessimistic about a resolution 
to uncertainty, while the bulk of 
respondents expected uncertainty to 
continue into 2022.

It is, therefore, apparent that 
the next few months will require 
continued support and reassurance 
from the government to make sure 
businesses survive. A positive is 
that this survey was done prior 
to the second lockdown events in 
the UK. The fact that businesses 
overwhelmingly believed uncertainty 
would continue into next year 
hopefully suggests preparation and 
planning for uncertainty over the 
next 6-12 months. 

Recommendations for start-ups 
& government

In this segment we explore 
recommendations for start-ups, 
national and local government (in 
terms of how start-ups and SMEs 
may be supported), and advice from 
our interviewees.

Drive the idea of supporting local 
business & tackle short-term 
financial challenges

Given the YouGov data that suggests 
consumers were keen to buy local 
after the first lockdown event, there 
is a great opportunity to promote 
and push this in order to help SMEs 
and start-ups in the future. As the 
OECD suggests, it is also paramount 
to tackle short-term challenges 
that these companies face. Support 
short-term financial needs of existing 
start-ups (eg with loan guarantees, 
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direct lending, grants or subsidies) 
with minimal bureaucracy, and 
help secure jobs and incomes of 
their workers. Additionally, raise 
awareness of support schemes and 
measures in place to help business, 
and provide guidance via support 
platforms to help smaller players.

Thoughts from our interviewees:

“Focus on your ‘why’ – not the 
balance sheet. If what you’re doing 
will add significant value to your 
community, society as a whole 
or the world, success will follow. 
Success should be a result and 
reflection of your passion and 
innovation. Take inspiration from all 
around you. What could be done to 
make life better for everybody?” – 
Hamish Light, Local e Sourced.

“I think you need to be real in your 
marketing and relatable. Everyone 
is going through this together and 
I think remembering that is key. At 
the moment people want to support 
small businesses rather than big 
ones, so act like a small business.” – 
Keira O’Mara, Mama Designs.

Embrace change

The pandemic is a driver for rapid 
advancement in areas such as the 
digitisation of services, disruption 
to more traditional models, and 
changes to employment. There is 
a fantastic opportunity for smaller, 
agile players to make use of this and 
lead the way in continuing this 
drive forwards.

To support this the following should 
be done: promote investments in skills 
and online training, to prevent skills 
depreciation and encourage upskilling 
of start-up workers; simplify procedures 
and reduce administrative burdens 
on companies; invest in innovative 
companies who are driving more 
efficient business models and concepts, 
as well as those seeking to facilitate the 
‘local and digital revolution.’

And as the OECD suggests, reduce 
possible barriers associated with 
the entrepreneur status, especially 
those that may be particularly critical 
during and after the pandemics 
(eg related to access to health 
care and paid sick leave), making 
social protection more portable. In 
other words, link entitlements to 
individuals rather than jobs.

Thoughts from our interviewees:

“Perseverance. Dedication. Belief. You 
have to make it happen, you have to 
continue to make it happen. If you 
believe in your idea and yourself, you 
will make it happen. Look at the bigger 
picture. Everybody needs a little help, 
now more than ever. If you can help, 
do help. The more people a venture 
benefits, the more value it will have.” – 
Hamish Light, Local e Sourced.

Boost entrepreneurial potential

The OECD also recommends the 
following in terms of boosting 
entrepreneurial potential: 
Government should help to promote 
entrepreneurship training, also 
in combination with benefits for 
displaced workers and lifelong 
learning, to facilitate (un)employment-
to-entrepreneurship transitions, with 
particular attention to disadvantaged 
groups. They should also look towards 
university-business collaborations 
to facilitate industry applications 
of innovation and university-to-
entrepreneurship transitions.

Additionally, promote network 
developments, including those 
linking job seekers and start-ups 
and those facilitating access to 
international markets. Finally, 
maintain investments in the start-
up ecosystem, notably to ensure 
incubators and accelerators continue 
playing an important medium-
term role in providing guidance, 
coaching, and mentoring to potential 
entrepreneurs and existing start-ups.

Thoughts from our interviewees:

“Always listen to advice but choose 
on which you take action. Plan for 
the long term, think 20 years not 
one year, this will help you set goals 
and manage expectations.” – Hamish 
Light, Local e Sourced

“Ensure that you keep your overheads 
to a minimum and have a sustainable 
and manageable burn rate (cash in 
the bank). Ideally you should be able 
to survive for 6-12 months should 
nobody pay you a penny! Don’t risk 
everything for the pot of gold at the 
end, not yet anyway…” - Oliver Bruce, 
PinPointMedia/ EasyBreathing.
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You know your business,
 we know business finance. 
It takes minutes to apply, 

there’s no obligation, 
and it’s easy to use.

Click here 
to see your

Funding
Options

www.greatbritishentrepreneurawards.com
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