
Critical planning as the pandemic unfolds

WHAT IS AHEAD FOR 
UK BUSINESS?



As the UK attempts to come out of lockdown 
positively, business leaders face possibly their 
greatest challenge since the 2008 banking crisis as 
they look to plan for the next five years and beyond.

On the 25 August 2020, a small group of 
business professionals and CEOs, representing 
law firms, accountants, investment managers 
and UK business, came together to discuss the 
most pressing issues facing organisations across 
the country in the wake of the pandemic. They 
discussed the long-term strategic options for 
businesses and the implications of Covid-19 on 
business owners planning for exit. This report 
shares their views and opinions.

Whilst no one can be sure how the pandemic will 
unfold, this report provides invaluable commentary 
for UK business leaders, covering a range of key 
issues including the role banks have to play in 
supporting UK business, the prominence of private 
equity funding, and how the pandemic has been a 
wake-up call for businesses who have not, until now, 
considered robust strategic planning as critical to 
their success.

INTRODUCTION
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“Those fortunate enough to 
be leading businesses must 
remain positive. We must 
remain steadfast in what we 
are doing. Yes, the next six 
months will be difficult but 
we will get through it like 
everything else before, but 
only with strong leadership.”
James Gardner, Managing 
Director of Sinclair Rush, 
Vice Chair IoD Kent

““



CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY                                  03 

LEADERSHIP AND BUSINESS PLANNING           05

M&A, FUNDING AND TAX                           11

THE PANEL                                                    14

ABOUT RIX & KAY      17



03

Key outcomes of the debate

Leadership and business 
planning

1. The pandemic has “called on business 
leaders to step up to the plate” and 
“completely changed the way they look 
at business going forward”.

2. The pandemic has demanded strong 
leadership and strategic planning. 
Without it, businesses are more likely 
to fail. In particular, strong leadership 
is considered a vital ingredient for 
businesses looking to secure investment.

3. Whilst businesses in certain sectors have 
experienced severe distress, there are 
still many success stories. In particular, 
it is those businesses that have not only 
adapted quickly to a rapidly changing 
environment but those that have also 
been capable of demonstrating and 
addressing future sector challenges post 
pandemic, that have prospered.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Funding and investment

1. Whilst both banks and private equity 
investment were active, smaller SMEs 
were not typically viewed as attractive for 
lending and investment, particularly at 
the lower end of the market, with banks 
remaining conservative and private 
equity “awash with cash” but often “not 
interested in writing a cheque for less 
than £5 or £10 million”.

2. As a result SMEs may struggle to access 
funding in the wake of the pandemic, 
meaning that many will struggle to 
survive.

Boardroom challenges

1. The pandemic has led to greater tensions 
in the boardroom. Management teams are 
becoming divided on how to move forward. 
Some want to invest to “protect the business 
and realign for the next generation”, whilst 
less optimistic individuals want to find a way 
to exit relatively quickly. As such, “board 
decisions were becoming more cautious, 
short-term and pessimistic” because of 
people leaving.

2. The rapidly-changing dynamics between 
employer and employee are a major 
challenge for most businesses. HR teams 
are likely to be over-worked and under 
stresses from both ends. Businesses will 
want to use the pandemic to review their 
workforce whilst employees are more likely 
to be uncomfortable with the way they are 
working and will want to change.



Tax

1. The next Budget will be a landmark moment for the 
UK economy as it looks to recover from the pandemic. 
HMRC will have to raise taxes at some point but the 
big question is when and how?

2. The moratorium on winding up petitions (now extended 
to the end of 2020) will have a “massive impact” with 
most professionals predicting “a boom in petitions and 
CVAs” particularly given “aggressive strategies” that 
some landlords and HMRC might deploy to pursue 
enquiries.

3. Whilst timing will be critical and there will be a limit 
on what HMRC chooses to do, it was suggested that 
“HMRC will need to tone down on policy grounds 
otherwise there could be a storm”.

Note: At the time of writing an Autumn Budget was 
anticipated. The government has since announced that 
the Budget will be postponed. On reflection, one Panel 
member remarked “I think the postponement shows that 
what we said was correct. The government does not want 
to make changes at this crucial time and is trying to avoid 
creating a storm”.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Leadership and business 
planning
Now is the time for strong leadership

For almost every business leader, the pandemic is 
by far the greatest challenge they have ever faced. 
Indeed, one Panellist remarked, “I consider this to 
be the biggest hurdle I’ve ever had in my career”.

However, despite all the challenges, there was 
an overwhelming sense of optimism amongst the 
Panel who agreed that the pandemic had, “called 
on business leaders to step up to the plate” 
and that the pandemic had “struck a chord with 
people and completely changed the way they look 
at business going forward”.

THE KEY ISSUES
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“In fairness to well-run businesses, 
they are always thinking about what 
they are going to do next and I have 
seen countless examples of great 
leadership and decision making 
during this period. Those who 
haven’t planned have had a rude 
awakening. If they are reacting now, 
then it is probably too late.”
Tim Sadka, Corporate Partner, 
Rix & Kay 

“

“

The key questions facing business 
leaders 

The Panel agreed that, broadly speaking, over 
the last six months the pandemic had “focused 
business leaders to reassess what was realistic” 
in terms of their strategic goals and ambitions 
and that many businesses were now “finding their 
level”.

With regards to strategic planning, the big 
questions facing business leaders were 
considered to be:

i. what do I need to change to deliver 
sustainable profit?

ii. how might I grow my business going forward?
iii. how can I plan for a successful exit?



Sector strength and market confidence likely to influence 
decision making

The decision on whether or not to plan for exit will, to a large degree, depend 
on the strength of particular sectors and the UK economy. Whilst the Panel 
acknowledged that “no-one has a crystal ball” there were some scenarios 
that appeared to be playing out. 

With a number of leading economic commentators suggesting a “V-shaped 
recovery” might be on the cards, the decision to delay a business exit and 
focus on driving organic growth would be a sensible approach.

One thing that did seem certain was that the economy was going to be 
anything but stable and that it was either going to “go up a lot or down a lot”.
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“Timing will be absolutely key. There’s going to 
be significant movement in the UK economy and 
decision making could well hinge on one’s level of 
optimism.”
Peter Drown, Senior Partner, Beavis Morgan

““
Perhaps more predictable are the UK’s prominent business sectors and 
those that have suffered and those that have benefited have been well 
reported.

There were some examples given by the Panel that showed that businesses 
operating in distressed sectors were capable of adapting and indeed 
prospering. It was those businesses that were not only able to adapt quickly 
to a rapidly-changing environment but those that were also capable of 
demonstrating and addressing future sector challenges post pandemic.

Of those sectors that had prospered it was noted that “digital businesses 
were booming”; and that they were able to “access money easily” and were 
“looking to expand aggressively, particularly into international markets”. The 
pandemic had not had a material impact on performance compared to the 
challenges presented by Brexit and international tax law.



Strong leadership is key to investment

From an investment point of view, the pandemic has created a greater sense of unknowns in terms of 
understanding future sustainability and income streams of businesses. So, whilst a strong balance sheet will 
always be desirable, the pandemic is bringing leadership qualities to the forefront of investment decisions.

The Panel agreed that there was now an even greater emphasis on backing the right people and that the need 
for management teams to evidence sound strategic planning and decision making had only been amplified 
by the pandemic. In particular, it was suggested that business leaders need to be able to “move with the 
pandemic rather than react to it”.    

It was also agreed that it is vital for future leaders to exhibit the same leadership qualities as their 
predecessors, particularly in those businesses where exits were being planned.
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“If a founder is thinking about succession planning or de-risking 
ahead of an exit, then identifying, investing in and nurturing strong 
leadership talent is critical. Buyers will want to have confidence in 
the management team taking the business forward, so it’s important 
that founders prioritise, early on, having the right people in place.”
Zahir Kasmani, Investor, BGF

““
Are there growing tensions in the boardroom?

With strategic decision-making being influenced by the level of optimism in the boardroom, the Panel 
suggested that there was growing pressure on management teams to agree how the business should move 
forward post Covid-19. 

The Panel gave examples of businesses that had reserved cash during the last few years, particularly given 
the concerns around Brexit. Now, management teams were becoming divided on how to move forward, with 
some wanting to invest to “protect the business and realign for the next generation”, whilst less optimistic 
individuals wanted to find a way to exit relatively quickly.

The obvious dilemma for those that stay is the question of restructuring for the future but, perhaps more 
importantly, it was suggested that “board decisions were becoming more cautious, short-term and pessimistic” 
because of people leaving.

In addition, more than ever before, businesses needed a high level of professional support to help them plan, 
reorganise and grow and that “repositioning a business only makes sense if there is a long-term plan for it that 
can be funded”, for example, realigning from a “traditional physical business” to one that was more “digitally 
led”.

The concern voiced by the Panel was that “very often people are slow to consider their future plans” and 
simply “map out the short-term uncertainties”. There must be an “element of back to basics when the 
shareholders change” so they can reassess and agree how they move the business to the next level to pave 
the way for a good exit opportunity.



Is succession planning now the priority?

The Panel agreed that there had been an increase in people wanting to 
consider their immediate options around succession and how they might get 
the “next generation involved”. The feeling was that uncertainty and lack of 
confidence in the economy had gone on for years and that “Brexit is unlikely 
to end soon” and the pandemic will have a “long tail”.

The big questions for those who feel that they have now outlived their 
planned role in the business centred around the need to support the next 
generation to ensure they were ready, as well as the obvious concerns 
around exit and tax liabilities.

It was felt that estate and investment planning was now a critical exercise 
given the likely change to the tax regime that may soon be with us. Whilst it 
remains to be seen exactly what measures are put in place, now is the time 
for individuals to review their estate and tax planning whilst the current reliefs 
and exemptions are available.
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“More and more people are now looking at their long-term 
succession plans. Tax planning has a huge role to play 
and must sit alongside any plans that the business has 
made with regards to succession and growth.”
Bruce Clarke, Partner and Head of Private Client,  
Rix & Kay

““



Are people concerned about 
discretionary investments?

One of the early consequences of the coronavirus 
pandemic was its dramatic affect on global 
investment markets, with early reports in March 
suggesting that more than $1 trillion had been 
wiped off global stock markets amid the crisis.

The Panel observed that, whilst markets had since 
responded quite well overseas, the UK market was 
still a major concern for many business owners. 
In particular, there was a stark difference between 
the crash caused by the pandemic and the crash 
in 2008 following the banking crisis. Now 12 years 
down the line, many business owners don’t have the 
luxury of simply waiting for a recovery to unfold.

Perhaps most importantly, the need to review 
investment planning and, in particular, pension life-
time allowances should be a priority for business 
owners who may find that life-time allowance 
issues have reduced as market values have fallen. 
Even if individuals are not planning on retiring 
soon, managing life-time allowances now is key to 
facilitating access to tax free income that could be 
set aside for alternative investment strategies.

Small Self-Administered Schemes (SSAS) were 
also discussed and there appeared to be a growing 
trend in business owners taking loan-backs from 
their SSAS which had “acted as a lifeline when other 
banking facilities had become unavailable”.

09

“Making sure that your risk 
profiles are right for now and 
for the future is imperative given 
the fallout from the pandemic. 
So many people have had a 
haphazard approach to their 
planning because for so long 
they have been comfortable with 
their personal income generated 
from the business. Now life has 
changed.”
Julie Sebastianelli, Director, 
Hurley Partners

“

“



What are the major operational challenges facing 
businesses post pandemic?

Irrespective of whether business leaders are planning for exit or growth, the 
Panel agreed that there were a wide range of complex operational challenges 
that had still to play out as the longer-term consequences of the pandemic 
emerge.

At the top of the list was the workforce and the wide range of rapidly-
changing dynamics between employer and employee. The relatively simple 
concept of “physically bringing people back into the office” was considered 
anything but simple in practice. Indeed, it was acknowledged that many staff 
will continue to work from home and that “offices will be strange working 
places for the next 12 months, fast-tracking the methodology of the way 
people work”.

The Panel suggested that the initial driver of change was the inherent fear in 
staff of returning to the office who were either “worried about catching Covid 
or worried about losing their job”. To some degree these fears were justified 
as many businesses will inevitably use this period to “review and sort out 
their workforce”.

Employer/employee dynamics were considered most acute with blue-collar 
workers in their late 20’s and early 30’s who have “never experienced a 
recession before” and have “huge concerns about the way they should 
work”.

Suddenly, staff are not simply saying “this is a great place to work”. They 
want assurances on all kinds of issues from how they engage and progress, 
to maintaining enthusiasm and being able to see how they are contributing to 
the business’s overall goals.

For business owners and particularly family owned businesses with many 
generations, there is a fear that the character, culture and loyalty that their 
staff have given their business will be lost. 
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“HR teams in next three to six months will be over-worked 
and under stresses from both ends. Owners will be 
saying, ‘we’ve got to sort out the head count: we can’t do 
this’, and employees will be saying, ‘I’m uncomfortable 
with the way I’m working and I want to change’. 
The next six months will be very uncomfortable and a 
huge element of that discomfort will be establishing the 
solidity and happiness of the workforce.”
Adam Richardson, Chairman, Quattro Group

““
In addition to workforce and future office usage, supply chains were regarded 
as another major operational challenge affecting almost every business.



The M&A market is returning

The Panel were unanimous in their view that merger and 
acquisition activity in the UK had returned to a strong 
level following lockdown at the start of the year. 

Most had seen client transactions “put on hold but 
not abandoned” during lockdown and now those 
transactions were coming back with “the same level of 
enthusiasm, financing and valuation”.

Increased activity was evident on both the advisory side 
and the transaction support side, as well as an increase 
in cross-border deals.
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“The market was swamped with 
CBILS requests with no ability 
to do new business. High street 
banks were simply firefighting. 
Everything ground to a halt 
but things are now returning to 
normal.”
Dan Batchelor, Corporate 
Manger, Handelsbanken

““

Funding for M&A wasn’t accessible 
during lockdown

The obvious consequences of lockdown meant 
that businesses turned to immediate operational 
issues such as mobilising staff to work from home. 
Simply maintaining some level of operation was 
top of most people’s agendas.

For those businesses considering longer-term 
strategic options, access to financing became a 
major obstacle as banks and their finance teams 
were simply overwhelmed with applications for 
various loan facilities such as the Coronavirus 
Business Interruption Loan Scheme (CBILS) and 
the Bounce Back Loan Scheme (BBLS). 

As a result, most strategic M&A activity switched to 
housekeeping – savvy business leaders took the 
opportunity to review their operations and many 
undertook audits of things like their business terms 
and conditions, supplier contracts and shareholder 
agreements, especially as their client/customer 
activity had reduced because of the pandemic and 
the consequent lockdown.

M&A, funding and tax

THE KEY ISSUES



Will banks be our saviour?

There was strong sentiment amongst the Panel that, as business 
begins to return to a relative state of normality, the role of UK banks 
and the traditional route to funding could be pivotal. It was felt that 
banks are in a far better position now than they were post 2008, 
with strong capitalisation and the ability to absorb loses that will 
undoubtedly materialise.

However, on the flip side, it was noted that banks will continue to 
approach the market in the same way as they have done for a 
generation – as conservative asset-based lenders who back strong 
balance sheets.

Private Equity wants to invest 

It was not surprising to learn that private equity and family offices are 
literally queueing up to invest in profitable businesses. At the same 
time the increased opportunity to “invest in accelerated sales of 
struggling businesses” is an obvious symptom of the pandemic. 

However, it was interesting to note that a recent survey indicated that 
most businesses were unaware of private equity opportunities.
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“There’s significant evidence that PE firms 
have money to invest. They want to be shown 
new opportunities but interestingly there’s 
evidence to suggest that many businesses 
simply remain unaware of this fact.”
Jack Clipsham, Corporate Finance 
Partner, Kreston Reeves

““
Are smaller SMEs falling into a funding vacuum?

Whilst both private equity investors and banks are active, the Panel 
voiced concern that smaller SMEs (up to £10m) – that the government 
famously quoted as the “lifeblood of the UK economy” – may not be 
able to access the funding they so desperately need post pandemic.

On one hand the banks will remain conservative and as losses 
materialise, lending will be harder to come by. There was “a gut feel” 
that private equity (PE) was “awash with cash” but that  “as cheque 
sizes continue to be inflated, PE wasn’t interested in writing a cheque 
for £5 or £10  million”.

As a result, there may well be a market emerging for secondary 
lenders who could play a critical role in funding traditional SME 
businesses.



Will UK business pay for Covid-19?

The Panel were unanimous in their opinion that the next Budget will be a landmark moment for the UK 
economy as it looks to recover from the pandemic. It was acknowledged that HMRC will have to raise taxes 
at some point but the big question was when and how?

The obvious targets were considered to be capital gains tax as well as business property relief (BPR) and 
agricultural property relief, both valuable reliefs from inheritance tax.

Indeed, there was strong sentiment that many business owners were concerned about inheritance tax and 
there was a growing trend to look at restructuring a business’s shareholding and debt base to make it more 
BPR efficient.

In addition, the likelihood of such a new tax regime was also seen as a driver for increased M&A activity.
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“The likely changes to capital gains and other taxes may well be a 
factor in the acceleration of M&A activity. If businesses are working 
towards an exit strategy then astute planning in this regard is now 
even more critical.” 
Kathryn Paisley, Partner and Head of Corporate, Rix & Kay

““
Will the wheels come off post Budget?

The Panel referred to various schemes and legislation implemented by UK government during the pandemic 
and highlighted the potential consequences of these being withdrawn or scaled back.

The moratorium on winding up petitions (now extended until the end of 2020) will have a “massive impact” 
with most professionals predicting “a boom in petitions and CVAs” particularly given “aggressive strategies” 
that some landlords and HMRC might deploy.

“We know that HMRC want to take preferred creditor status. They 
will want their money back on VAT deferment and people not paying 
their self-assessment tax. All of this will start to factor in around the 
time of the budget.“
Chris Sparkes, Tax Partner, Lubbock Fine

““
Whilst timing will be critical and there will be a limit on what HMRC chooses to do. It was suggested that 
“HMRC will need to tone down on policy grounds otherwise there could be a storm”.

On the flip side, the Panel suggested that insolvency is a “fundamental part of recovery”, and noted that, 
“it didn’t happen post 2008 because of cheap debt.” As a result, many zombie companies remain that are 
being propped up. The concern here is that this could be repeated, and it was essential to “find a way to 
free up capital and labour so it can move to where it needs to be”.
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Kathryn Paisley, Partner and Head of Corporate, Rix & Kay (Panel Chair)

Kathryn is a specialist in corporate law with particular expertise in the sale and purchase 
of businesses and companies, as well as the establishment of partnerships and other joint 
ventures. Having trained and worked for many years for two major City Law firms, Kathryn 
has a wealth of experience of working on high-value and complex corporate transactions. 

Rix & Kay is a full-service law firm with offices in Ashford, Brighton & Hove, Sevenoaks 
and Uckfield. The firm retains a strong regional presence across Sussex, Kent, Surrey and 
London and works in partnership with business owners, entrepreneurs and individuals, 
providing expert legal advice across a wide range of legal services.

James Gardner, Managing Director of Sinclair Rush and Vice Chair of Institute of 
Directors (Kent)

James specialise in building great teams and investing in growing businesses. In 
particular, he is passionate about improving the health and wellbeing of individuals and 
helping with people’s personal development. “My goal is to Invest in the people around 
me that make our company Great!”

Sinclair & Rush are an international manufacturer of dip moulded products with distribution 
capabilities on a global scale. With manufacturing plants situated across four continents, 
Sinclair & Rush supplies over 20,000 customers worldwide.

Adam Richardson, Chairman, Quattro Group

Adam is a specialist in the turnaround and owner transfer of privately owned companies in 
the UK, EU and USA. As a strong, clear team communicator who invests with both know-
how and personal capital, he is noted as a UK expert in business process outsourcing 
within construction, and media sectors. Expertise includes management transformations, 
MBI , MBO and turnaround. He is also Chairman of several other large manufacturing 
businesses in both the UK and US.

Quattro Group is the UK’s leading RRV Rail and Works Maintenance company.

Dan Batchelor, Corporate Manger, Handelsbanken

Dan is a banking professional with 20 years’ experience of working with businesses. He 
manages a small and diverse portfolio of businesses in Kent, working in partnership with 
senior management teams of these businesses. His expertise includes delivery of the full 
range of banking solutions that enable customers to achieve their goals and objectives.

Handlesbanken is built on satisfied customers, financial strength and sustainable values. 
The bank have over 200 branches in Great Britain. Their decentralised model ensures that 
each branch has the power to provide a personal service, give sound advice and make 
key decisions for their customers.

The Panel
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Zahir Kasmani, Investor, BGF

Zahir joined BGF in 2018 as part of the Investment Team in London. His main role is to 
identify and execute investments. Before BGF, he worked in KPMG’s Corporate Finance 
team advising owner manager, corporate and private equity clients on a range of mid-
market M&A transactions.

“BGF is the UK’s most active investor of growth capital, having backed over 300 
companies. Making initial investments of between £1m and £15m, BGF provides the tools 
needed for businesses to grow, from funding to expertise.

Jack Clipsham, Corporate Finance Partner, Kreston Reeves

Jack is a corporate finance specialist with over 25 years’ experience. With a track record 
of establishing and developing advisory and transaction support services focused on SME 
and mid-market clients and with major achievements in developing business in both the 
South East of England and East & South East Asia.

Kreston Reeves is one of the largest accountancy practices in the region. With eight 
offices across London and the South East, they operate on a global scale and have a 
network of partners around the world who are dedicated to meeting clients’ needs.

Peter Drown, Senior Partner, Beavis Morgan

Peter has been advising clients for over 40 years and has a wealth of experience. His 
specialism is in advising owner managed businesses of all sizes on all of the usual, and 
not so usual, issues that such owners and businesses face. 

Beavis Morgan is part of the Beavis Morgan group which comprises a number of 
businesses offering a range of accounting, tax, business advisory and restructuring 
services and raising finance. As an agile business with an entrepreneurial approach, they 
pride themselves on providing an innovative, flexible and a commercial approach to doing 

Chris Sparkes, Tax Partner, Lubbock Fine

Chris joined Lubbock Fine early 2019 as a partner in their tax department. For over 
thirty years, he has worked with businesses and their owners on a wide variety of UK 
and international tax matters. Providing holistic advice on tax compliance and advisory 
matters, Chris works with corporates, corporate groups, their owners and key stakeholders 
to minimise tax risk. He focuses on ensuring that clients’ corporate and personal tax 
strategies are integrated and aligned.

Lubbock Fine is a mid-tier firm of accountants. Based in London, the firm has been ranked 
as the fastest growing top 50 accountancy firm, in the Accountancy Age Top 50.
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Julie Sebastianelli, Director, Hurley Partners

Julie specialises in advising clients on the current pension regime and broader investment 
and financial planning strategies. Julie’s extensive experience in areas of complex 
pensions, SSASs, SIPPs, pension transfers and retirement planning are complimented by 
investment management, IHT planning and more generally helping families manage their 
financial assets and protect their financial legacy.

Hurley Partners is a mature and thriving private client adviser and asset management 
business. With offices in London, Surrey and Manchester with clients based throughout the 
UK and beyond. The firm provides families and individuals with the careful management of 
their financial assets and the protection of their financial legacy.

Tim Sadka, Corporate Partner, Rix & Kay

Tim is one of the most respected corporate lawyers in the South East, with more than 25 
years’ experience in the regional market, a string of high profile awards and is recognised 
by Chambers and Partners and The Legal 500 as a leading individual. He is a trusted 
advisor to businesses nationally and internationally. Predominantly focused on mid-market 
companies he also has specialist sector expertise in technology, manufacturing, motor, 
real estate and professional services.

Bruce Clarke, Partner and Head of Private Client, Rix & Kay

Bruce has eleven years’ experience of advising individuals on how to effectively manage 
their personal wealth and has a detailed understanding of personal tax planning, 
creation of trusts and the administration of estates. He works closely with high net-worth 
individuals, business owners and families, helping them to grow and protect their personal 
wealth and assets for the benefit of themselves, their families and successive generations.
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About Rix & Kay

We help you to create, grow and protect your business wealth by taking the time to understand your goals 
before delivering the right blend of legal services to achieve them.

Our background of working with some of the most successful business owners and entrepreneurs in the UK 
allows us to give you uniquely commercial advice based on experience.

We have specialist and multi-disciplinary teams of lawyers and professionals that work seamlessly together to 
provide commercially-focused advice that enhances all the key operations of a successful business.

Our key service groups include:

• Corporate & Commercial

• Employment

• Property & Planning

• Dispute Resolution

• Business Restructuring

• Personal advice for HNW individuals, business owners and entrepreneurs

Terms of use

This report was written and produced by Rix & Kay LLP following a round-table panel debate that took 
place on 25 August 2020. The report was first published in September 2020. 
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