THE
THAMES VALLEY
BUSINESS BAROMETER
JANUARY 2020

Productivity

PRODUCTIVITY
OUT-PERFORMS
CONFIDENCE
Region remains strong with
stable investment and workforce
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BEHIND THE GROWTH STORY
The Thames Valley Business Barometer – a collaboration between BDO LLP and C8 Consulting – provides a twice yearly
snapshot of business and economic confidence in the Thames Valley.
The latest survey ran from 30 September to 21 November 2019, with over 100 businesses taking part. The results, along
with in-depth profiles of organisations Virgin Experience Days, Tax Automation, ESP Global Services, Clearvision and
Contexta 360, are published in this report.
We would like to thank all the responders and the Thames Valley Business Barometer panel (over 35 business leaders from
across the Thames Valley region) for their ongoing support.
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A WORD FROM DAVID BROOKES
PARTNER AND HEAD OF BDO THAMES VALLEY
It’s been an interesting few months since we published the
findings of our Spring survey. The Conservatives elected a
new leader, a Brexit deal was approved by parliament and
a snap general election was called, with the Conservatives
gaining a majority of 78. At the time of writing, the United
Kingdom looks set to be leaving the EU by 31 January 2020
and potentially this could be the beginning of the end of the
continuous change and uncertainty that businesses have had
to face over recent years.
CONFIDENCE LEVELS CONTINUE TO FALL
Whether or not the election result will have a significant impact
on business and economic confidence is yet to be seen and we will
have to wait for the results of our Spring 2020 survey to discover
this. However, what we do know is that 2019 saw the largest
deterioration in general levels of economic confidence (within the
region) compared to any other year we have surveyed. Admittedly,
the figure did improve in the second half of the year, compared
to our Spring survey (54% vs. 63%), but only 6% believe that
confidence levels have improved.
This appears to be due to businesses having a better understanding
of how they will be impacted by Brexit. Since the referendum,
at least 40% have been stating that they did not know what the
impact would be but this figure has now decreased significantly
and the percentage of businesses now stating they will be worse off
has increased by over 10%. This is the first time since Autumn 2017
that more businesses, compared to those believing they will either
remain the same or be better off, stated this.

Whatever your views on Brexit, it appears that businesses will be
pleased to see an outcome as signified by the severe contrast in
confidence levels pre and post referendum. Pre Spring 2016, the
percentage of businesses which stated they felt confidence levels
had deteriorated never rose above 11%. Since then, only once has
it dropped below 30%. It will be interesting to see if these start to
recover now that it appears that the United Kingdom is highly likely
to leave the EU in January.
PERFORMANCE LEVELS FORECASTED TO DROP
While confidence levels have significantly declined, business
performance has remained relatively strong in comparison.
However, this now appears to be changing with only 72% of
respondents stating that their new business pipeline/order book
had either remained the same or increased over the last six
months; the lowest figure since the survey began. This figure has
consistently remained above the 80% mark with only one other
exception, the Autumn 2016 survey. In addition to this, we saw
the joint highest percentage of responders stating they had seen a
decline in the last six months.
Turnover is also expected to take a hit as, although 82% saw this
either remain the same or increase over the last six months, only
79% predicted this would be the same for the next six, the
lowest figure we’ve ever recorded. The figures for profitability
also saw a decline and were the lowest since Autumn 2016.
These are worrying signals as performance is now forecasted
to follow the decline of confidence levels.
(Continued on the next page)
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A WORD FROM DAVID BROOKES
PARTNER AND HEAD OF BDO THAMES VALLEY (CONTINUED)
OPTIMISM IN THE THAMES VALLEY
Despite the figures, our panel still felt there was room for optimism,
commenting that there are still a good number of high profile
investments being made within the Thames Valley. It was agreed
that the region was performing well when compared to others.
However, our panel did believe that some planned investment had
been put on hold in the interim, until there was more certainty
around the direction the country was heading in. Now that we have
a new government in place, we will be looking to see if confidence
levels start to rise, allowing for businesses to continue with their
planned investments.

The panel discussion threw up some interesting insights about
doing business in the Thames Valley and ways to succeed in the
wider market despite current confidence levels. There was also
some insightful debate around the issue of productivity; there is no
question that technology will continue to make an impact but there
are many other areas which will affect productivity too.
I hope you find this interesting and informative and I welcome your
feedback. Please feel free to share the report and its findings and
to contact us if you would like to be involved in future surveys. The
more organisations that get involved, the more clearly we will be
able to track what is happening across the region.

PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE
The second part of the survey focused on productivity within the
region and it appears levels are reasonably high, with seven out of
ten being the most selected score. On average, businesses ranked
their productivity levels as 6.29, with the majority either scoring
themselves a six, seven or eight. However, there is room
for improvement with internal processes and excessive workload
being stated as the two most common factors hindering progress
in this area.
Businesses also identified a number of areas where other
improvements could be made, including operational efficiency,
sales and marketing, recruitment of qualified/specialist staff and
internal investment. The vast majority of responders do, however,
have plans in place to make these improvements within the next 12
months; a positive indication that we can expect to see increased
productivity levels across the region in the near future.
A full write up of the survey results and the round table discussion
with our Barometer business panel can be found in this report.

DAVID BROOKES
Partner
BDO
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ECONOMIC CONFIDENCE REMAINS LOW
ECONOMIC CONFIDENCE

SPRING VS AUTUMN

Economic confidence remains low
63

X 2019 saw the highest deterioration in economic confidence
X Slight increase during second half of the year
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In terms of the general level of economic confidence among
business leaders in the Thames Valley, in the last six months
respondents believe this has…
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PIPELINES ARE ON THE DOWNTURN
PIPELINE

SPRING VS AUTUMN

Pipelines are on the downturn
47

X Pipeline deterioration increased throughout 2019
In the last six months, business pipelines were reported to have…
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X Joint highest figure recorded for pipeline deterioration

Autumn 2019

X Significant drop in the number of businesses seeing improved
pipelines
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TURNOVER GROWTH STILL BEING SEEN
BUT MORE BUSINESSES FORECAST A DECLINE
TURNOVER

SPRING VS AUTUMN

Turnover growth still being seen but more businesses forecast
a decline

44

43

X Turnover has remained relatively strong

In the previous six months, turnover…

Autumn 2019

X Figure for number of businesses forecasting turnover to
deteriorate reaches all time high

Spring 2019
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X Forecasts show less optimism for the future
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SURVEY PREDICTIONS

FORECASTED TURNOVER
Over the next six months, turnover is expected to…

SPRING VS AUTUMN
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PROFITABILITY GROWTH STARTS TO DECLINE
PROFITABILITY

SPRING VS AUTUMN

Growth in profitability starts to decline
X Profitability deteriorates for a fifth of businesses

In the previous six months, profitability has…
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X Lowest number of businesses forecasting an increase since the
survey began
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X Improved profitability drops below 40% for only the second
time since the survey began
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SURVEY PREDICTIONS

FORECASTED PROFITABILITY
In the upcoming six months, profitability is expected to…

SPRING VS AUTUMN
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HEADCOUNT LEVELS REMAIN RELATIVELY
UNCHANGED BUT A DECLINE IS FORECASTED
SPRING VS AUTUMN

Headcount levels remain relatively unchanged but
a decline is forecasted

52

X Slight decrease in businesses seeing a decline
X Increase in the number of businesses forecasting a decline in
headcount
In the previous six months, headcount…

Spring 2019

X 50% of businesses have seen their headcount remain
unchanged
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SURVEY PREDICTIONS

FORECASTED HEADCOUNT
In the upcoming six months, headcount is expected to…

SPRING VS AUTUMN
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EL VIE

SARAH STEVENSON, HAYS RECRUITMENT

N

Companies are investing in
everything from automation to just
upgrading their systems making sure tech is fit for
purpose in order to be productive, but they are not
necessarily hiring staff on a permanent basis.
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STAFF ATTRITION LEVELS STEADY
STAFF ATTRITION

SPRING VS AUTUMN

Staff attrition levels steady

X Increase in the number of businesses experiencing improved
levels in the second half of the year
In the last six months, staff turnover has…
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Staff churn has been much lower
as a result of learning how to delegate, how
to build responsibility and how to communicate better. Tools
we have built help staff understand how they operate and
whether personalities are complementary or not.
GERRY TOMBS, CLEARVISION
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IMPACT OF BREXIT
SPRING VS AUTUMN

More businesses feel they will be worse off

47

X Significant increase in the number of businesses which have a
belief of how Brexit will impact them
Currently, businesses feel that leaving the EU will mean…

Spring 2019

X Second highest figure recorded for the number of businesses
which feel they will be worse off
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE

PRODUCTIVITY LEVELS
High productivity levels within the Thames Valley
X 65% of businesses scored their productivity between six
and eight out of ten
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X Only 18% scored themselves lower than a five

EL VIE

DAVID BROOKES, BDO LLP

30
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X 24% of businesses scored themselves eight or above

I expected productivity to be fairly
high because we’re a real technology-led
region and we have a skilled workforce.

Thames Valley businesses ranked their productivity levels as…

% of businesses

In the second part of the survey, we looked at productivity and
found that in the region this is out-performing confidence. We
asked businesses to rate their productivity levels and identify
areas where there is still room for improvement. We also explored
investment in technology and if organisations rely on low paid
staff to counter low investment in this area.
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE
WHAT HINDERS PRODUCTIVITY?

Businesses stated the following as hindrances to productivity…

Two clear hindrances to productivity in Thames Valley
40

X 63% stated one of these two reasons as the main hindrance
to productivity

30

X Only 5% stated that high absentee levels were hindering
productivity

% of businesses

X Internal processes and excessive workload are the main
barriers to strong productivity levels
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Lack of investment
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE
WHERE CAN IMPROVEMENTS BE MADE?

In terms of productivity, businesses felt improvements could be made in…

Operational efficiency identified as a key area for improvement

60

X Sales and marketing and recruitment of qualified/specialist
staff also identified as strong barriers
X Only 3% of businesses identified raising finance as an area for
improvement

% of businesses

X Majority of businesses identified operational efficiency as a
key area for improvement
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PLANS FOR IMPROVEMENTS

X 83% of businesses plan to make required improvements
within 12 months

40

% of businesses

50

X Only 3% have no plans to make any improvements

Recruitment of qualified/ Operational efficiency
specialist staff
Area for improvement

Internal investment

Raising finance

In the areas identified, businesses have plans to make the required improvements within…

The majority of businesses are looking to make required
improvements within the year

X 96% plan to make these within the next two and a half years

Sales and marketing
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE
LOW SKILL WORKERS OR AUTOMATION
THROUGH TECHNOLOGY?

For those who responded yes, the majority are currently reviewing
their system options…

26%

21%

L VI
NE

PA

N

W

EW

PA

Thames Valley businesses do not rely on low skilled workers

When asked if their business relies on low skilled, overseas
workers to undertake low value jobs rather than utilise
automated technology/systems, respondents answered…

74%

Only 1 in 5 said they rely on lower
skilled overseas workers, I wonder whether
they have considered the impact on the supply chain and
the supply of goods and services which is where the lower
skilled workers might have more of an impact.

79%
No

We are reviewing system options
to improve productivity and efficiency
We are not presently looking at our system
options to improve productivity and efficiency

Yes

EL VIE

PAUL BRITTON,
THAMES VALLEY CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
Even those businesses which rely on these workers, don’t heavily rely on them…
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE
ACCESSING EUROPEAN WORKERS

INVESTMENT IN INNOVATION AND TECHNOLOGY

Businesses split over the potential impact of Brexit on the ability to access low skilled workers

Businesses split over whether lack of investment is negatively
impacting productivity levels

When asked if their business was concerned about the potential impact of Brexit on their ability to access low skill workers,
responders stated…

% of businesses

40

When asked if a lack of investment in innovation and technology
is negatively impacting productivity levels within their business,
responders answered…
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE

% of businesses

W
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PAUL BRITTON,
THAMES VALLEY CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
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The Chamber is seeing a good
number of high profile investments,
particularly in centres of excellence such as healthcare
with Bayer, for example investing in the region. We
are still seeing the Thames Valley faring well against
other regions.
EL VIE

When asked if a lack of investment in innovation and technology is negatively impacting productivity levels within their business,
responders stated the following barriers to this…

Lack of funding

Lack of time

Lack of buy-in from
senior stakeholders
Barrier

Not a priority at present

Not required for our
business at present

N

Businesses split over whether lack of investment is negatively impacting productivity levels

PA

INVESTMENT IN INNOVATION AND TECHNOLOGY
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PRODUCTIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE

46%

No

Yes

Unsure

W

PA

39%

If the productivity is there, it
doesn’t matter if you are in the office one
day a week or five days a week. The danger is that it
creates expectations. In our white collar world it works
but in the blue collar construction world where they
have to build something, a level of flexibility might
not work.
EL VIE

24%

30%
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STEVE HEAD, HICKS BAKER
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When asked if they would consider adopting a four day week to
incentivise workers, responders stated…
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Not all businesses object to a four day week
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A FOUR DAY WEEK
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PANEL DISCUSSION
The senior level roundtable discussion was designed to
unveil the main findings from the most recent Thames Valley
Business Barometer survey allowing panel members to
discuss the results as well as the challenges and opportunities
facing the region.

Sarah Stevenson from Hays Recruitment said: “I think there
are still quite high intentions to hire, in terms of the number of
placements we made last month. In fact it was one of our best for a
long time but it wasn’t the norm.
“I think where we are doing well is that we have a big contingent
workforce and that is being driven by technology implementations.
Companies are investing in everything from automation to just
upgrading their systems and making sure tech is fit for purpose in
order to be productive, but they are not necessarily hiring staff on a
permanent basis.

The event was held at BDO’s Thames Valley office in Thames Tower,
Reading, on 28th November 2019 and was attended by panel
members from BDO, Boyes Turner, C8 Consulting, Hays, Hicks
Baker, HSBC, BDB Pitmans, Thames Valley Chamber of Commerce
and University of Reading.

“We’ve seen a drop off in permanent hires but an increase in those
sorts of skills in demand for interim roles for short term projects.
Permanent recruitment is still robust in areas around data. So
whether it’s an HR role, a finance role, a marketing role; businesses
want people who can do something with data because they know
they should be utilising data to be more productive.

Leading the discussion was Paula Elliott from C8 Consulting and
David Brookes from BDO who together summarised the high level
findings from the survey. Paula talked about how we are living in
very unusual times, that the country is in Brexit Limbo, and with a
general election on 12th December, the overall projections for UK
economic growth have remained relatively modest at 1.4% in 2019
and 1.3% projected for 2020, compared to the long term projections
which were originally around 2%.
So how are Thames Valley Businesses performing? At first glance,
there are some worrying signs. In spring the Barometer had
its lowest score in confidence since the survey started but the
performance figures remained robust. In this autumn Barometer,
there has been a jump in respondents saying that the impact of
Brexit means their business will be worse off (35% versus 24% in
spring 2019) and business pipeline, profitability and turnover all
have more respondents than previously saying these have remained
static or reduced.
Delving deeper, 46% felt that economic confidence had stayed the
same or improved, with 54% stating that it had deteriorated. The
performance indicators also show a decrease. The last six months
show that only 72% saw an improvement in pipeline and order
books or that these had stayed the same which again is the lowest
figure since the start of the Barometer. 27% actually saw a decrease
compared to 17% in the previous survey.

“So we’ve got this dichotomy where businesses are putting the
brakes on hiring but we’ve got a huge skill shortage in areas like
technology and soft skills, such as leadership and management
skills, which are becoming more important than ever to make sure
the workforce is engaged and productive.

Paul Britton from Thames Valley Chamber of Commerce
commented that the Chamber is seeing a good number of high
profile investments, particularly in centres of excellence such as
healthcare with Bayer, for example, investing in the region. He added
that looking at pipeline, decisions take time and the real measure
of impact is the decisions that are made now and implemented in
the years ahead. “We are still seeing the Thames Valley faring well
against other regions but it is how you benchmark that, such as
inward investment, against those regions and how that compares to
other UK and Europeans cities.”

“However, we are also seeing a lack of confidence with candidates,
so fewer candidates coming onto the market because, if they feel
quite secure where they are, they are staying put - especially if they
can see a career path. The ones who are moving are those that can’t
see their next promotion.”
David Brookes commented: “It is interesting what you say about
interim jobs, that does link in with productivity because if you’ve got
a more flexible workforce you can keep them very productive.”
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“In the wider property market we have a big red pause button that
keeps being hit every time we get close to Brexit, so I think there’s
a lot of investment, still waiting to come through, but a drop in
confidence. If I look at the Reading office market, the total take
up this year is going to be broadly on track with the five to 10 year
forecast. That said, in the past two or three months there has been
a parking of requirements.”
Paula Elliott asked the group whether they thought the UK
financial centre will move away from London.

W

As a result of Brexit, job roles
may shift to other markets/locations; but
that is only to continue to undertake certain lines of
business for customers. But, that’s purely a function of
doing business and I think businesses will look selectively
at where they’ve got a presence and whether they have a
reason to be there.
EL VIE

Steve Head from Hicks Baker agreed: “Your interim point has
echoes in property, in that property is a big investment and what
we are finding is that companies are hunkering down and if they can
take on less commitment and be more flexible, interim workers is
one area where they can do this.

N

“The public sector went through this in 2017. A great example here is
Transport for London, there were major projects in play and we were
supplying interims. Then overnight they said, no contractors, so they
instantly lost their workforce - which they didn’t anticipate. After
a lot of discussion and when we properly tested whether the roles
were in the scope, they realised that it only applied to about 10% of
their workforce.”
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Sarah Stevenson replied: “Businesses want an agile workforce,
but many businesses haven’t got the infrastructure, or the skills to
go through a systems implementation or digital transformation.
However, there is an issue; in April, IR35 legislation is changing. So
now we’ve got this brilliant workforce that’s allowing businesses a
lot of leeway to plug the gaps, they’ve got to consider how that will
look post April.
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PANEL DISCUSSION

CAMERON RATHWELL, HSBC

Cameron Rathwell from HSBC replied: “There’s been a lot of
noise in the press around the impact of Brexit and does that all of
a sudden make London no longer the financial centre. The reality
is no. There will always be a global financial centre in London, New
York, Hong Kong and that will continue. But undoubtedly there will
be some changes.
“As a result of Brexit, job roles may shift to other markets/locations;
but that is only to continue to undertake certain lines of business
for customers. But, that’s purely a function of doing business
and I think businesses will look selectively at where they’ve got a
presence and whether they have a reason to be there.”
David Brookes added: “The investment we attract in the Thames
Valley often comes from London, because we’re close to London
obviously and also we’ve got so many venture capitalists, private
equity, and other funds in the City. Do we think the funds will
remain in London as a financial centre? It feels like any changes
have been more about the actual banking processes rather than the
location of the funds. Would you agree?”
Cameron Rathwell replied: “Correct. The firms will remain where
they are because this is where the financial centres are located.”
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Bill Gornall-King from Boyes Turner commented: “A lot of our
clients are involved in international trade and they’re just carrying
on with it. And interestingly after talking to people who were
vehemently remain, they have shifted their positions and just want
to get the deal done.
“What’s quite interesting for the profession is the Irish Law Society
has reported an increase in the number of solicitors registered in
Ireland and I think, a bit like IR35, this is a bit of a knee jerk reaction
and eventually sense creeps back in. However, I do think there are
some deeper issues around the young people in our businesses that
we need to think about.”
Darren Browne, University of Reading commented: “I think the
University is the immediate barometer of confidence, because
we’re the future. One thing that’s become quite clear to us is that
businesses are now looking for something we call a triband which is
a mixture of good technology, good academics, and also they want
early access to students. So, what they end up with, for want of a
better phrase, is an oven-ready chicken.
“Also, I think younger students will work anywhere in the world, for
example, we’re up to 12% Chinese students now, and a number of
those students will stay in the Thames Valley. What we’re finding
particularly with the work we are doing with the Thames Valley
Science Park is that businesses want great office space in a great
environment, and they want to build a community. They also want
to have access to academia for research, skills and resources.
“And they want to be able to house their people locally in
affordable accommodation. We’re talking to experts in smart cities
and they are saying if you can put a business close to a university,
you create a great environment, but you can also do something
about housing.
“For example, corporate sponsored housing, where we build houses
and if some of the inward investment comes in, this gives us a
better opportunity to grow.”

Paul Britton added. “The role that universities provide today is
one of place shaping. They are not only developing centres of
excellence, but they are providing the infrastructure in which to do
that. This collaboration between universities and businesses could
make a huge difference.
“Post Brexit, we will have to go through some kind of recalibration
as the UK has always been seen as the stepping-stone into Europe.
We will have to reposition what we do and universities and science
parks have a massive role to play. Not just in growing the talent but
keeping it in the region.”
Steve Head said: “If you look in the wider South East, the most
positive commercial markets are in Reading, Oxford and Cambridge
and it is tapping into that academia.”
Sarah Stevenson commented that the Thames Valley is such a
vibrant environment but that she read a report that shows that
between the ages of 24 and 34 we have a huge exodus of young
skilled people from the region and this is down to a lack of identity
for the region.

Bill Gornall-King said: “People talk about the Golden Triangle,
i.e. London, Oxford and Cambridge and we should include
Reading in here.”
David Brookes agreed: “This links back to productivity as well,
because we’ve got great motorway networks, railway stations,
Heathrow on our doorstep. So the big picture is good but if you
want to get from the train station to the university campus, that’s
not quite so easy because of the traffic congestion.”
Steve Head added: “Over the years we’ve tried pretty hard to give
the Thames Valley an identity and it does make a huge contribution
to UK GDP. There are about 5,000 flats in the pipeline for Reading.
People often forget that Reading is a net importer of people and
that more come into the town, than commute out.”
The roundtable then moved onto the second half of the survey
which honed in on questions around productivity, asking questions
around how productive businesses considered they were, what
factors hinder productivity, what improvements could be made
and the impact any change in accessibility to lower skilled overseas
workers will have once Brexit is finalised.

PREVIOUS |

23 THAMES VALLEY GROWTH BAROMETER | BDO LLP

NEXT

PA N E L D I S C U S S I O N

W

What you get back if you do it
with the right people is massive because
the hours cease to exist for the individual, they know
what they need to do to get the job done and they do
go the extra mile.
EL VIE

The future of work and how the workplace is going to look was
also talked about as well as moving to a four-day working week.
Sarah Stevenson commented: “To do this you need fit for purpose
technology and the right mind-sets. So, your workforce has to be
able to adapt. And if you want to attract the best talented staff, you
have to offer flexible working. And flexible doesn’t mean part time.”

N

Paul Britton observed that only one in five respondents said that
they rely on lower skilled overseas workers and he wondered
whether respondents had considered the impact on the supply
chain and the supply of goods and services which is where the lower
skilled workers might have more of an impact.
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David Brookes commented: “I expected productivity to be fairly
high because we’re a real technology-led region and we have quite
a skilled workforce.”
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PANEL DISCUSSION

CAMERON RATHWELL , HSBC

David Brookes added: “Fundamentally you have to trust your staff.”

Sarah Stevenson said that it is easier for small business or newer
businesses that don’t have any legacy baggage. But how do you
formalise such policies when you are in a larger business
when you have customers and multiple time
zones and locations?
S I

“Where I’ve seen it work particularly well within our business is
when you give that trust; but it is scary. But what you get back if
you do it with the right people is massive because the hours cease
to exist for the individual, they know what they need to do to get
the job done and they do go the extra mile.”

BRYONY CLINTON, TAX AUTOMATION

N
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Moving to a four-day week would
be nice but we run a support desk and having
a good response is paramount.
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Paula Elliott agreed: “We are in the business of news which doesn’t
stop at 5.00pm, so for us as a team it is more about the deliverables
and outputs and having that trust in your employees and the team
and working out what your day looks like and whether you have
delivered the outputs.”

Cameron Rathwell agreed: “Businesses have to trust their people
and that’s the biggest hurdle to get over. You don’t need to work
Monday to Friday, you can work Monday to Thursday, and you
do the same hours, you just do it in four days. The concern that
everybody always has is that you don’t see your staff in the office.
We don’t use timecards anymore, nobody punches in and punches
out, it is very flexible and it requires a tremendous amount of trust.

Suzanne Brooker from BDB Pitmans added: “I think the process
around this is really important. Employees need to understand
what is required of them and if they understand that then it works
and the trust is there. But I do worry about the isolation and need
for teamwork, especially for the younger workers, and the need for
training and ongoing development.”

Bill Gornall-King commented: “I believe it is about trust and
management. Management has to protect their people and to
make sure that client demands are met and that clients don’t
become the controllers and bullies. I’ve seen young lawyers feeling
the need to respond at 10 o’ clock at night and clients getting upset
if they don’t.”
Steve Head commented: “The last two points hit the nail on
the head - we are still framing this conversation about hours and
days and it comes back to your point about productivity. If the
productivity is there, it doesn’t matter if you are in the office one
day a week or five days a week.
“The danger is that it creates expectations. In our white collar world
it works but in the blue collar construction world where they have
to build something, a level of flexibility might not work.
“That said, you do have to be careful, if you are in the services
sector, that you have critical mass in the office to meet and respond
to client demands.”
Kevin Hunter from BDO summed up the conversation by
adding: “It is important to set expectations and that comes from
consistency in the business. If you set a clear message around what
is expected from staff and what clients should expect from the
business, then you should minimise the risk of client dissatisfaction.
But that might vary from team to team so this needs to be
consistent, so that it doesn’t matter what team is involved the client should always receive the same experience.”
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CONTEXTA360 – DRIVING THE CONVERSATIONAL AI REVOLUTION
Tracking human-to-human customer conversations is difficult because
most systems of record are entered manually. In digital channels you have
complete connectivity between Web, interactive chat and other mediums,
but it is not the same for voice or chat. Contact centre agents typically
have to input verbal conversations and herein lies the problem. Have they
captured these correctly? Have they captured the whole conversation?
Sometimes information can only be entered in a certain format and this
means you miss intelligence.
Contexta360 was formed three years ago to solve this problem
and today it is positively flourishing. The company started
with voice analytics and has now introduced other channels of
analytics, such as chat. The firm typically targets
organisations that have large customer bases
or high value transactions and according to
We can improve performance
CEO, Andrew White, Contexta360 adds value in
by listening to conversations and
three key areas: compliance, performance and
prompting next actions. We also
automation. Compliance is not just regulatory
connect to internal and external data
compliance, but brand and sales compliance i.e. is
sources, using the human-to-human
the brand reflected in a certain way and are sales
conversational data and applying it to
teams following the right processes? Performance
the automated channels.
is all about the performance of staff, sales service
support, Andrew comments: “We can improve
ANDREW WHITE, CEO
performance by listening to conversations and
prompting next actions. We also connect to
internal and external data sources, using the
human-to-human conversational data and
applying it to the automated channels.”
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Where automation is concerned Andrew says it is all about
augmenting manual processes: “It’s about automating a lot of
the work for the agent – auto summarize, auto classification, auto
survey and so on. I also see massive convergence in CRM, CX,
contact centres and conversational AI and we are already seeing
this with the likes of Google and AWS. Contexta360 sits in the
middle of this complex market with our conversational AI.”
“Some of our clients are dealing with millions of calls, but for every
call you also have to add the time it takes to write these up. With
advanced Natural Language Processing (NLP) technology we can
summarise the call, its topics, questions, actions and intent and auto
inject the content directly into a CRM record. Customer journey
analytics are critical, but hard to capture. Our NLP and deep learning
capabilities means we will be able to auto survey, detect sentiment
but also spot trends and business insights.”
Key markets that Contexta360 targets include: financial services,
investment banking, retail banking, insurance, government services,
telco and outsourced call centre services. Andrew goes on to say how
companies are frustrated with the legacy vendors as they are expensive,
closed and proprietary. As a result, there are new players coming into
the market, but many only offer point solutions. What Andrew is finding
is that customers want more value and flexibility from one solution that
can cover quality monitoring, business optimization, and compliance.
Contexta360 employs 14 staff with a heavy bias on speech, NLP
and AI scientists and front and back end developers who are hard
to come by. Part of the company’s IP and value is understanding
the GDPR, security, privacy and integration challenges associated
with the sector. It is a small, flexible and agile company and
customers are buying into its culture. Additionally, its deep learning
scientists understand the very latest in NLP which means it can
define conversational intent, topics, outcomes and extract all of that
and apply to real-time or historical conversations to deliver insight
and actions.

The firm spent the last two years building the product and only started
marketing in Q2 of this year. It has grown its European footprint and now
operates in the UK, Spain, Netherlands, Germany and other countries.
The UK market presents the biggest opportunity because of the number
of companies and market need.
From a Brexit perspective, one of Andrew’s concerns is access to the
European labour force and also setting up permanent entities outside
of the UK. Andrew goes on to say that for North American companies
the UK has historically been the logical landing pad, but now other
European cities are on the radar. That said he believes the UK is a
nation of inventors and
entrepreneurs, but we are
woefully inefficient and
We are just finalising our
there is a big opportunity
year where we have seen 300%
for companies like
growth in bookings and 250%
Contexta360 to drive more
revenue growth. Next year we
efficiencies and boost
anticipate 200% revenue growth
productivity: “We are
only just scratching the
and 400% bookings growth. This
surface as we empower
has been organic but, in Q1 2020,
organisations to make
we are looking at accelerating
their own decisions using
development as well as
our technology.”

accelerating both geographically
and vertically.

Andrew views the Thames
Valley as the Golden Triangle
ANDREW WHITE, CEO
of the tech world, offering
plenty of opportunity:
We are just finalising our
year where we have seen 300% growth in bookings and 250% revenue
growth. Next year we anticipate 200% revenue growth and 400%
bookings growth. This has been organic but, in Q1 2020, we are looking at
accelerating development as well as accelerating both geographically and
vertically so we will embark on a Series A funding round.
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TAX AUTOMATION - STEALTHILY TAKING A HOLD ON THE TAX WORLD
With a background in tax and software
development, Nigel Rainer and Bryony Clinton
founded Tax Automation in 2001. The company
focuses on Corporate Tax, tax reporting and VAT
return preparation and filing systems for in-house
tax teams of large corporates.

Over the years, Tax Automation has stayed focused and committed
to its goals and developed CAD along with other products and
services during that time, sharing new features with all existing
clients along the way. Today Making Tax Digital (MTD) for
VAT requirements as well as Senior Accounting Officer (SAO)
obligations, means the preparation and submission of VAT returns
are an ever-increasing burden. Bryony Clinton, founder and Director
of Tax Automation comments: “We have a range of solutions to
help organisations better manage their
compliance risk such as our VAT Controller,
which is an MTD compliant application that
This is HMRC’s first
addresses the full lifecycle of VAT returns,
venture in outsourcing
to the re-engineering of clients’ pre-existing
software development
spreadsheet processes in order to streamline
to the commercial world
and refine them.”

Right from the start, Nigel and Bryony’s ambition was to address
specific challenges in-house tax departments face by enabling
them to take ownership of their data so that they are less
dependent on finance and IT. This initially involved developing
Tax Automation’s Capital Assets Database (CAD) which enables
clients to manage their capital expenditure analysis and
reporting for Chargeable Gains, Capital Allowances, tax reporting
and planning.

and I think it was slightly
unprepared for it...
BRYONY CLINTON,
FOUNDER

MTD for VAT has presented both an
opportunity and a challenge according to
Bryony: “This is HMRC’s first venture in
outsourcing software development to the
commercial world and I think it was slightly
unprepared for it. There are some benefits
to MTD, it will create process improvements
for organisations, but it involves quite a bit
of hoop jumping to send HMRC the same
nine numbers. That said, it should encourage
better record keeping and reduce mistakes.”
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Tax Automation is a small business working with very large
organisations and it takes client service very seriously because,
in the world of tax, credibility is everything, Bryony adds: “Our
reputation has grown and over the years we have benefited hugely
from word of mouth and as our tax clients have moved around we
have been brought in to work on new projects.”
The company has grown slowly but strongly and is now a team
of nine and about to expand up to 12 in 2020. Bryony adds: “Our
competitors are the Big 4 accountancy firms, but we deliver a more
personalised service and more importantly quality and continuity
which is really critical in tax.”

On the subject of flexible working and moving to a four-day week,
Bryony comments: “Moving to a four-day week would be nice but
we run a support desk and having a good response is paramount
to our business; we do operate a 35-hour week. Where flexible
working is concerned, I believe this should be two-way, so when a
client needs critical support, staff are prepared to work the extra
hours as well, so it is not just about coming in late and leaving early.
For us it is hard to manage because we never know what support
calls we are going to get. There is also a high degree of trust that
is required, but we want to grow so we need to ensure that we are
giving staff benefits that are in line with modern working practices.”

Commenting on why Tax Automation is based in the Thames Valley
Bryony confesses to being Reading born and bred, having grown up
in Twyford. She adds: “I’ve done the London thing when I worked at
EY, but now it is about having a good work-life balance. I do think
Reading has great transport links.”
In terms of plans for 2020, Tax Automation will
continue to expand the business. The trick Bryony
says is to take on projects where you can deliver value
back to the client within a relatively short timeframe,
which then leads to further work. Once many of the
manual tax processes have been automated, this
enables clients to think about what else they can do.
Bryony adds: “Our clients have brilliant ideas once we
have taken some of the heavy lifting out of reporting.”

We want to grow so we
need to ensure that we are giving
staff benefits that are in line with
modern working practices.
BRYONY CLINTON, FOUNDER

On the topic of Brexit, this could have a big impact
because it could change VAT and tax rules overnight. Bryony
comments: “We would have to adapt and tailor our solution to our
clients’ new accounting system requirements and this could present
us with a lot of work in very short timescales. We may see benefits
as it could present new projects – time will tell.”
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CLEARVISION – THE ATLASSIAN SOFTWARE EXPERTS

Gerry Tombs started his career as a technical trainer working for Apollo Workstations, an American company,
before it was taken over by HP. He realised very early on that large companies and bureaucracy were not for him.
With a keen entrepreneurial spirit, having started his own business at the age of 16 writing computer backgammon
games, Gerry moved on to a company called Atria. This company founded a product called ClearCase and Gerry
was employee number four. Atria became Pure Atria, which became Rational, which was then acquired by IBM.
Gerry left in 1997 and founded Clearvision, having built his knowledge around ClearCase and ClearQuest.
25 years later and Clearvision, an Atlassian-based solutions and
services company, has just posted record revenues of £35 million
and is targeting £40 million in 2020. Today the company has 75
employees and is positively booming, but it hasn’t all been plain
sailing. Gerry started by providing contractor services directly
himself to the telecoms industry and, before he knew it, he needed
to hire more contractors. By 2001, the business had grown to £3.2
million. But the telecoms industry hit a crash, Gerry recalls: “I had
all my eggs in too few baskets. I had to exit the market, and this left
me pretty much on my own again, but I learnt lots of lessons.”
Gerry recognised that every product has a life expectancy and
ClearCase had peaked. Gerry saw an opportunity to work with a
software tool called Jira. Jira was being sold to developers and its
ease of use, and usefulness meant it had quickly spread through the
developer community. Clearvision partnered with Atlassian, who
developed Jira, retrained its consultants and the company grew.
Gerry comments: “We were in the right place, at the right time and
still to this day we are the largest Atlassian reseller.”
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Gerry talks about the fact that there are
around 12 software development tools,
explaining that Clearvision is experts in
over half of these and describing how the
company helps customers concentrate on
innovation while Clearvision looks after
the production line of tooling. He adds that
many customers don’t like to work with a
single vendor but like to use best of breed
tooling, which is where Clearvision fits: “We
have the relationships, we cherry-pick best
of breed tools, we offer customers choice
and customers find outsourcing to us is
much quicker and more cost-effective than
employing staff themselves.”

In 2020 we flipped the
business slightly; we were leading
with services but now we are
leading with solutions and our
cloud first message.
GERRY TOMBS, FOUNDER

Gerry goes on to explain how ClearHub,
its technical provisioning of contractor
talent, works: “With ClearHub we have
two customers, the contractor and the
customer, and we sit in the middle.
So, if you like we have a hybrid model, customers can hire both
our consultants and our contractors under one umbrella, so we
provision the right resource at the right rate.”
He adds: “We are a cloud first company and under the cloud are
our solutions and underpinning these solutions are our services.
Everyone is going cloud and we have a very simple philosophy,
customers either have their own cloud, or they outsource to a
third party such as Atlassian SaaS Service Cloud, or they use our
Clearvision cloud and we can deliver a fully managed service for any
of these cloud scenarios.”
Clearvision is now scaling up and Gerry has learnt a huge amount
in the past three years about how to delegate, how to build
responsibility and how to communicate better. As a result, staff
churn is much lower.

He talks about giving staff the opportunity
to experience new challenges through
Clearvision’s ‘Tour of Duty’ programme,
which helps staff see a path forward.
He adds: “We wrote a tool based on
personality profiles and teams and
developed it as a plug-in. This helps
teams to understand how they operate,
whether personalities are complementary
or not and it rewrites a team personality
profile. This started us on a journey of
understanding and realisation that, if we
were recommending this to others, we
needed to do it ourselves. Gerry talks
about being in the ‘Times 100 Best Small
Companies to Work For’, and how this
year he expects to be in the top 30 to 40
companies listed.

As for 2020, Gerry comments how, with
Brexit, the country has been on hold for
three and a half years and how he is keen to move forward as the
stagnation is damaging for business. He concludes: “In 2020 we
flipped the business slightly;
we were leading with
services but now we are
leading with solutions
and our cloud first
message.”

NEXT

PREVIOUS |

30 THAMES VALLEY GROWTH BAROMETER | BDO LLP

NEXT

BUSINESS PROFILE

ESP GLOBAL SERVICES – A GLOBAL COMPANY WITH A LOCAL FEEL

In early 2000, in response to customer requirements, ESP put
ESP Global Services is a global company
employees into key locations around the world but Mike admits:
delivering a very local and tailored suite of
“We had no idea of the complexity of doing this, but the one benefit
IT support services that were honed for the
of failing is that you learn how to fix it and move forward.” ESP
expanded its reach consistently and continued to grow to the
uncompromising, demanding and relentless
mid-part of the first decade, but ESP could see the market was
aviation industry but delivers what is
changing, airports were becoming simpler and
important to any global
the requirement for service companies was
business, irrespective of
decreasing: “There are some key elements
We had no idea of the
associated with aviation, supporting equipment
their industry.
complexity of doing this, but
The business was founded in
1992 by two individuals with
experience in the aviation
industry and one of these
founders was Dr Mike Harling,
who is still the chairman today.
The company was an IT services
business right from the outset.
Aviation IT services became
the primary focus for the first 15
years, specialising in supporting
passenger-facing equipment
(check-in, baggage, self-service
kiosks, immigration gates and so
forth) and ESP does this for every
airport in the UK and several
major airlines globally.

the one benefit of failing is
that you learn how to fix it
and move forward.
DR MIKE HARLING,
CHAIRMAN

across a wide campus, highly prescriptive security,
globalisation and we decided that there must be
some industries with parallel requirements - such
as manufacturing and pharmaceuticals - so we
started to branch out.”
Today there is a big focus on international
expansion and the business now operates in
more than 18 countries. Mike continues: “We
look either at strategic growth or potential
growth areas and today it is not about whether
you are capable of delivering the service, but what
value you can add. For ESP, this has a technology
focus and we continuously develop our toolset
to greatly simplify the fault handling process and
data visibility for our customers.” Mike adds that
the buzzword everyone is talking about is AI and
how it will help to further automate and
simplify processes.
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Mike goes on to explain that there are a lot of jurisdiction challenges
and how as a business you need to be local to be credible. He adds:
“Until very recently it was okay to operate from a single global
hub where now we have pushed responsibility to local teams. Our
overseas customers demand local contacts, so we have business
development managers and regional operations managers in LATAM,
Caribbean, North America, Europe and so on.”

Not wanting to be distracted by just the growth he stresses it
is important to remember that profitability is key: “How can
we be leaner as an organisation? We have a continuous internal
programme to find ways that waste can be eliminated, and we
constantly challenge ourselves to work more efficiently.”

Staff retention is high, and this is because ESP deliberately recruits
staff that demonstrate its key values. So, the business is evolving,
In terms of challenges Mike talks about the inherent need to be
transforming and moving with the times. Flexible working is
flexible and to react swiftly to market changes, he
difficult in a services-led business,
adds: “We are in the process of reinvigorating our senior
but Mike is constantly striving
management team to be more strategically focused. We
to find that balance between
Without people you
want to keep the agility in the business but bring in the
motivating and rewarding staff
don’t have a business, but we
processes and the controls that are necessary to make
and delighting clients.
have such a disparate workforce,
the organisation run efficiently, especially as it faces a
so how do you keep a level
period of rapid growth.”

of engagement?

ESP employs 600 staff globally and about half are
based in the UK, and just 100 in the Reading HQ. Mike
DR MIKE HARLING, CHAIRMAN
says that his primary strategic priority is to invest in his
employees, he adds: “Without people you don’t have
a business, but we have such a disparate workforce,
so how do you keep a level of engagement? One of our early
investments was to develop a communication programme to take
the message to staff onsite so that they could understand what we
are trying to achieve and have a conduit to feed back into.”
As much as internal focus is vital, ESP acutely understands the
importance of listening to and evolving with its customers and Mike
has a Service Delivery Director who sits on the board and is focused
on ensuring that ESP gets this right. If the first two components are
right, the groundwork is in place to support a period of rapid growth,
and he is looking for 22% year-on-year growth for the next five years.
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VIRGIN EXPERIENCE DAYS – GIVING CONSUMERS A STORY TO TELL

Launched in 1988, Virgin Experience Days is the market leader in gift experiences. The company originally
catered for corporate clients in the form of employee and customer incentives under the Acorne brand but
over the years as it has grown and expanded in the gifting business, it has developed a far broader portfolio
and subsequently licensed the Virgin brand.

In 2017 the company was acquired by funds managed by Inflexion
Private Equity Partners in a reported £30m deal and in 2018 the
company fully rebranded to become the newly named Virgin
Experience Days Limited.

We’ve undertaken a huge
amount of work to tech-enable
our digital marketing platform
and capabilities for our consumer
experiences and this has been reflected
in some of our recent results, for
example this year we doubled our
Black Friday sales year-on-year.
CHRISTIAN JENNINGS, CFO

Starting from a modest product range including other
products from the Virgin Group such as Virgin Balloon
Flights, the portfolio of over 3,000 experiences now
includes more diverse forms of experiences including
skydiving, zorbing and supercar driving alongside celebrity
chef dining experiences, historical tours, afternoon teas,
immersive VR experiences and more. According to Christian
Jennings, CFO for Virgin Experience Days, these products
are very much in line with Virgin’s spirit of quality and
insatiable curiosity, offering consumers unique, personal
and exciting gift options.
Today there is a new executive team, Christian being part
of this, who are empowered to up the game within each of
their functions. As a result there has been a lot of change
to accelerate growth, Christian adds: “We’ve undertaken a
huge amount of work to tech-enable our digital marketing
platform and capabilities for our consumer experiences and
this has been reflected in some of our recent results, for
example this year we doubled our Black Friday sales yearon-year.”

Christian talks about how the company has really turned
the dial on social media and has also piloted TV advertising
this year: “We want to provide consumers with a really easy way
to discover new experiences on our marketplace and in so doing
supporting a lot of smaller suppliers, helping them grow.”
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The majority of Virgin Experience Days’ business is in the UK, but
international expansion could be on the radar. Christian goes on
to talk about how nowadays consumers are much more attuned
to buying experiences rather than material possessions, he adds:
“We’ve completely revamped our packaging, providing consumers
with something resembling a book containing a personalised
description of their chosen experience which really maximises the
impact of the gifting moment. That said, the majority of our sales are
still on e-voucher, which is sustainable and environmentally friendly.”

Christian explains how the company is investing in other
technology in order to become more efficient and, while this is
still very early days, it has implemented a number of robots to
automate back office processes on the corporate site.
Christian talks about the sales model which, as well as direct, is also
indirect through resellers and retailers and a few white label operators
such as Lastminute.com. Where Corporates are concerned products
can be bought for promotions and rewards schemes both for staff
and customers. There is
also the opportunity to
sell to fellow Virgin Group
...it is full steam ahead and we
companies.

Christian goes on to talk about other efficiencies the
business has made, such as outsourcing all of its packaging
and fulfilment to a third party, so that the team can focus
are certainly very positive about 2020.
on optimising the business: “It is about getting quicker.
Up until earlier this year we outsourced all of our tech.
At the beginning of this year we completed the migration
CHRISTIAN JENNINGS, CFO
of all our webservers into the cloud. This has given us the
capacity to grow at peak times, improved resilience whilst
reducing costs. As we move forward, we will continue to
develop this as we continue to build a growing in-house dev team.”
“Staying true to the Virgin brand value of Heartfelt Service we have
also become far more customer-centric, bringing in a new board
director responsible for driving customer satisfaction still higher.”
Christian adds that web chat has supplemented the phone system,
allowing customers to engage in their preferred medium, reducing
friction and cost. “We need to acquire customers more costeffectively, to send them relevant communications to prompt them
to repeat purchase and cement loyalty to the brand.”

NEXT

With an overall team of 95, the business is also looking to build
on its culture and has just refurbished the building. Christian
comments: “We have new team activities and benefits to engage
staff. Every Monday morning we have a company Huddle updating
on company performance and recognising individual achievements
and every month we have drinks and celebrate birthdays and so
on. Where flexible working is concerned, the business is trialling
variable hours so instead of 8.30am to 5.00pm folks can come in at
any time up to 10.00 am and similarly flex at the end of the day.”
In terms of the current economic climate, Christian comments:
“We are as sensitive to this as any business but for now it is full
steam ahead and we are certainly very positive about 2020.”

PREVIOUS |

34 THAMES VALLEY GROWTH BAROMETER | BDO LLP

NEXT

SURVEY METHODOLOGY
The survey was conducted between 30 September and
21 November 2019, with over 100 companies taking part.

RESPONDENT COMPANY UK TURNOVER

£0-25m

£26-100m

> £500m

£101-500m

No answer

RESPONDENT COMPANY SECTOR

Retail & Wholesale
Primary Sector, Energy, Utilities
Leisure & Hospitality
Real Estate & Construction
Manufacturing
Technology, Media, Telecoms
Financial Services
Professional Services
No answer
Not for Profit or Public Sector

RESPONDENT COMPANY UK EMPLOYEE HEADCOUNT

£0-25m

£26-100m

> £500m

£101-500m

No answer

RESPONDENT COMPANY LOCATION

Central Berkshire
West Berkshire
East Berkshire
Oxfordshire
Buckinghamshire
Hampshire
Middlesex
Other
No answer
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