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but think that they can only go so 
far within the family structure?
PB – I think an open minded business 

owner will consider shareholding 
for employees who they value. 
To give key people longer-term 
security is a very good idea. 

OM – There’s no doubt about that. 
And, as a bank, we would agree 
with the concept of bringing in 
the expertise of experienced 
non-executive directors.

LB – Our business has now reached 
73 employees and we don’t look 
upon it as a family business any 
more. Up until recently, our MD 
wasn’t a family member and we 
also have a non-executive on our 
board. Just recently, we’ve asked 
our company accountant to take 
a seat on the board. So we really 
don’t think we have a glass ceiling. 

MM – These are all examples of 
best practice. But not recognising 
the skills gaps among family 
members is a classic problem for 
family businesses. As is not being 
brave and bold enough to bring 
people in from outside....maybe 

even to pay them a bit more than 
the owners are taking out of the 
business. Bringing in a non-exec 
or maybe even giving away a bit of 
equity can make a lot of sense.

RB – Is it a case of reaching a 
certain scale? We’ve talked about 
a couple of sizeable businesses so 
far, but what about smaller ones?

MM – I’m not sure it’s about size 
or scale. I wouldn’t be afraid 
to bring someone in right at 
the start in some cases.

LB – That’s what my Dad did 
when he started our business 
in the 1970’s. He was a printer 
and not very good at sales, so 
he brought in a person who 
was good at sales, and gave 
them shares in the business. 

DH – We’ve got 250 employees, 
but we are still a family-run 
business. We do have other board 
members and they are the guys 
who keep us right. We’ll look for 

the right people for the right jobs 
nowadays. It’s as simple as that. 

PM – A good non-exec is a relatively 
low-cost route and it doesn’t 
require a long-term commitment. 

RB – Are there enough 
of them around?

PM – I think there are. It’s 
about finding the right person 
and the person who is the 
best fit for the business.
PB – In terms of time, our 

RB – Paul, you specialise in 
family businesses here at 
Harbinson Mulholland. What 
makes them different and what 
makes running them different?

PM – Family business has another 
layer of issues that others don’t 
have. There are advantages 
and disadvantages of having 
family members involved in any 
businesses. Discussions can 
extend beyond the boardroom and 
back to home and the other way 
around. So it can be very different.

RB – Why do we have so 
many family businesses 
here in Northern Ireland? 
Do we have proportionately 
more of them here?

OM – I think the economy 
here has been built around 
family businesses, and family 
businesses with a really strong 
work ethic. We’ve worked at 
Danske Bank with some really 

strong family businesses 
that have prospered through 
a number of generations.

MM – About three-quarters of 
smaller businesses here are family 
businesses, and that’s largely 
reflective of the rest of the UK.

RB – What about financing 
family businesses, Oonagh? Are 
there differences there too?

OM – We’re very happy to finance 
family businesses. We talk to them 
as we would with any customer 
and we’ll talk about issues like 
succession, their trusted advisers 
and growth plans. At the moment, 
we’re seeing a renewed confidence 
amongst the family businesses 
that we work with, and a bit more 
ambition. More recently we have 
funded acquisitions by NI-based 
family businesses.  Traditionally 
growth has been organic however 
now we also see the family 
business growing by acquisition.

MM – There can be an aversion 
towards pursuing funding for 
growth. There can be a glass 
ceiling, if you like, that can stunt 
growth. Sometimes its about 
lack of knowledge of the range 
of funding options, sometimes 
its about lack of confidence 
to take the next step. 

Maria S – There is a tendency 
towards reinvesting rather 
than extracting from smaller 
family businesses, and I 
suppose that is a good thing. It 
shows confidence, and it works 
well when smaller business 
do go looking for funding.

MS – Yes, it’s also true that 
not every small business is 
desperate to grow. They have 
the luxury of being able to say 
that they don’t want to take 
that course. They might even 
be comfortable with the glass 
ceiling that they’ve created.
PM – Paul, your own company 

is a good example of a family 
business that is now expanding 
beyond these shores.

PB – Yes, we go back to the early 
70’s when my father started the 
firm. We’ve grown from six to 92 
employees and we’ve just completed 
our first major acquisition in Scotland. 
Acquisition was the natural route for 
us to take and a good opportunity 
came up at the right time. We’ve also 
taken the decision to bring in a non-
executive director from outside. It’s 
working really well for us. But these 
decisions can be very difficult for 
family businesses to take. The other 
thing I’d say is that the pressure 
can really be on second generation 
family business MD’s....failure is just 
not an option. If anything, I look upon 
myself as something of a caretaker.....
looking after this business for 
those following on behind.

Maria S – Can it be a problem if 
senior managers strive to reach a 
certain level in a family company, 
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needs to be acknowledged and 
harnessed if we are to support 
the ecosystem that will crucially 
nourish new family businesses 
and help rebalance our economy.

LB – There is a big bureaucratic 
burden on small businesses 
already, and it’s not being helped 
by the recent changes to the 
pension regime. It also takes 
people away from the day to day 
running of their businesses.

RB – What about balancing 
work and home life? Is it 
something you get used to or 
is it always a challenge?

LB – You don’t know any different.....
or that’s my experience. 
PB – There is often a fear of 

letting go, and of being away from 
the business. You go through 
different stages. You’re scared 
of doing but you need to do it. 
Something has to give. In our case, 
it’s about empowering all of our 
people to make the right calls.

DH – We trust our regional MD’s 
to make calls on the ground. We’re 
always there for back up if they 
need it, but if I’m out of action, 
the business has to go on. 

LB – Plus you can’t be an expert 
in the jobs that 80 or 90 people 
do in your organisation. You need 
the people with the skills.

PM – And as you get bigger 
and bigger, more and more 
skills are required. 

MM – There’s no doubt about the 
fact that the companies that do 
grow are those that invest in their 
people. As the old maxim goes, 
property, plans and processes don’t 
grow businesses. People do. Back 
when we were absorbed in the 
business, we were raising kids as 
well. We went to a parents meeting 
one time to be told about how our 
youngest stood up in class and told 
the teacher that she’d spelt the 
word ‘Street’ the wrong way. So the 
business was in everyone’s blood.

PB – Sometimes it’s easy to feel that 
the carrot on the end of the stick that 
we’re chasing never gets any closer. 
It’s not a great message to take 
away from this meeting, though!

RB – We touched on finance 
earlier. Are the banks – and 
not just Danske – supporting 
small businesses actively?

OM – We certainly are and 
we didn’t go away during the 
recession. Last year was our best 
year yet for business banking 
and family businesses formed 
an important part of that.

LB – We managed to grow during 
the recession. Our market has 
changed a lot though. And the 
banks have been supportive. 

MM – The banks are back in the 
game, not fully in every case, but 
generally speaking they’re lending 
to business customers. Businesses 

also have to think about alternative 
sources of finance, whether it’s 
crowd-funding or something 
along the invoice of trade finance 
routes. Small businesses don’t 
always know a lot about products 
like that. Knowledge of and 
access to this increasing range 
of finance sources is crucial.

OM – Funding start-ups can be a 
challenge for banks. We’d accept 
that. But Invest NI and the local 
enterprise agencies and councils 
can provide a lot of solid help 
and advice to get companies 
onto the footing that they need 
prior to seeking bank funding.

PM – Debtor finance has grown a 
lot here. Years ago, it came with 
a bit of a stigma but it’s not like 
that now. It’s a very good route 
for growing businesses now.

OM – It’s a good way to go for 
some small businesses, who 
don’t have a lot of assets outside 
of a strong debtor book.

RB – Are there specific tax 
issues that family businesses 
need to think about, Paul?

PM – Extracting money out of any 
family business is a key area. Over 
the years, we’ve advised a lot of 
business on that front, and we’re 
about to hit another change in the 
taxation of dividends from April of 
this year. Then there are always 
Inheritance Tax issues for family 
business owners to consider. 

RB – Bringing this to a close, what 
are the challenges going forward as 
you see them for your businesses?
LB – Mine would be what if 

Britain leaves the EU? I say that 
because half of our business 
is in the Republic of Ireland.

PM – It’s a question that must be 
going through a lot of people’s 
minds. There is a real uncertainty 
around the whole thing. 

MS – I think most people 
are banking on the fact 
that it won’t happen, that 
there won’t be a Brexit.

LB – We’re probably a lot more 
pro-European than the rest 
of the UK, with the possible 
exception of Scotland, so what we 
think doesn’t necessarily reflect 
what’s happening elsewhere.

OM – I think there is a lot of 
concern over it. With our closet 
trading partner being the Republic 
of Ireland, it is a major concern 
for Northern Ireland business.

MM – The biggest challenge is 
the lack of information. There is a 
real uncertainty around. No one 
really knows what could happen 
to the border on this island and 
whether or not the UK government 
will replace and or enhance the 
support that Northern Ireland 
presently receives from the EU. 
We’re possibly not asking enough 
questions before this critical vote.

experience would point to two 
days per month. So the non-exec 
isn’t in the business all the time. 
They’ll look at things from a bit 
of a distance. In our case, the 
non-exec acts as our chairman 
and makes sure things are done 
properly and effectively. 

MM – That’s an important point. 
A lot of family businesses grow to 
a substantial size without having 
any proper corporate governance 
in place. It can be about moving 
from the kitchen table to the 
boardroom table in some cases. 
When you scale and get through 
to acquisitions and the like, having 
effective governance is essential.

PM – Yes, it can be difficult if you 
don’t have it in place. Governance 
issues, or a lack of governance, 
can cause all sorts of problems.

MS – For smaller businesses, the 
infrastructure can take a back seat 
to the operational demands. That’s 
what tends to happen. It can be 
about finding the time to do the 
right thing. We’ve been running 
for seven years, and we work with 
major clients in the pharmaceutical 
sector. Our problem can be that their 
requirements may not always take 
account of our size, so we have to 
scale up quickly for bigger contracts. 
Maria S – Ours is also a very heavily 

regulated industry, so there is a 
big onus coming out of that. And 
that’s before you think about the 
size of the clients we’re working 
for in the big pharma sector.
It can also be challenging for us 
to get the staff that we need 
in a very specialised area.
LB – We’ve found too that the 
skills sets we need aren’t always 
there. It can be a challenge.

MS – Our industry tends to 
gravitate towards London and the 
Home Counties because that’s 
where Big Pharma is. Northern 
Ireland isn’t always on the radar.

MM – I’m a great believer in 
apprenticeships and business based 
learning and development. Family 
businesses need to look at skills 
development and it’s important 
that they look for apprenticeships 
and a people investment plan that 
are a fit for their businesses.

RB – We’re talking a lot about 
the challenges of running a 
family business. But what 
are the positives?

DH – There are a lot of plus points. 
We’ve just opened an office in 
East Midlands, and the guys there 
came from big multinationals 
and they can’t believe how 
quickly we can make decisions. 

If we look at something and 
we think it’s right, we go for it. 
That’s a real strength, I think. 

PM – Is it also true that you can talk 
with no holds barred to other board 
members without having to defer to 
anyone? Can you call it as you see it?

MM – It’s about getting the 
balance right. When blood, sweat 
and tears are required, family 
business owners can always go 
the extra mile. And David’s right 
about quick decision making.

MS – But might we not 
procrastinate sometimes? 
When you make a formal 
decision in a non-family board, 
it’s set in stone. With families, 
it can and will be revisited.

MM – That’s what I mean about 
balance. And it comes back to 
getting the governance right.

Maria S – I think even our clients 
can see the advantage of working 
with family businesses like ours 
when it comes down to quick 
decisions and a quick response. 
It’s a big plus and it benefits 
both ourselves and our clients.

PB – I think people that 
work with us see that family 
businesses are in this for the 
long-haul....we’re not going 
to be disappearing overnight. 
That’s an important factor. 

LB – Another positive is support. 
If you’re under pressure, it’s 
easier to spread the load 
when family are involved.

Maria S – And there’s also trust. 
We can talk about things honestly 
and without any trust issues.

OM – We’ve seen that. Family 
businesses can slip into all 
hands on deck mode very easily. 
They’ll certainly put in the hours 
when they need to. And I think 
it’s true that people like doing 
business with family businesses. 
It can really be a selling point.

PM – That’s true. But it’s also 
valuable to see a family business 
that has been rounded out nicely 
with the addition of key skills as 
required. In some quarters, there 

can still be touch of reticence 
about working with family 
businesses......but it doesn’t take 
much to add that extra dimension.

OM – And it’s also about having 
the right people around you to 
allow the family to take a couple 
of weeks off on annual holiday 
and for the business to operate 
smoothly in their absence.

MM – A lot of firms start off as 
‘co-preneurships’, if you like, maybe 
with one of the partners holding 
down another job at the same 
time. In fact, government needs 
to recognise the contribution that 
family members make to early stage 
businesses, often with very little 
recompense and no pension rights. 
This early stage family investment 
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