SMALL BUSINESS

smallbusiness@sunday-times.co.uk

The best way to
win work is

Lo ensure that
everyone says
nice things
about you. By
Rachel Bridge

is3 shell has an envisble

confession to make: she

has never speata pound

on marketing. That's

because most of her
clients comse to her. About 80% of
her business comes through word
of-mouth recommendations and
her eponymous architectural
practice in Dalston, east London,
is in such demand that she turns
away wot

*1 don't spend any time of
money finding peopl
me up instead of the ather “.\
round,” said Shell, 42, whose firm
carvies out private residential alter
ations and refarbishments and
emplays three people.

“We will often get a call from
someone saying they have seen
the work we did at a friend’s house
and would love to talk to us.”

As well as being an inexpensive
way of getting work, there are sev
eral other advantages to getting
business this way, Shell said.

“The benefit ks that our clients
come to us feeling confident
rather than feeling on edge, or that
they have to test us, becatsse they
have seen what we have done and

Lisa Shell: most new
work comes after
clients recommend her

VIONE COUOMN

Success? You’'ll hear
it on the grapevine

that you buy the building sooner
rather than later to maximise the
tax benefits.

RECRUIT MISLED
ME OVER HOLIDAY

You should be able to claim capital
allowances on part of the capital
spending, writes Jon Sutdiffe, partner
@2 Kingsten Smith LLP. Past of the
ot will pertain to land and
buiktings. Some of the custs,
bowever, will relate to integral
fixtures, and others to loose fixtures
such as storage racks, cupboards,
cookers, kitchen equipment and so
on, Integral fixtures include
electrical systems (lighting falls
into this), water supplies, heating
systems, lifts and external solar

bunve heard biow it went,” she said.

It might sound old- fashioned
but word of mouth is one of the
most powerful marketing tools in
existence, Study after study shows
customers tespond far more
favourably to personal recommen
dations from friends or colleagues
than they do to adventising. Even
better, it is free — which makes it
just as accessible to small firms a3
tolarge ones.

50 how do small businesses 5o
about harnessing It in the most
effective way?

The first step is to encourage
custumers to start spreading the
news both in person and online. 1t
s o goxd sitting back and hoping
it will happen. 1f you own a hotel,
for example, consider putting a
note at the bottomn of every bill
mers to post 4
review on trip

advisor.co.uk, the travel site
Emma Japes, foundert of Enter-

peise Nation, the home basiness

network.

‘Word-of-mouth

nothing yet is highly effective. To

galn such recommendations, you
need to deliver a good apd timely
service and then encourage yous
customers to tell everyone else.
Give them specially designed post

cands that offer discounts for them
to distribute to friends and family

fot example. Or get permission to
display their positive testimonials
onyour site or prometional flyers.”

The second step s to realise that
word of mouth does not work for
Tew enterprises. You need to have
an established business with »
solid and growing custormer base,
and to have already carved out a
tiiche in the marketplace.

Kevin Home, chief executive of
NWES, an enterprise agency for
east England, said: “Word-of
mouth recommendations are »
vital tool. They cement your brand
reputation because they thow you
have a great product of service.
But too many start-ups rely on
word of mouth to establish theis
business, You need to have your
product o¢ service out there before
You can start to do that.”

The next step is to bring word of

mouth into the 21st century and
start wring online social media to
get the message across. Maria
Hatzistefanis has been generating
4 word-of-mouth buzz for her
skincare products ever since she
launched her beauty business,
Rodial, 12 years ago.

tnstead of waiting for cus
tomers to start talking about her
products, she encourages people to
et excited about them by sending
samples of products to influential
beauty industry bloggers to review
up to #ix months before a new
product is Launched

she also writes a blog on the
company’s website and gives out
advance information on social
media such as Facebook and
Twitter

1n addition, she has 100,000 reg

informed sbout new peoducts and
sends products to some 20 unoffi
cial brand ambassadors — cus
tomers who regularly use social
tuedia sites to share their views.
Hatzistefanis, 40, whase com
pany sells skincare products such

as Tummy Tuck, Boob Job and
Bum Lift which offer an alterna
tive to plastic surgery, saéd:“1n the
past few years, social media have
helped a lot with creating a word
of-mouth buzz. It works even
better than advertising. We have
occasionally invested in print
advertizing and the impact is
nowhere near as great.”

She said word-of mouth recom
mendations will typically double
sales of & product. Her business,
based (n Fulbam, southwest
London, had sales of £5m in the
year to March,

The Bnal step s the simplest —
and yet the most difficult of all to
achieve. This is to create a product
or service that people are likely to
want to talk about and get excited
about

Tony Goldstein, director of
South East Enterprise, an enter
prise agency, said: “It is no longer
enough to offer a good product
ot service. To generate word-of
mouth recommendations it peeds
to be exceptional. You need t sur
peise and delight your customer.”

For Hatzistefanis that means
launching products with 2 story
attached.

One of ber best-known prod
wets, for example, {5 called Srake
Serun, It uses an ingredient that
mimics the effect of snake venom
in paralysing the muscles.

he said: “1f we were fust selling
scented body creams or a nice
motsturiser, there would not be
enough about the product
o @ buzz, 1t is a combination
of the right product with the right
story that makes it interesting.”

The ultimate goal, Home ssid,
is for your customers to be so
enthusiastic abaut epreading the
word about your product of service
that they become fans. That has
happened at Apple, where cus-
tomers often become passionate
about products such as the (Pad or
Apple Mac

Harne said: “Apple doeen’t need
to market its products because its
customers are daing it all for them.
How many ads do you see for
a lot, 1t is all done
through v o it

shading.

For both integral fixtures and
loose fixtures, you can chaim a 100%
annual investment allowarce on
the first £200,000 of expenditure
incurred in the year (thés will fall to
125,000 from Apeil 1, 2002). H your
business is part of a group of
companies, then the annual
investment allowance must be
split across the group.

Once yoa have claimed the
annual investnsent allowance, you
can claim an annual writing down
allowance. On integral fixtures, you
can claim 10% (&% from April 1, 2012
and on ke fixtures, the allowance
s 20% (18% from April 1, 2002),

‘The appropriate split between
the ineligible assets, the integral
fixtures and the Joose fixtures can
often be obeained from the builder's
schedule of works. Altematively,
you can engage a chartered
SUIVEYOr 1o CarTy out 4 review and
peovide an estimated sphit between
the various categories.

Given the changes in rates from
next April, we would recommend
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asked
Oiong s foberview, seid o bad
hn aya booked overthe
hs. However, once
e bega thejob he told e e
had a two-week holiday booked,
: which he claims be forgot to
TAX ALLOWANCES ek i the et vl A
PAY FOR FlXTURES timeoft, ly as his holiday
1ama e was booked before his
i Pz P with me began?
myl'xplnnonn«d: 1am baying It is important to remember that
afrecholdinterestinanewly () hoping for oo working
“’“".h_ gy M‘g ol etk relationship with this employee, so
thasalready been fittedoutfor  ry 1o keep things in perspective,
MoEgRapaca “h‘"‘h',"‘,’“'y wnites frter Done, managing director of
company fitt Nl """W- Peninsula. He should have told you
‘W'”'“"" ':‘ oy about thiis holiday in the interview
w'“WWm e derdortmpdadion but he may have genuinely
Ibeal "’h‘_ im capit forgotten of boen concerned that
'"""""“; ;:'n J:;'"""“ youwouldn't hire him or would

deluy his start date because of it.

Bear in mind that your new
employee is entitled to paid time off
by baw. 1f you grant this as paid
holiday now, it reduces the amount
of leave he can take (n the rest of
the year. This will also create a kot
of goodwill with your employee.

Ask yourself what you would
have done if he had told you about
it during the interview. If you
would have allowed him to take
this as paid beave, there is no reason
torefuse it now. You also have o
duty towards your employer. He
didn't book the boliday to incon:
venience you and he would face a
big Joss tf he biad to cancel it

1f he has insufficient leave to
cover this haliday as paid leave, you
could consider allowing hisn t ke
it as unpaid beave. Similarly, ifyou
dont want to view this as paid
Beave, you can Jet b take it as
unpaid Jeave. This way you aren't

ping the holiday, soyou are not

making him sutfer  boss, but do
remember that he will be entitled
to take his accrued puid leave later.

stopy
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Kingston Smith LLP, the chartered
accountant, and Praimsala, the
employment daw firm, can afvise
ovmer- managers on their probems
Send your questions to Resiness Doster
The Sunday Thmes, 3 Thomas More
Squire, Loafon £98 15T, or fax to

020 7782 $765. Advice is given without

legel rexpoeiuhty
Bz @ingstonsmith.co.uk

I couldn't throw away the
chance to sell waste paper

A ROGUE SUFPLIER brought down Panka)
Chowdhary's first attempt to sell waste
paper by sending him bags of rubbish
instead of paper

Chowdhary was left with debts of
$80,000, Undeterred, be tried again. This
year his company, Reliance Fibres, is likely
toturn over £12m and it employs six staff at
the headquarters in northwest Londen,

The second of three children, Chowd.
hary was bom and beought upin Calcutta,
where his father was general manager of
a paper mill. He lacked confidence, but
found his feet ar a boarder at the Doon
school in Dehradun, the top private school
known as Harrow by the Himalayas

He graduated in commerce from Cal
cutta University, working in his spare time
at his family’s flour mill business. He
quickly realised it wasn't for him. I got
very bored,” he said.

15 1993 Chowdhary went into sales,
supplying chemicals to the paper industry
with a family friend. After six years he
tmoved into selling waste paper on behalf of
American coenpanies to Indian paper mills

As the broker, Chowdhary was paid
$2-$3a tomne and, at the age of 3, found he
could make $2,000 to $3,000 a month. After
four years, however, the business hit a
crisis when hds main supplier in America
was taken over by a company that was
already operating in India.

Chowdhary turned to Nocway for a new
supply of waste paper. Unfortunately, the
ctor company there sent him bags of household
rubbish. Chowdhary had to refund $50,000
tohis customers persanally.

“All hell broke loose,” he said. *1 was
stupid and nadve. T was left with no busi
nessat al

After failing to recover the movey from
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me Chowdnary tums over £12m by selling 100,000 tonnes of paper a year

IM Asset Management
perate to sell. “They didn't know what to do
with the paper they had collected,” be said.
“1 could ;.m.u,- have thrown a price at
them and made a lot of money, but 1 was
too scared. 1 did not see the opportunity in
the mayhem.”

Rebiance Pibees, based in Colindale, has
nevertheless thrived, benefiting as the
global paper industry has shifted from

b base

enb s package

Mead of Talent & Hesosrcing qoot

witment®irwinmitchell com

the Norwegians, Chowdhary decided to
head for Britain and stast afresh. tn 2004
he arrived in Golders Green, northwest
London, where a friend of his father had
offered him temporary office space. His
wife and two children stayed behind in
tndia while he attempted to rebuiM his
business and confidence.

waste paper direct from businesses rathet
than use middle men,
Chowdhary still had his cw
the Indian recycling mills — but he nmhl
to find sousces in Britain, That was easier

took me a long time to find my feet,” he
said. 1 should have been more assertive.”

dity meant he

ppottunity.

-imm u‘..m crashed in
PRI

using virgin pulp (o recyched paper because
of envitonmental concems. At least 50% of
Ip is now recyc

Now aged 43 and reunited with his wife
and two children, who joined him in this
country, Chowdhary believes the secret of
his success has been determination: “1
have been in situations where I was at the

. g chons An e thi Sevelepment 108 imphinaniay He had no money of his cwn, sohebor-  His persistence eventually paid off, with  bottom of the curve, at an absolute knv, but
rowed £50,000 from his father and uncle  vales of 30,000 in the first year and €2.1m  the beautiful part about this is that it can
andthe same amount from a family friend.  in the second. v access toadditional  only improve.”

! » and unquestion a integnny o wl Now determined to protect himself from  finance, it took Chowdbary five years to  Chowdhary, wha owns 100% of the busi

eflosods sl B il s 7 unscrupaloas suppliers, be decided to buy  reach significant volumes and turnover. "It ness, gives this advice: “stand very firm

against adversity and take a single- minded
approach, If you are enjoying what you are
dolng. you are in the right business
“There were thmes when people would
1ot do business with me bat 1 kept on pus
PR et v o i e




