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Seek out the winning 
strategy to up your game 
Whether you want to grow, pivot or restructure, Insider spoke to a panel
of experts to give a play-by-play guide for rethinking tactics. The event brought
together business leaders, restructuring experts and a leading economist 

SPEAKERS
Jen Atkinson founder, Travel Seen
Tom Mathew director,
Dunster’s Farm
Frank Ofonagoro, North West 
managing director, Quantuma
Steve Noble North West
managing director,
Reward Finance Group
Helen Jude director and
head of recovery & valuation,
Landwood Group
Yael Selfin chief economist, 
KPMG

For entrepreneur Jen Atkinson, 
it wasn’t about restructuring 

her company, but her own outlook 
– walking away and starting 
from scratch.

As the former chief executive 
of ITC Travel, she was one of the 
region’s highest-profile business 
leaders. But for her, it wasn’t working.

She said: “Up until the age of 44, 
everything I touched turned to gold. 
I was a girl from Leeds, got into 
marketing, ended up taking over 
a family-run business in Chester 
which was turning over about £40m, 
making a £1m loss. I transformed 
it to a £90m business making £5m 
profit. In three or four years. We 
attracted the attention of private 
equity, we attracted the media – 
we had a programme called The 
Millionaires’ Holiday Club on BBC2. 
My dreams came true; I was 
travelling round the world having the 
most amazing time.

“When you are on that gravy train, 
everything is faster, faster, more, 
bigger. Let’s create loads of stress 
and complexity.” 

But, she said: “Before I knew it 
the car had come off the tracks. I 
had two babies, did a private equity 
deal, did M&A. And I completely and 
utterly lost the plot. It was too much.

“At the time, I was talking to fe-
male entrepreneurs telling them you 
can have it all. You can be a career 
woman, and you can have children, 
and you can conquer the world. The 
truth was, I couldn’t. 

“I turned into the worst version of 
myself. My way of handling stress 
was to speed up and become more 
demanding and to want more – until 
I drove everyone around me, and 
myself, insane. It became totally 
unmanageable.”

Starting again
On top of the stress of the job, 
lockdown hit the travel sector 
particularly hard.

Atkinson said: “People learn 
lessons either the hard way or the 
easy way. I learnt it the hard way. 
Then my personal life fell apart, the 
pandemic hit. And there’s no worse 
sectors hit than the travel sector.”

This was when Atkinson knew she 
had to, in her words, “rethink, restart”.

She asked herself: “What is a 
great business? Is bigger better? Or 
is balance, happiness, consistency, 
the most important thing?”

Tom Mathew and sister Hannah 
Barlow came into Dunster’s Farm 
as the third generation of the family 
business – and changes were 
needed. 

Tom Mathew explained: “Dun-
ster’s Farm was originally a family 
business, started by my grandfather. 
It was a run-down pig farm. It has 
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The pandemic has had an uneven impact on 
the UK, across regions and sectors and this 
will lead to the emergence of a new class 
of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ driven by unique 
growth and distress factors. 

Our new programme titled, ‘The uneven recovery’, shares 
views and insight on what this divergent recovery means for 
UK businesses and how best to position a response to ensure 
the continued viability and prosperity of the UK economy.

The uneven recovery report: key highlights  
In our fi rst report – released back in April - we revealed the fi rst set of insights from Clarity, looking at the future trends 
for growth and distress, in key industry sectors and UK regions. Here we share some of the headlines:

A unique data asset 

We are excited to share that this programme is 
informed by Clarity, our new and unique data 
asset that combines forward looking distress 

and growth indicators, our insolvency propensity 
model, and fi nancial performance ratios. 

The uneven recovery
A new programme of support for SMEs

Download your 
copy of the report

To fi nd out more about Clarity and download a copy of the uneven 
recovery report visit:  www.quantuma.com/unevenrecovery

Speak to our team in the North West

Profound impacts on leverage
and profi tability

Signifi cantly more SMEs 
aged 0-3 years in 15-25
insolvency rate bucket

Mining and education have 
highest share of SMEs with a 

15-25% insolvency rate

0-3 
years

Over 500,000 UK jobs 
at risk

Twin forces of Brexit
and Covid

Manufacturers leading 
the way
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evolved as a food service. We don’t 
actually operate a farm anymore. 
We just deliver food.”

Like many in family businesses, 
the pair had an early introduction to 
the firm, and got to understand its 
inner workings. He said: “I started as 
a child doing all the worst jobs and 
my grandad said I should have been 
paying him for the life experience! 

“As a 17-year-old, I did a gap year 
and worked in the business doing 
all the rubbish jobs. I was ambitious, 
questioned things, wanted to 
change things, but it was a family 
business and things were, ‘we’ve 
always done it this way’. So I went 
off to university and became an 
M&A lawyer instead.” 

But he felt he had unfinished 
business in the family company.

“When I was 27, an opportunity 
arose for my sister Hannah and I 
to join the business. The business 
had a good name and it gave me 
a sense of pride. But I could see it 
needed a fresh attitude, culture, to 
be more ambitious, purpose-driven 
and look after our people.”

Dunster’s Farm had a £5m 
turnover when the siblings invested, 
and it’s on track to hit revenues of 
around £20m this year.

It was important, Mathew said, to 
address both the front end (the staff) 
and the back end (the systems).

He said: “The systems were 
creaking. It was people as well 
as back-end systems. We went 
infrastructure and systems first. We 
ripped out the ERP systems and 
CRM system. We put voice-picking 
in the warehouse. We started to 
collect data.”

A balancing act
For Atkinson, it was important to 
take time away from business – but 
not too long. She said: “I was licking 
my wounds which I called ‘my time 
in my cave’. I’d had an awful exit 
from a business that in the pandem-
ic was having a tough time. It was 
painful. I had been addicted to the 
glory. When it was all taken away 
and I was homeschooling it was a 
humbling moment. I’d had personal 
burnout. I needed time to reflect.”

She advised: “When things go 
wrong, people often throw them-
selves straight into something new 
and don’t take the time to unpack 
and learn lessons and reflect. I was 
blessed to have a good network of 
people who pulled me out of my 
cave. Always keep a wide network.”

Now, establishing Travel Seen, 
she said: “I started to think how we 
could have a platform for something 
new, taking the things that are 
good in the travel industry. It will be 
social media-led. That was the way I 
connected in lockdown. 

“There’s also the personal aspect. 
Am I balanced? Am I seeing my 
kids? Am I a good friend and 
colleague or am I driving everyone 
mental? I want to work with people I 
like. Support others on their journey.”

In further advice to those in a 
similar position, she said: “You 
can never stop adversity. You live 
and die by the sword. Personal 
self-reliance. Be well-resourced and 
well-networked. Be aware of what’s 
going on but the most important is 
being strong in yourself.” 

KPMG economist Yael Selfin 
warned that inflation is likely to reach 
over 9 per cent at its peak over 
summer but then moderate. She said 
disposable incomes are falling, add-
ing: “Even though wages are going 
up, it’s not as much as inflation.” 

She linked it to the Great 
Resignation and the struggle for 
companies to not only recruit 
but retain staff. She said: “We 
have seen recovery in hospitality. 
Concerns now are in industries like 
car manufacturing, because of the 
supply chain, and manufacturing as 
well as transport that are likely to be 
affected by higher energy prices.” 

The key to avoiding a recession is 
productivity, she said.  

Plan for the unthinkable
Advisory firm Quantuma North West 
managing director Frank Ofonagoro 
advised companies not to leave it 
too late to seek advice.

Quantuma serves the needs of 
mid-market and corporate compa-
nies, as well as their stakeholders, 
advising on transactions, resolving 
business disputes, mitigating risk 
and managing operational as well 
as financial challenges.

He said: “Too many businesses 
come to me when it’s too late. They 
think sometimes they alone have to 
solve their problems. 

“The earlier you can seek help, the 
more options you have. If you come 
to me and say the cash runs out in 
two months, the options you have for 
either raising working capital, finding 
strategic debt, trying to embark 
on a turnaround, you’ve run out of 
road. There are a lot of headwinds. 
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“I could see 
it needed a 
fresh attitude, 
culture, to 
be more 
ambitious, 
purpose-driven 
and look after 
our people.”
tom mathew
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THE ROAD TO RECOVERY STARTS HERE
The experts at Landwood Group offer insight on how businesses can navigate the difficulties of the

current climate and maximise the return on their assets by having the right management in place

Businesses of all shapes and sizes are 
facing unprecedented pressures right now 
and it’s leaving many feeling helpless in 
their fight to stay afloat.

Skyrocketing costs of materials, 
goods and energy bills, all set against 
the backdrop of two years of Covid-19 
interruption and now the Ukraine conflict, 
mean that it’s impossible for anyone not 
to be impacted.

Margins are being eroded and if they 
were tight to begin with, it leaves many 
organisations with few options. However, 
the picture is not as bleak as you 
might think.

At Landwood Group, we help clients 
with a multitude of recovery services 
based around property and assets. We 
were set up in 2008 at the height of the last 
recession – and these services have never 
been as useful as they are right now.

The first question we ask any client is 
to look at their property and assets and 
consider – are they working for me?

Is it time to downsize, scale up, make 
savings, change your service charges, 
make improvements, obtain fresh 
valuations or dispose of assets altogether?

We’re currently advising one firm whose 
energy bills have gone from £13,000 to 
£52,000. Operating on a margin of under 
five per cent – a £40,000 leap in overheads 
overnight has had a debilitating effect
on their ability to operate. And they’re
not alone.

Any form of business asset that is not 
working for you, can be turned into a 
positive.

If an organisation now needs less office 
space as staff are working a hybrid model, 
downsizing or disposing of property to 
move to somewhere more appropriate 
needs to be top of the agenda to get your 
business match fit for the future of work.

All assets hold value and for those 
seeking to leverage and raise money 
against assets, Landwood Group is 

committed to extracting maximum market 
value by providing expert insight into use, 
condition and repair.

Landwood Property Auctions was 
the first business to offer an exclusive 
online only property auction service – 
we’re still the only business that does 
these weekly – and this is an area we are 
hugely experienced in when it comes to 
maximising returns on asset disposal, 
meaning you have cash to put back into 
your business.

For property owners, the picture is no 
better. However, here again Landwood 
Group provides a helping hand to help 
landlords recover. Our stand-out director-
led commercial advice both supports 
landlords in maximising yields from 
their buildings and helps tenants ensure 
they are getting the very best from their 
landlords.

We are also asking property owners to 
look at the future of their premises – now, 

For advice, consultation and to discover how our recovery expertise can deliver you returns

call now on 0161 710 2010 or visit landwoodgroup.com

Key members of the Landwood Group recovery team.
L-R: Amy Selfe, Helen Jude, Richard Parkinson, Holly Surplice and Mark Bailey

more than ever, it is time to ensure these 
are as sustainable and energy efficient 
as they can be. This about prolonging 
the lifespan of the building, ensuring 
it is match fit for use for many years to 
come.

Now is also the time to look at 
financing – the cost of money is only 
going to increase so ask yourself are 
you borrowing appropriately? Are you 
leveraging your assets? At Landwood 
Group, we are experts in this field too 
and help firms of all sizes optimise their 
assets.

The Landwood team is relatively 
small, so you will get to know us 
well. Where we are big though is 
on experience. We are a director-led 
business, which means every client is 
assigned a director to lead our services 
on your behalf. This reassurance is 
something we know clients appreciate 
and it’s a reputation we are proud of.
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A straightforward approach
Tailored finance solutions to support business needs

Contact one of our North West team today
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07858 518 562 
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Business Development Director 
North West
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07825 327 725 
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North West
steve.noble@rewardcf.com
07802 297 929

www.rewardfinancegroup.com

I humbly suggest the mindset a lot 
of businesses needs to adopt is, 
whatever phase you are at, have 
that restructuring mindset of being 
comfortable with change. Things are 
going to happen. So the mindset 
needs to be, being comfortable with 
change, being able to understand 
the supply chain, contingency plans 
in case the unthinkable happens.”

Helen Jude, director and head 
of recovery & valuation, Landwood 
Group, urges businesses to look at 
the value of their assets even when 
times are good, not just when an 
emergency fundraise is needed. 
She likened it to de-cluttering the 
home: “During lockdown most people 
did home improvements or got rid of 
clutter out of their garage. The same 
should apply to business. You have 
some very high-value assets in your 
business. They need to be able 
to work to your advantage. People 
don’t realise how much is held in 
the property and the asset. Can you 

make it more valuable? Can you 
improve it, can you release some 
equity from it?”

She gave the example of an en-
gineering firm in Yorkshire changing 
its production line and wanting new 
premises. The plant and machinery, 
which they thought was worthless, 
the assets were valued, an auction 
was set up and it made £150,000 
towards a £50,000 investment. 

Cash is king
Steve Noble, North West managing 
director, Reward Finance Group, 
echoed the advice of seeking 
advice earlier rather than later.

He said: “Most of the businesses 
we deal with are owner-managed 
and that’s a very lonely place.” 

He gave the example of a 
packaging business in Derbyshire, 
where the owner had nobody to 
talk to. The owner, he said, “had 
nobody to guide him”.

He added: “He was brilliant at 

food packaging. He could sort out 
the production line, but how could 
he negotiate better? Not everyone 
has Jen’s self-awareness and a 
strong network.”

Banks, he said, may be the 
cheapest form of funding but they 
are, “the most vanilla” and can take 
the longest time to get there.

“Cash is king and you need to 
keep it flowing and explore all asset 
options. What can you leverage 
against?”

He said if you are telling a story 
of turnaround, often a credit score 
matrix will get in the way. “We talk 
about being a storybook lender. We 
listen to the passion and enthusi-
asm and what they want to do.

“If you are running your own busi-
ness, the ability to talk to somebody 
and be challenged and get exper-
tise and advice in the areas you 
want to talk about, or to be pressed 
on, then you will, more often than 
not, get to the right answer.” n
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“People don’t 
realise how 
much is
held in the
property
and the asset.
Can you
make it more 
valuable? Can 
you improve it, 
can you release 
some equity 
from it?”
helen jude
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