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4 Planning for growth

About Grant Thornton 

We work with dynamic organisations to 
unlock their potential for growth by providing 
meaningful, forward-looking advice. 
Our underlying purpose is to build a vibrant economy, based on trust and integrity in markets, 
dynamic businesses, and communities where businesses and people thrive. We work with 
banks, regulators and government to rebuild trust through corporate renewal reviews, advice 
on corporate governance and remediation in financial services. We work with dynamic 
organisations to help them grow. And we work with the public sector to build a business 
environment that supports growth, including national and local public services.

As a Grant Thornton member firm, our clients have access to a global network of over 50,000 
people in over 130 countries. In the UK we are led by 190 partners and over 4,500 people all 
working together under a shared enterprise model.
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Foreword
In 2018, UK businesses could leave up to  
£72.5 billion1 of untapped growth on the table. 
Companies need to become purpose-driven, 
invested in top-line growth, tech confident and 
networked to unlock their growth potential.

Growth of the UK economy will, to a large degree, depend 
on the prosperity of the private sector. And yet only 16% of 
UK businesses2 in 2017 met the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development’s (OECD’s) definition of ‘high 
growth’, defined as 20% turnover growth a year for the last 
three years.3

Political and macroeconomic uncertainty means UK business 
leaders might be forgiven for downgrading growth ambitions. 
For instance, we found that 41% of respondents believe 
uncertainty has made their leadership team more risk averse. 
But this is nevertheless a missed opportunity. Our research has 
found that in 2018, £72.5 billion of untapped growth could be 
ignored (see footnote 1). This is equivalent to creating a new 
economy the size of Greater Manchester.4 Or put another way, 
this level of growth could translate into 1.4 million jobs.5

With the Office for Budget Responsibility predicting the UK 
economy will grow at just 1.5% this year6 compared with 
2.7% in the US and 2.2% in the euro area,7 this missed growth 
could prove game-changing in making the UK a more vibrant 
economy. So we set out to understand the critical levers and 
barriers to private sector growth across the UK. 

By analysing those that have achieved significant growth – 
20% or more in the last year and sustainable growth for the 
last three8 – we discovered that even the greatest barriers 
can be overcome. Our group of high-growth businesses – the 
Growth Generators – are:

• almost five times more likely to achieve their one-to-two-year 
growth targets than the rest of the market

• and close to 10 times more likely than low-to-no growth 
companies. 

But it’s not just their 
financial performance that sets them apart. 

Growth Generators are also:
• purpose-driven – have an ambitious and confident mindset 

fuelled by a purpose-driven approach
• invested in top-line growth – they are not afraid to take on 

external investment and have bold M&A strategies
• tech confident – they build their foundations on agile 

technologies that grow with them
• networked – they look beyond their own sector and domestic 

market for growth opportunities.

The research also challenges the assumption that creating 
double-digit growth and impetus is easier at the smaller end 
of the market. Growth Generators fall within every size 
bracket from £10 million to £1 billion turnover and across 
eight industry groups. 

In this report, we:
• define the key characteristics of Growth Generators
• provide recommendations for ambitious business leaders 

looking to make a step change in their growth performance 
• share insights and inspirational growth stories from dynamic 

business leaders who have put purpose at the heart of their 
business strategy.

We believe if more UK businesses adopt a Growth Generator 
mindset, we can unlock the UK’s full growth potential. And the 
private sector can lead the way in shaping a vibrant economy. 

Robert Hannah
Head of Growth 
Strategic Leadership Team

1. Measured in terms of gross value added (GVA). This figure was calculated based on businesses’ own estimates of growth potential. These estimates were then grossed up to the UK business 
population and a GVA figure was calculated using a GVA: turnover ratio taken from the Annual Business Survey produced by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). It should be noted that 
no adjustment was made to these figures to account for displacement or wider economic multiplier effects (see methodology on page 42).

2. Based on Companies House data, http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=350
3. The recommended OECD definition of high-growth enterprises, March 2012: “All enterprises with average annualised growth greater than 20% per annum, over a three year period should 

be considered as high-growth enterprises with a minimum of 10 employees at the start of the growth period.” See, Determinants of High-Growth Entrepreneurship, https://www.oecd.org/cfe/
leed/Audretsch_determinants%20of%20high-growth%20firms.pdf

4. ‘Regional gross value added (balanced) by combined authority in the UK’, ONS, 20 December 2017, https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/regionalgrossvaluead-
dedbalancedbycombinedauthorityintheuk

5. ‘Labour Productivity (GVA per hour worked and GVA per filled job)’, ONS, 7 February 2018, https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/productivitymeasures/data-
sets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbycityregion

6. ‘Overview of the March 2018 Economic and fiscal outlook’, Office for Budget Responsibility, 13 March 2018, “Labour productivity GVA per hour worked and GVA per filled job”. The average 
GVA per filled job in the UK in 2016 was £52,626.

7. Office for Budgetary Responsibility, 13 March 2018, http://obr.uk/overview-of-the-march-2018-economic-and-fiscal-outlook/
8. ‘World Economic Outlook Update’, International Monetary Fund (IMF), 22 January 2018, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2018/01/11/world-economic-outlook-update-january-2018
9. Based on respondents who cited in the survey their turnover had increased by 20% or more in the last year (see methodology on page 43).

https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/Audretsch_determinants%20of%20high-growth%20firms.pdf 
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/Audretsch_determinants%20of%20high-growth%20firms.pdf 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbycombinedauthorityintheuk
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbycombinedauthorityintheuk
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/regionalgrossvalueaddedbalancedbylocalauthorityintheuk
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/productivitymeasures/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbycityregion
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/productivitymeasures/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbycityregion
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2018/01/11/world-economic-outlook-update-january-2018
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Scaling the apex of growth

Barriers and missed opportunities

7%
of respondents made 
an investment in 
growth in 2017.

Scaled-down 
growth ambitions Tech crunch

#1
barrier to growth. Also 
the top accelerator and 
growth investment area. 

43%
of business leaders 
believe that what they 
sell is more suited to the 
UK market.

Made for  
the UK only

#2
barrier to growth. Only 
43% of those who 
said it was a barrier 
also said they could 
overcome it.

Brand marketing  
and sales capability

Characteristics of a 
Growth Generator
Twelve percent (119/1,000) of businesses in our 
sample were Growth Generators

Close to 10 times more likely than low-
to-no growth businesses to achieve 
their growth targets.

Nearly five times more likely to achieve 
their one-to-two-year growth targets 
compared with the average business.

Grew turnover by 20% in 2017 and 
83% had consistent growth the 
previous two years.
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Brexit strategy, market 
disruption and risk are not 
the main factors holding 
back growth.

43%
believe purpose helped 
them take their business to 
the next level of growth.

Purpose-driven 

The mindset of a Growth Generator 

70%
see M&A as their number 
one growth priority in the 
next three to five years. 
Nearly 50% take on external 
investment when they 
need to accelerate growth.

Invested in  
top-line growth

63%
of those who said it was 
a barrier are confident 
their leadership team can 
overcome it.

Technology does not rank 
in the top five barriers for 
Growth Generators. 

Tech confident

60%
are looking outside their 
own sector for growth 
opportunities compared 
with 48% of low-to-no 
growth businesses.

Networked

£72.5bn
untapped UK private 

sector growth potential

The UK’s current 
position

16%
of UK companies meet 
the OECD definition of 
high growth.

58%26%

38%12%

Optimism in UK 
businesses has fallen 
from net 26% (2016) 
to net 12% (2017) 
compared with net 38% 
globally (2016) rising to 
58% (2017). 



Harnessing 
the growth 
opportunity
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The economic context 

There are some positive signs for the UK economy, which grew by 
0.5% in the fourth quarter of 2017 according to the ONS.9 
The number of enterprises in the UK has increased steadily 
since 2012 from 2.2 million to 2.7 million in 2017.10 UK 
competitiveness is also expected to benefit from favourable 
exchange rates, with manufacturers anticipating exports to rise 
over the next 12 months.11

However, the rate of expansion in GDP for 2017 as a whole 
was the slowest since 2012, having fallen from 1.9% in 2016 
to 1.7% in 2017.12 The IMF forecasts a growth rate of 1.5% for 
the UK this year, compared with 2.7% for the US and 2.2% for 
the euro area.13

GDP growth rates have also fallen behind that of other 
European powerhouses such as France and Germany (see 
figure 1). For example, the GDP growth rate in Q4 2017 for 
the UK was 0.4% compared with 0.6% in France and 0.6% 
in Germany.14 There has been a similar story in terms of 
productivity. Productivity growth (GDP per person employed) 
in the same period was 0.4% in the UK compared with 1.5% in 
France and 1.4% in Germany (see figure 2).15

9. ‘Second estimate of GDP: October to December 2017’, ONS, 22 February 2018, https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octoberto-
december2017

10. ‘UK business; activity, size and location: 2017’, ONS, 3 October 2017, https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/ukbusinessactivitysizeand-
location/2017#business-counts-by-legal-form

11. ‘IHS Markit UK Business Outlook’, IHS Markit, 12 March 2018, https://www.markiteconomics.com/Survey/PressRelease.mvc/8537eb9785eb4d538e013a786e02d693 The Purchasing Managers’ 
Index is based on survey responses from panels of senior purchasing executives who are asked to state whether business conditions for a number of variables have either improved, deterio-
rated or stayed the same compared with the previous month. 

12. ‘Second estimate of GDP: October to December 2017’, ONS, 22 February 2018, https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octoberto-
december2017

13. ‘World Economic Outlook Update’, IMF, 22 January 2018, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2018/01/11/world-economic-outlook-update-january-2018
14. ‘Second estimate of GDP: October to December 2017’, ONS, 22 February 2018, https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octoberto-

december2017
15. OECD Statistics – GDP per person employed, quarterly change on the same quarter on the previous year, http://stats.oecd.org/ 

  France  

  Germany  

  UK

Growth 
rate (%)

Q1 2016 Q2 2016 Q3 2016 Q4 2016 Q1 2017 Q2 2017 Q3 2017 Q4 2017

Figure 1: International GDP growth rate comparisons (ONS 22 February 2018) 
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octobertodecember2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octobertodecember2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation/2017#business-counts-by-legal-form
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/activitysizeandlocation/bulletins/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation/2017#business-counts-by-legal-form
https://www.markiteconomics.com/Survey/PressRelease.mvc/8537eb9785eb4d538e013a786e02d693
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octobertodecember2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/secondestimateofgdp/octobertodecember2017
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16. Based on Grant Thornton International and Oxford Economics quarterly International Business Report survey, Q4 2017. Net 
optimism is calculated as optimistic business leaders less pessimistic respondents.

And at a time when business optimism remains strong across Europe and indeed the 
world, it has plummeted in the UK. According to our International Business Report, 
optimism in the UK has fallen to net 12% in 2017 compared with net 26% in 2016. In 
contrast, global business optimism is at its highest ever level at net 58% in 2017, up 
from 38% in 2016.16

This view is perhaps reflective of the fact that business growth is a challenge and 
could be why only 16% of UK companies meet the OECD definition of ‘high growth’ 
by turnover (20% growth per annum for three years). 

Figure 2: International labour productivity (%) (OECD Statistics)
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There is no doubt uncertainty is affecting growth of the private 
sector. For instance, 41% of respondents believe uncertainty has 
made their leadership team more risk averse, which is affecting 
their growth. 
Similarly, 41% also believe uncertainty has forced the leadership 
team to think in a more short-term way at the expense of their 
long-term growth strategy. Our findings suggest this short-
term thinking has led to a drop in current growth ambitions. 
When we look back at trends in growth investments – when 
businesses made their last investment to grow – only 7% of 
respondents attempted to get to their next stage of growth 
last year compared with 29% in the previous one to two years 
and 52% in the previous three to five years (see figure 3). 
Uncertainty has scaled back short-term growth ambitions. 

Gordon Wilson, CEO of software provider Advanced, believes 
that Brexit itself is not what’s holding back growth, it is just the 
uncertainty around it that is causing concern: “Personally, I do 
not think which way Brexit goes is the issue, what I do want is a 
decision because then I can manage that.”

However, Brexit and the surrounding uncertainty aren’t the only 
reasons holding back growth of the private sector. Only 22% 
of all respondents identified Brexit strategy as one of their top 
five barriers to growth. And nearly half (47%) of those who 
said it was a top five barrier said they could overcome it. Brexit 
strategy also ranked 14 overall as a barrier to growth alongside 
other major external factors such as risk (12), market disruption 
(13) and business regulation (16). 

So what is really holding back growth of the private sector? 

Internal factors 
are holding most 
businesses back 

Figure 3: Number of years since decision was 
taken to invest in their next stage of growth.

  People  

  Operating profit  

  Top-line revenue 

6–10 years 
(8)

3–5 years 
(4)

1–2 years 
(1.5)

In the last 
12 months 

(0.5)

12%

55%

24%

9%

12%

54%

29%

5%

12%

52%

29%

7%
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  Biggest barriers     Ability to overcome barriers

Figure 4: Barriers to growth (%) 

Thinking about turnover and operating profit, respondents ranked their top five barriers/accelerators to growth and the 
ability of their leadership team to overcome/implement them.
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Figure 5: Accelerators to growth (%) 

Technology

30

29

25

25

23

40

52

68

47

56

37

37

33

32

32

55

46

45

50

55

23

23

22

22

20

70

74

50

47

42

20

18

17

17

14

66

57

43

51

41

Accelerators 



14 Planning for growth

Tech crunch 
Technology acceleration and disruption have become the 
new norm. It’s therefore not surprising that our research found 
most UK businesses rank technology as their number one 
accelerator (37%) and their number one barrier (38%) to 
growth (see figures 4 and 5). However, only 55% of business 
leaders who chose technology as an accelerator/barrier 
believe their leadership team has the ability to harness/
overcome technology as an accelerator lever/barrier. 
Given this large capability gap, it’s no wonder technology 
is also cited as the top investment area for all businesses 
at 50% (see figure 6). 

Richard Joyce, Director in our business consulting team, 
says: “This aligns with what we’re hearing from clients. 
Businesses are increasingly motivated to pursue ‘digital 
transformation’ and understand its potential. It can reduce 
complexity in current business processes, increase speed-
to-market of new products and services, and provide insight-
driven data that improves the quality of decision-making. 
However, the ability of business to realise these things is 
constrained by knowledge, understanding what is possible 
and resource/skills to execute. How to predict the next big 
trends in the market and the technology developments that 
could support them is key.”

Mark Gould, CEO of gluten-free snack company Wholebake, 
says: “We have a new factory coming on stream next year. 
We’re planning the capabilities for that factory, because 
it’s going to be six times the size of what we’ve got. We’re 
deciding what to bring in from a technology perspective, but 
it’s a real challenge trying to second guess where the market 
will be in two years and put the right technology in place to 
support that.”

Figure 6: Top investment priorities
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41%
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40%

Financial factors

38%

Increasing market share

35%
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Infrastructure and assets

35%

Systems and processes
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Risk

31%

Business regulation

28%

Market disruption

27%

International markets

25%

Brexit strategy

24%

Governance

17%



Made for the UK only?
Overseas expansion is being stifled by a narrow 
product or service offering. Nearly half (43%) of 
business leaders who currently aren’t doing business 
overseas believe that what they sell is more suited to 
the UK market. So are businesses in danger of being 
‘Made for the UK’ only? 

This inward-looking view and lack of perceived potential 
means just 15% of business leaders that responded to 
our survey are doing business overseas – slightly above 
estimates for the wider business population where only 
12.9% are exporting or trading goods.17 Additionally, 
only 6% of businesses ranked overseas expansion as 
their number one priority for growing top-line revenue. 
Yet, there seems to be an understanding among 
businesses that with relatively limited growth expected 
in the UK economy, they can’t rely on the domestic 
market for growth. It’s no wonder, therefore, that 
partnerships (supply chain, networks and international 
connections) were the third top investment area for all 
businesses at 41% (see figure 6).

Poonam Gupta, OBE, Founder of PG Paper Company 
– an organisation whose growth strategy depends 
on international expansion – believes international 
ambitions can be held back by practical realities. This 
can be as simple as having the right language skills.

The majority of UK businesses know they are missing 
out on a significant growth lever (faster-growing 
international markets) but still have a way to go to 
prevent remaining vulnerable to the uncertain, low-
growth economic environment at home. 

“Our key challenge is 
finding multilingual 
people. This is not such a 
big problem in Europe as 
most Europeans speak a 
range of languages.”

Poonam Gupta, OBE, Founder of PG Paper 
Company

17. ‘Annual Business Survey importers and exporters’, ONS, 9 November 2017, https://www.ons.gov.
uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimpor-
tersandexporters
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters


16 Planning for growth

Mind the marketing gap
Like technology, ‘brand, marketing and sales’ ranked as a 
top three barrier (34%) and accelerator (33%) to growth, 
demonstrating the importance this plays to the private sector 
growth agenda. However, only 43% who said it was one of 
their top five barriers said they were effective at overcoming 
it. Equally, only 45% who selected it as one of their top five 
accelerators said they could effectively leverage it (see figures 
4 and 5). Current debate is around skill shortages and a focus 
on science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
skills. However, brand, marketing and sales comes out on 
top as one of the most important skill gaps at the leadership 
table. Brand, marketing and sales capability was cited as the 
second-highest investment area for all businesses at 42% 
(see figure 6). 

Robert Hannah who leads growth on our strategic leadership 
team says this is a hugely untapped resource for many UK 
businesses. “Brand, marketing and sales is one of the least 
developed and studied skills in the UK, if you look at where 
CEOs in the UK come from – very few of them are from sales 
and marketing backgrounds. If you look at the States, the 
picture is very different.”

Paul Baines, Professor of Political Marketing, Cranfield School 
of Management, thinks that this marketing gap is also apparent 
when it comes to consultancy. “Where specialisations such 
as finance, IT, transformation and HR have been a focus for 
management consultancies, expertise in integrated brand, 
marketing and sales strategy is harder to find.”

Embedding the right brand, marketing and sales strategy within 
an organisation is now critical to business success. However, many 
UK companies lack the required skills on the board and may find 
it difficult to access a strategic-level understanding of this area 
to compete at a national or global level.

“Where specialisations such 
as finance, IT, transformation 
and HR have been a focus for 
management consultancies, 
expertise in integrated brand, 
marketing and sales strategy 
is harder to find.”

Paul Baines 
Professor of Political Marketing,  
Cranfield School of Management



Who are  
the Growth 
Generators? 
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Introducing the  
Growth Generators
Our research identified a group of 119 high-growth businesses (12% of survey 
respondents) who despite uncertainty achieved 20% or more turnover growth in 
the last year – we’ve named them the Growth Generators. Eighty-three percent 
also achieved consistent growth over the previous two years – validated against 
Companies House published reports.18

Figure 7: Company size Figure 8: Region breakdown

  £10–£25 million 

  £16–£100 million

  £101–£250 million 

  £251–£500 million

  £501–£1 billion

24%

38%

20%

8%

10%

4% East Midlands

8%  
Yorkshire and Humber

2% East of England

14% South East
5% South West

30% London

3% North East

9%  
North  
West

1%  
Northern  
Ireland

9% Scotland

8%  
Wales

7%  
West  
Midlands

18. See methodology on page 43
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Our research challenges the assumption that creating strong and consistent growth is easier at 
the smaller end of the market. Growth Generators fall within every size bracket from £10 million 
to £1 billion turnover, every sector, age and region (see figures 7, 8, 9 and 10). 

Growth Generators also demonstrate four fundamental characteristics that set them apart from 
the other 881 businesses we surveyed.

Figure 9: Industry breakdown

Figure 10: Number of years established 

30 +  
years 

13%

21–30  
years 

11%

16–20  
years 

15%

11–15 
years 

19%

6–10  
years 

18%

3–5  
years 

22%

1–2  
years  

3%

16%
Business support services

6%
Energy and natural 
resources

5%
Healthcare

23%
Real estate

18%
Consumer

7%
Financial services

15%
Manufacturing and 
industrial

10%
Technology, media and 
telecommunications 
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The four 
characteristics  
of a growth 
mindset
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Growth Generators are…

Purpose-driven

Purpose drives their bold 
decision-making and aligns 
their people with business 
strategy. This creates a 
culture that empowers people 
to make purposeful decisions.

Networked 

Collaborative, open and 
international, they look 
beyond their own sector for 
growth opportunities.

Tech confident

They only see technology as 
an accelerator: they have 
strong but agile foundations 
that enable them to take risks 
and grow.

Invested in top-line growth

Top-line growth is fuelled by 
external funding and M&A 
activity. 

The combination of these four 
characteristics is what sets 
Growth Generators apart from 
the rest of the market. Growth 
Generators have a ‘growth 
mindset’ and this has steered 
them through uncertain and 
disruptive times. Not only are 
they achieving sustainable and 
strong growth, they are also 
nearly five times more likely to 
be achieving their one-to-two-
year growth targets compared 
with the average business 
and close to 10 times more 
likely than low-to-no growth 
businesses – this confidence 
continues into the next three to 
five years. 
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James Perry 
Co-founder, COOK

“ Live by your core values and know what you will compromise 
on and what you won’t. Then make sure you are aligned 
throughout so that people understand your mission and live 
by it. Figure out what you’re there for other than making 
money – and mean it.” 

GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS

Purpose-driven 
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‘Company vision, culture and purpose’ ranks as the sixth most 
important accelerator to growth with Growth Generators 
(29%) but only ranks 10th with all respondents (23%). Growth 
Generators also don’t just pay lip service to the role of purpose. 
Company vision, culture and purpose ranks as the Growth 
Generators’ fourth-highest investment priority (40%) compared 
with sixth by all respondents (35%).

Finally, Growth Generators are reaping the financial rewards 
of their investments in purpose. Two-fifths (43%) believe this 
helped them take their business to the next level of growth. Their 
only greater investment area was in technology (see figure 11). 
James Perry, Co-founder of COOK, thinks a focus on purpose 
is vital. “At COOK, the founding principle is ‘to cook like you 
would at home’. Our purpose is to ‘nourish relationships’. This 
underpins everything the company does. Our rule of thumb is 
‘can we look a customer in the eye and tell them we’re happy 
with where an ingredient has come from and how it has been 
farmed or produced?’” 

The power of 
purpose in setting 
your growth strategy
Growth Generators have a clear purpose that helps everyone in 
the business make better decisions. They align their people and 
the culture of their organisation. This underpins their strategy, 
provides certainty in an uncertain world and gives them the 
motivation to strive ahead with confidence.

Aligning your people 
with purpose
During uncertain times, it may be tempting to focus on hard 
financial results, rather than investing in the development of 
your people. But Growth Generators challenge this assumption. 

Talent and skills jointly scored as the top accelerator to growth 
alongside technology at 39% for Growth Generators. By 
contrast, low-to-no growth companies don’t even rank talent in 
their top five accelerators to growth. 

But Growth Generators understand that aligning people 
with purpose is key to growth as Karen Brice, Director in 
our board, leadership and culture effectiveness team, says: 
“Having a strong and crystal-clear purpose creates energy 
and commitment. Done well, it becomes the blueprint by which 
decision-making at the board and executive level happens 
and provides a time frame for how the organisation operates. 
Growth Generators see purpose as one of the four points of 
the organisational compass alongside strategy, culture and 
results. They use it as a guide on the journey towards achieving 
a sustainable, future-focused business model.”
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   Growth Generators     All respondents

Figure 11: Top investment areas to reach the next stage of growth,  
ranked by Growth Generators (%) 

Vision, culture and purpose

43

38

Technology

47

48

Business regulation

25

27

Increasing market share

35

37

Partnerships

43

43

Market disruption

18

26

Systems and processes

36

36

Talent and innovation

40

41

Brexit strategy

24

24

Brand, marketing and sales

33

39

Risk

37

34

International markets

24

24

Infrastructure and assets

38

33

Governance

17

13

Financial factors

39

38

#1 #6 #11 

#2 #7 #1 2

#3 #8 #1 3

#4 #9 #14 

#5 #1 0 #15 

What do we mean by purpose?
“ The purpose of a great company is its reason for being. It defines its existence and 
contribution to society. It determines its goals and strategy. Underlying it is a set of 
values and beliefs that establish the way in which the company operates. Purpose 
is as fundamental to a corporation as our purposes, values and beliefs are to us as 
individuals.”

 Big Innovation Centre, the Purposeful Company Task Force
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Headcount: 185 
Sector: Technology

Guy Warren believes in balancing 
all aspects of business but focusing 
on four elements of the business: “I 
use the four-box model: financials 
of customers and markets, product 
and service, and people. In my 
eyes, CEOs tend to focus too much 
on the financials when this is the 
outcome of running the business 
properly. If you make decisions for 
maximum profit, you will damage 
the other three boxes. Not investing 
in your people, damaging your 
customers or product – all of those 
fight against profit. If you want 
your profit to rise sustainably, you 
have to feed the other boxes. People 
focus on the short-term profit then 
struggle to maintain, let alone 
increase, it.”

Guy Warren 
CEO, ITRS

Growth insight

Purpose isn’t just words on a website. It is an integral driver of 
all parts of the business – from high-level strategy and decision-
making to client and customer discussions. Management is 
responsible for setting the ‘tone from the top’. 

Consider the following questions:

• Do you have a clearly articulated purpose? How does it create 
long-term value for your business, people, place and planet? 

• What strategies do you have in place to enable your people to 
engage with your purpose, and do they understand their role 
in bringing it to life?

• How do you report on your strategy and measure your 
performance against your stated purpose and strategic targets? 

• What policies do you have in place to ensure the values and 
behaviours of the organisations you work with (across your 
supply chain and strategic partnerships) are aligned to your 
purpose? 

• Would your customers recognise you as a purpose-driven 
business? If so, how would they describe your purpose? How 
do you capture this? 

Considerations
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GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS:

Alan Dale 
Head, Business Consulting, Grant Thornton

“ If you want to boost market presence to become one of the top performers in 
your market – where you’ll get the best returns – that’s about having a real focus 
on driving the top line and doing it in a way that delivers bottom-line profit. 
Growth Generators understand the value of non-organic growth through M&A 
and strategic alliances to turbocharge their growth. Growth Generators therefore 
need to be experts not only in their own core business, they need to be experts in 
M&A and alliances.”

GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS

Invested in  
top-line growth 
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When a step change is required, 50% of our Growth Generators 
invest in top-line growth compared with just 31% of average 
businesses and 28% of low-to-no growth businesses. When they 
are ready to grow, Growth Generators make bold, strategic moves.

Jump-started by M&A 
To grow the top line, organic growth is the primary growth 
strategy for two-thirds of respondents (65%, one to two years, 
and 64%, three to five years). But for Growth Generators, 
organic growth is not enough on its own. Over the next one 
to two years, 66% of Growth Generators see M&A as their 
number one strategic top-line growth priority, and this goes 
up to 70% in the next three to five years. Gordon Wilson, from 
software provider Advanced, told us: “We have just started our 
M&A engine in earnest and we’re about to acquire a number of 
businesses in the coming months. M&A will be a strategic driver 
to accelerating our cloud portfolio.”

Shaun O’Callaghan, Head of our restructuring and debt 
advisory team, says M&A can offer access to so much more than 
just funding: “M&A is the most effective way to deliver scale at 
speed. Given the need for UK firms to up their game and look 
outside the domestic market for growth, M&A can provide access 
to new markets and insight.”

But doing the right deals isn’t the end of the story, doing deals 
right is critical. Shaun adds: “M&A doesn’t have to be high-risk 
– with the right integration programme in place companies can 
protect and realise value quickly. Firms can often underestimate 
the scale of this task – Growth Generators recognise that 
regardless of their background or sector, they are now in the 
M&A business.”

Making an M&A deal work is a complex matter and integration 
is critical says Amardeep Gill, partner at law firm Trowers & 
Hamlins. “Integration of cultural values between individuals 
within different organisations is very difficult and the only way 
that you can do that is by leading from the front. You have to be 
clear about your values, purpose and culture and then you have 
to constantly display those values and cultural behaviours.”

Karen Campbell-Williams, Partner in our tax team says: “As 
part of the integration process, it is crucial to identify the 
key directors and employees that you will need to retain and 
incentivise to ensure that you maximise the synergies and 
values. This is particularly true when diversifying vertically 
into business streams or markets where there is less corporate 
knowledge. Private equity and other investors will commonly 
use sweet equity to make sure that key employees are totally 
aligned with the growth strategy, and that is equally important 
when M&A is fuelling business growth. It can be a difficult call 
for owners of privately held businesses to give up equity to 
reward key people, but giving up a slice of the action can result 
in much higher value in the medium term.”

A focus on top-line 
sustainable growth 
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Headcount: 92 
Sector: Industrial and engineering

Bob James founded AerFin in 2010 and sold 80% of the 
company to CarVal Investors in 2014. He says that smooth 
integration comes from winning hearts and minds: “The 
M&A situation means you’re inevitably faced with change 
management; you’ve got different companies with different 
ways of working, cultural differences, etc. There are two 
ways to approach this. You can have a revolution and force 
through a lot of change imposing new ways of working. 
My approach to the M&A side of things was evolution. 
We sought to keep people motivated, reassured and fully 
engaged in an open and transparent process. They were 
given a lot of empowerment in terms of the decision-
making and as a result, all of the existing directors and 
team remained with the business despite role changes and 
reorganisations.”

Headcount: 400 
Sector: Business support services

M&A has fuelled success at consumer outsourcing partner 
Ceuta Group. Edwin Bessant explains that this approach is 
now an integral part of their business expansion allowing 
the company to deliver a unique added value ‘Integrated 
Platform of services’ to meet the future needs of the 
industry: “We have undertaken seven acquisitions since 
we started up and investigated many others. It’s such an 
important part of our growth strategy. Supporting this 
initiative, we’ve developed a stand-alone M&A team to 
focus on the commercial evaluations, implementation and 
construction of the deals. The M&A department also allows 
the heads/CEOs of each business to remain focused on 
their business and not get distracted.” 

Bob James 
Managing Director, AerFin

Edwin Bessant 
CEO, Ceuta Group

Growth insight

Fuelled by external investment
Growth Generators aren’t just more open to doing deals, 
they’re also more open to taking on external investment to 
reach their next stage of growth. Nearly half the Growth 
Generators sought some sort of external investment and not 
just from a bank (private equity/venture capital (PE/VC), 47%; 
bank, 40%; and crowdsourcing, 35%) to achieve their latest 
step change in growth (see figure 12). In today’s climate, most 
organisations will not be able to get all the funding they need 
from the bank. Yet, many businesses still worry about giving up 
full control of their business. This mindset could be holding them 
back from growth.

Robert Hannah says: “It’s a legacy going back to before the 
financial crisis in the UK in particular when debt was cheap 
and very available. There was a 10–15 year period where lots 
of businesses were able to grow using bank debt and didn’t 
have to give up equity. That situation is different now, but it has 
taken a long time for it to filter through to businesses.”

While the availability of external finance from banks may be 
tight, there is significant capital available from other forms of 
external funding.

David Ascott, Partner in our corporate finance team, says: “The 
reality is there’s no shortage of capital for interesting growth 
purposes. Private equity firms have a huge amount of funds 
they are looking to invest, with one player, Business Growth 
Fund, doing 60 deals a year. But many companies are not 
building a coherent business case on which to raise money. 
There are deals to be had. But many firms just don’t know how 
to make themselves attractive for those deals.” 



How growth  
was made

Invested 
in top-line 
revenue

1

2

3

4

5

(60/119 
respondents)

(314/1,000 
respondents)

(107/386 
respondents)

Growth 
Generators

All respondents Total low-to-no 
growth business

Figure 12: Strategy to get to next stage in growth

50% 31% 28%

Took investment  
– PE/VC Cut costs 

Sought advice – 
professionals 

Sought advice – 
family/friends 

Sales and 
marketing push 

Sales and 
marketing push 

Sought advice – 
professionals 

Sought advice – 
professionals Cut costs 

Took investment 
– bank

Revisited growth 
strategy

Revisited growth 
strategy 

Took investment – 
crowdsourced/peer-
to-peer 

Sought advice – 
peer network 

Sought advice –  
peer network 

45% 41% 45%

43% 41% 41%

40% 39% 40%

35% 38% 39%

47% 41% 45%

Steps taken to increase top-line revenue

Consider the following questions:

• How big can the company become with the 
benefit of new investment?

• If someone gave you £1 million tomorrow  
to drive top-line growth, what would you 
invest it in?

• Who is managing M&A effectively within 
your organisation or could a specialist  
M&A team help?

• How has your purpose shaped your  
M&A strategy?

• How much control and equity are you willing 
to give up if external investment is necessary 
for growth? 

• How frequently do you review the business 
case for external investment?

• How will you ensure operating profit is 
maximised post-integration?

Considerations
Top-line growth is vital if you are to become a leading player 
in your market.
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Mike Beesley 
CEO, Resource Solutions Group

“ Technology doesn’t do what we do, technology 
supports what we do.”

GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS:GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS:GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS

Tech confident

32 Planning for growth
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Only 29% of Growth Generators ranked technology as one of 
their top five barriers to growth. They are confident and ready to 
unleash the potential technology offers.
The average UK business sees technology as their number one 
accelerator and barrier to growth (see figures 4 and 5 on page 
13). The average business also invests in technology as its top 
investment area when trying to reach its next stage in growth 
(see figure 6 on page 14). Our analysis suggests businesses 
understand the importance technology plays in growth but 
lack confidence in their ability to deliver on this promise. 

However, for Growth Generators, the technological picture 
is very different. Technology does not feature in their list of 
top five barriers to growth. Additionally, of those Growth 
Generators who did select technology as a barrier, 63% of 
them were confident in their ability to overcome it (versus 51% of 
low-to-no growth businesses who also selected it as a barrier). 

Richard Joyce, Director in our business consulting team, 
believes technological agility is key to business planning for 
growth. And that plugging into existing platforms and proven 
solutions allows you to buy in best practice, at lower cost 
and more quickly. 

This avoids many of the risks associated with developing and 
owning your own infrastructure. He says: “Cloud is a really 
good example of buying in best practice. We haven’t got to 
buy our own servers, we don’t have to maintain them and 
we haven’t got to build a room to put them in. We’ll just go to 
somebody that could do that for us. You’ve also got an agile 
platform that enables you to react to a customer or market 
change very quickly. And you can apply that example to 
other platforms. Take Amazon for example. Companies use 
the Amazon platform to sell and distribute without any of the 
upfront costs of developing their own platform. This allows them 
to focus on their core business.”

However, he added, there are some risks: “If you do go down 
the more agile route, you’ll naturally exchange more data and 
have more dependency on third parties to protect your data. 
So there’s a trade-off, and it’s vital to ensure suppliers can 
demonstrate their ability to provide a secure interface.” 

One company that has done exactly this and moved to a 
more agile cloud platform to support customers’ changing 
expectations is Advanced. Their CEO Gordon Wilson says: “I 
joined Advanced two years ago and it had some really good 
products, but a number of solutions were legacy systems. This 
autumn we launched two brand-new cloud-based products – a 
financial management system and enterprise solution, offered 
as a cloud-based subscription service.”

Agility not only helps reduce bottom-line costs but can also give 
you a competitive edge that translates into top-line profits.

Wendy Hart, Partner in our technology team, says: “The first 
companies in a market to tech-enable their businesses tend 
to be disruptive and see an uplift in their perceived value. 
For management, a clear understanding of what it is they’re 
seeking to achieve through the application of technology, be 
it back-office or customer-facing systems, will help ensure a 
clear brief to technology vendors and consultants and reduces 
the risk of expensive mistakes. Seeing technology as a core 
part of business strategy and not a cost centre is a first step in 
embracing its potential to unlock growth, and one which can 
pay swift dividends.” 

Technology as an enabler 
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Wendy Hart believes that the right technology model can 
also raise your market value. “One way in which technology 
can be transformative for businesses is in facilitating a 
shift in revenue model. A clear example of this is the move 
of software businesses from a traditional licence fee and 
maintenance model to software as a service (SaaS), where 
customers effectively ‘rent’ the software for a monthly fee, 
a market shift which the cloud has made possible. SaaS 
businesses are valued highly by the market because they 
are replicable and scalable with relatively little investment 
in infrastructure or humans so are capable of very rapid 
growth. Buying software in this way requires little capital 
investment by customers and removes barriers to a sale. 
We are increasingly seeing this ‘as a service’ revenue 
model applied intelligently to non-technology service 
businesses, creating the same scalability and self-service 
paradigm across a wide range of sectors and using existing 
technology platforms to accelerate sustainable growth.”

Headcount: 54 
Sector: Industrial and engineering

Ian Hall of CCS McLays, a provider of packaging and 
consumable outsourcing solutions for the high street, says: 
“As the business moved from small to mid-sized, we invested 
in a new IT system and focused on ensuring ownership of 
constantly improving our processes. These are business 
essentials and if they’re not up to scratch, tasks can be 
less efficient and accurate, and everything suffers. It might 
not sound like the most interesting element of business but 
having these solid foundations in place allows us to innovate 
and excel across the board – and that’s exciting.” 

Wendy Hart
Partner, Technology 
Grant Thornton

Ian Hall
CEO, CCS McLays

Growth insight

“If you do go down the more agile route, you’ll naturally 
exchange more data and have more dependency on third 
parties to protect your data. So there’s a trade-off and it’s 
vital to ensure suppliers can demonstrate their ability to 
provide a secure interface.”

Richard Joyce
Director, Business Consulting, Grant Thornton
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For a business pursuing ambitious growth plans, technical 
agility is crucial to future-proof for tomorrow’s needs. 

Consider the following questions:

• How will the technology decisions you make today 
support your business in five years’ time?

• Could you become a market disrupter with a new 
technology model?

• Is your technology model affecting the market value of 
your company? 

• Do your current technology providers and platforms have 
the capability to grow with you? 

• If you decide later down the line to move outsourced 
tech solutions in-house, can your providers support the 
transition to in-house delivery if necessary?

• Will your customers be confident in the security provided 
by your outsourced providers? 

• How will the technology solutions you have support 
international growth if that is on your horizon?

Considerations
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Networked 

GROWTH GENERATOR CHARACTERISTICS

Simon Littlewood  
Head, Business Growth Services, Grant Thornton

“ Growth Generators continually refresh and update 
their professional networks to find opportunities, 
collaborations and insights to make better decisions. 
They understand the value of experience from others for 
whom global trade is normal business.”
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Open for growth

The benefits of collaborating
Partnerships for all respondents ranked highly across a number of 
markers. For instance, it ranked jointly with technology as the top 
accelerator to growth at 37%. It’s also the second top investment area 
when respondents pushed to get to their next stage in growth. Two-
fifths (43%) of Growth Generators on their last push for growth sought 
advice from professional advisers and a similar proportion (45%) from 
their friends and family. Growth Generators’ willingness to listen to 
several perspectives, collaborate and adapt when striving for the next 
stage in growth is clearly valuable in achieving their ambitions.

Simon Littlewood, Head of our business growth services team, says: 
“Whatever market you are considering, you can find people with 
experience of trading there previously. Growth Generators and those who 
aspire to be Growth Generators find and use this experience and are 
open to collaborations and partnerships to accelerate speed to market.”

Growth Generators are also open to cross-sector thinking when it comes 
to their offering with 60% looking outside their own sector for growth 
opportunities compared with 48% of low-to-no growth respondents.

Growth Generators pursue growth through collaboration and 
possess a stronger appetite for conducting business overseas.

Headcount: 400 
Sector: Business support services

Ceuta Group seen the benefits of overseas 
expansion with offices based in London, New 
York, Rotterdam and Singapore with a reach 
to over 100-plus international markets through 
Ceuta International (part of the Ceuta Group). 
Edwin Bessant believes collaboration, integrity 
and trust makes this possible: “To expand our 
reach we found like-minded businesses in 
international markets with good leadership 
and a solid track record in delivering to their 
clients’ briefs. We spent considerable time 
getting to know them, then invited them to join 
our alliance through a vigorous process. We 
started in Europe and the alliance is now global 
and it has been a tremendous success – today 
we are managing a high number of leading 
brands across multiple markets.” 

Growth insight
Edwin Bessant 
CEO, Ceuta Group



38 Planning for growth

Building an international 
network 
Like the majority of UK businesses, not many Growth 
Generators are currently doing business overseas 
(16%) – slightly above estimates for the wider business 
population where only 12.9% are trading goods and 
services internationally.19 Political uncertainty is cited as 
the top reason holding the rest of the Growth Generator 
group back from international expansion (45%). However, 
of those businesses not trading internationally, 15% of 
the Growth Generator group say they are planning to do 
so compared with just 9% of all respondents. This slight 
increase in appetite to expand internationally shows a 
higher propensity to reap the benefits of underexploited 
opportunities overseas. 

This likely comes back to having a better understanding of 
overseas regulation. Only 26% of Growth Generators cited 
this as a barrier to international expansion versus 43% of 
all other internationally trading businesses, which might be 
underpinning this more outward-looking approach. 

Robert Hannah says that certain industries think more 
internationally than others. “For instance, the Scottish 
whisky industry has a number of businesses that aren’t that 
big but must trade overseas simply to survive – there isn’t 
enough demand in the UK alone. As a result, the industry 
has built networks, a supply chain and shared learnings 
built up over hundreds of years. This existing base of 
knowledge, relationships and skills, coupled with necessity, 
makes trading internationally business as usual for the 
industry. Not all industries have this luxury, but there is much 
to learn from export-focused sectors.”

 “Once you’ve located a potential overseas market, it’s 
vital to be specific and thorough in your research and get 
yourself out there to meet people. Trade missions can be 
an excellent way to meet potential customers, suppliers 
and buyers. However, it is important to pick the right ones 
to maximise your available time. I have spoken to CEOs 
who have attended trade missions for three years running 
until they have got a good lead. However, I know another 
business leader who met 20 key buyers in one room on 
their first visit to their target market.

“Businesses that have already taken the leap to export 
and global advisers who are connected into the markets 
where you want to expand can really help you set up 
quickly and effectively.”

Charlotte Glanville 
Director, International Business 
Centre, Grant Thornton

Growth insight

19. ‘Annual Business Survey importers and exporters’, ONS, 9 November 2017, https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustry-
andtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/datasets/annualbusinesssurveyimportersandexporters


The right partnerships can accelerate growth 
domestically and internationally. There is a 
cache to being a British brand so companies 
can use this to their advantage when seeking to 
open up new markets.

Consider the following questions:

• If an underdeveloped partnership base has 
acted as a barrier to your growth, what can 
you do to improve this?

• How are you mapping international 
opportunities across your growth strategy 
and focusing your international efforts?

• Who else can you work with that has vested 
interests in international expansion to partner 
with and share risks?

• What plans do you have in place to visit local 
markets, build up your own knowledge and 
international working relationships?

• Have you considered which partners share in 
your purpose and can help you plug into new 
markets?

Considerations

Headcount: 40
Sector: Industrial and engineering

Poonam Gupta thinks having a strong business 
case and aligning goals is key to success: “The 
difficulty is not finding the right companies to 
partner with in other markets but convincing 
these companies why a partnership would 
work for them. You have to make a strong case. 
In order to do this, it’s vital to understand the 
culture and businesses you are targeting and 
demonstrate where you have mutual goals.”

She also points out the importance of building 
networks on a continual basis: “Even when 
a lead does not translate into custom or 
partnership, always ask that lead if they can 
point you to who can. It will give you another 
lead. And that way your leads never dry out. 
That approach has helped me to grow my 
business in various countries.”

Growth insight

Poonam Gupta, OBE
Founder, PG Paper  
Company
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Growth Generators’ confidence is underpinned 
by key characteristics that provide the 
foundations for a growth mindset – they 
are purpose-driven, invested in the top-line 
growth, tech confident and networked.
However, even Growth Generators are held back by a lack of leadership on brand, marketing 
and sales. Sue Best, Acting Director of our brand, marketing and communications team, says: 
“Our research shows that UK businesses, even Growth Generators, know brand, marketing and 
sales are key to growth but lack confidence in these areas. UK businesses need to communicate 
a clear sense of their purpose and values to stand out from the crowd. Given how business-critical 
brand, marketing and sales are, they need to be represented at board level. This will be vital if the UK is 
to maintain its position as one of the world’s most vibrant economies and compete on a global stage.”

Even in uncertain times, private sector companies have a large degree of control over their own 
destiny. The ambition must be to encourage more business leaders to think and act like Growth 
Generators to unlock the full growth potential of the UK economy.

To boldly grow 
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About our research

We would like to thank the 
1,000 survey respondents 
who participated in this 
research. We also express 
our sincere appreciation to 
the 15 senior executives who 
gave up their time to take 
part in qualitative interviews 
with our research team. 

Survey methodology
Our growth survey was conducted between August and 
September 2017. We heard from 1,000 business owners, CEOs, 
chief financial officers (CFOs) or chief strategy officers (CSOs)  
at businesses with turnover of £10 million to £1 billion. 

Demographics of respondents are as follows:
• five roles: owners (9%); managing directors (55%); CEOs 

(14%); CFOs (18%); and CSOs (4%) 

• eight industries: business support services (19%); 
consumer (18%); energy and natural resources (8%); 
financial services (8%); healthcare (5%); industrial 
and engineering (17%); technology, media and 
communications (10%); and real estate (16%)

• 12 regions: London (28%); South East (12%); South West 
(4%); East Midlands (4%); West Midlands (7%); East of 
England (4%); North East (4%); North West (8%); Yorkshire 
and Humber (6%); Scotland (11%); Wales (8%); and 
Northern Ireland (4%)

• five size bands by turnover: £10 million–£25 million 
(30%); £26–£100 million (32%); £101 million–£250 million 
(23%); £251–£500 million (7%); and £501–£1 billion (8%) 

• seven age groups: 1–2 years (1%); 3–5 years (13%); 
6–10 years (16%); 11–15 years (18%); 16–20 years (12%); 
21–30 years (15%); and 31+ years (25%)
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Statistics
The study was designed to provide data reliable to +/− 3% at 
a 95% confidence interval on all findings for the total sample. 
This will vary depending on the base size of the sample 
answering each question.

Definition of the Growth  
Generator group
This group was based on respondents who cited in the survey 
their turnover had increased by 20% or more in the last year. 
Within this group, 83% showed consistent growth over the past 
three years when comparing turnover rates with Companies 
House published reports. We note 25% of this group were 
established in the last five years, and levels of growth within 
these years are more liable to fluctuations while the company 
is establishing itself. 

Growth analysis
Calculation of latent growth potential (if businesses were 
to overcome barriers/leverage accelerators)
In order to estimate the amount of latent growth potential, the 
following calculation and methodology were implemented:

1 For each respondent in our survey, we determined their 
estimated turnover based on the turnover banding in which 
they self-identified their business as sitting. Given this was 
a banding, we took the mid-point value. For example, a 
company specifying a turnover banding of £10–£25 million 
will have an estimate of £17.5 million.

2 This turnover figure was then multiplied by the businesses’ 
estimate of how much they would grow if they were able to 
overcome the barriers they face over the next year.

3 This calculation was applied for each individual respondent. 
This enabled us to calculate average growth figures for 
businesses in different size bands.

4 Using Bureau van Dijk’s Fame, we calculated the business 
population counts reflecting the sample selection criteria 
adopted for the survey, namely:
a. business turnover between £10 million and £1 billion
b. excluding businesses in the not-for-profit and public 

sectors
c. excluding companies based in the Republic of Ireland
d. domestically active, top-level companies, ie excluding 

subsidiaries and foreign-owned businesses.

5 These population numbers were then multiplied with the 
average turnover growth figures calculated at step 3. The 
aggregate of this stage provided a total latent turnover 
growth figure.

6 To translate these turnover figures to gross value added 
(GVA) we used a GVA:turnover ratio taken from the Annual 
Business Survey produced by the Office for National 
Statistics. 

7 It should be noted that no adjustment was made to these 
figures to account for displacement or wider economic 
multiplier effects.

Interviewees
We also conducted in-depth interviews with 15 CEOs and/or 
managing directors from high-growth companies, academics 
and market commentators.

Amardeep Gill, Partner, Trowers & Hamlins LLP

Poonam Gupta, OBE, Founder, PG Paper Company Ltd

Tony Clish, Commercial Director, Park Holidays UK Ltd

Edwin Bessant, CEO, Ceuta Group

James Perry, Co-founder, COOK Trading Ltd 

Gordon Wilson, CEO, Advanced

Guy Warren, CEO, ITRS Group Ltd

Paul Baines, Professor of Political Marketing, Cranfield School 
of Management

Mark Gould, CEO, Wholebake Limited

Huw Williams, Principal, SAMI Consulting 

Bob James, Managing Director, AerFin Limited

Ian Hall, CEO, CCS McLays

Mike Beesely, CEO, Resource Solutions Group

Mark Phillips, Group Financial Director, Taylor Maxwell 
Group Ltd

Glynn Robinson, Managing Director, BJSS Limited



We believe a vibrant economy is one that realises 
the shared potential of businesses, cities, people and 
communities across the country. It is an economy 
founded on trust and integrity in markets, one that 
unlocks sustainable growth in dynamic organisations 
and creates environments in which people, 
communities and business can thrive.
Throughout the year we set out an ambitious programme of work designed to use this convening power to 
identify connections, insights and actions to drive value for our clients, our communities and our business.

Critically, the programme is based on an approach that looks at what is working, finds shared purpose and 
enables collaboration to share ideas and resources to make things happen. We have been inspired and 
energised by the input of over 1,500 people in this programme over the last year.
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Our purpose in action



The vibrant economy programme so far

100 
faces of a  
vibrant economy 
Group of leaders 
celebrated for their 
dedication to vibrancy

1,500
participants
Includes individuals from 
across the public, private 
and third sectors

800 
companies  
involved
Cross-sector businesses  
of all shapes and sizes

7
Live Labs
Active city workshops 
bringing together 300 
people at a time

324 
local authority 
areas 
Analysed in our  
Vibrant Economy Index

12 
round tables 
In-depth thematic debates

13
commissioners 
Our team of trusted  
vibrant economy advisers
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Our contributors

Robert Hannah
Head of Growth,
Strategic Leadership Team 

Richard Joyce
Director, Business Consulting

Wendy Hart
Partner, Technology

Karen Brice
Director, Board, Leadership 
and Culture Effectiveness

Alan Dale
Head of Business Consulting

Shaun O’Callaghan
Head of Restructuring  
and Debt Advisory

David Ascott
Partner, Corporate Finance

Karen Campbell-Williams
Partner, Tax

Simon Littlewood
Head of Business  
Growth Services

Charlotte Glanville
Director, International 
Business Centre

Sue Best
Acting Director, 
Brand, Marketing and 
Communications

To take the next step with us on your growth journey, 
visit grantthornton.co.uk/planningforgrowth
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