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The state should help kickstart a micro-enterprise revolution  

UK government should treat micro-enterprise as a separate sector and boost its funding, says startup guru 

Tony Robinson  

In our digital economy it is as cheap as chips to start and run a global business. However, government and 

large corporations could do more to support new micro-enterprises (which have less than nine employees). 

Nearly one in six of the UK workforce is running their own micro-enterprise and it will be one in five by 

2020. Most of the innovation, creativity and growth in the economy come from the 5m strong, micro-

enterprise sector. At least half a million micro-enterprises start each year. 

The digital world is our lobster 

Digital technology makes it easier, cheaper, safer and smarter to start up your own business than any time in 

history. In the UK there are 40% more micro-enterprises than there were in 2000. All other business types 

have experienced static or negative growth. 

Twenty years ago to start a business we needed expensive equipment, leased premises, cars, staff, 

insurances, an accountant, solicitor, broker, professional and trade association memberships and a huge 

direct marketing and travel/events budget. Today each partner, in different towns, has a small office and 

there is a cheap or free app for everything to do with our business. 

There is a free YouTube video showing you how to use everything and online trading (eBay, Amazon, Etsy) 

and communications (Google+, Vonage, Skype) platforms allow us to test, trade and go global. 

We buy other people's services by the hour (on Peopleperhour and Freelancer). Most of our marketing is 

cheap, digital, social, per click or plug-and-play. We now have no employees but a superbly talented, 

creative and collaborative team of business owner friends. 

What the government shouldn't do 

http://www.peopleperhour.com/?gclid=CJa2673Tn8ACFUvpwgodL2IA8g
https://www.freelancer.co.uk/


The government knows the micro-enterprise boom will continue whatever it does or doesn't. However it 

must stop rehashing old schemes. For example: 

The average government start up loan (£5,330) is nearly half of what the average business owner will earn in 

their first 12 months and 10 times more than the average cost to start a business. This is because it is based 

on business plans rather than today's small steps trading model and because the more money the provider 

lends the more they make. 

They should stop running schemes aimed at finding and funding the "high growth businesses" of the future. 

This is because, government providers cannot pick winners, even if they're all dragons. Also, micro-

enterprise is not big business and most are not about employing and managing people. 

What the government should do 

Around 6% of startups become substantial businesses. Policies to help all new micro-enterprise owners 

survive would bring a massive return. Over 85% could survive with the right support. 

Micro-enterprise owners, from countries where it is great to start and run your own business, always point 

out to me the high costs and barriers to "going it alone" in the UK. Government does have influence with 

large corporations. It gives many of them large amounts of money each year. It could, ask all large 

corporations receiving public funds to pay their suppliers within 30 days – instead of the current 68 day 

average. 

Government could reduce the cost of start-ups' energy, transport, telecoms and broadband. It could remove 

barriers to global trading with free Wi-Fi in public places and on public transport and reduce the cost of 

compliance with legislation across the board. It could provide tax incentives to start a business while in a job 

or in education. 

Micro-enterprise should be treated by the government as a separate sector. It is crazy that the 95% of 

businesses that are micro get less than 5% of the government's business support. 

What do we need? 

We need large corporations supplying micro-enterprise owners to appreciate it is good business to treat them 

fairly. For example, this year 99% of Lloyds Bank suppliers' bills will be paid within 30 days. 

Virgin is doing great things. We need more disruptive, high profile entrepreneurs who have achieved global 

success to change our enterprise education system and pre-start support. It must be grassroots stuff like 

Victoria Lennox has achieved with Start-up Canada. Everyone should have the know-how, know-who and 

digital skills to start and run their own business. 

Stefan Topfer of Win Web has introduced Win Web hubs into colleges so that students and the local 

community can test their ideas and start and run their enterprises. I think we also need a Dr Lim Kokwing of 

Malaysia to transform our education system. He is an entrepreneur credited with leading Malaysian 

enterprise and economic growth. He even, has his own, non-elitist, university where all the students are part 

of a global classroom. 

There are many independent business owners in many countries that do enterprise better than we do in 

Britain, who can help us. I'm talking about a micro-enterprise revolution. 

Tony Robinson OBE is co-founder of the Enterprise Rockers CIC 
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Here's how the Government can help the micro-business boom 

When I left a director-level job at a UK subsidiary of a US corporate giant in 1986 with my colleague, Clare Francis, to 

start a micro-business we didn’t have a clue what we were doing.  
     

New micro-enterprises provide most new jobs. They do more for their communities than larger companies and their 

employees are happier. 

 By Tony Robinson 

4:21PM BST 06 Jun 2013 

This was despite having post-graduate business qualifications and an award-winning, bank-pleasing business 

plan. Our adviser was a retired corporate executive – useless. We made £12,000 in our first two years. We’re 

still here.  

In 1971, when I went to university, there were fewer than 1m micro-businesses in the UK. Today, there are 

4.55m, each of them with nine employees or fewer, and they make up 95pc of all UK business. One in seven 

working adults is running their own business; by 2020 the number may be as high as one in five.  

Around 500,000 micro-businesses start up every year – that’s 40pc more than in 2000 – while all other sizes 

of business have remained static or even fallen.  

Large companies have been in a jobs meltdown for many years and the lack of traditional job opportunities, 

together with a desire to control one’s own destiny (my latest Kindle book is called Freedom from Bosses 

Forever) with work hours that suit, in a place that suits, have combined to fuel the micro-business 

phenomenon.  

New micro-enterprises provide most new jobs and most of the innovation and creativity. They do more for 

their communities than larger companies and their employees are happier, too.  

These 4.5m businesses provide 32pc of private sector employment and 20pc of private sector turnover. 

Micro-businesses are far more important than small and medium-sized enterprises with between 10 and 249 

employees.  

However, there is no level playing field. The largest companies, year on year, employ less as a proportion of 

the UK workforce and pay less, year on year, in corporation tax, yet 95pc of all government employment 

support and training funding goes to the largest 5pc of UK businesses. Moreover, larger companies on 

average take 68 days to pay their bills – a killer for micro-business.  

Lord Young, the Prime Minister’s enterprise adviser, and Chuka Umunna, the shadow business secretary, 

have both publicly recognised the contribution of micro-businesses. This is positive, but whether 

government “gets” enterprise doesn’t matter as much to me as it used to. We’re doing our own thing. Call 

me fickle but fickleness is a family trait. My mother would say she was a “lapsed vegetarian” if she liked the 

look of the meat course more than her pre-ordered vegetarian option.  

Politicians and senior civil servants can’t claim any credit for the micro-businesses phenomenon. Few need 

to learn about it as their career path is usually corporate.  

Most micro-business owners are passionate about their products and services, and most go the extra mile to 

please everyone. They do not like to put their head above the parapet. By inter-trading and collaborating 

with other micro-businesses their dependence on government and big companies reduces.  



But there are some things the Government could do to help. My wish list includes: requiring any beneficiary 

of public funding to pay suppliers within 30 days; reducing energy costs and business rates; providing free 

Wi-Fi in public places; assisting business travel; introducing a more informal employment tribunal system; 

introducing tax incentives so people can try self-employment while in a job.  

These are practical steps other countries are taking to create a positive environment for micro-businesses to 

thrive.  

The growth of B2B service businesses, trading platforms, work hubs, apps and competition has made private 

sector (online and offline) business support low-cost, accessible and effective. It is easier to start a business 

than it was 10 years ago.  

But government start-up support has not improved in those 10 years. Six per cent of all start-ups will 

become substantial, higher growth, employing businesses. It is in the national interest to increase survival 

rates.  

Some estimates suggest that only 50pc survive the first year and 20pc survive three years. Yet I know that 

many thousands of start-ups, when given the right support, including test trading, and good filtering of those 

not ready to start, achieve a survival rate of 80pc after three years.  

The private sector can achieve this success rate. Everyone, including those being lured off benefits, deserves 

professional support, with test trading, for the first 18 months of their enterprise. After 18 months, the 

business owner will know more than their adviser.  

Last year, I co-founded, with Tina Boden, Enterprise Rockers CIC, a massive, free-to-join, global, self-help 

community. We run our own businesses while helping each other. Our micro-businesses are our passion; a 

self-help organisation gives us a better chance of surviving and thriving than government, banks or big 

companies ever will.  

Social media and the Enterprise Rockers Community are making micro-business owners increasingly aware 

of their contribution to the economy. The growth and importance of micro-businesses is a modern 

phenomenon but, to coin a phrase, you ain’t seen nothing yet.  

Tony Robinson OBE has been a successful micro-business owner for more than 25 years and is co-founder 

of Enterprise Rockers (www.enterpriserockers.co.uk), which supports micro-enterprises  

 


