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Foreword

Seeking input from a broad cross-section of family 

firms in the UK, the findings are in and provide some 

interesting perspectives on family business finance.

Family Business United is committed to championing 

the family business sector and uncovering new 

insights to help the broader sector move forward 

to achieve their goals.  We hope that this piece of 

research is of interest, and as always, welcome your 

feedback and thoughts.

 

Paul Andrews
Founder & Managing Director

Family Business United

Over the years, much has been written about the sources 

and availability of finance to family firms and their propensity 

to borrow or seek alternative investment in the business.  

As such, we decided to explore the matter further as we were  

interested in exploring not only the sources of finance available  

but also to gauge whether the UK family business community  

had access to the funds required or indeed, if they felt  

constrained by lack of availability of such funds.
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Family businesses tend to take a 

cautious approach to the area of 

finance in the business, as they 

do with many other business 

areas, focusing on the long term 

stewardship of the business and 

protecting the ‘family assets’ for 

future generations.  Family firms are 

renowned for their long term view 

and the focus on passing on the 

business in a better position than 

the one they took over remains a 

core objective for many.

Of course there are exceptions but today, as 

expected, bank loans and overdrafts are by far 

the most significant source of finance used by 

family firms across the UK.  The recent economic 

downturn and the challenges that the banking 

and financial sectors faced do not appear to have 

had a major impact as just under three-quarters 

of all businesses make use of banking facilities 

in the financing of their business.  Other sources 

of finance such as asset finance (40%) and hire 

purchase/leasing (42.5%)  are also amongst the 

most used.

Managing the business and balancing the risk of 

finance with the desire to protect the business, 

and the added pressure for some of having the 

family name above the door, may also go some 

way as to explaining the limited introduction 

of other sources of finance, such as non-family 

shareholders (5%), business angels (2.5%) and 

that none of the respondents have any private 

equity stakes in their business either.

Going forward, family firms would appear open 

to change and in terms of finance this could 

mean the introduction of equity finance by way 

of investment from either a fellow family business 

or a family office, and it is a positive stance that 

family firms appear to be taking in this respect, 

albeit with the caveat that it would most likely be 

for a minority stake.

Overall, in summary, the family business sector 

is making use of the sources of finance available 

and it would not appear that either the types of, 

or availability of finance, is of significant concern 

to family businesses across the UK today.

Executive 
Summary
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Key findings

do not think access 

to finance is an issue 

for family businesses

35%

Bank loans 
and overdrafts 
remain most 
significant 
source of 
finance used

35%
would consider 
investment from a family 
office/family business

42.5% 
felt access to 
finance is an issue 
facing family firms

Private equity is the least used 
source of finance today
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The 
Findings
Historically, family businesses have typically 

demonstrated caution when it comes to the 

business in terms of finance and even today 

there are many examples where there is a 

heavy reliance on debt finance (bank loans and 

overdrafts) and retained reserves to finance the 

ongoing business activities.

In fact when asked, bank loans and overdrafts 

were by far the most significant source of 

finance used by family businesses in the UK 

today, although there are other sources of 

finance that are being used (figure 1).

Bank Loans 
and Overdrafts

72.5%

Hire 

Purchase/Leasing

42.5%

Asset Finance

40%

Government Grants

22.5%

Investment from  

Family Shareholders

22.5%

Factoring and Invoice 

Discounting

20% Mortgages

20%
Investment from  

Non-Family Shareholders 

5%

Business Angels

2.5%

Figure 1 –  Sources of Finance Used By UK Family Firms
 % Businesses Using This Finance Option



Family businesses are also content to use hire 

purchase agreements, leasing and asset finance 

in order to fund their operations and over one-

fifth source grants from government agencies to 

help them achieve their growth ambitions.

If possible, there is an ongoing desire to keep any 

investment in the business within the family and 

as such, the survey shows that investment from 

family shareholders is preferred over their non-

family counterparts.

Historically, the sources of finance available to 

family firms as they started out in business may 

explain to a certain extent the prevalence of bank 

loans and overdrafts currently in use too. When 

starting out in the first instance, businesses are 

often financed either by the founders themselves 

and/or friends and family and it is only when 

the business is more established, with the 

appropriate governance and financial structures 

and documents in place that they can move on 

to seek bank finance. In many cases, especially 

for the smaller family firm this is the extent 

to which they are prepared to seek financial 

support for their business, preferring to finance 

any additional needs with the profits generated 

and investment from the family.  

 

However, for the growing and larger family firms, 

there are more sources of finance available as 

reflected in the research results although there 

is still a well documented ‘equity gap’ in the 

market where some options are less available.  

These include venture capital as the venture 

capital sector is rarely interested in investing 

small amounts and as such there is a conflict 

between their wants and a family business with a 

reluctance to relinquish control, and the ability to 

raise money on the capital markets tends to be 

better suited to the larger family firms.

The Scottish Family Business Top 100 | 7

Figure 2 - Do you think that access to finance 
is an issue facing family firms in the UK today?

Yes

42.5%

No

35%

Don’t know

22.5%
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Family businesses across the UK seem to be 

content with the availability of finance to their 

businesses with less than half believing it is an 

issue in the current climate.

Although not a large number, there are 

family firms that are seeking investment from 

‘outsiders’, be they non-family  shareholders or 

business angels and when asked specifically, just 

over a third expressed at least a possible interest 

in an investment in their business from a fellow 

family business or family office.  

There is a trend currently with more family office 

structures and investment offices that have 

spun out of family businesses, some following 

the sale of a business, looking to invest in family 

firms.  Family firms are seen as good investment 

opportunities for various reasons and it is great 

to see a receptive ear from the family business 

community themselves, although we should be 

mindful of the fact that 37.5% of all respondents 

would never consider investment from either a 

fellow family business or a family office.

Family businesses remain cautious in their 

approach to the source and use of finance 

in their business but there would appear to 

be adequate finance available currently for 

businesses to finance their operations and 

continue to trade as they wish.  

However, some 42.5% of respondents cited 

the availability of funding as an issue for their 

business so it is a concern in some cases.

When talking to family business owners around 

the UK it is apparent from many of the current 

generation at the helm that they see themselves 

as custodians for future generations and there 

does seem to be some reluctance to take on 

‘riskier’ sources of finance associated with an 

inherent desire to pass the business on to the 

next generation in a ‘sounder’ financial state than 

when they took it over themselves.

Inevitably, there are bound to be exceptions but 

family firms remain cautious in their approach 

to sources of finance but there is a positive side 

to the results with the availability of finance not 

being an issue to the majority of respondents.

Figure 3 – Would you ever consider investment 
from a fellow family business or family office?

Yes

17.5%

Not sure 

27%

Possibly for a 

minority stake in 

the business

17.5%

No

38%
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We have collated the responses from 104 family firms 
across the UK. Each of these firms completed a short 
questionnaire on the sources of finance they currently 
used and voiced their opinions on the types of finance 
that they might consider using in the future.   

In terms of the respondents, they comprise businesses of all sizes and 

sectors and come from all corners of the UK too:

Methodology

Respondents By Size:

 No %

Less than £1 million turnover 13 12.50

£1 - £5 million 26 25.00

£5 - £10 million 15 14.42

£10 - £20 million 13 12.50

£20 - £50 million 13 12.50

£50 - £100 million 19 18.27

More than £100 million turnover 5 4.81

 104 100.00

Respondent By Sector:

 No %

Manufacturing 22 21.15

Property & Construction 19 18.27

Food & Drink 17 16.35

Retail 12 11.54

Hotel & Leisure 9 8.65

Transport & Logistics 6 5.77

Homes & Gardens 7 6.73

Professional & Financial Services 3 2.88

Creative Industries 6 5.77

Other 3 2.88

 104 100.00

Respondents by Geographical Region:

 No %

London & South East 28 26.92

Scotland 18 17.31

Yorkshire 13 12.50

North West 10 9.62

Northern Ireland 8 7.69

Midlands & Central 8 7.69

East & East Anglia 8 7.69

South & South West 8 7.69

North East 3 2.88

 104 100.00
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About  
Our Sponsors
The Bronfman Family Office
From humble beginnings as an immigrant at the end 

of the nineteenth century, leaving Russia to find a 

better life, Samuel Bronfman began to create what 

would become the leading distiller in North America. 

As a direct recipient of the wealth created by the 

Seagram Company, the Bronfman Family Office 

has expanded by continually reinvesting in various 

ventures across industries.

The Bronfman Family Office firmly believes that 

medium sized family and entrepreneur-owned 

businesses are the backbone of the economy. The 

firm has a track record of successfully partnering 

with such companies, leading direct investments into 

closely held groups, providing growth capital and 

helping diversify risk via shareholder liquidity.

Unlike private equity, the Bronfman Family Office 

makes long-term, minority investments. Not having 

a predetermined fund life and exit strategy gives 

the Bronfman Family Office the flexibility to make 

long-term decisions in the interests of the family 

businesses.

Recently, the Bronfman Family Office expanded 

to Europe, where it sees a clear market gap for its 

unique business model. In Europe, family groups are 

focused on generational transition and rarely want 

to give up control. As such, these families see value 

in strategically partnering with other families rather 

than private equity funds. The Bronfman Family 

Office seeks to establish long-term, high quality 

partnerships.

The Bronfman Family Office also leverages its 

extensive relationships – relationships that have been 

built over generations – with decision makers, senior 

executives, and financiers in multiple industries.

The Bronfman Family Office is opportunistic, 

considering many industries. There is an emphasis 

on market leaders and asset backing, coupled with 

strong management teams with proven track records. 

47 Mount Street

London, W1K 2HH

info@bronfman.co.uk
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About  
FBU
Since being founded in 2011 Family Business 

United has become an award-winning magazine, 

resource centre and events organisation 

championing the contribution that family 

businesses make to the global economy. FBU is 

an innovative community with family businesses 

at the heart of all that we do – irrespective of 

their size, age or sector, and was formed out of 

the passion of our founder, Paul Andrews, for the 

sector together with over 20 years experience 

of working with and in various family firms and 

advisory organisations with family business clients.

Unlike other organisations, FBU is a resource for 

all, family businesses of all sizes and sectors, and 

their advisers, helping to raise the profile of the 

contribution that family businesses make, to dispel 

the myths surrounding the sector, and sharing 

insights, research and tools to help family firms 

deal with the unique issues they face too. FBU is a 

non-advisory organisation and as such works with 

professional advisory organisations and academic 

institutions around the world to source content 

and share articles, insights and events to enhance 

the knowledge available to family businesses and 

their advisers. As a collaborative multi-media 

outlet we work to share materials that matter, that 

can  make a difference, and help family business 

owners realise that they are not alone, and that 

they can learn from the experiences of others.  

We are one of the most active family business 

community participants in social  media activities 

globally with regards to family business too and 

continue to break new ground with innovative 

ways to champion the family business sector.

The team behind FBU have developed a great 

network around the world and have been 

involved with some of the leading family business 

organisations on the global platform – with Paul 

Andrews sitting on the FFI London Conference 

Advisory Board in 2015, regularly being a panel 

member on the STEP Private Client Award for 

Family Business Adviser of the Year, being a judge 

for the UK Private Business Awards and regularly 

being quoted in the press.   

Our network continues to grow and open up more 

opportunities to fly the flag for the family business 

sector here in the UK, to dispel the myths around 

family firms and to continue to raise the profile for 

the contribution they make. Family business is at 

the heart of all that we do so if you are interested 

in getting involved, want to find out more, become 

a member of Family Business United, or simply 

want to send us your family business news, please 

do not hesitate to contact us:

Paul Andrews

Family Business United

07718 001179

paul@familybusinessunited.com

www.familybusinessunited.com



Contact us

Please do not hesitate to contact us if we can be 

of any assistance.

Paul Andrews

Founder & Managing Director

Family Business United

The Cliftons

49 Pendenza

Cobham

Surrey KT11 3BY

07718 001179

paul@familybusinessunited.co.uk

@FamilyBizPaul

www.familybusinessunited.com


