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Investing for success in 2016
The owner managed business view: shipping and transport

Owner-managed businesses (OMBs) 
operating in the shipping and 
transport (S&T) sector expressed 
considerable optimism about their 
prospects for 2016 when surveyed 
at the end of 2015. 

This was despite the many challenges and 

risks they perceived facing their businesses, 

particularly in relation to the state of the global 

economy, international competition and  

skills shortages. 

In response to such risks, S&T OMBs are 

particularly focused in 2016 on training staff, 

expanding their UK customer base, investing in 

new technology and seeking to reduce costs. 

This report highlights S&T OMBs’ perceptions 

of business performance in 2015, as well as 

their expectations for 2016, the risks they face 

and the strategies they will explore when 

pursuing growth in the months ahead. 

We conducted an online 
survey of OMBs. We analysed 
466 responses, including 28 
from businesses in the S&T 
sector. Respondents were 
based across the UK and were 
senior personnel within their 
businesses – primarily founders 
and owners, chief executives 
and managing directors, or 
other high-level directors.

Survey background

Richard Greiner 

Shipping Partner 

Moore Stephens

Philip Bird

Transport Partner 

Moore Stephens

Mark Lamb

Head of OMB 

Moore Stephens
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OMBs in the S&T 
sector were more 
likely than OMBs 
overall to report 
that their business 
performed better 
than expected  
in 2015



5The owner managed business view: shipping & transport

Shipping and transport business 
performance in 2015

OMBs in the S&T sector were more likely 

than OMBs overall to report that their 

business performed better than expected in 

2015, 43% doing so compared to 38% of 

all OMBs surveyed. 

However, they were also more likely to 

report worse than expected performance 

– 25% of S&T OMBs doing so, compared to 

18% overall. S&T OMB respondents who 

experienced better than expected 

performance cited a number of reasons, 

such as:

• strong growth in the London market and 

international projects;

• more stable USD-GBP exchange rates;

• a buoyant construction sector creating 

demand for services;

• increased client demand generally;

• improved profit margins; 

• reduced impact from lower oil prices. 

 

S&T OMBs disappointed by their 2015 

performance referred to issues such as:

• lower than expected charter rates;

• too many ships in circulation; 

• a downturn in projects in the oil sector.
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Expectations for 2016

However, 14% of S&T OMBs said they 

expected 2016 to be worse than 2015, a 

slightly larger percentage than the 10% of 

OMBs in the total survey group. Reasons 

cited by S&T OMBs included the impact of 

the oil price fall and lower charter rates. 

Among OMBs operating in the S&T sector, 

78% expressed confidence about the 

general outlook for 2016, a result closely 

aligned to that for all survey participants 

(77%). Similarly, 71% of S&T OMBs 

expressed confidence that they would hit 

their revenue targets for 2016, compared to 

73% of the total survey group. However, 

confidence levels among S&T OMBs dropped 

slightly in relation to hitting profit targets, 

with 60% expressing confidence compared 

to 68% of OMBs across all sectors. 

When asked how they thought 2016 would 

compare to 2015, S&T OMBs appeared 

relatively positive: 71% expected 2016 to be 

a better year (including 21% expecting a 

‘much better’ year), compared to 66% in the 

overall survey. 

S&T OMBs who expected 2016 to be a 

better year based their optimism on a range 

of factors, including:

• organic growth;

• the impact of integrating a strategic 

acquisition;

• continuing growth in UK and  

international markets;

• signs of recovery among US clients;

• the achievement of significant cost 

savings;

• hopes for improved shipping and  

freight rates.

 Richard Greiner,  
 Moore Stephens shipping  
 partner, thinks that   
 optimism levels among 
shipping businesses may have dropped 
slightly since the OMB survey closed in 
late December 2015. “There has been 
some erosion since the end of the 2015 
calendar year,” he says. Moore 
Stephens’ separate global shipping 
confidence survey found that, in 
February 2016, the average confidence 
level expressed by respondents in the 
markets in which they operate had 
fallen to the lowest level since the first 
survey in May 2008. Although the 
shipping confidence survey is a global 
survey, as opposed to the UK-based 
OMB survey, its findings suggest that 
market conditions remain challenging. 

 Philip Bird,  
 Transport Partner at  
 Moore Stephens   
 senses that confidence 
levels, especially among logistics 
businesses generally may have 
weakened over the last few months. 
“Businesses are feeling price and cost 
pressures,” he says. 
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Risks concerning S&T 
OMBs in 2016

Risks on the OMB radar

International 
competition46%

27%

Employee skills 
shortage46%

45%

Regulation in 
your sector43%

28%

Strength of 
UK economy39%

52%

Availability 
of external finance36%

16%

Domestic 
competition32%

53%

Strength  
of global  
economy57%

33%

Exchange rate 
fluctuations29%

25%

Security or 
terrorist threat25%

10%

Increase in national 
minimum wage14%

11%

Pension auto 
environment11%

13%

Interest rate 
fluctuations11%

13%

Personal 
tax  
environment7%

16%
Technology 
change4%

16%

Business tax 
environment11%

25%

We gave survey participants a list of possible risks 

and asked them to pick five that they consider a 

concern to their business in 2016. The resulting 

risk ranking for S&T OMBs is strikingly different to 

that for OMBs overall. The international nature of 

many S&T businesses comes through strongly, 

with the sector identifying the strength of the 

global economy as their biggest risk, with 

international competition ranked equal second. 

These were placed fourth and sixth respectively 

by OMBs overall. Domestic competition was the 

top-ranked risk for OMBs across all sectors, but 

only came seventh in the rankings for S&T OMBs. 

Overall

Shipping and transport

Key:
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“In shipping, transport and logistics, 

generally the international market place 

is a lot more important than the domestic 

one,” says Richard Greiner. “In shipping, for 

example, it’s the whole market that impacts 

the wellbeing of the business.” Philip Bird 

agrees. “Most logistics businesses, even if 

just operating in the UK, are dependent on 

the global economy and how well it does,” 

he says. “Uncertainties about China and 

commodity prices are all reflected in the 

survey result in the fact that the strength of 

the global economy and international 

competition came first and third in the risks 

identified by shipping and transport OMBs.” 

Employee skills shortages were ranked equal 

second by S&T OMBs (third by OMBs 

overall), being considered a key risk by 46%. 

“Skills shortages have been an issue in the 

sector for the last two years,” says Philip 

Bird. “There is increasing discussion about 

how to deal with this – both how to attract 

more people into the sector and how to give 

people better skills through training.”

S&T OMBs were far more likely than OMBs 

overall (by a difference of 15 percentage 

points) to identify regulation as a key risk. 

“In shipping, regulation is an unfortunate 

fact of life,” says Richard Greiner. New 

regulation is a regular occurrence, so staying 

on top of it can be challenging. “One 

solution is to use outsourced service 

providers for some aspects of regulatory 

compliance,” Richard says. “If you are a 

smaller business, you can outsource 

elements to a third party provider with 

bigger scale, and that can help you achieve a 

lower cost solution. However, if you are the 

principal in a transaction, ultimately the risk 

of regulatory compliance rests with you.” 

Risks on the OMB radar
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Another notable difference between the views 

of S&T OMBs and OMBs overall concerns the 

extent to which they perceived the availability 

of external finance as a risk. Over a third (36%) 

of S&T OMBs saw this as a key risk, placing it 

sixth in the rankings, compared to 16% of 

OMBs overall (who ranked it 11th). “This is 

surprising, because funding of different types is 

available, ranging from asset finance for fleets 

or vehicles through to funding to run the 

business on a day-to-day basis,” says Philip 

Bird. “It may be that banks and other funders 

haven’t been able to communicate that there is 

money out there trying to ‘find a home’. 

However, businesses need to present 

themselves in a ‘bankable’ way.”

Surprisingly, technological change was 

identified as a key risk by only 4% of S&T 

OMBs, putting it bottom of the rankings 

(compared to the 10th position in the total 

survey rankings). “Technological change is 

having a big impact,” says Bird. “It’s evident 

in the growth of home delivery and the way 

that different parts of the supply chain 

connect with each other. Organisations also 

have access to much more customer data. So 

businesses that don’t keep up with 

developments in technology will lose out in 

the long term.” Linked with technological 

change, cyber risk management is another 

issue that management teams need to 

address to protect the long-term health of 

their businesses.

It’s evident in the 
growth of home 
delivery and the 
way that different 
parts of the supply 
chain connect with 
each other. 
Organisations also 
have access to 
much more 
customer data.  
So businesses that 
don’t keep up with 
developments in 
technology will  
lose out in the  
long term.

Risks on the OMB radar
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Investment in new  
technology / IT systems72%

67%

Expanding UK 
customer base79%

81%

Cost  
reduction65%

57%

Launching new  
products or services / diversification63%

66%

Succession  
planning58%

49%

New production 
techniques / innovation57%

55%

Staff 
training82%

85%

Change in  
business strategy50%

40%

Expanding 
overseas47%

34%

M&A43%

17%

Supply chain 
restructuring25%

30%

Consolidation25%

28%

Downsizing22%

11%

Opening new / sites / offices / 
expanding terrortories in UK 29%

27%

Sale of  
business18%

16%

SAY LIKELY  
TO CERTAIN

Strategies S&T OMBs are 
likely/certain to undertake 
in 2016

 
The top three strategies for 2016 among S&T 

OMBs align with those of OMBs in the survey 

overall. Staff training tops the list, with 82% of 

S&T OMBs saying they were likely or certain to 

undertake this in 2016. The emphasis placed 

on staff training reflects the widely identified 

risk of employee skills shortages as noted 

above. Expanding the UK customer base 

(selected by 79% of S&T OMBs as a likely or 

certain activity) and investment in new 

technology or IT systems (chosen by 72%) 

came second and third respectively. 

Strategies planned for 2016

Key:

Overall

Shipping and transport
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Strategies planned for 2016

are depressed areas of the market where 

operationally people are losing money. 

They cannot support that indefinitely.” 

We asked survey participants a separate question 

about their intended marketing spend in 2016. 

Among S&T OMBs, just 36% expected to 

increase it, compared to 44% of OMBs overall. 

S&T OMBs were most likely to anticipate 

spending the same amount (57%, compared to 

51% of OMBs overall). OMBs might want to 

rethink their approach. “One of the routes out 

of a thin margin business is to become better at 

marketing, business development and 

negotiation,” says Philip Bird. “The fact that only 

36% of S&T businesses expected to increase 

their marketing spend in 2016 is surprising.”

Impact of increased dividend tax

A major change to OMB taxation came into 

effect from 6 April, with the increased tax rate 

on dividends. Nevertheless, even after the 

increase in the dividend tax rate, dividends 

remain the most tax-efficient form of 

remuneration for many business owners. S&T 

OMBs appear particularly aware of this: 86% 

expected the amount paid in dividends to 

shareholders after 6 April to stay the same, 

compared to 73% of OMBs surveyed overall. 

Almost two-thirds (65%) of S&T OMBs 

planned to seek cost reductions, reflecting 

the widespread pressure on prices and 

margins in the sector. 

“Price competition and cost control are 

on-going key issues for transport and 

logistics businesses,” says Philip Bird. S&T 

OMBs gave cost reduction slightly more 

emphasis than OMBs overall (who ranked  

it fifth). 

One notable difference between S&T OMBs 

and the total survey results concerns their 

interest in merger and acquisition (M&A) 

activity. Among S&T OMBs, 43% of 

respondents said they were likely or certain 

to undertake some form of M&A in 2026, 

compared to 17% of respondents overall. 

“M&A is important for driving economies of 

scale and cost synergies,” says Philip Bird. 

“Logistics companies, for example, have 

experienced quite thin margins over the last 

three to four years and M&A can deliver 

improved margins as well as diversify service 

offerings to clients.” 

S&T OMBs were also much more likely to 

expect to downsize in 2016, 22% being 

likely or certain to do so compared to 11% 

of OMBs overall. “This is about reducing 

your top line, but improving your bottom line 

by pulling out of unprofitable activities,” says 

Richard Greiner. “In the shipping space, there 

The owner managed business view: shipping & transport

     The fact that only 36% of S&T 
businesses expected to increase their 
marketing spend in 2016 is surprising.



61%
in

60% overall

21%
out

l17% overal18%
unsure
23% overall

Should Britain be 
leaving the EU?
A majority of voters in the 23 June 2016 

referendum called for the UK to leave the 

EU. Our OMB survey, conducted before  

the referendum took place, returned the 

opposite result: the majority (61%) of OMBs 

in the S&T sector did not think Britain 

should leave the EU – a result closely aligned 

with the views of OMBs generally (60% of 

the total survey sample).

OMBs that wanted to stay in the EU said 

there was “too much uncertainty as to the 

other options” and that a Brexit would 

“cause massive reduction in business 

opportunities at 

least for the first 

few years after 

exit.” Several 

OMBs felt UK 

trade would be 

damaged. One said it was “essential to 

remain within the EU for the continued 

stability of our businesses.”

The EU referendum

Another had noted that the UK was  

an “important bridgehead for overseas 

investors and this might diminish if the  

UK is outside the EU.”

Another 18% of S&T OMBs had not yet 

made up their minds by the time of our 

survey, but 21% of S&T OMBs did want 

Britain to leave the EU (compared to 17%  

of all OMBs surveyed). They gave reasons 

such as the desire to “remove the Brussels 

red tape stifling businesses,” gain “more 

control over our borders” and address “the 

movement of unskilled labour into the UK.”

Some criticised EU bureaucracy and 

inefficiency and one thought the money 

saved by no longer contributing to the EU 

could be usefully invested in health, 

education and other public services. One 

OMB noted: “The EU exports more to the 

UK than the UK exports to the EU, therefore 

the EU needs the UK more than the UK 

needs the EU.”

The owner managed business view: shipping & transport14
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How Brexit could 
impact OMBs
When surveyed before the June referendum, 

S&T OMBs were less likely than OMBs 

generally to think that leaving the EU would 

have some negative impact on their business 

– 29% doing so, compared to 46% of OMBs 

surveyed overall. Reasons given included an 

expected negative impact on European 

subsidiaries, disruption to trade contacts, a 

loss of free movement within the EU, and  

an unfavourable reaction to Brexit from US 

clients and pipeline prospects.

The majority (61%) of S&T OMBs thought 

that Brexit would have no impact on their 

business, compared to 49% of OMBs 

overall. Little exposure to or trade in Europe 

were typical reasons. As one S&T OMB

commented: “Shipping companies work 

worldwide.”

These findings reflect the international 

nature of the S&T sector. S&T OMBs are 

operating in a market that crosses many 

borders, not just intra-EU ones, reducing 

their sense of dependence on the EU area. 

The international nature of the S&T sector is 

also underscored by the fact that only 32% 

of S&T OMBs said that they employed no 

one originating from mainland EU countries 

– compared to 50% of OMBs overall.

“Certainly in the shipping sector, businesses 

may be UK based, but they definitely are not 

wholly British staffed,” says Richard Greiner. 

“The profile and reputation of a business  

is strongly linked to having a competent 

workforce who can practice their chosen 

expertise, regardless of the countries they are 

drawn from. Ready access to a large pool of 

skilled labour is a significant benefit of

being inside the EU.”

The EU referendum

What proportion of the 
workforce comes from 
mainland EU countries?

32% 
0%

50%

32% 
up to 
20%

27%

21% 
20%–50%

8%

4% 
50%–75%

2%

11% 
over 75%

13%

Overall

Shipping and transport
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Conclusion

However, this survey of OMBs has revealed 

the resilience of those competing in the S&T 

sector. Many are anticipating a better year in 

2016 and are taking steps to achieve this by 

investing in their people and their systems, 

and by pursuing cost reduction initiatives. 

M&A activity is also expected as businesses 

seek to gain economies of scale and broader 

service offerings. 

The S&T sector is a highly competitive one, 

with many market participants facing 

uncertainty over the strength of the global 

economy and commodity prices as well as 

tough international competition. Price and 

cost pressures are universal features, while 

specific sub-sectors face their particular 

challenges, such as the over-capacity evident 

in shipping.
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  Address skills shortages by 
taking an innovative approach to recruitment, developing relationships with local schools, colleges and universities.

  Nurture your talent and invest in training and development – people may develop capabilities that enable them to take on more senior roles.

  Consider whether tax-efficient long-term incentive plans could help you retain key employees in the business, particularly those vulnerable to poaching by competitors. 

  Focus on cash generation – by generating cash you can seize opportunities and invest in your business, without necessarily having to rely on external funders. 
  If you do seek external finance, shop around and consider all the funding routes open to you, from asset-based lenders to peer-to-peer platforms. 

  Target quality customers and build strong relationships with them – such customers  will support the resilience and growth of  your business. 

  Review your supply chain and consider whether any opportunities exist for closer working relationships.

  Make your capital expenditure count – don’t be led by tax reliefs or incentives but focus on what will increase efficiency, sales, service quality, etc.

15 ways to build a successful business in 2016
  Invest wisely in technology 
– cloud-based systems make new technology more affordable and more widely-accessible than ever. 

  Examine your marketing spend: should you be applying it in different ways, perhaps experimenting with digital marketing? 

  Even if you are growing, keep a tight control on costs to maintain your margins. 
  If organic growth is slow or stalled, consider acquiring another business – a competitor, supplier or customer.
  Be opportunistic and look for ways to diversify your business, e.g. by increasing overseas sales – but plan carefully before trying to enter foreign markets and take professional advice.

  Be flexible and prepared to change your business strategy if it no longer works – a great strength of OMBs is their ability to make rapid decisions and respond fast to changing market conditions.
  Don’t forget about succession planning – it can take several years to groom an upcoming management team or address internal issues that would put off an external buyer.

P P
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P
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P
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If businesses are investing in new 

technologies and innovation then they could 

qualify for R&D tax relief. SMEs can enhance 

their qualifying expenditure by 130% as well 

as having the option to convert tax losses 

created by the relief into cash. Large 

companies can also benefit by virtue of a 

cash credit equivalent to 11% of their 

qualifying costs, thereby triggering 

reductions in tax liabilities or repayments in 

the event of a loss. We have extensive 

experience in assisting companies identify 

qualifying projects and submitting  

claims to HMRC.

Our solutions

Currently, most businesses, regardless of 

size, are handling low value administrative 

and processing functions in ways that are 

not cost effective. By outsourcing these 

activities, companies can benefit from 

reduced costs as well as improved reliability, 

accuracy and resilience. Through Stream – 

our cloud-based outsourcing solution – we 

offer a highly dynamic and efficient online 

finance and accounting solution, including 

payroll and bookkeeping services.

Our Corporate Finance team helps clients 

analyse the options available to them when 

selling or handing on the reins of their 

business. We know how much importance 

OMBs place on the future of their business, 

and we work closely with them to plan and 

execute their exit strategy. This may include 

selling to a competitor, the management 

team, private equity or passing the business 

to a family member.   
 

65% are likely or certain 
to seek cost reductions

57% expect to introduce new 
production techniques or 
undertake some other form
of innovation

58% expect to undertake 
succession planning
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International operations are often a 

challenge to manage. Dealing with many 

foreign service providers and keeping up 

with foreign accounting, tax, legal and HR 

requirements can be onerous and time 

consuming. We can help you with these 

challenges and help maximise the efficiency 

of your international operations. Moore 

Stephens International is one of the largest 

international accounting and consulting 

groups worldwide. Today the network 

comprises 657 offices in 106 countries 

throughout the world.

Our Corporate Finance team offers advice to 

companies and shareholders who are 

considering the sale of their business as well 

as those seeking to grow or diversify by 

acquisition. When advising on the sale of a 

business, we work closely with shareholders 

on a confidential basis to present the 

company for sale, introduce possible acquirors 

and negotiate the best terms and conditions 

for the sale. For acquirors, we help identify 

target companies and then advise through 

the process of contact and negotiation for  

the completion of an acquisition of a  

target company.

Ensuring sufficient and the correct type of 

finance to support on-going operations as 

well as growth is a key issue for operators in 

the sector. We are able to introduce 

companies to both debt and equity providers 

through a structured process involving 

preparation of necessary financial information 

and presentation of the company’s business in 

a way that meets funders’ requirements.

47% are likely or certain 
to expand overseas 

43% expect to undertake 
some form of M&A

36% see the availability of 
external finance 
as a key risk
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