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We are delighted to present the findings 
of the National Family Business Sentiment 
Report 2021 which was conducted in 
association with Smith & Williamson. 

This is the second in a regular report series which 
will track key trends and business sentiment 
in the Family Business sector to inform public 
policymaking. We believe the results give real insight 
into the opportunities and concerns of this vitally 
important sector.

The sentiments and policy recommendations compiled 
in this report are based on survey findings and ongoing 
conversations with family businesses throughout the 
country during the summer and early autumn of 2021. 
This research had respondents from micro enterprises, 
SMEs and large enterprises, from each province in 
Ireland and spanning a wide range of sectors. 

In the following pages, our Executive Summary, 
Sentiment Detail and Conclusion, give a clear and timely 
readout on how Family-Run Businesses are positioned to 
support the Jobs-Led Recovery that Ireland needs now. 

The most important takeaway from our dialogue with 
Ireland’s family-run businesses is that they are positive — 
as family-run firms inherently are — and they are ready 
and willing to play their full part as we emerge from 
this crisis. 

We are delighted to partner with Smith & Williamson 
to bring you these insights on the needs of this critical 
sector which is so intrinsic to our economic success now 
and in the future.

Foreword

John McGrane 
Executive Director,  
The Family Business Network
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Future focus
After the severe disruption caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic, Ireland needs to move forward again. 
With unprecedented levels of public borrowing, the 
government faces tough choices, including where to 
invest, spending priorities and sources of tax revenue. 

Investment
Cutting spending and raising taxes are not appropriate 
to Ireland’s needs and circumstances today. Instead, we 
need to focus on rebuilding the exposed parts of our 
economy, invest in the key infrastructure the country 
needs to be even more productive and maintain targeted 
incentives for the reinstatement and growth in decent 
jobs in every constituency across our country. It is also 
vital that we dismantle any disincentives to taking up 
available jobs.

Employment creation
Encouragingly, 80% of Ireland’s Family Businesses say 
they are likely to create new jobs in the next twelve 
months, given the right environment for them to do so. 
With FDIs in some cases allowing their teams to work 
from abroad and facing potential increased corporation 
tax rates, we need a more broadly-focused job creation 
strategy rather than rely on multinationals. In addition, 
the State sector can’t be expected to grow employment 
to the level needed. 

Family business and sustainability
Only our indigenous family-run firms can fill this 
economic and jobs gap — 160,000 employers around 
the country, directly sustaining almost a million jobs. 
These vital local employers need to be supported as 
they still face serious disruption from the pandemic, 
the aftershocks of Brexit and widespread inflation 
in the costs of doing business, undermining Ireland’s 
competitiveness. 

Ingredients for success
Most importantly, family-run firms need what all 
businesses need to grow: investment and jobs, plus 
maximum certainty of costs and of policymaking in a 
stable political landscape.

There is huge opportunity for Ireland if we make the 
right choices now. With strong relationships with the EU, 
the UK and the US, we are perfectly placed to host new 
investment in trade, in research, in education and in our 
global relationships. 

Mobilise for growth
If we can re-mobilise quickly and effectively, building 
a future Ireland focused on growth and efficiency, then 
we can indeed aspire to our national goal of having 2.5 
million people in work in 2024. It will be our family-
run businesses who will employ the majority of those 
workers whose tax contributions and spending power 
will deliver economic and cultural vibrancy to every 
constituency in the country. 

That’s the Purpose of Family Businesses and the 
following pages show how we can enable them to deliver 
at their very best — for all of us, now.

Frank Brennan 
Director, Smith & Williamson 
Investment Management 
(Europe) Limited

Con Casey 
Director, Smith & Williamson 
Freaney Limited 

Executive summary
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1. Overall Family Business sentiment 
at mid-2021

In mid-2021, 60% of Irish family-run businesses are 
feeling more optimistic about the climate for doing 
business and for hiring, compared to three months ago. 
17% feel less optimistic now and 22% are unchanged. 
The encouraging trend reflects the extensive vaccination 
programme of recent weeks and the maintaining of 
supports for business during the pandemic. While the 
hospitality and food service sectors remain severely 
curtailed, targeted supports are appreciated and will 
need to be sustained past the 2021 tourism season.

Post-Brexit disruptions also constrain any optimism, 
as disruptions to supply chains, delays and widespread 
raw material cost increases are taking their toll on 
established firms throughout the economy. 

Difficulty in getting some workers back to work are 
widely reported concerns across all businesses. Faster 
progress is needed in incentivising return to work as the 
Pandemic Unemployment Payment has made it too easy 
for some former workers to prefer unemployment. 

Overall, while the foreign direct investment sector has 
been relatively little impacted by Covid-19 and Brexit 
and the State sector has retained full employment, the 
indigenous Family-owned sector has borne the brunt of 
these exceptional disruptions. The road ahead still has 
many uncertainties and Family firms have mixed views 
on the future of the workplace environment, with 41% 
planning for a full return and another 41% anticipating a 
hybrid model. 

85% of family businesses say 
that stimulating and growing the 
Economy is the best approach for 
funding Ireland’s costs associated 
with Covid-19

Preferred means to fund the financial cost of Covid-19

Stimulate and grow the economy

Other

60%

26%
85%

15%
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How do you see the future of your workplace? 

All staff will be back in the 
office

Staff will split their time 
between remote working  
and working in the office

Job Creation 
Notwithstanding the continuing challenges and the future 
uncertainties, 80% of Ireland’s Family-owned employers 
are minded to create new jobs in the next twelve months, 
given the right circumstances of a supportive political and 
economic environment. So, while global taxation changes 
and new work-from-home policies will see changes in our 
foreign-owned employers, it remains clear that Ireland’s 
resilient Family-run businesses can, and with the correct 
support will, be the sector that will drive the country’s 
economic recovery, nationwide. 

Thinking about the current climate for employing 
and doing business in and from Ireland, and 
compared to three months ago, how do you feel? 

More optimistic

Less optimistic

No change

Essential staff will continue 
to be based in the workplace, 
while others will adopt a 
hybrid model

All staff will continue to 
work remotely

41% 41%

18%

0%

60%
18%

22%

Overall Family Business sentiment
at mid-2021, (continued)
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2. Concerns of business-owning families

Getting Staff Back to Work
While progress is being made, the Pandemic 
Unemployment Payment has remained at an 
unnecessarily high level for an unnecessarily long period. 
The result, which affects locally-owned firms much 
worse than high-margin foreign-owned firms, is that 
many local employers have found themselves competing 
against the PUP and the wider welfare system to get 
workers back working again. 

staff
increasing

Currently

Tax

AvailabityfamilySu
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si

on Economy

working

Pe
op
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Challenges

inflation
Costs

business go
ve

rn
m

en
tkeep

next generation

What is your current biggest concern as a business-
owning Family?

Brexit 
Family owned businesses are still facing disruption, 
delays, cost increases and uncertainties arising from 
Brexit. While some are responding to new opportunities, 
those involved in food, in logistics and distribution and in 
getting goods to market via Great Britain are particularly 
affected. Many are worried that the full effects of Brexit 
won’t be seen until next year as the UK has deferred 
implementation of full border controls until then.

Political Stability
Employers are concerned about the impact that any 
instability in Ireland’s political environment may have 
on their business. Family-run firms are already leading 
the way in practical supports for their employees, from 
facilitating flexible working to contributing to pensions 
and to voluntary sick pay. Deploying auto-enrolment 
for Pillar 2 pensions and hardwiring new regulations 
around working from home and mandatory sick pay, 
for instance, need careful consideration and inclusive 
consultation to avoid adverse outcomes just as business 
tries to recover from both Brexit and the pandemic. 

The Cost of Business Insurance
Notwithstanding legal changes, Family-run firms have 
yet to see real reduction in the cost of insuring their 
business and their employees. With some firms still 
effectively unable to access any insurance, government 
focus is needed to drive the necessary changes intended 
by the new legislation. 

Thinking about your business, how concerned are you about the following: (1 = Not at all concerned; 10 = Very concerned)

The cost of business insurance

Weighted average of responses

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

7.1

Brexit

Ireland's economic outlook

Government acknowledgment of, and supports for,  
family-owned businesses

Political stability in Ireland

5.8

6.1

5.5

Taxation of family businesses, including CGT and CAT 8.1

7.4
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Concerns of business-owning families
(continued)

Other Business Costs 
The disruptions caused both by Brexit and the Pandemic 
have seen an unprecedented and very rapid increase in 
general business costs faced by Ireland’s local Family 
Businesses. Global shortages of key raw materials and 
global delays in shipping them have seen input costs 
rise considerably beyond the ability of the consumer 
to pay, seriously affecting business operating margins 
and sustainability

Taxation of Family Businesses 
Only family businesses face a need to sell parts of their 
business when next-generation management come 
into role. Capital Gains Tax on family succession still 
requires too many firms to liquidate business assets to 
generate cash to pay CGT; selling those assets reduces 
the effectiveness of the business at a critical time of 
management change. What’s needed is practical support 
for orderly transition to secure the longevity of these 
vital local employers; CGT should not require key business 
assets to be force-sold.
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3. Supporting the Family Business Sector

Recognising the contribution of family 
businesses and enabling them to deliver 
the jobs growth that Ireland now needs
Significant changes to international corporation tax rules 
will inevitably reduce Ireland’s relative attractiveness to 
foreign-owned employers. In addition, post-pandemic, 
many of those firms have already indicated that they 
will enable international employees to work from their 
home country rather than in Ireland. So, indigenous 
Irish family-owned employers, who already employ 
twice the number of jobs employed by FDI’s and the 
State combined, are the firms we’ll depend on to 
deliver a jobs-led recovery after Covid 19. To deliver 
Ireland’s ambition of 2.5 million jobs by 2024, these 
local firms now need greater participation in, and 
acknowledgement by, government policymaking. 

Developing great Family Businesses for 
Ireland’s long-term Success
With fundamental threats to Ireland’s dependence on 
foreign direct investment, Ireland now needs to ensure 
that our home-grown Family-owned employers are 
soundly financed, well managed and secured by well-
supported succession planning.

Family firms call out the importance of two distinct 
skillsets in their enterprises – strong business 
management skills and strong family-management 
skills. Both of these need government support 
including mentoring for family members to assure their 
development within the unique setting of a family-run 
firm. The government can help by targeting supports for 
learning and for re-investment to ensure that family-
owned businesses continue to modernise, to digitalise 
and to lead in key areas such as ESG, Sustainability and 
Diversity & Inclusion. 

“The government has provided 
great support during the pandemic, 
through employee payments, 
commercial rates waivers and 
vaccine rollouts. What we need 
is certainty of continued support 
where required, especially for 
hard-pressed sectors. We need clear 
communication from government 
and local authorities on plans 
to recoup their lost revenues. 
The potential impact of reducing 
the national debt too quickly is 
worrying and the increased costs 
of complying with upcoming ESG 
regulations will need government 
supports and incentives. Businesses 
want to play their full part in 
Ireland’s embracing of positive 
measures but we need to be able 
to plan with certainty for what’s 
coming at us.”

(Family Business Owner)
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4. What is the best thing the Government could 
do for your Family Business now?

1. Get everybody working again, faster.
Family Businesses are clear about the key role they 
play in Ireland’s economic wellbeing. They want to 
play their full part in Ireland’s much-needed jobs-led 
recovery from the economic effects of the pandemic. 
To do this, they need the government to remove 
negative disincentives to employment such as the 
Pandemic Unemployment Payment. They also call 
for positive incentives to maximise rapid re-hiring 
despite increased operating and raw material costs. 
If government reduces PRSI costs for new hires, more 
jobs will be created, faster.

2. Broaden the pool of available 
workers.
International workers are needed to support growth 
in key sectors of the economy including food, 
haulage and healthcare. The government should 
enable this by permitting more nationalities to work 
in these key sectors, now.

3. Give employers more time and 
assistance to recover from the 
damage of the pandemic.
Warehousing of business taxes has been an important 
and welcome support for disrupted employers. Those 
firms will need adequate time along with fair and 
affordable terms for repayment of those taxes if jobs 
are to be sustained and grown. Additionally, many 
Family Businesses have suffered serious bad debts as 
a result of the pandemic. To increase employment 
quickly, employers need grant support towards 
offsetting those losses. 

4. Really drive down insurance costs.
Reform of business insurance is welcome but is still 
too slow. Family businesses will go out of business 
unless the government really drives down actual 
pricing by insurers.

5. Reform the LEEF to widen the 
government’s “consultation” 
framework.
The Labour Economic Employment Forum (the LEEF) 
no longer represents the majority of employment in 
Ireland. Indigenous Family-run employers account 
for more than twice the aggregate employment by 
the foreign-owned sector and the State sector (who 
comprise the main elements of the LEEF) yet Family 
employers are excluded from this key consultative 
forum for Ireland’s policymaking on jobs. This must 
change, now.

6. Reform the local authority rates 
system.
Indigenous Family-run employers contribute most of 
the income taken by Ireland’s Local Authorities as 
Rates yet those local employers have no voice in how 
that money is spent. This is both undemocratic and 
wrong. It needs to be reformed, now.
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4. What is the best thing the Government could 
do for your Family Business now? (continued)

taxes
reduce

costs
relief

policies Economy

Schemes PU
P business

Encourage
provide

Government

next generation

Stimulate economy

su
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t

What is the Best Thing the Government could do 
for your Family Business now?

7. Reduce the rate of Capital Gains Tax.
Capital Gains Tax produces more income for Ireland 
when the rate of CGT is reduced, as we know from 
previous experience. Economists support this view 
and Ireland needs the additional revenue available 
by reducing CGT rate, now. 

8. Defer all Capital Gains Tax arising in 
family business transfers until surplus 
cash arises.
Family businesses shouldn’t have to sell productive 
assets just to pay CGT when the business is 
transferred to become managed by the next 
generation. The government should defer all such 
taxes until surplus cash arises and incentivise well-
planned long-term reinvestment by Family businesses 
through the generations. 
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5. Conclusion

The 2021 National Family Business 
Sentiment Report proves the inherent 
positivity of family-run firms but 
translating this into jobs growth both 
in the short and longer term needs 
specific supports.

With a jobs-led recovery now urgent across Ireland, 
family firms want to hire more people. But disincentives 
to working – like the PUP – need to be removed and 
positive incentives like PRSI reductions will grow 
jobs faster.

Business costs are rising rapidly but government can help 
with firmer action on insurance costs, with more permits 
for international workers in the haulage and other key 
sectors and with automation of key items of Brexit-
related documentation.

Securing long-term investment and job creation by a 
strong family-run employer base needs reform of capital 
gains tax and of local rates. Succession planning also 
needs support through mentoring as well as business 
management skills. 

Family-run businesses are clearly key to achievement of 
Ireland’s target of having 2.5 million people working in 
2024. Family firms hire local, buy local and support local 
in every constituency across the country. Supporting 
those firms now can secure their support for their 
communities for generations to come. 
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