Business start-up – Barker Brooks Media (i)

Lucy Barker’s early career

Lucy Barker left the Sixth Form College she was attending before completing her education. She found a

job in London as an office junior in a public relations company and then became a production assistant

for Sir Tim Rice. After that, she started a student magazine with two friends. They sold this magazine

after five years for £36,000. At the age of 25, Barker married, had a daughter. Soon afterwards, however,

she split up with her husband. She took a couple of sales jobs to support her small family and eventually

landed a job working for Paul Sowerby, publishing a weekly newsletter for the Law Society in Leeds.

Within six months, Sowerby had left the enterprise to work elsewhere. But Barker, convinced she had

found her niche, bought the computers and furniture off Sowerby, in return for the right to carry on

publishing the newsletter.

Barker in business

Barker was now in business. She borrowed £10,000 from a bank and set up a company publishing

magazines for accountancy, banking and law societies. She recalls:

Barker also organised events such as awards ceremonies linked to the magazines. Things went well.

She employed an editor and incorporated her surname into the company name. At first, the business

developed rapidly as Barker won more and more contracts. Unfortunately, though, things began to go

wrong after two years. Barker recalls:

The problems mount

In addition to this, the firm’s offices flooded regularly during the year, damaging computers and forcing

the business to operate in temporary accommodation. Then, at the age of 34, Barker was diagnosed with

breast cancer. Barker, however, responded positively in the fight for the survival of both herself and the

business. In order to occupy her mind, she set about turning the business round. She began by

promoting two of her staff to run the company while she was absent having chemotherapy. She also

ended contracts that were not making money, reducing the number of ventures from ten to five. She

recalls:

‘We made the classic mistake of expanding too quickly and taking on

projects that were not profitable.’

‘Just as the chemotherapy was there to stamp out the cancer, I

decided to stamp out all the negative aspects of the firm’

‘I saw a huge gap in the market, I did a lot of research and I knew that if

I produced a magazine for an organisation that already had members then

I wouldn’t need to find them myself. It would be huge short cut’.
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Risk-taking and, finally, success

Half way through her treatment, Barker realised that the business needed more cash. She re-mortgaged

her house for £100,000 and cashed in a critical illness insurance policy for £40,000. After completing a

seven-month course of treatment for her cancer, she was given the all-clear. Since then, the business

has taken on five new and more profitable magazines and should generate a turnover of £4 million in

2004. Barker thinks the secret to her success has been to ask for help. She said:

Source: the Sunday Times, 25 July 2004.

Questions

1. Using this case study as an example, explain what is meant by ‘overtrading’.

2. Discuss the ways in which the evidence above highlights the difficulties of starting up a

business.
