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QUESTIONSTOAVOID
IN JOBINTERVIEWS
SPwrites: I know there are
some questions that I am not
supposed to ask at job
interviews.What are they?
And do you have any advice
on how to deal withmatters
such as disability?

You need to remember you can
be taken to an employment
tribunal by job applicants —
people you don’t actually
employ – especially if they
believe you didn’t select them
for a job because you
discriminated against them
unlawfully. Therefore, some
topics should be avoided
during a recruitment interview
tomake sure you do not fall
foul of anti-discrimination
legislation,writes Peter Done,
managing director of Peninsula.
There are clear no-go areas for
employers.
If you give the job applicant

the impression that the
information you are seeking
from him or her is so that you
canmake a recruitment
decision based on a protected
characteristic, they are likely
to feel aggrieved— and the law
allows them to hit back.
The controversial areas

include questions about
whether the job applicant
has any children; what
their plans are for having
children; whether they have
any disabilities or illnesses;
even howmany sickness
absences they have had in
the previous 12months.
There are some

circumstances inwhich asking
disability related questions on
an application form is
permitted, but these are very
narrow.
Asking a question is not a

discriminatory act in itself, so
if you ask these questions and
then offer a candidate the job,
they cannot claim that they
were denied the job as a result
of an inappropriate question.
The problem lies where you
have asked such questions but
then don’t offer the job to that
person. This leaves you open to
the claim that it was their
responses to the inappropriate
questions that influenced
your decision not to offer
them the job.
If there is another reason

why that personwas not
offered the job, and this was a
skills-based reason, or related
to their experience or ability to
do the job, then it will be easy
to show that their responses to
the inappropriate questions
were not the influencing
factor. So this is what you need
to be able to point to if the
issue is ever raised. Make sure
you have a valid reason for
your recruitment choice and
then nothing elsematters.

HELPINVESTORS TO
SECURETAXRELIEF
JFwrites: I am trying to raise
capital formy small family
business to fund a fresh
opportunity. Some new
investors have shown an
interest in providing the
capital. They are suggesting
that they invest through a new
holding company that is
placed above the existing
company, rather than direct
into the original company, so
they can claim tax relief under
the Enterprise Investment
Scheme (EIS). Is this necessary
and does it make sense to do it
this way?

The investors would, in
theory, also be able to obtain
EIS relief on new shares issued
by the existing company,
writes Chris Lane, partner at
Kingston Smith LLP. Their
approachmay be driven by the
rule that the company raising
the EIS investmentmust be
financially sound and the new
capital cannot be used to pay
off old liabilities. This does not
appear to reflect your
situation, however, as youwill
be using the capital to fund a
new business opportunity.
All new investors are going

to be cautious. Therefore, their
proposal of investing through a
new holding companymay
seem to them less risky than
investing direct into the
original company. But do your
homework to fully understand
what they are proposing and
try tomake sure they are not
over-engineering the solution.
An investment process

would normally evolve as both
sides get to knowmore about
each other. So your original
planmay still be a possibility
if the EIS relief that is being
sought by the investors is
achievable. This could be
resolved by receiving advance
approval fromHMRevenue &
Customs that the company
would qualify for EIS relief.
If, however, the onlyway to

obtain the finance from these
investors is to use the new
holding company structure,
youwill need to evaluate any
downsides andmake your
choice.

Business doctor

Sky Procter runs her tex-
tile designcompany from
the living-room table in
her rented one-bedroom
flat. It has been a year
since the 23-year-old

graduated, and becoming an entre-
preneur was always first on her list
of career choices.
“Rather than work for someone

else, Iwantedtostaytruetomyown
designs and do it on my own,” said
Procter, who studied textile design
at Nottingham Trent University.
For funding she turned to the

government’s Start Up Loans pro-
gramme. She was awarded £3,000
plus thehelpof amentorover ayear
to build her business, Sky Siouki.
Within a year, she was seeing

good progress. Procter,who lives in
theBristolsuburbofSouthville,won
contracts to supply shops in the city
as well as one in Winchester and
another in London.
Customers pay up to £135 for a

velvet cushion or as little as £3 for
a gift card. “Other people from my
degree course have also started
companies, even though they had
found full-time jobs,” said Procter.
The number of under-35s

starting a business has increased by
70% since 2006, according to a
study by the data firm DueDil and
Enterprise Nation, a small business
network. In 2006, 145,104 compa-
nies were founded by under-35s.
Last year the figurewas 247,049.
The rise is not just down to the

difficultjobsmarket.Entrepreneur-
ship has become a choice rather
than a last resort for many young-
sters. But, like the older generation,
they can’t do it all on their own —
and help is not always easy to find.
“Wewanttoseemorepeopleofall

ages starting and leading busi-
nesses, and the barriers that can
faceyoungpeoplewhowant to start
out on this road must be torn
down,” said Chuka Umunna, the
shadow business secretary.
Next week he will meet aspiring

entrepreneurs at a reception at the
Institute of Directors in London,
which he hopes will inspire even
more young people to start out in
business. “Schemes like Start Up
Loanshavehadapositiveimpactbut

we must go further and faster,”
Umunna said. “It is crucial that
young people are engaged at school
with the idea of starting their own
business and that this is normalised
as an option for school leavers in
the same way as university or
apprenticeships.”
Evidence shows that entrepre-

neurs are getting younger. In the
two years since its launch, Start Up
Loans has lent more than £20m to
18 to 24 year olds, and a recent

Thenumber of under-35s starting up
has risen 70% since 2006. All they need is
a goodmentor, writesKiki Loizou

Is it me, or are
entrepreneurs
getting younger?

Sky Procter set to work on her business straight after graduating

JON ROWLEY

CHRIS VINCENT left his Surrey school with big
plans—hehaddecidedtobecomeaFormulaOne
racing driver.
“I loved go-karting when I was a kid,” said

Vincent. “I started competing in single-seater
cars when I was 17.”
He entered championships at Brands Hatch,

Silverstone and Donington Park but it was an
expensive hobby and with no sponsors Vincent
had to give up. “Iwas goodbut not good enough
tomakealiving,”hesaid.“Iwasn’tthesuperstar
driver theywanted so I had to be realistic.”
In 2000 he picked up the family trade and

began selling hardwood flooring with his
brother Nathan. They built up a network of
retailers for an Austrian manufacturer, Steirer
Parkett, before deciding to take the plunge and
make their own products.
Thebrothers co-foundedV4Woodflooring in

2002, supplying retailers in Britain and Austria.
Theproductsaremadeinfactories intheFarEast
andmainland Europe.
“Working on the different looks — brushed,

stained, oiled, lacquered — takes a lot of time,”
said Vincent, who is managing director. “We
have some really unusual designs in our collec-
tion and that’s whatmakes us interesting.
“Inbusiness youneedgoodpeoplewhereyou

are weak and at V4 Woodflooring we have a
strongteamwhoarequalifiedindifferentareas.”
Thebusiness, based inWoking,has30 staff. It

postedsalesof£9.1mintheyeartoOctober2013,
andprofits exceeding£600,000. InDecember it
expects to report revenues of £15m.
V4’shardwoodissourcedfromfarmedforests

in Europe and America. Only mature oak and
walnut trees are harvested. “We are working to
reduce the impact our flooring has on the envi-
ronment,” said Vincent.

When a tree is felled, fast-growing saplings
are planted for the next generation. The process
is relatively low-carbon comparedwith plastic,
metal, ceramics and common concretes.
Though V4 does not supply or fit flooring,

shoppers can sample its designs with a “room
visualiser” tool on the website, where they can
also find their nearest retailer.
The company, which has about 1,000

approved dealers, features in the GrandDesigns
Live exhibitions. “You could be anywhere in the
country and there will probably be one of our
dealers within fivemiles,” said Vincent.
His grandfather worked as a floor fitter in

Barking,Essex, in the 1930s andwenton to start
a flooring business. His grandmother would
make the linking panels. Two decades later,
Vincent’s father andmother joined in.
“That’showNathanandIknewaboutflooring

but we decided to take our own route,” he said.
“We wanted the excitement of creating a new
product, and I still enjoy experimenting now.”
Vincent, 37, grew up in Ottershaw and

attended Abbeylands School in Addlestone. “I
was dyslexic. I got through it but left as soon as I
could,” he said. His GCSE grades were poor.
V4 has had to recover from a fire in July 2011

that destroyed half the stock. “We don’t know
what caused it, but the building was only four
months old,” saidVincent. “We lost 10,000 sq ft
of spaceandeverything in itbut luckily itwasn’t
near our offices.”
They rebuilt in just 10 weeks but the com-

pany’s growth slowed dramatically. “The fire
definitely set us back a couple of years.”
Vincent has put the episode behind him, and

plans are underway to openV4World, an exhi-
bition centre for architects, designers and cus-
tomers, at the Woking site. “Shops have only a
small selectionofsamples,”hesaid.“Wewantto
present our products better and to get more
involvedwith specifiedwork.”
Thereareplans toextend the6,000sq ft space

to 45,000sq ft if it is a success. V4 already has
fourwarehouses totalling 30,000 sq ft.
In 2012 the brothers founded a sister com-

pany, Concreate, supplying sustainable and
cost-effective panels of polished concrete. The
decorative low-carbon material — magnesium
oxide cement — was used in much of the
Olympic Village in Beijing.
“It’s abrandnewtypeof flooringandwehave

a worldwide patent on its construction,” said
Vincent. Concreate is heading for £1m sales and
plans to open a showroom in Los Angeles. The
brothers own 100% of both businesses.
“Concreate could be bigger than V4 Wood-

flooring in three or four years. With wood
flooring there are hundreds in the market but
Concreate is unique. There’s no competition.”
Vincent lives in Chobham, Surrey, with his

wife Kerry and their three childrenWilliam, 10,
Milly, 8, andMarco, 6.
His advice to aspiring entrepreneurs is:

“Never be complacent and thinkyouhavemade
it. You need to have a passion to go further
because therewill be setbacks along theway.”

Hattie Williams

On board: Chris Vincent expects his wood flooring to rack up sales of £15m this year but has high hopes for Concreate, a new type of material

Chris Vincent
Co-founder of
V4 Woodflooring

Kingston Smith LLP, the
chartered accountant, and
Peninsula, the employment law
firm, can advise owner-
managers on their problems.
Send your questions to Business
Doctor, The Sunday Times,
1 London Bridge Street, London
SE1 9GF. Advice is given
without legal responsibility.

bizdoc@kingstonsmith.co.uk

Employment LawExpertsLouis Barnett started his chocolate-making company
at the age of 12, after dropping out of mainstream
school because of learning difficulties. He loved
making cakes for relatives and friends, and spending
more time at home allowed him to experiment with
chocolate. “I was an entrepreneur by default. It just
happened,” said Barnett, now 23.
He borrowed money from his parents and

grandparents to develop a range of luxury chocolates
and at 13 became the youngest supplier to Waitrose,
and later Sainsbury’s. “Because I was naive to the
cultures and contracts, it was a tough learning curve,”
he said. “There are sharks out there, more than there
are good guys, and however old or young you are

people will try to rip you off.” Today, he employs six
staff at his headquarters in the village of Kinver,
Staffordshire. He exports to 10 countries and aims
to enter Mexico and the United Arab Emirates next.
Barnett has sought outside investment for two

years but has struggled to find the right partner. “The
deals on the table haven’t been right. The people we
talk to want guys to exit the company within months
and for us to sell to a big competitor,” he said.
It is important to make errors and learn from them,

he added. “I had a couple of local mentors but I had to
find a lot out for myself. Advisers and mentors help to
a certain extent, but you will never learn unless you
make mistakes yourself.”

A deal withWaitrose at 13

We landed on our feet with hardwood floors

Enterprise Nation event in Bir-
mingham attracted more than 200
people aged from 16 to 24. “It’s not
about lack of jobs at all. Often they
already have one,” said Emma
Jones, head of Enterprise Nation.
Her network of more than 70,000
members organises workshops,
classes, webinars andmore.
“Young people are not held back

by the expectation that they should
aimfor theperfect job, likeprevious
generations were,” Jones said.
“Good advice must be made more
easily accessible to them. What we
hear most often is that they need a
mentor to guide them through the
ups and downs.”
One long-runningsourceof sup-

port is thePrince’sTrust. Since 1983
it has supplied grants, loans and
mentoring to 18 to 30 year olds.
Last year Damilola Owoseje, 28,

was given a £4,000 low-interest
loanandamentorthoughthetrust’s
Enterprise programme to set up
Majeurs Chesterfield, which
restores and sells old leather sofas
and chairs. She now has two part-
time employees, anupholsterer and

an intern, at her base in Ber-
mondsey, southeast london.
“Too often, the young people I

meet have never had anyone to
believe in them, and lack self-
confidence,” saidMartinaMilburn,
chiefexecutiveof thePrince’sTrust.
Last year, the charity assisted

58%moreyoungpeople through its
start-upschemesthanitdidin2010.
To date, it has helped more than
80,000 to set up their own busi-
nesses. “Young people can achieve
amazing things with the right sup-
port,” saidMilburn.
Alyssa Smith’s entrepreneurial

flair emerged when she was just 8.
“I’d sell hand-made jewellery to
family and friends,” said Smith,
now28.Whenshedecidedthat jew-
ellery was her calling, she enrolled
foradegree inappliedartsandmar-
keting at Hertfordshire University.
Smith worked on her venture

while studying. To raise capital, she
turned to her neighbours. “I
knocked on their doors, collected
junk and sold it at car boot sales,”
she said.” This raised about £1,000
to buy her first materials.
Four years ago, after graduating,

she registered her company, Alyssa
Smith Jewellery, despite having
secured a full-time jobwith awell-
knownjeweller.Today,sherunsthe
business from a workspace within
North Hertfordshire College, in
Hitchin. She pays no rent in
exchange for providing mentoring
for students. “It cuts corners and
savesmoney,” she said.
The fledgling boss recruits stu-

dents fromthecollegetohelpheron
a part-time basis. “I didn’t growup
thinking Iwanted to runabusiness.
I just wanted to dowhat I loved and
havemy own name on it.”

START UP LOANS
HAS LENT MORE
THAN £20M TO
18 TO 24 YEAR OLDS


