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Business News Northern Ireland 

Welcome to our round up of the latest business news for our clients. Please contact 

us if you want to talk about how these updates affect your business. We are here to 

support you! 

 

Why Customer Service Matters 

According to the Institute of Customer Service’s (ICS) most recent UK Customer 

Satisfaction Index more companies have declined in service than improved. In 2021 

and 2022, customer satisfaction with complaint handling showed a steady 

improvement but this has now stalled and other areas of customer satisfaction that 

are predictive of business performance, such as measures of a company’s emotional 

connection with its customers, their customer ethos, and ethics, have also declined.   

 

ICS chief executive Joanna Causon comments, ”We are seeing a greater 

polarisation in customer satisfaction performance, with some companies pulling 

away from the pack and others alas falling considerably behind. Overall, this is not 

good for the UK’s standing and we need to address this decline to ensure we can 

really transform our trading position as a country as well as lift the spirits of 

customers and employees alike”. 

She adds “We know customer attitudes and behaviours have changed in the last six 

months and will continue to evolve: not only are people thinking more carefully about 

spending due to the cost-of living crisis, but reducing their level of spending, 

shopping around more to find the best deals, and making fewer impulse or large 



purchases; there are longer term changes in behaviour that embody trends towards 

more mindful consumption and environmental sustainability”. 

In today’s economy, keeping customers happy and getting them to remain loyal is 

now essential. Happy and successful customers are the lifeblood of any business. 

They are what transforms your growth from a funnel into a flywheel.  So, what are 

they key areas to focus on? 

While we know there are some brilliant examples of exceptional above and beyond 

customer care from our clients, there is always room for improvement. The demands 

of the last few years have certainly impacted customer care and resources have 

been stretched, but it’s important now to look ahead, put remedial steps in place, and 

ensure that the customer really does feel like they are important!  

Here are a few reminders to help you keep your customers feeling happy and buying 

from your business and not your competitors:   

Recognise that people buy from people 

If you rely on telephone sales then one key component of customer care is to offer a 

name to establish a real and personal connection. Revisit your call handling 

practices and ensure that attention to detail is applied to every stage, including the 

very first greeting. 

 See it through 

Unreturned calls and poor follow-up practices cost business – not just in terms of lost 

revenue but also reputation. Have a system for ensuring all calls to your business 

are followed up. Nothing upsets customers more than being ignored. Make sure all 

calls are followed up promptly – its lost business if they are not! 

Make your shop window transact 

Websites are the shop window for many businesses and marketing teams spend 

considerable time and money driving prospective clients to them. So, when web 

traffic turns into enquiries, it’s important it’s met with a timely response. If you have 

online enquiries, make sure you follow them up. Consistent enquiry handling is key.  

Test all of your ‘get in touch’ forms on your website and your general enquiries email. 

Do they work as they should, are they passing enquiries to the right place and is 

there room for improvement? 

Embrace live chat 

Many smaller businesses do not offer any form of webchat and of those that do, 

responsiveness is hit and miss. A recent survey showed 50% of chats were 

responded to within 30 seconds yet the other 50% weren’t answered at all! 

Customers expect communication with their suppliers to be easy, almost instant, 

and, increasingly, 24/7 so it’s important to offer a variety of channels. Live chat has 

the potential to deliver the quickest wins when it comes to customer experience. 

Managing it in-house it can be time-onerous and inconsistent, or conversations 



aren’t recorded centrally, so consider an outsourced service. There are many 

companies who offer this service, just search “Outsourced live chat”. 

See: Why Customer Service Matters ⋆ Institute of Customer Service 

 

How to attract new talent 

It's up to employers how they recruit for their organisation. There are no set 

processes that are required by law. But employers must follow a fair process and 

certain laws that apply throughout the whole recruitment process, including 

discrimination and data protection. Employers should also follow good practice and 

any policies their organisation might have on recruitment and equality, diversity, and 

inclusion. 

Recruiting new employees is administratively cumbersome and economic conditions 

mean there are fewer applicants, so now is the time to be a little “different”! 

For example, some employers are now offering “Wellbeing leave” in addition to the 

usual holiday package. If you want to recruit more you have to get serious about the 

process and be on it 24/7, 365! 

There are a number of actions you can take to make your business attractive to new 

staff. In addition to reviewing your pay and conditions to be as competitive as 

possible, these include: 

• Tasking recruitment as a permanent process;   

• Regularly asking existing staff, customers and suppliers for introductions; 

• Offering incentives for referrals;  

• Making sure you are running constant online social media and local 

advertisements; 

• Embracing flexibility in hours and location in your business; 

• Introducing a “Golden Hello” and loyalty bonusses for length of service 

(typically one to three years); 

• Advertising testimonials from existing staff; 

• Making your company and the job sound as attractive as possible by outlining 

the position to sound prestigious and challenging. These two factors are big 

incentives for bright potential candidates;  

• Knowing that job satisfaction comes from feeling respected and having the 

opportunity to learn new things and excel in the face of obstacles when 

advertising the role; and 

• Conveying your business’s personality so potential employees get a feel for 

what it would be like to work for you;  

https://www.instituteofcustomerservice.com/thought-leadership/why-cs-matters/


Useful guidance on the procedures for recruitment can be seen in the ACAS guide 

“Recruiting staff” which can be seen here: Recruiting staff (acas.org.uk) 

 

New information hub launched to help limited company directors make the 

right decisions at the right time 

The Insolvency Service has launched a new online information hub to support 

company directors. The hub hosts guidance and information on a range of business 

themes commonly faced by companies and aims to help company directors to push 

their business forward by being more aware of potential pitfalls. 

It is specifically designed for directors of micro, small, and medium-size limited 

companies, although it will also be useful to others. 

Directors of limited companies, unlike sole traders, must comply with certain 

statutory obligations. These can range from hairdressers and builders with their own 

companies to directors of mid-sized companies in the IT sector, for example. 

Examples of the kind of advice available on the information hub include: 

• understanding company finances, director duties and obligations; 

• how to recognise early warning signs of financial distress; and 

• how and when limited company debts can become personal debts. 

The new information hub was developed after Insolvency Service research found 

that company directors wanted a single online hub to host clear and 

concise guidance, with signposts to more detailed guidance and support where 

needed. As well as direct research with company directors, the project also worked 

closely with teams in HMRC and Companies House, business finance specialists at 

Royal Bank of Scotland, and business groups including The Directors Helpline, the 

Institute for Turnaround (IFT), the Institute for Directors (IoD), and the Federation of 

Small Business (FSB) amongst others. 

See: Director information hub - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

 

Midlife MOT website 

A new online Midlife MOT has been launched to help older workers with financial 

planning, health guidance, and to assess what their skills mean for their careers and 

futures. 

The free Midlife MOT website encourages people to review their skills and help to 

break down barriers to the labour market. It brings together trusted services, help 

such as a jobseeker toolkit, and charity resources. It will allow people to identify job 

opportunities across the UK as well as better preparing them for later life and their 

retirement. 

https://www.acas.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-03/Recruiting_staff_guide.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/director-information-hub


The website signposts to key organisations and charities, including the NHS, Mind, 

MoneyHelper, Citizens Advice, and the Department for Work and Pension’s 

(DWP) find a job portal. 

As part of this, MoneyHelper has created a financial tool which will provide a 

personalised report to help people understand what to prioritise to improve their 

financial position, from now through to retirement. 

The Midlife MOT was originally launched in Jobcentres across England with work 

coaches working with claimants to encourage planning for later life and boosting 

their confidence. Following the initial success, the Government has looked at ways of 

reaching more people with the service and making it accessible for everyone – right 

across the UK. 

See: Check the status of your work, health and money - Midlife MOT 

(jobhelp.campaign.gov.uk) 

 

Latest HMRC tax webinars 

Listed below are some HMRC webinars that will give the self-employed an 

understanding of key taxes that affect them and also help employers with payroll. 

The webinars are free and last around an hour. 

Webinars for the self-employed: 

Capital Allowances for the self-employed 

Tue 18 Jul at 9:45am 

Record keeping for the self-employed 

Tue 18 Jul at 11:45am 

How to apply the VAT reverse charge for construction services 

Tue 18 Jul at 1:45pm 

Residential property income for individuals - an introduction 

Fri 21 Jul at 11:45am 

Residential property income for individuals - expenses, and deductions 

Fri 21 Jul at 1:45pm 

Company directors - payroll and you 

Mon 31 Jul at 1:45pm 

Capital allowances and vehicles 

Thu 21 Sep at 11:45am 

Employer webinars: 

Expenses and benefits for your employees - trivial benefits 

Wed 19 Jul at 1:45pm 

Thu 10 Aug at 11:45am 

https://www.gov.uk/find-a-job
https://www.moneyhelper.org.uk/en/everyday-money/midlife-mot
https://jobhelp.campaign.gov.uk/midlifemot/home-page/
https://jobhelp.campaign.gov.uk/midlifemot/home-page/
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/4031769930671054431
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/215330985800378972
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/5449861740476339982
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/6945950733301064795
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/1296904081369422176
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/9111624703886064730
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/2143607201763333462
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/7041721494020906080


Getting payroll information right 

Tue 1 Aug at 11:45am 

Taxing employees' benefits and expenses through your payroll 

Fri 11 Aug at 1:45pm 

Employer filing obligations 

Wed 16 Aug at 1:45pm 

Expenses and benefits for your employees - if your employees have more than one 

workplace 

Thu 31 Aug at 11:45am 

Expenses and benefits for your employees - company cars, vans, and fuel 

Thu 31 Aug at 9:45am 

Expenses and benefits for your employees – phones, internet, and homeworking 

Mon 11 Sep at 1:45pm 

Expenses and benefits for your employees - travel 

Tue 12 Sep at 11:45am 

 

Deadline for topping up NI contributions extended again to 5 April 2025 

With all of the changes to personal pensions in the Spring Budget, maximising the 

State Pension entitlement should not be overlooked. The full rate of new State 

Pension increased to £203.85 per week (£10,600 pa) from 6 April 2023; a 10.1% 

increase over the 2022/23 rate, as a result of the “triple lock” being restored. 

At least 10 qualifying years are required to get a UK State Pension, with full State 

Pension entitlement at 35 qualifying years. Individuals should log into their 

Government Gateway account to check their contribution record as they may be 

entitled to credit for missing years, for example if they were on maternity leave or a 

carer. They can also check how many more qualifying years they need for a full 

State Pension, and if necessary, make national insurance (NI) contributions for 

missing years. 

Normally it is only possible to make voluntary NI contributions for the past 6 tax 

years, to top up any missing or partial years.  The Government announced an 

extended deadline to allow taxpayers to make NI contributions in respect of missing 

years going back to April 2006.  This opportunity was originally scheduled to end on 

5 April 2023 and was then extended to 31 July 2023.  The deadline has now been 

extended to 5 April 2025. 

Class 3 voluntary NI contributions made before 5 April 2025 will be at the Class 3 

voluntary NI rates for the 2022/23 tax year of £15.85 per week, or £824.20 for each 

full year. 

See: Deadline for voluntary National Insurance contributions extended to April 2025 - 

GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/6904283642870071640
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/9078125883122885981
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/1854427947123301721
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/8989110519125728352
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/8989110519125728352
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/770081782034189
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/143577951437367568
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/6360230992985938263
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/deadline-for-voluntary-national-insurance-contributions-extended-to-april-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/deadline-for-voluntary-national-insurance-contributions-extended-to-april-2025


Postage Stamps – use them by 31 July! 

The Royal Mail have added barcodes to their regular stamps. After 31 July 2023, 

regular stamps without a barcode will no longer be valid. You can either use up these 

stamps before this deadline or swap them for the new barcoded ones. 

 

The stamps that are changing are the stamps that will be very familiar to you. They 

feature the profile of Her Late Majesty The Queen on a plain coloured background. 

Your non-barcoded stamps can be exchanged for the new barcoded version through 

the Stamp Swap Out scheme.  

See: Know where your old stamps are? | Royal Mail Group Ltd 

 

Working from home and the £6 per week allowance 

During the COVID pandemic the government relaxed the conditions to enable those 

working from home to be paid £6 a week tax free by their employer, or, where that 

was not paid by the employer, they could claim relief for £6 a week against their 

employment income for a tax refund from HMRC. Those relaxed rules applied for 

2020/21 and 2021/22. Many employers and employees may not be aware that from 

6 April 2022 the rules reverted to the strict statutory position. Employees can claim 

tax relief if they have to work from home under a homeworking agreement, for 

example because: 

• their job requires them to live far away from the office, 

• their employer does not have an office, or 

• the office is closed every Friday and employees are required to work from 

home that day. 

Tax relief cannot be claimed if the employee choses to work from home. 

See: Claim tax relief for your job expenses: Working from home - GOV.UK 

(www.gov.uk) 

 

 

 

https://www.royalmail.com/sending/barcoded-stamps?iid=HP_M1_BARCODEDSTAMPS
https://www.gov.uk/tax-relief-for-employees/working-at-home
https://www.gov.uk/tax-relief-for-employees/working-at-home


Festival of Business 2023 

Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s annual Festival of Business 

will give local entrepreneurs and businesses the opportunity to: 

• hear from expert speakers on topics including sales, marketing, business 

growth, and AI; 

• make new connections during facilitated networking with more than 800 

attendees; and 

• learn from a diverse range of exhibitors and delegates from different 

industries. 

The Festival of Business will be held on the 20 September 2023 at St. George's 

Market, Belfast and the cost is free. 

See: Festival of Business 2023 (nibusinessinfo.co.uk) 

 

Heritage Shopfront Scheme for Moira and Royal Hillsborough 

A scheme helping businesses in Moira and Royal Hillsborough refresh their 

frontages, to better reflect the heritage and conservation themes of the area, has 

launched a second round of funding. 

Following the success of its first call for applications, Lisburn & Castlereagh City 

Council is asking for further expressions of interest in its Heritage Shopfront 

Scheme. 

The fund is supporting businesses located in Moira and Royal Hillsborough 

conservation areas to improve the appearance and condition of their shopfronts in 

ways that complement the ambience of these historic villages. 

Successful applicants will receive a grant of up to 80% - maximum £12,500 (ex VAT). 

You must demonstrate your contribution of a minimum 20% of the overall costs (ex 

VAT) has been paid. 

Funding is available for the repair and replacement (where appropriate) of: 

• shop fronts (requiring full planning permission), 

• signage (requiring advertising consent), 

• lighting (may require full planning permission), 

• re-painting (may require listed building consent), 

• removal of wires etc, and 

• removal of inappropriate shutters or awnings. 

The deadline to submit an expression of interest is 5pm on Wednesday 26 July 

2023. 

https://www.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/content/festival-business-2023


See: Heritage shopfronts to get a new lease of life with second round of funding 

(lisburncastlereagh.gov.uk) 

 

Views sought on amending Building Regulations 

The Department of Finance consultation is seeking views on amending Building 

Regulations and supporting guidance with regard to fire safety. This includes 

implementing a number of recommendations from the Grenfell Tower public inquiry 

report. These changes will improve life safety measures for residents and fire and 

rescue service personnel during a response to a fire incident. 

New fire safety regulations for buildings 

The consultation is seeking feedback on the introduction of two new regulations. The 

first will require the provision of fire safety information at the completion of the 

construction stage and handover of the building prior to occupation. This information 

should assist those in carrying out their fire safety responsibilities in the post-

construction phase. 

The second regulation would require the installation of automatic fire suppression 

systems, such as sprinklers in certain types of residential buildings. Sprinklers can 

provide multiple benefits in terms of personal protection of individuals, limiting fire 

spread, protection for property and fittings, and protecting means of escape. 

Fire detection and alarm for all new dwellings 

The consultation also seeks views on extending the coverage of automatic fire 

detection and alarm in all new dwellings to include the installation of a smoke alarm 

in all habitable rooms. Clarification is also proposed on the minimum fire detection 

and alarm system required when a dwelling is subject to extension and/or alteration 

work. 

There is also new guidance in relation to smoke ventilation in the common escape 

routes of buildings containing flats and a series of measures to assist the NI Fire and 

Rescue Service during any response to a fire. 

See: Consultation on Fire safety changes to the local Building Regulations | 

Department of Finance (finance-ni.gov.uk) 

 

Latest employer webinars from the Labour Relations Agency 

The Labour Relations Agency (LRA) is hosting a number of webinars to help 

employers deal with workplace challenges. The events would be beneficial for 

employers, managers, and human resources (HR) practitioners. The webinars are 

free to attend. 

 

 

https://www.lisburncastlereagh.gov.uk/news/heritage-shopfronts-to-get-a-new-lease-of-life-with-second-round-of-funding
https://www.lisburncastlereagh.gov.uk/news/heritage-shopfronts-to-get-a-new-lease-of-life-with-second-round-of-funding
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-fire-safety-changes-local-building-regulations
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-fire-safety-changes-local-building-regulations


Managing absence webinar 

Date: Tuesday 18 July 2023 

Time: 10:30am to 12pm 

Venue: Online 

Register to attend 

Handling discipline and dismissal webinar 

Date: Tuesday 8 August 2023 

Time: 10:30am to 11:30am 

Venue: Online 

Register to attend 

Conducting employment investigations webinar 

Date: Tuesday 22 August 2023 

Time: 10:30am to 12pm 

Venue: Online 

Register to attend 

See: Events | Labour Relations Agency - Official (lra.org.uk) 

 

Clean Maritime Demonstration Competition update events 

In Autumn 2022 and Spring 2023, Maritime UK and its network of regional cluster 

organisations around the UK hosted a number of update and networking events on 

behalf of the Department for Transport (DfT). 

The aim of these sessions was to provide information on Round 3 of the following 

competitions: 

• Clean Maritime Demonstration competition (CMDC), 

• Zero Emission Vessels & Infrastructure competition, and 

• Clean Maritime Research Hub competition. 

A further round of CMDC update and networking events has now been scheduled to 

take place across the UK, including in Northern Ireland. 

Northern Ireland regional event 

Hosted in partnership with Invest Northern Ireland, a regional CMDC update event 

will take place at Invest NI's offices in Bedford Street, Belfast on Thursday 27 July 

2023. 

DfT, Innovate UK and Innovate UK KTN officials will be in attendance. 

See: National and Regional Clean Maritime Demonstration Competition (CMDC) 

Update/Networking Events | Maritime UK 

 

https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/managing-absence/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/handling-discipline-and-dismissal/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/conducting-employment-investigations--11/
https://www.lra.org.uk/events
https://www.maritimeuk.org/events/events/national-and-regional-clean-maritime-demonstration-competition-cmdc-updatenetworking-events/
https://www.maritimeuk.org/events/events/national-and-regional-clean-maritime-demonstration-competition-cmdc-updatenetworking-events/


Mentor Support Programme for Newry, Mourne and Down businesses 

Newry, Mourne and Down District Council has launched a new programme that will 

support local small to medium-sized businesses, encouraging them to grow. 

The Mentor Support Programme is fully funded and is aimed at businesses across 

the Council area that employ fewer than 50 full-time equivalent staff, have been 

trading for more than six months and have job creation potential. 

The programme will include the delivery of a total of 80 mentoring days supporting 

40 businesses to enhance their skills, confidence, and abilities with the overall aim of 

enabling business growth. 

As well as bespoke one-to-one mentoring support with an experienced business 

advisor, the programme will also feature four skills development workshops. 

All of the workshops are online and run from 10am to 12:30pm each day: 

• Marketing and Digital Marketing on a Shoestring - Thursday 17 August 2023 

• Selling with Confidence - Tuesday 29 August 2023 

• Identifying and Accessing External Finance to Fund Business Growth - 

Wednesday 13 September 2023 

• Finding and Retaining High Calibre People - Tuesday 26 September 2023 

See: Council Launches New Mentor Support Programme to Promote Business Gr 

(newrymournedown.org) 

 

10X Economic Vision: Delivery Plan for 2023-24 

The Department for the Economy (DfE) has published the 10X Delivery Plan for 

2023-24. The plan outlines a work schedule to help deliver the 10X Economic Vision 

and its objectives.  

See: 10X Delivery Plan 2023/24 | Department for the Economy (economy-ni.gov.uk) 

https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/marketing-and-digital-marketing-on-a-shoestring/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/selling-with-confidence/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/identifying-and-accessing-external-finance-to-fund-business-growth/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/identifying-and-accessing-external-finance-to-fund-business-growth/
https://www.events.nibusinessinfo.co.uk/en/events/finding-and-retaining-high-calibre-people/
https://www.newrymournedown.org/council-launches-new-mentor-support-programme-to-promote-business-growth-in-the-local-area
https://www.newrymournedown.org/council-launches-new-mentor-support-programme-to-promote-business-growth-in-the-local-area
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/10x-delivery-plan-202324

