
2021: Putting hard-won lessons into practice 

If 2020 was largely about survival for many businesses, 2021 looks set to be a year when 
opportunity knocks again. We can’t know exactly when; and for many sectors, the openings 
may emerge in new areas, as they bear the scars of the lockdowns. That means having 
flexible financing – and plenty of options – is going to be more important than ever. 

 

If 2020 was the year when companies learned some hard lessons about resilience, then 
2021 is going to be defined by how well management teams can apply them to ready their 
business for an upturn. We might know when that will be, or how it might settle down for 
different sectors, but there’s a recovery coming and we need to be ready. 

That was the main message from ABN AMRO’s virtual round table, Flexible Finance for an 
Uncertain World. ABN AMRO Commercial Finance UK’s Head of Sales Jeremy Harrison spent 
40 minutes in conversation with Gareth Stanger, Group Operations Director at Recruitment 
Investments, and Ross McDonald, Head of Debt Advisory and Partner in Corporate Finance 
at BDO to discuss what business had learned from a year of lockdowns – and how they 
might plan for an uncertain year ahead. 

 

Lessons from the lockdown 

It’s important to remember that the Covid-19 crisis has been one of human tragedy; and 
that some sectors have faced an apocalyptic decline in business activity that has 
overwhelmed even the most talented and hard-working management teams. For many of 
them, the speakers stressed, little good can come from a catastrophic year. 

But there are many businesses that have managed to hold on during the crisis – and even 
now are looking at ways to ensure they ride the recovery. “Early on we sat down as a board 
– as well as with our backers, and ABN AMRO Commercial Finance UK – and made a joint 
decision to carry on, to be acquisitive even through lockdown,” said Gareth Stanger.  

Recruitment Investments continued with three acquisitions it had planned before the 
lockdowns in March – and accepted that the risks associated with pushing ahead were more 
than compensated for by the potential returns from executing its growth strategy at keener 
pricing. Gareth Stanger likes to quote Warren Buffet: “Be bold when others are fearful.” 

Harrison recalled meeting one business in March that immediately adapted its no-deal 
Brexit contingency plans for the pandemic lockdown. “That’s why management team quality 
goes into our rating,” he said. “Financials and assets are important, but we love to see 
teams who’ve been in their business for years, who know the peaks and troughs of their 
sector and what they can do to adapt.” 

“Through the summer, corporate mindsets, in a number of sectors moved on from just 
survival, they were increasingly focused on medium-term thinking around resilience and 
adapting funding to future uncertainties,” Ross McDonald said. “Then by the autumn, there 
were more positive transactions taking place: people have adapted their businesses to new 
realities and need to be able to execute their plans.” 

One big tip for any business is try to avoid a hangover from 2020 – whether that’s catching 
up on deferred payments or managing without government support schemes. “We worked 
hard in the second half to ensure anything we deferred in the first half was paid off – we 
didn’t want that hanging over our heads in 2021,” said Gareth Stanger.  



And most management teams have learned a huge amount about themselves. “Many 
businesses have been able to show how they weathered a once-in-a-lifetime storm and 
survived,” said Ross McDonald. “That’s a lot more information to share with investors and 
lenders: how you dealt with the crisis, how you showed our capabilities as a management 
team, what the lowest point looks like for your company and more.” 

 

New realities in financing 

“There are increasing options available to prospective borrowers, and we’ve really moved 
away from relying on the relationship manager at your High Street bank,” said Ross 
McDonald. “ABL [Asset Based Lending] is a great example – as are direct lending funds or 
credit platforms. The options are much broader now, even as High Street banks are focused 
more internally on their own challenges.” 

“We can look at all the assets of the business – and create availability of finance,” said 
Harrison. “ABL over the past few years has really broadened out from just receivables, and 
that’s given us more flexibility.” Even during the lockdown, the team has been able to 
structure broad-based lending packages, covering receivables, but also plant & machinery 
and stock. 

“Flexibility is crucial,” said Gareth Stanger, “not just on the lending side, but on the 
insurance, too. There’s a lot of business in our market, we’re surrounded by new sheds 
[distribution centres for major e-commerce firms and other distributors] going up, there are 
hundreds, if not thousands of vacancies out there. With new businesses coming into the 
market, the insurances come in very useful to manage the risk.” 

 

Getting ready for whatever is next 

The legacy of lockdown could be grim for some sectors. But the panel is already picking up 
on positive signals in the broad economy. “We are a barometer – the temporary labour 
market is an early-warning mechanism,” said Gareth Stanger. “And the labour shortage 
we’re seeing will feed through into the broader market. It’s all about finding the candidates 
for us right now – not trying to find vacancies to fill.” 

All our panellists were clear that management teams that can provide a little extra 
forecasting reliability will boost their options to raise finance – ready for any recovery. 
“We’re seeing an increased polarisation of lender appetites,” said Ross McDonald.  

“Borrowers must prepare and articulate their credit story – and spell out the risk mitigants – 
to lenders. If you can make the job easier for a lender and their credit committee, your 
chances of the right type of finance are greater. The number of lenders, and the flexibility of 
options, is so much better than after the financial crisis, taking the time to understand them 
and which best suits what you’re trying to achieve is the real win.” 

Change creates opportunities. Yes, it comes down to the sector, the business and the 
mindset of the management team “But coming out of this recession there are so many 
more funding options that coming out of the last one,” Ross McDonald stressed. 

And for Jeremy Harrison, the way ABL works means when companies do spot opportunities 
at the base of the up-slope of a V-shaped recovery, they should be able to take it. “That’s 
where ABL works well: it’s already a very flexible product,” he said. And it’s largely 
untapped. Not a lot of people know about it.” 



 

Plain-speaking advice 

So what can management teams do to be ready for 2021 – whether that’s more stop-start 
lockdowns or a rapid V-shaped recovery in key sectors? Our panellists had clear advice: 

Stick to your (strategic) guns. “Whatever your strategy was pre-Covid, whatever your 
dreams for the business were, stay with them,” said Gareth Stanger. “It’s not like the 
banking crash, it’s not a long-term economic shock. It’s a health crisis. And that will be 
resolved at some point.” 

Diversify away from orphan sectors. Hospitality, High Street retail travel are likely to take 
much longer to heal from Covid-19. “Find ways to steer towards markets and activities that 
will do well,” said Gareth Stanger. 

Understand your options. “There are more sources of finance now than there ever have 
been,” said Ross McDonald. Don’t assume you have no recourse if the bank denies you an 
overdraft. 

Prepare your story. However you’re raising finance, a convincing plan that can stand up to 
challenges is key. “Make it easy to sell your credit story to a lender’s credit committee,” said 
Ross McDonald. 

Don’t constrain your thinking. If your sector or business does bounce back sharply, don’t 
assume that finance will be a barrier to making the most of it. “There is capital out there 
that needs to be put to work,” said Ross McDonald. “If you can articulate your funding 
objectives and give that bit of clarity on forecasts, you should be well positioned to raise 
capital to fund your plans .” 

Get good advice. Some businesses have the time and experience to explore financing 
options themselves. “But most people are much more focused on running their business, 
especially if they’re looking to pivot in hard-hit sectors, than finding a financier,” said Jeremy 
Harrison. 

Pick out the positives from the lockdowns. 2020 has been a dark time; many businesses 
have been hurting. But having to adapt in tough times brings lessons, too. “In our own 
business, we learned that we can make decisions quicker,” said Jeremy Harrison. “We’ve 
moved away from laborious meetings now. We’re capturing what we’ve had to do 
differently – and keeping it where it’s actually been better.” 

Overall, then, the message is simple: we’re not back to any kind of predictable status quo 
just yet. But as 2021 begins, there is light at the end of the tunnel. Businesses that have 
shown through 2020 that they have the resilience and adaptability to succeed – and have 
learned the lessons of a tough year – can get the funding their need to react quickly when 
things pick up. Opportunity knocks in 2021. 

Where next? 

Bring your business ambitions to life CLICK HERE 

A dramatically different operating landscape in 2021 CLICK HERE 

https://www.abnamrocomfin.com/gbr/en/our-solutions
https://www.abnamrocomfin.com/gbr/en/latest-news/2020/leaning-into-change/

