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http://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/
http://www.suttontrust.com/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
http://www.jrf.org.uk/
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Section one  
 

 

Understanding client differences  

 

Clients across the private, public and third sectors will operate differently and have 

different needs. Highlighted below are some example differences that are useful to 

consider: 

 

 Small SME 
i.e. 30 staff 

Mid-size 
>250 staff 

Corporate 
client 

Third sector  
Charitable 

Organisation 

Public sector  
Local government 

Who are the 
decision 
makers? 

CEO, 
founder, 
business 

owner or 
senior 
leadership 

CEO or 
department 
heads 

Department 
heads, senior 
managers or 

C-suite  

Trustees, 
Board, 
Directors, 

Management 
Committee 
Senior Leaders 

Elected 
members/leaders of 
Committees, 

Councillors, Council 
Officers 
Senior Leaders 

How might 
they make 
their 
decisions? 

They may act 
quickly and 
are unlikely 
to run a 

formal 
procurement 
process or be 

bound by 
specific 
annual 
budgets - 

there may be 
more 
discretion in 

how they 
engage with 
you 

Potentially 
seeking the 
advice of 
their board 

or advisors 
and 
assessing 

ROI or 
value added 
to the 
company 

 

May involve a 
time-
consuming 
internal 

procurement 
process unless 
the value of 

the work is 
within a 
discretionary 
spend limit 

 

Smaller 
charities  may 
be able to 
make decisions 

more quickly 
with little or 
no 

procurement - 
trustees have 
decision 
making and 

investment 
powers. In 
some cases it 

may be put to 
a vote. 

Departments have 
power-making 
decisions providing 
they are 

aligned/support 
council strategic 
aims and plans. 

They will have a  
clear procurement 
policy, and 
procedures may be 

time consuming 

How do I 

demonstrate 
my value to 
them? 

Show how 

you will 
improve their 
business, 

increase 
revenue, 
become more 
innovative 

etc 

Show what 

ROI they 
will get and 
how your 

solution will 
help them 
with 
revenue, 

efficiency or 
innovation 

Show clearly 

how you add 
value and 
define the 

benefits they’ll 
see if you are 
appointed 

Show how you 

can help 
demonstrate 
impact and can 

provide 
evidence for 
policies and 
support 

campaigns 

Show how you can 

provide added value 
with 
research/expertise 

aligned to local 
priorities and their 
communities 



https://opportuni.co.uk/
https://procontract.due-north.com/Login
https://www.in-tend.co.uk/
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Section one 
 

 

Here are some useful steps to consider, when preparing
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Section one 

 

You may not be looking for this type of funding directly, but your research could be a key 

part of a client’s growth plan or innovation strategy, and written into their budget: 

 

Bootstrapping 
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https://the-enterprising-researcher.libsyn.com/
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Section two 

 
 

Gearing up to share your expertise 
 

Contents 

 

▪ Overview 

▪ Setting up as a consultant or business 

▪ Understanding accounting basics and insurance 

▪ Understanding client-business rhythms 

▪ Marketing and communications 

▪ Spotlight 

▪ Resources 

 

 

Overview 

 

Setting up as a consultant or becoming self-employed is a big step and something that is 

more appropriate after having many years of research experience rather than early in 

your career. This section outlines the many considerations and gives an overview of the 

complexities, providing guidance on what to do if you are in a position to move into 



http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/researchstaff/resources/policylibrary
https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact-toolkit/commercialisation/why-commercialise/
https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact-toolkit/commercialisation/why-commercialise/


https://www.fsb.org.uk/resources-page/what-do-you-need-to-know-about-professional-indemnity-insurance.html
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/researchstaff
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7. Don’t rush into setting up multiple structures (i.e. partnerships and limited companies 

with others). Test the water first – can you work well together? Is there a commercial 

need for what you’re offering? Don’t rush into setting something up that will create a 

burden of accounting and company administration. 

 

8. Get a business bank account, which will often be free to start with. You can also issue 

and receive invoices directly to this account, keeping your professional finances 

separate from personal ones. 
 

9. Keep your financial administration in order regularly – it’s better than leaving it until 

the end of the year. 
 

10. Send your invoices out quickly and accurately for the best chance of getting paid on 

time. 

 

Business structure: the basics 

 

This section will explain what some business structures are and areas which you should 

consider when setting up a business. When commercialising your research, you may decide 

that setting up a company is best for this. This section will explain various bus iness 

structures and their pros and cons. Dependent on the terms of your involvement with an 

academic institution, you should check if there are any restrictions or permissions needed 

around setting up a business alongside your employment.  

  

There are four main types of business structures in the UK and each has various tax and 

liability implications: 

 

¶ Sole trader 

¶ Limited company 

¶ Partnership 

¶ Limited liability partnership 

 

Becoming a sole trader 
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Taxes and accounting 

As you are self-employed: 

 

¶ Your profits are taxed as income. 

¶ You pay fixed-rate Class 2 National Insurance contributions (NICs) regardless of any 

profits you make. 

¶ You pay Class 4 NICs on any profits. 

¶ You need to register for Self Assessment and complete a tax return each year. 

  

Liability 

You are personally responsible for any debts run up by your business. This means your 

home or other assets may be at risk if your business runs into trouble. 

  

Starting a private company 

 

There are broadly two types of private company: 

 

1. private limited company 2. private unlimited company 

Section two 

A private limited company may be limited by shares or by guarantee and:  

 

¶ Must be registered (incorporated) at 

https://www.gov.uk/pay-class-2-national-insurance
https://www.gov.uk/register-for-self-assessment
https://www.gov.uk/register-for-self-assessment
https://www.gov.uk/self-assessment-tax-returns
https://www.gov.uk/companies-house
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https://www.gov.uk/companies-house
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Taxes and accounting 

¶ send Companies House an annual return 

¶ file accounts with Companies House 

  

A partner's liability is limited to the amount of money they have invested in the business. 

It is also limited to any personal guarantees they have given to raise finance. This means 

that members have some protection if the business runs into trouble.  

  

If you are not sure which legal structure would best suit your business, you should get 

advice from an accountant or solicitor.  

  

Value Added Tax (VAT) 

No matter what kind of business you have - sole trader, partnership, LLP or limited 

company - if your business makes VATable sales of more than £85,000 a year, you’ll have 

to register your business for VAT. 
 

‘VATable sales’ mean sales of goods or services that would have had VAT charged on 

them if made by a VAT-registered business. The standard VAT rate is currently set at 

20%, with reduced rates of 5% and 0% for some exceptional goods. You can access a full 

range of VAT rates here on Gov.uk. If you are VAT registered, you can claim VAT back on 

purchases made by the business, which is then offset against your quarterly VAT bill to 

HMRC. Challenges with VAT include overseas trading and also selling digital services. This 

can become a complex area and one to speak directly with HMRC or your accountant. 

 

IR35 

You may hear about IR35 when looking at different contracts or consulting work. IR35 is 

shorthand for ‘off-payroll working rules’ which can apply if a worker (sometimes known as 

a contractor) provides their services through their own limited company or another type 

of intermediary to the client. 

 

An intermediary will usually be the worker’s own personal service company, but could also 

be any of the following: 

 

¶ a partnership 

¶ a personal service company 

¶ an individual 

 

The rules make sure that workers, who would have been an employee if they were 

providing their services directly to the client, pay broadly the same Income Tax and 

https://smallbusiness.co.uk/the-complex-vat-mistakes-your-business-could-be-making-2543694/
https://www.gov.uk/vat-businesses/vat-rates
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/the-vat-rules-if-you-supply-digital-services-to-private-consumers#businessorconsumer
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National Insurance contributions as employees. These rules are sometimes known as 

‘IR35’. 

 

It is prudent to look into whether you’ll be providing services to a company or 

organisation that could be deemed to fall into the remit of IR35. Organisations will also 

likely ask that you complete a checklist or form so they also have a record of where your 

contract sits within tax legislation. 

 

It is a new and complex area of tax so researching this on HMRC’s website would be 

helpful. 
 

 

Understanding accounting basics and insurance 

 

Accounting 

 

You should always keep good records of your finances – both incoming and outgoing, but 

to start with this may be a simple as a spreadsheet. There are easy software options 

online to help manage your finances and also keep track of invoices and receipts. Xero 

and Quickbooks are subscription-based options which are suitable for small businesses. 

Some providers, such as Wave and Crunch, will offer free support or resources to small 

businesses or sole traders.  

 

Employing the services of an accountant is advisable if you are looking at  different 

sources of income, setting up a Partnership or a Limited Company. They can also advise 

you on tax matters and especially if you’re looking at commercialising your research, 

there may be R&D tax relief options which require more specialist accounting knowledge. 

Note, these are related to advances in science or technology rather than social sciences, 

but your work may have a relevant technology output especially if you are collaborating 

with others. 

 

Prices for accountancy can vary so do ask for recommendations from others as it’s 

important to build a trusted relationship with your accountant. You may want to engage 

them just for your personal and/ or business tax returns or they may also offer 

bookkeeping, payroll and tax consultancy advice. 

 

You may find this article helpful when navigating the many business-related accounting 

terms. 

  

 

https://www.xero.com/uk/
https://quickbooks.intuit.com/uk/
https://www.waveapps.com/pricing
https://www.crunch.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/corporation-tax-research-and-development-rd-relief
https://www.businessaccountingbasics.co.uk/bookkeeping-terms/
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Insurance 

 

Liability has been mentioned above, but how does this relate to you commercialising your 

expertise? You could potentially misinterpret a project, give incorrect advice, or 

accidentally share some confidential information. If a client decides to bring a claim 

against you, insurance should cover the legal and compensation costs.  

  

If you are working with larger businesses or the public sector, they will generally ask for 

proof of your insurance cover. The standard polic ies for consultants are Professional 

Indemnity, Public Liability and Employers’ Liability.  

  

Accidents, property damage, negligence, IT and data breaches – these are all areas which 

can be covered. These policies can be purchased at a reasonable cost and like any 

insurance, you hope that they aren’t ever needed. Visit ABI for a guide on choosing. 

 

How to charge 

 

You’ll need to decide on whether you’re providing a service defined as ‘time for money’ 

(i.e. consultancy or training provision). Your time is costed and you may add on expenses 

for travel, printing or subsistence. You could consider licensing as it’s often the quickest 

way to take a business proposition to market.  

 

As you develop your business, you may create products or services which can be 

purchased and offer you a recurring revenue. Imagine this as a one-off purchase like an 

online course, or as a monthly subscription model. This offers regular and recurring 

revenue for you without having to deliver the content yourself each time. 

 

It’s not uncommon to work on a retainer with some clients which means they will have an 

allocation of your time for consultancy throughout the month at an agreed and fixed sum. 

This can be helpful for you from a cashflow perspective, but clear deliverables need to be 

agreed up front so both parties can see the value in working this way. More typically, you 

https://www.abi.org.uk/products-and-issues/choosing-the-right-insurance/business-insurance/liability-insurance/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/esrc/impact-toolkit-for-economic-and-social-sciences/how-to-commercialise-your-research/#contents-list
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Marketing and Communications 

 

In this section, we think about different communication channels and how to tailor your 

marketing approach. Marketing and communications is a large subject area and many 

companies or consultants specialise in working with businesses on this. You can however, 

manage your own marketing by understanding some key points and keeping your approach 

specific. 

 

8 Top tips for marketing 

 

1. Blogs and articles are great ways of getting your expertise out into the world. They are 

simpler than research papers but you can distil the key essence and make it digestible 

for your audience. You may find it more beneficial to guest blog, particularly if you are 

just starting out, as this will allow you access to an established readership.  
 

2. Blogs aren’t peer reviewed and follow a more relaxed structure than academic papers - 

no formal introduction, deep theoretical frameworks or critical analysis needed. They 

are more of a narrative. 
 

3. It’s OK to have an opinion in a blog, in fact - do! Key points or top tips are popular 

ways of presenting a framework. 

 

4. You can cut up and reuse podcasts, interviews, videos and blogs into shorter and more 

varied pieces of content for social media. Start by following some speakers in areas 



https://www.forbes.com/?sh=2db07cc12254
https://hbr.org/


https://www.creativebloq.com/web-design/best-blogging-platforms-121413634
https://www.creativebloq.com/web-design/best-blogging-platforms-121413634
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Spotlight 
 
 
As a spotlight for this toolkit, two researchers have offered some quick thoughts 

on their experiences using their philosophy and politics expertise in consulting or 

https://www.ncl.ac.uk/gps/staff/profile/orlysiow.html
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https://www.louiseondeath.com/
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Resources 
 

Aspect (A Social sciences Platform for Entrepreneurship, Commercialisation and 

Transformation) is a network for organisations looking to make the most of commercial and 

business opportunities from social sciences research.   

 

More tips on what social media to use: ukri.org/councils/esrc/impact-toolkit-for-economic-

and-social-sciences/how-to-use

https://aspect.ac.uk/communities-of-practice/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/esrc/impact-toolkit-for-economic-and-social-sciences/how-to-use-social-media/choosing-what-social-media-you-use/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/esrc/impact-toolkit-for-economic-and-social-sciences/how-to-use-social-media/choosing-what-social-media-you-use/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/7-benefits-using-linkedin-sarah-rycraft/


https://the-enterprising-researcher.libsyn.com/
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https://www.publicsectorconnect.org/#about
https://www.newlocal.org.uk/


http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/
https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/
https://www.thefundingnetwork.org.uk/about-us
https://www.wiredsussex.com/
https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/
https://www.sctp.org.uk/
https://www.sctp.org.uk/


https://the-enterprising-researcher.libsyn.com/
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How to offer consultancy and training 
 

Contents 

 

▪ Overview 

▪ Consultancy 

▪ Training 

▪ Other commercialisation ideas 

▪ Resources 

 

 

Overview 

 

This section focuses on consultancy and training as main areas you may wish to consider 

when thinking about sharing and using your expertise. Try to identify soc ial change/impact 

challenges and address them directly to provide solutions with a real commercial need. If 

you become the first to set up a business or offer consultancy in a specific field, you’ll 

become known as a leading authority in that field.  

 

There are personal and professional benefits to becoming a consultant such as: 

 

¶ Raising your profile and body of work 

¶ A boost on your ‘commercial’ CV 

¶ Benefitting research and impact activity  

 

¶ Generating income 

¶ Broadening potential client base  

¶ Societal/economic impacts through  

changes to policy or practice 

Typically, contracting organisations will look for the following skills:  

 

¶ Strong level of expertise in your field  

¶ Problem solving 

¶ Ideas-led work 

 

¶ Analytical skills 

¶ Presentation and communication skills  

¶ New approaches informed by latest 

thinking 

In the public/third sector, commissioners often look for: 

 

¶ Sympathy for or a demonstrated understanding of the ethos/priorities/objectives of the 

organisation. 

¶ Ability to collaborate. 

¶ There is an increasing demand from both public and third sector organisations to 

demonstrate ‘evidence of impact’ to satisfy stakeholders and secure further funding . 
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In the private sector, decision makers often look for: 

 

¶ An understanding of their business drivers and strategic aims.  

¶ How your solution adds value to them and supports their business needs or growth.  

¶ A return on investment. 

 

You may also wish to consider co-production and/or co-design with peers either within, or 

external to, academia to strengthen and broaden your offer.  

 

 

Consultancy 

 

Research consultants are hired or contracted by organisations in both the private and 

public/third sectors to carry out specific, targeted research and to analyse and present 

key findings. 

 

Public and third sector organisations may also commission consultants to support fundi ng 

applications - this could, for example include desk research, data collection and analysis 

and consolidation of impact reports.  

 

Publicly funded projects often have a remit from their funders to carry out monitoring and 

evaluation to assess the performance of and impact projects. Some organisations don’t 

always have the resource or expertise to carry this out internally and will therefore seek 

external consultants to help either advise on, design, or fully carry out their monitoring 

and evaluation. This could include for example: 

 

¶ Providing strategic advice  

¶ Developing and designing evaluation frameworks  

¶ Data collection and analysis 

¶ Providing practical methods and toolkits that will assist with their monitoring and 

evaluation 

¶ Collaboratively working with certain team members to help carry out and complete 

monitoring and evaluation 

¶ Consolidating research and findings  

Section four 

Some organisations may advertise for a freelance or contracted position for specific time -

bound projects. Consultancy work can also help the organisation be better positioned as 

‘thought leaders’ in their field. 
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Training 

 

Opportunities to offer training around some core methodological processes which may help 

the organisation with light-touch internal research as well as monitoring and evaluation 

elements could also offer a commercial arm. This could, for example , include training 

around: 

 

http://bathsdr.org/
https://aspect.ac.uk/resources/ludic-labs-2021/
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Licensing – a common approach and a relatively simple route to take knowledge from 

research to market quickly. In addition to utilising the knowledge, a licence may also 

include an agreement to use a university’s insignia, logos or trademarks as an 

endorsement of the quality and authenticity of the product or service. The university 

should have oversight of the licensee to ensure high standards are maintained. If setting 

up a private company, do not include the intellectual property in the company’s assets. 

Instead, you should keep it with the university and grant a licence to your company. 

Otherwise, if the company fails, the intellectual property will have to be bought back 

from the liquidators before it can be developed further.  

 

Social enterprise – often has the structure of a conventional firm or spinout, but 

operates as a business. Any excess income may be retained by the organisation for 

future business development, to fund research, or to alleviate societal needs. The impact 

and purpose of the organisation are valued equally with the goal of making a profit. 

Social scientists may choose to set up a social enterprise for themselves, or to work in 

partnership with an existing one that would benefit from their research input. 

 

 

Resources 

 

 

The Bright Network - 

https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/what-is-it-all-about/
https://www.brightnetwork.co.uk/career-path-guides/consulting/types-consulting/
https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact-toolkit/commercialisation/how-do-i-commercialise-my-research/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCVKkM4hnEffGeVCWJHBfzCg
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCVKkM4hnEffGeVCWJHBfzCg
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Defining your value proposition 

 

You may hear of value propositions or USPs and find this somewhat daunting. Your USP is 

your unique selling point and it’s important to factor in what makes you unique when 

you’re looking to stand out from other researchers or consultants.  

 

A good place to start is to define what you do but more importantly, what issues or 

challenges your research or expertise addresses. Anyone buying services will ask 

themselves “what’s in it for me” so you need to be able to address this succinctly and 

positively. 

 

This toolkit has mentioned making your key messages appropriate for different sectors or 

client types, and you can tailor the messaging which comes from your value proposition 

too. 

 

Exercise:  

You can complete this exercise to run through what you think your value proposition is by 

following the steps below. 

 

1. Firstly, identify the problem or challenge for your potential client. This should be as 

specific as possible and generally not on a macro level. For instance, climate change is 

a macro issue but your client’s related problem could be focused on how they promote 

and sell their low carbon technical innovation. 

 

2. The impact here is focused on what happens if they don’t solve their problem or 

address the challenge. Perhaps for this client, they’re pitching to clients who operate 

in a regulated industry and they don’t have a breadth of knowledge around wider 

environmental or geographical impacts.  

 

3. Your solution may be a piece of research and consultancy focused on the 

environmental or socio-economic benefits that this client’s technical innovation 

provides. 

 

4. 
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Top tips for pitching and presenting 

 

¶ Understand your audience and tailor your content to suit. A text heavy or dense 

presentation is too hard to digest for most people, so keep the slides simple and 

include any accompanying reports separately. 

  

¶ Take some time to rehearse your content and to relax ahead of time. Slow down your 

speech, take deep breaths and don’t rush. This will help to keep any nervousness 

under control. 

 

¶ Consider having a few questions and answers rehearsed so you’re happy to have a 

dialogue during the presentation. A good pitch is a two-way conversation rather than 

a one-way speech. 

 

¶ If in doubt, approach a pitch with ‘less is more’ in terms of content. If you have a 

straightforward approach then you can follow up with the detail when you have 

‘questions and answers’.  

 

¶ It’s OK not to discuss costs and fees during a pitch. You may present your fees but 

you can follow up with any negotiations afterwards - you don’t need to feel under 

pressure to negotiate on the spot 

 

 

Resources 

 

 

UoS podcast  
 

 

In this podcast, Keith O’Brien and Luke Mitchell from the 

University of Sussex discuss protecting intellectual property 

(IP), and the importance of considering business thinking 

earlier in academia. As an IP business partner to the 

university Keith explains what can be covered and how and 

Luke, as the university’s Business Adviser walks us through 

the value proposition canvas. 

https://the-enterprising-researcher.libsyn.com/


https://www.ref.ac.uk/
https://re.ukri.org/knowledge-exchange/knowledge-exchange-framework/
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/
https://www.suttontrust.com/
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/
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https://www.jrf.org.uk/
https://cles.org.uk/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/policy-and-research/
https://www.local.gov.uk/
http://toolkit.northernbridge.ac.uk/engagingwithpolicymakers/engagingwiththethirdsector/ukthinktanks/
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Glossary of key terms 
 

 

CRM – customer relationship management is both a software system and an activity. 

Once you build your networks and contacts, you should try to keep them organised 

online in either a spreadsheet or you might choose to use a low-cost CRM system. By 

keep your contacts in an online system, you can add notes about that person or project 

and also set reminders to follow up with them taking out some of the manual work in 

remembering what was last said. 

 

C-suite – are executive level managers in an organisation. C-suite is a general term 

used in the private sector to find the levels of a hierarchy and therefore decision 

making quite quickly. These will often be the decision makers and responsible for 

projects within their area, e.g. the CTO is a Chief Technology Officer so will have a 

keen interest in IT and technology solutions. The CFO as the Chief Finance Officer is 

more likely to be involved in signing off project budgets.  

 

Employers liability insurance - can help you pay compensation if an employee is 

injured or becomes ill as a result of the work they do for you. 

 

Procurement – is the act of purchasing goods or services for an organisation. Where 

you will see this when working with public or large private sector clients, is in the form 

of a procurement team. They are responsible for vetting suppliers and managing the 

process of contract management, compliance and cost saving. They ensure value for 

money for an organisation by keeping processes centralised and transparent. You may 

liaise with them if you enter into a formal tender process. 

 

Professional indemnity insurance - covers the cost of compensating clients for loss 

or damage resulting from negligent services or advice that is provided by an individual 

or a business. Whether you are a self-employed individual or working for a company 

providing your knowledge, skills or advice as part of your profession, you should 

consider taking out professional indemnity insurance.  

 

Public liability insurance - this is one of the main types of business insurance 

available and can cover compensation payments and legal costs if your business is sued 

because a member of the public (maybe a customer, a supplier, or a visitor) has been 

injured or their property has been damaged. 
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ROI – return on investment is a quantifiable measure used in relation to investing in 

project costs. Defining what the return or benefit to a client will be after they’ve 

invested in i.e. bought a specific product or service will be the ROI. It’s a term often 

used in marketing to decide on where organisations decide to spend a marketing 

budget. 

 

SMEs and SMEs – one is a Subject Matter Expert and one is a Small or Medium sized 

Enterprise. Make sure y
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