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Preface: For Operators Who Are Serious About Making it Work

In my 40 years in the hospitality industry, I’ve seen what works, what breaks and what catches people out when they least expect it.

Today, I run an accountancy practice that specialises in hospitality accounting and operational advice. But before I ever picked up a spreadsheet, I did your job, and I learned the hard way just how tough this trade really is.

I started out in hotels, working behind the bar, in kitchens and waiting tables. At just 19, I  moved into hotel accounts and later joined a team of management accountants at Jarvis Hotels, where I worked with hotel managers to set budgets and forecasts.

In my twenties, I became the youngest landlord in my hometown, taking on a three-year tenancy. After qualifying as a stock-taker, I set up a business managing finances and operations for a wide range of pub companies, leases and tenancies. Over time, I shifted into business and financial planning so I could support operators just like you.

This book exists not to sell the dream or glamourise the industry like many others, but to offer a grounded, practical guide for building something real and sustainable.

I wrote this for operators who are serious about making it work. For people who want clarity, strategy and tools they can actually use. Whether you’re just getting started or recovering from a rough patch, I hope this guide helps you feel more prepared, more in control and more confident in what’s next.

And if you ever want to talk through your numbers, your plans or your challenges, my door’s always open.


Email: davidburr@me.com



Foreword

David Burr isn’t your typical “numbers man.”

When I first joined his team, bringing a brain wired for marketing and creativity, not forecasts and figures, I wondered if I’d be out of my depth. But I quickly learned that wasn’t the case.

You’d expect an accountant to lead with spreadsheets and complicated tools. David, on the contrary, leads with relatable stories about strategies that boost margins, pubs he's turned around and teams he's helped thrive. He speaks with the energy of someone who’s been in the trade hands-on, not just logged the numbers.

I remember asking him why he does what he does now, and he did not miss a beat. It was simple: “I’ve always loved the chaos and charm of hospitality, and as a trade accountant, I speak the language of the business fluently.” 

No jargon. No fluff. Just someone who has poured pints, balanced books and weathered both Monday lulls and Saturday madness. That is when I knew I was in the right place. 

David doesn’t just know the industry inside-out, he has lived it with unshakable passion for decades. And when he talks numbers, he’s not just talking about your profit or cashflow. He’s talking survival, momentum, growth, what it really takes to make a hospitality business work long-term.

So, when he said he wanted to write a book about business planning, I knew it wouldn’t be some dry manual or recycled business advice. It would be built from hard-won experience. The kind earned through tough calls, running sites and helping others do the same. He could have easily chosen to write an inspiring memoir. Instead, he wrote a guide packed with real-life insights: clear, practical and built for action. A foundation for anyone looking to launch or scale a hospitality business. A book that helps even an average lass like me start thinking as a business owner and shaping the way operations work. 


If there’s one thing he taught me that stuck, it’s this: don’t wait until things are perfect and it’s too late. You build. You test. You adapt and adjust. That mindset runs through everything we do at Carroll Accountants. Fast, focused and practical. We do not get lost in theory; we get to work. 


David did not just write a book; he is sharing a culture he had already built in-house. One where decisions are grounded in and driven by what works in real life, not just on paper. A team that understands the trade and bakes resilience into every goal.

Hundreds of hospitality businesses have felt that difference. And now, that same culture is in your hands.

Whether you’re opening your first site or preparing for your fifth, this is your guide to building something steady, profitable and purposeful. 

This is your starting point. Your solid base. The foundation beneath all the little “rocks” you’ll discover later. Because if you get this right, everything else becomes manageable. 

There is no perfect way to build the pub or restaurant of your dreams. But David’s approach cuts through the noise. It’s pragmatic, yes, but deeply human. It sees numbers as one essential part of a bigger picture and hands you a way to steer not just in fair weather, but through the storms, as well.

The way forward is clearer than you think. The good news? It’s all in here, ready for you.

Here’s to what comes next. 

All the best,

Khryss Aufer Austria

Marketing Manager, Carroll Accountants


Part 1: Hope Isn’t a Business Model

You’re buzzing with excitement. Your pub’s concept is fresh, the décor looks incredible and opening night is packed. Friends are raving, the energy is electric, and for a moment, it feels like everything’s falling into place.

But then comes the part no one told you about.

One minute you’re celebrating a packed house. The next minute, a quiet week bites into your bottom line. Or worse: half your staff quit, your equipment breaks all at once or a pandemic hits. Cash flow dries up when bills are due, suppliers are breathing down your neck and expenses quietly chip away at your profits.

When hospitality businesses fail, it’s rarely because the décor was wrong, the menu was too short or the staff didn’t smile enough.

They usually fail because:


●        The cashflow didn’t survive seasonal dips



●        Labour costs spiralled out of control



●        They didn’t adjust to local market shifts fast enough



●        VAT bills hit harder than expected



●        Repairs and maintenance wiped out cash reserves


The hospitality industry is no walk in the park. I know, because I’ve been there. You’re operating in an environment where:


●        Costs are rising across food, drink, labour, business rates and utilities



●        Customers are more selective with their spending



●        Competition is fiercer, faster and more professional



●        Regulatory pressure (VAT, licensing, health & safety, employment law) is higher than ever



●        Economic uncertainty means yesterday’s plan could be outdated tomorrow


Without a solid business plan and a system for reviewing and adapting it, you're relying on hope, not strategy.

And hope isn’t a business model.

But there’s good news: All of these issues are predictable and they’re all avoidable… With the right business plan in place.

A business plan is a strategy for keeping things moving, no matter what the industry throws at you. A good plan keeps you focused on what really matters, such as tightening operations, managing finances and staying one step ahead.

A business plan gives you:


●        Clarity: You know your real costs, not just your sales



●        Confidence: You can explain your model to landlords, pubcos, banks and suppliers with credibility



●        Control: You spot problems early, when they’re small and fixable, not catastrophic



●        Options: If cashflow tightens, you know exactly where to pull levers (staffing, menus, hours) without panicking.



●        Long-term value: Well-run businesses aren’t just fun to operate. They’re easier to expand and far easier to sell.


This guide isn’t about sugarcoating reality or offering quick fixes. It’s about giving you practical tools and a clear plan to handle the hard stuff, build resilience and come out stronger on the other side.

By the end, you’ll know how to steady your cashflow, boost profits and make sense of the numbers, even when they aren’t pretty. More importantly, you’ll know how to prepare for what’s next so you’re never caught off guard.

At the end of the day, you can’t avoid problems in the hospitality industry altogether, but you can own them. With the right plan, you’re not just reacting to chaos; you’re creating something that’s built to last.


Let’s Get Started

Before hiring staff, signing a lease or pouring your first pint, you need to get the foundations right.

This section is all about the critical early decisions that will shape everything that follows. It’s where we break down why traditional business plans often fall flat in hospitality and how to build a better one that’s rooted in your day-to-day reality.


We’ll explore how to use this book effectively, why serious planning matters more than ever, discuss several types of agreements available, and choose the corporate vehicle to run your business. If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed by where to start, this part is for you.


We’re not jumping into spreadsheets yet; we’re laying the groundwork. Getting this bit right will make every other stage easier, clearer and more successful.

How to Use This Book

Maybe you’ve got some ideas for an exciting theme or maybe you just want to turn the village pub into something special. Perhaps you’ve worked behind a bar or waited tables. (And if you haven’t, you should! I’d strongly recommend offering to do a few shifts at your local pub or restaurant. There’s no substitute for practical, hands-on experience.) By the time you pick up this book, you’ve likely even spent time searching for the perfect location.

Regardless of your background, you believe you have what it takes to run a successful hospitality business.

What you need next is a practical financial guide to planning, monitoring and growing your business. Not something you read once and leave on a shelf, but something you refer back to as your business grows.

That’s what this book is.

Part 1 sets the scene.

Parts 2-5 will help you find a property and create a formal business plan to get the funds you need to run it.

Parts 6-7 will give you all the tools you need to operate your business and stay afloat for years to come, even when challenges arise.

Here’s how to get the most from it:


●        Start at the beginning if you're planning or taking over a new site: Follow the steps in order from choosing the right legal structure, to understanding property agreements, to structuring your first business plan.



●        Jump to specific sections if you're already trading: If you're already operational, focus on the areas you need most right now, such as cashflow management, staff rotas, pricing strategy or growth planning.



●        Check the glossary at the back of the book: Most of my clients at Carroll Accountants aren’t new to entrepreneurship, so I assume a bit of general knowledge of business ownership terminology. But don’t worry: If this is new to you, the glossary at the end of the book will provide helpful definitions to make sense of it all.



●        Use it as a real-world checklist: Each section is structured to give you actionable steps, not just theory. Treat it like a working manual. Build your plan alongside it.



●        Come back to it as your business grows: As your site matures, new challenges (and new opportunities) will appear. This book is designed to grow with you from start-up to stabilisation, then onto scaling or exit.



●        Don’t just read, implement: Planning without execution is just dreaming. The operators who succeed use structured business plans and adapt them constantly. This book gives you the tools, but you have to use them.


Quick Tip

Whether you’re launching your first venue, building your second site or re-stabilising after a tough year, this book is your guide to business planning.


●        Use it fully



●        Review it regularly



●        Apply it practically


Because strong hospitality businesses aren’t built on passion alone. They’re built on smart planning, tough execution and relentless improvement.

Three Important Notes


1)      My practice and I are located in the United Kingdom, and my advice is based on the assumption that you are, too. If you’re outside the UK, many of the planning principles will still apply. But you’ll want to check with a qualified accountant in your jurisdiction about the specifics of:



●        Legal structures



●        Taxation



●        Financial regulations



●        Data policies



●        Etc.



2)      Keep in mind that this book was published in mid-2025. Check with your accountant to see what may have changed since then, especially with regards to regulations and KPIs. 



3)      The guidance in this book is based on best practices and my own experiences. Please get in touch for tailored advice if you’re not sure how best to apply it to your specific situation. (After all, there are exceptions to every rule.) 



Why Business Planning Has Never Been More Important

Running a hospitality business has always been tough: Margins are tight. Staffing is challenging. Customer expectations are high.

But right now, in this market, business planning isn’t just useful. It’s essential.

Planning Is Not a One-Off Event

Business plans aren’t documents you write once to get funding and then forget.


●        They are living systems.



●        You should be updating your plan quarterly, especially in fast-changing markets.



●        You should be reviewing forecasts monthly.



●        You should be adjusting strategy whenever:



	
Sales trends shift 

	
Labour availability changes 

	
Supplier costs spike 

	
Customer habits evolve 







Quick Tip

In hospitality, planning is about survival.


●        Plan harder than your competitors.



●        Execute sharper than your competitors.



●        Review and adapt faster than your competitors.


Because the operators who master planning aren’t just better on paper… They’re the ones still standing when others fold.




Real Life: Why Business Planning Works

It was the early 2000s, and trade was strong. Our business had been growing steadily, one site at a time. Nothing flashy, just careful expansion. While slow, gradual growth might not make headlines, it gives you something far more valuable: control. You protect your cash, you keep your systems tight, and you don’t outpace your capacity. That kind of discipline matters because in hospitality, a good run can quickly unravel without it.

Then, every now and then, an amazing opportunity comes along that makes you stop and think.

At one of the many breweries’ networking events that I used to attend, a close friend of mine introduced me to a well-known operator, someone who had built a successful chain of pub and grill venues across London. He was looking to retire and offload five of his prime sites. I already knew the locations, and they were strong: good footfall, great demographics, decent food and a thriving bed and breakfast offering. Plus, each site had a clear theme and identity. It was the kind of portfolio I’d always wanted to build. Well-positioned, well-branded and profitable, only this was fully formed, ready to go.


We met up to talk terms. At one point, he scribbled a price on the back of a beer mat (true story). The number was reasonable for what was on the table: five premium leases in great areas. We shook hands on a deal, and I got to work. Suddenly, we were looking at a leap, five new sites in one go. A move that could double our business overnight… or bring it crashing down.


That’s when the planning kicked in. To raise capital, we needed to prove we had a system robust enough to handle growth on this scale. I built a full business plan from the ground up: the same structure we use throughout this book. Every lease was analysed. Every overhead forecasted. Every risk mapped out. The staffing model, the sales targets and the working capital were all in there.

Back then, you could still get funding to buy leaseholds, something you rarely see today. We pitched the plan to several banks, and while a few passed, it was the Bank of Scotland that saw the strength in the detail and made us an offer. However, there was just one problem: we were still a few hundred grand short.

Here’s where poor planning could have killed the deal and our business. But because we had clarity on every figure, I could go back to the operator and make a case. I explained the gap and asked if he’d agree to deferred consideration: we’d pay the balance over two years. He said yes. If the bank signed off, he’d allow part of the payment to be staged over two years. All because he could see we weren’t guessing. We had a roadmap, and more importantly, the ability to follow through.

Nine months later, after countless meetings, revisions and serious due diligence, we got there. We became the proud operators of five new London sites. And just like that, our steady little business suddenly looked vastly different, and we became busier than ever.


Part 2: The Legal Lowdown: Structures, Leases and Set Ups

Before you write a single line of your business plan or spend a single pound, you need to get the groundwork right. Part 2 is all about the research, decisions and legal understanding you need before making any commitment that could risk your cash or your reputation.

We’ll walk you through choosing the right business structure, understanding property agreements and spotting deal terms that can either protect you or haunt you for years to come. You’ll learn how to assess the site, the landlord, the competition and the market.

Admittedly, this isn’t the exciting part of the journey. It’s unglamorous, high-stakes prep work that saves you from expensive mistakes later.


Get clear, get informed and get ready to negotiate from a position of strength.



Choosing the Right Legal Structure

Choosing the right corporate vehicle or legal trading structure shapes your tax obligations, personal liability and legal responsibilities.

Getting this right helps you to sidestep unnecessary complications, financial penalties or even falling out of compliance. Whether you need simplicity, flexibility or a more formal structure, your choice directly affects how your business runs, grows and is perceived.

In this chapter, we’ll explore the main options in the UK at present, which are Sole Trader, Partnership and Limited Company, to help you build on the right foundations.

Sole Trader – Simplicity First

Becoming a sole trader is the simplest, fastest way to start a business.

Advantages:


●        Easy and cheap to set up.



●        Full control over business decisions



●        Minimal ongoing admin compared to limited companies



●        Profits are yours (after tax)



●        Straightforward self-assessment tax returns each year


Potential Drawbacks:


●        Unlimited personal liability! If the business goes into debt, you personally owe the money.



●        Harder to raise investment or bank funding (seen as higher risk)



●        It may seem less “professional” to landlords, investors or other stakeholders



●        Profits are taxed as personal income (up to 45% at higher tax bands)


Sole Trader suits:


●        Small operations testing the market



●        First-time operators wanting flexibility



●        Lower-risk businesses without major overheads or assets.


Checklist: Setting Up as a Sole Trader to Run a Pub or Restaurant

Once you’ve decided that being a sole trader is right for you, you should:


●        Register as a sole trader with HMRC for Self Assessment



●        Obtain a Personal Licence (Level 2 Award for Personal Licence Holders, DBS check, council application)



●        Set up a separate business bank account



●        Arrange necessary insurance (public liability, employer’s liability, buildings, contents, stock, interruption)



●        Register for VAT if turnover exceeds the annual threshold (Currently £90,000)



●        Hire an accountant



●        Register as an employer with HMRC if hiring staff and set up PAYE



●        Register your food business with the local authority (if serving food)

Partnership – Shared Responsibility

A partnership is simply two or more people trading together as a business.

Advantages:


●        Easy to set up



●        Shared risk and shared workload



●        Simple taxation, as each partner pays personal tax on their share of profits.



●        No need for full company accounts


Potential Drawbacks:


●        Unlimited personal liability for each partner, including liability for each other’s actions



●        Partnerships can suffer badly if relationships break down. Disputes over workload, profit shares and strategy can kill momentum fast



●        Harder to secure major investments compared to companies


Partnership suits:


●        Family-run businesses



●        Two experienced operators teaming up.



●        Ventures with clearly defined shared goals and a written agreement.


Checklist: Setting Up as a Partnership

Follow the same check list for a sole trader set up, but you must also:


●        Register the partnership with HMRC for Self Assessment



●        Appoint a ‘nominated partner’ to manage the partnership’s tax returns



●        Ensure all partners register individually with HMRC for Self Assessment



●        Open a joint business bank account in the partnership’s name


Always have a written Partnership Agreement that covers profit splits, dispute resolution, exit terms and responsibilities. It’s advisable to check with a solicitor about these terms.

Limited Company – Structure for Growth

A Limited Company (Ltd) is a separate legal entity from its owners (shareholders) and directors.

Advantages:


●        Limited liability, meaning personal assets are protected (except in cases of fraud or personal guarantees)



●        Easier to raise external investment



●        Seen as more professional by banks, landlords and other stakeholders



●        Potentially more tax-efficient (depending on level of profit)



●        Ability to structure income via dividends and salaries



●        Easier to sell or pass on ownership later



●        Inheritance tax planning


Potential Drawbacks:


●        More admin (Companies House filings, confirmation statements, full accounts)



●        Directors have strict legal duties under the Companies Act



●        Dividends can only be paid out of post-tax profits



●        Higher professional fees (accountancy and legal support usually required)



●        Public filing of accounts (even small companies)


Limited Company suits:


●        Operators planning multiple sites or sites with above average sales



●        Businesses needing bank loans or investment



●        Anyone concerned about personal risk exposure



●        Medium- to long-term growth strategies


Checklist: Setting up as  a Limited Company for a Pub or Restaurant

Setting this up is a lot more complicated than a sole trader or partnership, and it's advisable to use an accountant or a formation company to do this for you, but here are the steps you will need to follow.

1. Choose a Company Name


●        Must be unique, not offensive and not too similar to existing companies



●        Check availability at Companies House Name Checker


2. Register Your Company with Companies House


●        Can be done online via GOV.UK



●        You’ll need:



○        Company name



○        Registered office address



○        At least one director



○        Memorandum and Articles of Association



○        Shareholder details (can be you alone)



●        You’ll receive a Certificate of Incorporation.


3. Register for Corporation Tax


●        Within 3 months of starting to trade, register with HMRC at: GOV.UK



●        You'll need your Company Registration Number and start date of trading.


4. Set Up a Business Bank Account


●        Required for limited companies — you’ll need your incorporation documents.


5. Get a Personal Licence (Alcohol Sales)


●        Required if you or staff will be authorising alcohol sales.



●        Must:



○        Be over 18



○        Complete a Level 2 Award for Personal Licence Holders (APLH)



○        Pass a DBS criminal record check



○        Apply to your local council


6. Premises Licence & Designated Premises Supervisor (DPS)


●        The Premises Licence allows alcohol to be sold from the location.



○        If taking over an existing pub, check if it's already licensed.



○        You must be listed as the DPS (and hold a Personal Licence).


7. Register for VAT (If Needed)


●        Compulsory if annual turnover exceeds £90,000



●        Voluntary registration is allowed, and sometimes useful (e.g., reclaiming VAT on purchases)


8. Set Up Payroll (If Hiring Staff)


●        Register as an employer with HMRC



●        Set up PAYE to manage Income Tax, National Insurance and pensions



●        Provide employment contracts, pay at least the National Minimum Wage and comply with employment law


9. Arrange Insurance

Essential policies include:


●        Employer’s Liability (legal requirement if hiring)



●        Public Liability



●        Business Interruption Insurance



●        Buildings, Contents and Stock



●        Licensing Legal Cover


10. Register Your Food Business with Local Authority


●        Mandatory if you serve or prepare food



●        Must register at least 28 days before trading



●        Environmental Health will carry out regular inspections


11. Understand Director Responsibilities

As a director, you must:


●        Act in the best interests of the company



●        Avoid conflicts of interest



●        Maintain company records and ensure legal compliance
 


Advantages:


●        Limited liability, meaning personal assets are protected (except in cases of fraud or personal guarantees)



●        Easier to raise external investment



●        Seen as more professional by banks, landlords and other stakeholders



●        Potentially more tax-efficient (depending on level of profit)



●        Ability to structure income via dividends and salaries



●        Easier to sell or pass on ownership later



●        Inheritance tax planning


Potential Drawbacks:


●        More admin (Companies House filings, confirmation statements, full accounts)



●        Directors have strict legal duties under the Companies Act



●        Dividends can only be paid out of post-tax profits



●        Higher professional fees (accountancy and legal support usually required)



●        Public filing of accounts (even small companies)


Limited Company suits:


●        Operators planning multiple sites or sites with above average sales



●        Businesses needing bank loans or investment



●        Anyone concerned about personal risk exposure



●        Medium- to long-term growth strategies



Quick Tip
When setting up your company, be sure to work with your solicitor to document shareholdings, director responsibilities and loan agreements if funding is through external sources.





Business Structure Summary



	Structure


	Key Benefit


	Key Risk


	Best For





	
Sole Trader



	Easy, flexible start


	Unlimited personal liability


	First-time operators, small projects





	Partnership


	Shared load and skills


	Shared liability, potential disputes


	Trusted teams with agreements





	Limited Company


	Limited personal risk, professional image


	More admin and costs


	Growing businesses, investment seekers






Quick Tip

Make sure your business name and legal structure are clearly shown on your website, email signatures and letterheads. A professional image starts with the basics.


Property Agreements – What You Need to Know

With your business structure in place, the next big decision is choosing the right type of property agreement. This defines the terms under which you’ll occupy your pub or restaurant, whether you’re buying, renting or leasing. It sets out your responsibilities, rights and financial obligations.

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to acquiring a hospitality venue. Whether you’re looking at a freehold, leasehold or tenancy, each option comes with its own pros, cons and unique commitments.

This section breaks down each option so you can make the right decision for your situation, your finances and your goals.

Let’s take a brief look at the several types of agreements to choose from, and then we will discuss each type in more detail in the following sections.

Freehold

Buying a freehold means that you own both the building and the land it sits on, giving you complete control with no time limit on ownership. It offers long-term stability and the potential for the property to increase in value over time. However, buying a freehold outright takes serious financial resources.

Leasehold


A leasehold is a formal agreement where you rent the property for a set term, usually 10 to 21 years. Rent is fixed up front and often tied to inflation indexes (RPI/CPI), with formal rent reviews every 3–5 years. Many leases are assignable after a couple of years, meaning you can sell the lease to another party. This is known as an assignment. You will need the landlord’s formal permission to assign, known as a license to assign, but this cannot be unreasonably refused.


Tenancies

Tenancies are shorter-term (3–5 years) and usually come with less responsibility for repairs. You can’t assign or sell a tenancy, but notice to quit is often flexible (3–9 months). Some roll over automatically if you don’t cancel in writing, so you need to watch out for this.

Tenancy at Will (TAW) / Temporary Management Agreement (TMA)

These are short-term deals with flexible notice periods, which are usually used as stopgaps or trial runs before a full tenancy or lease.

They are outside the Landlord and Tenant Act, meaning no guaranteed renewal. Repairs still apply, and you can’t assign these agreements.

Now let’s look at each type of agreement in more detail.

Freehold – Full Ownership, Full Responsibility

Buying a freehold means that you own the building outright. You may be fortunate enough to have the capital ready. Otherwise, you’ll likely need a commercial mortgage or business loan.

Key Financial Considerations:
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