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Paul Ryan, co-founder and director of software start-up
Forcelink, says he has never come across an obstacle yet
that somebody else has not come across and succeeded
in getting through. 

“Not being part of a large corporate and taking on a new
journey as a relatively small company can be lonely. Sim-
ply putting the word out that you need help on something
– as well as offering help – helps to minimise challenges,”
he says.

Forcelink supplies mobile work-management soft-
ware to companies that have people deployed in the field
such as sales teams, maintenance or emergency-service
management teams.

Customers include facilities-management compa-
nies, information-technology services companies and
electricity-network management companies.

“The company grew out of the experience of the
founders, all of whom had been involved in the deliv-
ery of complex software and technology solutions to
large customers around the world, and all at high cost,”
explains Ryan.

“The idea was to produce sophisticated solutions at
low cost to enable companies save money by controlling
their work management efficiently and improving their
customer service, using new mobile and internet 
technologies.”

With Forcelink’s order management solution, users
log onto their mobile devices to carry out a range of func-
tions such as taking orders, invoice generation, reporting
back on progress and resource tracking.

“Forcelink provides a really strong return-on-
investment case for small companies with between five
and 500 resources deployed in the field – the solution
leads to more efficient time management, more work, bet-
ter customer service, better use of company assets and
quality control,” says Ryan.

Forcelink offers a win-win situation for its clients. “If
it can’t be proved to deliver savings, they can simply turn
it off! We offer the first month free of charge, so no cus-
tomer pays until they’re happy.”

THE MARKETING PUSH
Regarding marketing activities, to date Forcelink has used
existing contacts – all of its customers are from old rela-
tionships from the founders’ previous lives.

“When you’re passionate about the product you sell and
provide customers with the ultimate guarantee [turn it
off if it’s not working], your customers become your
greatest supporters. We have found that our partners have
become our customers and our customers have become
our partners.”

The Ulster Bank initiative Smallbusinesscan has proved
invaluable in terms of giving the company access to the
wider small to medium-sized enterprise (SME) market in
Ireland, says Ryan. 

“Just by reading the site every day, we see the issues
being faced by SMEs – pressures on costs, holding onto
staff, holding onto existing customers, finding new
markets.

“The whole range of conversations on the site about

sales and companies sharing sales teams has informed
some product roadmap decisions, such as the upgrade to
functionality on the salesforce side.”

Forcelink intends to look at using online marketing,
links to complementary sites and blogging to supplement
the traditional activities such as trade shows, networking
and meeting distributors face to face. “We have some great
partners with marketing reach such as GamePlan in the
UK and EON in South Africa.”

The business has been self-financing from day one,
says Ryan. “We were offered investment finance by a tier
one investment house, which we declined. However, as
we increase sales we will continue to invest in the busi-
ness and add the new services and modules that our cus-
tomers want.

“We will grow this business in Ireland and abroad –
all the big analyst practices agree that a move to smarter
mobile-work management is gathering major momen-
tum as companies want to control costs and improve
productivity.”

While the firm hasn’t needed financial support to
date, Ryan acknowledges the importance of other types
of support. “Because of our corporate backgrounds, we
have all been helped greatly through further training.
But we must also acknowledge Enterprise Ireland, the
County and City Enterprise Boards, Smallbusinesscan
and Ulster Bank for the amount of resources they 
make available for companies who no longer have the
corporate set-up to support them.”

The Forcelink team, based in Ireland and South Africa,
have all worked with large corporate such as Siemens,
SAP, Deloitte and IBM and collectively have decades of
experience working on large work-management and
field-force projects.

“While we worked on large deployments, our end cus-
tomer invariably would be the team on the ground that
were using the software to make their day more efficient
in terms of scheduling work, making appointments,
resolving maintenance problems or emergencies and
reporting back to head office,” says Ryan.
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Over the past year, the SFA has received 53,000 calls from
member companies relating to employment law, while
more than 2.5 million requests have been registered on
its website, www.sfa.ie, for this type of information. The
following sums up the issues that come up most often.

CONTRACTS OF EMPLOYMENT 
The Terms of Employment (Information) Acts, 1994–
2001 state that new employees must be given a written
statement of the principal terms and conditions of
employment within two months of the employee com-
mencing employment. 

The following are some of the details that should be
included:

•  Full names of employer and employee
•   Address of employer and principal place of business
•  Job description
•  Commencement date.
A specimen contract of employment including a full list

of required terms can be downloaded by SFA members
from www.sfa.ie. Every member of staff will need writ-
ten terms and these written terms can be as useful for the
employer to set terms of reference as they are for the
employee in understanding the level of expectation.

HOLIDAYS
The Organisation of Working Time Act, 1997 provides that
an employee is entitled to four working weeks in annual
leave in a 12-month leave year period, provided that she
or he has worked in excess of 1,365 hours. 

Where an employee does not work for the company for
the full 12-month leave year period, or does not cross the
1,365 hour threshold, then she or he qualifies for annual
leave on a month-by-month basis. For each month that
an employee works in excess of 117 hours, she or he is enti-
tled to one-third of a working week in annual leave. 

If an employee works less than 117 hours in a month,
she or he will be entitled to 8pc of the hours worked as
annual leave (subject to a maximum of four of his/her
working weeks).

The timing of annual leave is decided by the employ-
er, having regard to the employee’s need to reconcile work
and family commitments and his/her need for rest and
recreation. It remains the ultimate responsibility of the
employer that employees use their annual leave within the
prescribed period and the legislation makes no provision
for payment in lieu of annual leave, except in the case of
termination of the contract.

MATERNITY LEAVE
The Maternity Protection Acts, 1994 and 2004 provide
for 26 consecutive weeks’ maternity leave (social wel-
fare payment) plus the option to avail of 16 weeks’
additional unpaid maternity leave. Also provided for is
paid time off to attend ante-natal classes, the protection
of mothers who are breastfeeding and the rules sur-
rounding the postponement of leave. It is important to
remember that during maternity leave and additional
maternity leave, as with any other form of protective
leave, an employee’s statutory and contractual rights are
protected, for example, they have a right to return to
work and to accumulate annual leave and public holi-
day entitlements.

REDUNDANCY
The Redundancy Payments Acts, 1967–2003 set out that
an employer must pay redundant employees a lump sum

if they are aged between 16 and 66, have 104 weeks con-
tinuous service, and have been in insurable employment
in any of the four years prior to redundancy.

The minimum statutory entitlement is one week’s pay,
plus two weeks’ pay for each year of continuous and
reckonable service. Any earnings above €600 per week
are disregarded. 

When we advise member companies on this area
there are two areas we will always ask them to consider
– validity and selection – as these are the areas that
would be examined in most detail when defending an
unfair dismissal claim arising from redundancy. 

UNFAIR DISMISSALS ACTS 
The Unfair Dismissals Acts, 1977–2001 enable employ-
ees to claim unfair dismissal. Under the Acts, every dis-
missal is presumed to have been unfair unless the
employer can show substantial grounds justifying the
dismissal. Consequently, the use of fair procedures and
following the rules of natural justice will be critical to
the success of an employer in defending a case. An
employee must have at least one year’s service 
to pursue a claim under this legislation, unless the 
dismissal is specifically in relation to the nine equality
grounds.

In defending a case of unfair dismissal an employer
should consider two things:

•  they had substantive grounds for the dismissal –
that is, there was a valid reason for the dismissal
in the first place

•  they followed correct procedure. This procedure is
not prescribed by law; however, there is a code of
practice covering the area and the SFA can give
both practical guidance and provide guidelines in
the area.

‘Lack of knowledge’ or ‘being a small company’ is not
a valid defence under the Employment Acts – the best
defence is to be prepared. The onus is on companies 
to be proactive in the introduction of policies and 
procedures and to ensure the protection of employee
rights in the workplace. This is where the SFA steps in, 
filling the role that a HR department provides in a 
larger company.

Please note that the information contained in this
article is intended as a guideline only and is not a
substitute for industrial relations and/or legal advice
where appropriate.
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Alan Sherlock, Small Firms Association Executive, looks at some of the more common issues members have in
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