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Running a successful business requires the support of a 
smart team of people -- mentors, coaches, consultants or 
maybe a combination of all them who can help you 
overcome the challenges that you will encounter as you 
pursue your life-long dream. 
 
The Alternative Board, (TAB) is a global organization that 
enables business owners to come together to exchange 
ideas and provide business solutions. The organization 
provides an environment where business owners can 
discuss and find solutions to their toughest challenges. 
 
As a seasoned entrepreneur, director and investor with 
over 30 years experience, Jo Clarkson knows what it takes 
to run a successful company and she has proven it many 
times over through the lives of the business owners she 
has changed. 
 
She shared with Monica, the founder of Exceptional 
People Magazine, her experience as a facilitator of two 
TAB boards in the United Kingdom and the huge impact 
that TAB is having on the businesses that she serves. 
 
Monica:  Share a little bit about your background and how 
you eventually became interested and involved with The 
Alternative Board (TAB).    

Jo:  I have a background in Human Resources (HR).  I 
spent 10 years working as an HR and business consultant 
with a firm, an international firm, called PKS.  In the late 
90’s, one of my colleagues and I left PKS to start a small 
private investment fund, small venture capital fund, with a 
couple of our clients and we spent 10 years investing in 
and working with small and medium sized enterprises 
(SME).   

That was a very successful venture for us, but we started 
looking around for what we wanted to do for the next 10 
years.  We were introduced to TAB by a business 
colleague that we’ve known a long time, who had come 
across TAB in the USA.  He met people from TAB and 
thought it was really interesting and he introduced it to us.  
My business partner, Paul Dickenson and I, we’ve worked 
all our lives with SME business owners helping them to 
achieve their dream.   
 
TAB represents an opportunity for us really to do what we 
have always done but do it on a much larger scale and 
really be able to influence many more SME business 
owners, help them to work through their business goals 
and what they want out of life, which is our objective.  The 
Alternative Board was a franchise in the U.S. and actually, 
it’s the 25th anniversary in the U.S. this year.  We acquired 
the rights to bring The Alternative Board to the United 
Kingdom (UK).  That was in January 2009.   
 
So six years ago, we came to the UK and we’ve gradually 
grown The Alternative Board across the UK from Scotland 
in the north, down to the south of England.  It’s not exactly 
100 percent coverage in between, but a very good spread 
around the UK over the last six years.  Now, we’re 
working with over 300 SME business owners who attend 
alternative board meetings every month with their peers in 
local groups around the country.   
 
Monica:  How is TAB set up in terms of its governance 
and in terms of who runs each location or each 
organization in each location.   

Jo:  We’re a franchise and we award territories, exclusive 
territories to our franchise owners around the UK.  It’s our 
job to make sure that we get the right people who have the 
right business background and the right skill set, and then 
train them to actually run their TAB business. One of our 
franchise owners may run four or five groups with, let’s 
say, seven or eight business owners in each group. 
 
The business owners pay a membership fee to be a 
member of TAB, and they have a board meeting with their 
peers every month where they take an issue or a challenge 
to every board meeting, and they get real-world advice and 
guidance from their fellow business owners.  They also 
have a one-to-one meeting every month with the TAB 
facilitator, the TAB franchise owner, where they can 
discuss their issues.   
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We have a fantastic range of business tools that the 
facilitator helps them to use to help them to get their 
business from where it is now to where it needs to be and 
help them achieve what they want out of life because 
we’re very much an organization for business owners 
rather than just for the business.  We’re all about helping 
business owners focus in on what it is they actually want 
the business to deliver for them, and then make sure that 
our process of supporting them helps them to essentially 
get what they want out of life.  Some of our members do 
say, “Membership with TAB changed my life,” which is 
always a nice thing to hear.     
 
Monica:  For the business owners who are getting advice 
from each franchise, do their businesses have to be at a 
certain point, or can it be a brand new business? 
Jo:  No.  It can be a brand new business.  We have 
businesses that range from one-man businesses, where the 
business owner is the business, to some very large 
businesses.  I’ll give you an example.  The head of Canon 
Europe, the copying and photography organization is a 
member of one of our boards.   
 
I think one of the drivers for people joining a TAB board 
is that they can show their vulnerability, if they’d like, and 
share their issues with their fellow board members in a 
way that they can’t do inside their organization or often 
being with their friends and family because oftentimes, 
their family is so dependent on them for their security.  So 
sharing issues, challenges and concerns is not always a 
good thing to take home at night.  

Monica:  For each business owner, is there a fee that they 
have to pay? 
 
Jo:  Yes.  Each business owner pays a membership fee and 
that varies depending on the boards that they’re a member 
of.  We put genuine peers together roughly based on the 
size of their business.  The smaller businesses will tend to 
pay in the UK, £350 a month, so let’s say about $550.00 a 
month.  The next layer up would pay $750.00 and then the 
next layer would pay let’s say, $1,000.00.   
 
The difference between those boards tends to be that the 
smaller ones are boards where the members are doing a lot 
of the work in their business.  They may employ a few 
people, but they are very much hands-on in doing 
whatever it is the business does.  The next level would be 
where they might not be so hands-on, but they are 
absolutely making all the decisions.  And then the next 
level will be a team managed business where the business 
owner has to get things done ultimately through their 
management team.   
 
The types of issues they have will tend to be perhaps more 
strategic and less functional because they have functional 
people to do things, like marketing or HR for example.  
Whereas with the smaller businesses; often the challenges 
can be very operational and functional challenges.   
 
Monica:  Based on your experience in working with TAB 
since 2009, I’m sure you have seen lots of results that 
these small business owners, have achieved.  Can you talk 
about some of the overall benefits that they have obtained 
from becoming a member of TAB and how they have 
grown their businesses from that? 
 
Jo:  Yes.  I think for a lot of businesses, the board has 
provided the kind of expertise to take them to the next 
level.  Wherever they started, they’ve enabled them to go 
up a level.  For me, the thing that is quite important is that 
the average length of membership of a TAB board member 
is just over four years.  That’s the average length of time 
that a member stays with us, and they only contract for a 
month, so they can leave with a month’s notice at any 
time.     
 
There’s a high level of satisfaction.  When somebody joins 
TAB, clearly they have to feel some kind of confidence, 
trust if you’d like, in the facilitator.  But they stay for such 
a long time because of the way the board bonds.   
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There are some boards in the U.S. that have been around 
for 15 years, so there are some very longstanding 
members.   
Monica:  In order to become a franchisee, if I wanted to 
do that, what kind of experience would I need? 
 
Jo:  You would need to have a good solid base of business 
experience, which you have either gotten through 
corporate life or through maybe running your own 
business.  Maybe you’ve run a small consultancy business 

yourself using your particular area of expertise.  The 
important thing is that you can empathize with business 
owners, so you don’t need to have the answers to all 
business issues.  The answers effectively come from the 
other members of the board; the other business owners.   
 
But you do have to be able to empathize with some of the 
issues that board members face, and you also have to 
genuinely want to help people.  We need people who 
really feel good about helping other people to achieve 
what they want to achieve.   
 
That’s what we’re looking for.  We ask ourselves five 
questions.  The first is do they really get what we do?  Do 
they really get it and do they understand what we do?  
Will they follow the TAB process because the success is 
based on the process that we go through with our 
members?   

Will they take advice, because one of the benefits of being 
part of great community, which I think we are, is that you 
do have to be able to give and take advice. Will they work 
hard? At the end of the day, it may be a franchise, but 
you’re still starting your own business. Will they be a good 
member of our community? The TAB community of 
franchisees is incredibly positive, sharing, and supportive, 
and we only want to bring people into that who share that 
kind of commitment to want to be part of the community.   
 
So, those are the questions we ask ourselves.  It’s has 
nothing to do with someone’s technical capability.  We 
train them to use the TAB process.  If they have this basic 
background of understanding how business works, then we 
can actually train them to be a very effective TAB 
franchise owner.  
    
Monica:  You mentioned that sometimes the answers that 
a business owner is looking for comes from the board 
members.  You’re talking about other business owners, 
correct? 
 
Jo:  Yes, the other business owners.  The whole principle 
is that the other business owners provide the expertise and 
the experience and so on to help each member of the board 
address their challenges.  So, the expertise very much 
comes from the rest of the board members.  It’s quite an 
interesting model because they’re all paying to be there, 
and yet they’re all sharing their expertise with each other 
and helping each other, and they think that’s great.   
 
Monica:  Let’s say a specific board member or business 
owner had an issue or problem that no other board member 
really had any experience in solving; where would that 
business owner go?  How could they solve their problem? 
 
Jo:  We have a number of different ways that that can 
happen.  We get our franchisees in the UK together each 
month in groups, and they have their own board meeting, 
so they bring their issues.  If they’ve got a member with an 
issue, they can bring that and share it with other facilitators 
in the UK that are part of their regional group.  That’s one 
way that we can do that. 
 
The other way is that we have an online forum, where any 
of our facilitators can put any member-related issue on the 
forum to get input from other facilitators and from other 
members.  To give you an example, I actually have two 
boards and one of my board members is in the digital 
health market and they’re looking to raise money.   
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http://SouthLancs.TheAlternativeBoard.co.uk  
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I placed a request on our facilitator forum that’s gone out 
to all the facilitators worldwide asking, “Does anybody 
have any experience with any specialist funding 
organizations that specialize in digital health?  If you do, 
could you put me in touch with them?”  There are two or 
three or four of those that go out every day because you 
get them in your email box.  I will get several responses to 
that.  I’m absolutely confident, whether they’re coming for 
North America, Germany, or wherever. 

Monica:  There are a lot of people who are not aware or 
familiar with TAB and they may seek out a specialist who 
could potentially help them. Would you recommend TAB 
versus going to an individual?  
 
Jo:  I think there are a number of ways of looking at it.  A 
lot of our members have their own internal board of 
directors.  If they were to get, let’s say, a non-executive 
director on their internal board, that would cost them twice 
or three times what it costs them to be a member of a TAB 
board, and they would only be getting the perspective of 
one person, whereas if you’re a member of a TAB board, 
you’re getting the perspective of six or seven people.  In 
contrast to getting one non-executive, it’s an incredibly 
good value for the proposition.  That is one aspect to it.   

Equally, that applies to other professional services. For 
example, if you were getting advice from your accountant 
or CPA and you were paying the hourly rate, you would be 
paying them similar to what you would pay for 
membership of your TAB board, where again, you’ve got 
six people who are giving you the benefit of their advice.  
Again, it’s an extremely good value.  So, for the value that 
you get, it’s great, but also, because you get a different 
perspective and you get a range of perspectives.   
 
There are no competing businesses on any board, so there 
is no competition.  People can be very open and honest 
about their issues.  Also, they get a perspective from 
different types of businesses that they would otherwise 
never come across, and it means that we quite often get a 
light bulb moment in a board meeting where somebody 
will say, “Gosh, I never, ever would’ve thought of that 
issue from that perspective or thought about it like that.”  
So, it’s quite a powerful thing compared to just having one 
other person as a sounding board.   
 
Our board meetings can actually become quite emotional 
places.  People really are exposing their deep anxieties 
about their businesses and the things that are really 
keeping them awake at night.  I don’t think there are that 
many forums where that happen.  I could be wrong. I just 
think the structure does provide great value for the money, 
but it also provides quite a unique relationship-building 
environment that really enables those business owners to 
really open up and go really deep into what the challenges 
are for them personally, not just the functional challenges 
within the business.   
 
Monica:  Do the franchise owners have to take specific 
training on a regular basis in order to keep up-to-date with 
what’s going on? 

Chris Buckley 
http://Calderdale-Kirklees.TheAlternativeBoard.co.uk  

Clare Chaney 
http://northdowns.thealternativeboard.co.uk  
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Jo:  Yes.  We have our monthly peer group meeting and 
our monthly board meeting for our franchise owners 
where they share best practices across a range of different 
things each month, but we also have quarterly training 
days that they all attend.  We have two conferences a year.  
One conference is in the UK, and our annual conference in 
Denver, Colorado, in the U.S.  All our franchise owners in 
the UK attend the UK conference.  Not all of them attend 
the U.S. conference, but we encourage them to do that. 
 
Monica:  What do you consider to be most rewarding 
about facilitating the two TAB boards that you do 
facilitate? 
 
Jo:  Well, they’re very different.  One has smaller 
businesses on it and one has larger businesses.  Each board 
shares with their fellow board members things that they’ve 
learned in the previous year.  That part of it, I just 
absolutely love. One of my members said, “What I’ve 
learned over the last year is that the end is good, and it’s 
important, but so is the journey, and TAB has taught me 
how to really enjoy the journey?”  That’s a really powerful 
thing.   
 
Another one of the members said, “I’ve realized that no 
matter how bad it is, I’m not actually on my own because 
I’ve got you guys around this table.”  That’s pretty good.  
So, it’s the impact I think for me.  The real rewarding 

thing is knowing and seeing that level of impact.  I’ve got 
two boards but there are probably actually, 60, in the UK 
where I’m sure members are saying exactly the same 
thing.  The opportunity to have that kind of impact is just 
incredibly rewarding.  What’s not to enjoy about a job like 
that?   
 
We want to get the message out to as many business 
owners as we can, and get them to try what we do.  We say 
that the upside of giving it a try could be fantastic, and the 
downside is not very much because we allow you to try it 
before you buy it.   
 
Monica:  That’s excellent.  You allow them to try it for 
three months at no cost. 
 
Jo:  Yes, absolutely.  They don’t actually have to make the 
decision as to whether this is the right thing for them until 
the end of that period when they’ll know whether it’s 
going to be valuable to them or not.  Being a member of 
TAB is a journey.  It’s not an instant fix or a silver bullet.  
We’re there on the journey with them to get to where they 
want to go.  But three months is long enough to know 
whether it’s going to be right for you.  We do get some 
people who it’s just not right for them.  That three-month 
period is really quite important.   
 
Monica:  This has been very informative.  Thank you for 
providing such wonderful insights about what you do and 
how it is impacting small businesses in the UK. 
 
Jo:  You’re welcome and it was my pleasure.   
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Dougie Brown 
 http://LeedsSouth.TheAlternativeBoard.co.uk  

 
Nick Howcroft 

http://bradfordwest.thealternativeboard.co.uk  

David McCartney 
http://LeedsNorth.TheAlternativeBoard.co.uk  
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