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The report of the Commission for the Economic Development of Rural Areas (CEDRA) contained a 

recommendation that a Rural Innovation and Development Fund should be developed to 

support “innovative, small scale pilot initiatives that explore the diverse range of potential identified 

through the CEDRA process”. The Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine provided for the 

setting up of this Fund in the first instance in his 2015 and 2016 budget allocations. 

 

In June 2015, a request for tenders was made, through a public procurement competition, for the 

provision of a service for the development and delivery of a tailored pilot programme to address the 

skills, enterprise and capability gaps of nascent female entrepreneurs living in rural areas. Rural 

areas are defined as those outside the administrative city boundaries of Dublin, Waterford, Cork, 

Limerick and Galway.  The pilot initiative was funded under the CEDRA 2015 Rural Innovation and 

Development Fund.  

 

 The ACORNS initiative designed to Accelerate the Creation of Rural Nascent Start-ups, developed 

by Fitzsimons Consulting, was selected as most suitable to achieve the stated objectives. It was 

designed to unleash the potential of female entrepreneurs living in rural Ireland, who had recently 

started a business or who had taken concrete steps towards starting a business. The objective was to 

equip these early stage entrepreneurs with the appropriate knowledge, confidence and networks to 

successfully start and develop sustainable businesses.  

 

I and my team, well experienced in supporting female entrepreneurs to achieve their growth 

ambitions, were charged with designing, developing and implementing the initiative. 

 

Following the successful completion of the pilot, an open call was held once again. We in Fitzsimons 

Consulting were pleased to have won this tender again in 2016 and again in 2018, both years for two 

years, as a result of proposing a detailed specialised programme named “ACORNS”- Accelerating the 

Creation of Rural Nascent Start-ups.   

 

The programme consists of a well-structured and proven methodology, based on peer support, with 

the focus on the attainment of goals and milestones and is cognisant of the importance of a good 

geographical spread of rural-based candidates.  (For example, applications were received from 23 of 

the 26 counties in the most recent call). 

 

As part of the implementation of the initiative 

 The programme has been promoted through traditional and social media in order to attract 

the required number of suitable and eligible applicants. 

 A framework developmental and business orientated 6-month entrepreneurial programme 

has been developed, with timetables, locations, voluntary Lead Entrepreneur/guest 

speakers and relevant materials in place. 
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 A summary booklet of available supports is prepared as a resource to participants and to 

other early stage female entrepreneurs in rural Ireland more generally. This has been 

reviewed and updated annually for the last three years. It is available on the website. 

https://acorns.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/ACORNS-Support-Booklet-2018.pdf  

 Comprehensive updates on progress achieved are provided at key points in the cycle, 

including a final evaluation with quantitative and qualitative data on the programme, 

progress made by participants and their businesses and learning outcomes.     

 

Based on a belief that entrepreneurs learn best from each other, the ACORNS initiative is focused on 
interactive round table sessions that are facilitated, not by consultants, academics or professional 
trainers, but by female entrepreneurs who have started and successfully grown businesses in rural 
Ireland.  

They have the practical knowledge that comes from the direct experience of owning and managing a 
successful business in rural Ireland. They believe in the philosophy of entrepreneurs supporting 
entrepreneurs and are giving their time to assist others on a voluntary basis. They are known as 
ACORNS Lead Entrepreneurs.  (https://acorns.ie/lead-entrepreneurs/) 

These voluntary Lead Entrepreneurs are the backbone of the ACORNS initiative. They are not, and 
cannot be, experts in every area of business but they have first-hand experience of the challenges of 
starting and growing a business.  All are past participants of the Going for Growth programme and 
understand the benefits of peer learning through the round table approach 
(www.goingforgrowth.com). All six are entrepreneurs with businesses based in rural Ireland.  

Working with a group of between eight and nine participants each, the Lead Entrepreneurs facilitate 
round table meetings, addressing enterprise challenges and supporting participants to consider how 
best to start, develop and position their businesses for sustainability and growth.  There is no charge 
for those selected to participate in ACORNS and their accommodation costs associated with the 
residential elements of the initiative are covered. 

The ACORNS Lead Entrepreneurs for the current cycle are: 

 Alison Ritchie, Polar Ice, (Portarlington, Co. Laois) 

 Anne Cusack, Critical Healthcare, (Kilbeggan, Co. Westmeath) 

 Caroline McEnery, The HR Suite, (Tralee, Co. Kerry) 

 Deirdre McGlone, Harvey’s Point, (Lough Eske, Co. Donegal) 

 Mary B Walsh, Ire Wel Pallets, (Gorey, Co. Wexford) 

 Triona MacGiolla Rí, Aró Digital Strategies (Na Forbacha, Co Galway, Connemara Gaeltacht) 

 

Participants are required to attend two overnight residential forums and four round table half days. 

It is testament to the enthusiasm that the Leads have bestowed on participants that the groups also 

regularly meet on an informal basis. The individual groups also connected with each other through 

What’s App.  

 

The outcomes of the programme are evident. Participants report increases in sales, employment and 

in the number of exporters as well as increased confidence, a reduced sense of isolation and new 

networks. 

 

https://acorns.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/ACORNS-Support-Booklet-2018.pdf
https://acorns.ie/lead-entrepreneurs/
https://acorns.ie/lead-entrepreneurs/
http://www.goingforgrowth.com/
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The latest cycle ACORNS 3 was completed in April 2018, the same time as the further development 

phase concluded. This had been offered to those who had completed the earlier cycles (Pilot and 

ACORNS 2).   

 

The outcomes from ACORNS 3 mirror those achieved by those who completed the pilot cycle and 

ACORNS 2 in that there was an overall increase in the numbers trading, combined turnover, number 

of exporters and employment created.  

 
The overall outturns of ACORNS 3 were very positive in terms of tangible impact and qualitative 
outcomes. 

 50 of the 57 participants completed ACORNS 3 programme (88%). 1 

 All who completed the cycle (100%) felt closer to achieving their ambitions as a result of 

their participation. 

TURNOVER 

 20 businesses were pre-revenue in September 2017.  

 36 businesses were trading in April 2018. 

 The combined turnover at the start of the cycle was €888,500. The participants are now 

reporting annualised sales of over €1.75 million. This represents an increase of almost 

€860,000 (97%) over the six months of the cycle.  

EXPORTERS 

 8 participants had made export sales at the start of ACORNS 3 cycle. Over the cycle, there 

were 9 who were first time exporters (+112.5%).  

EMPLOYMENT 

 77 people (including the entrepreneurs themselves) were employed by the 50 participants 

at the beginning of cycle.  

 13 additional fulltime employees and 19 additional part-time employees were hired during 

the period. 

The ACORNS 3 participants were also very positive in terms of their experience of the initiative 
reporting it as either Extremely Positive (83%) or Very Positive (17%); 98% report that they made a 
decision for their business;  96% said that their participation brought about practical change within 
their business; 100% felt nearer to achieving their ambitions; 100% would recommend participating 
in ACORNS  to others; and 100% would welcome a means of staying  in contact with the ACORNS 
network.  
 
37 participants actively participated in ACORNS 2 Further Development.  
 
The overall outturns of the ACORNS 2 Further Development were also very positive in terms of 
tangible impact and qualitative outcomes.  
 
As hard data in relation to ACORNS 2 participants was collected at the beginning and end of the 
ACORNS 2 cycle, as well as at the end of the Further Development cycle, it is possible to track the 
progress made by participants in terms of sales and employment creation over the time of their 
association with ACORNS (Table 1). 

                                                 
1 Only the 50 participants who completed the cycle are included for analysis. 
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Table 1: Progress made by ACORNS 2 Further Development Participants 

 Start ACORNS 2 
October 2016 

Start ACORNS 2  
Further Development 

June 2018 

Participants trading    26       31       32       

Combined turnover €731,000 €1,009,100 €1,836,500    

Participants that are 
employers 

8         11       19        

Employment created  38  (15 FT, 23 PT) 43  (16 FT, 27 PT) 63    (20 FT, 43 PT) 
Based on the 37 ACORNS 2 participants who opted for the further development phase 

 
Participants rated the Further Development initiative an average of 4.6/ 5, with 77% describing their 
experience as ‘extremely positive’; 83% reported that they made a decision for their business as a 
result of participation in ACORNS further development; 94% felt the sessions translated to practical 
change in their business; 88% felt nearer to achieving their ambitions since participating; and 97% 
reported that they would recommend participating in ACORNS Further Development to others. 
 
Participants also reported a strong desire to stay connected to the programme moving forward. 
100% reported that they would like to stay in contact; 100% would like to attend another Forum in 
the next 12 months; 94% would like to attend at least one topic-based workshop in the next 12 
months; and 94% would be interested in applying for an ACORNS Plus round table in future. 
 
Given the success of the further development phase offered to the pilot participants and the very 
real progress they had made over the period of further development, it was decided to offer that 
group an opportunity to continue to avail themselves of ACORNS support by inviting them 

(i) To attend a variety of five topic-based workshops over a six-month period;  

(ii) To attend an ACORNS National Forum in April 2018, and to participate in the associated 

Showcase, preceded by an optional networking event the previous evening; and 

(iii) For those focused on growth, an opportunity was offered to apply to participate in a pilot 

ACORNS Plus round table, which would be led by Heather Reynolds, Eishtec, a Going for 

Growth Lead Entrepreneur.  

30 pilot participants accepted the invitation to continue to be supported by ACORNS.  Seven of these 
participated in the ACORNS Plus round table, which met once a month over the six months to April 
2018.  
 
Excluding those who participated in the ACORNS Plus round table, 93% of Pilot participants who 
stayed connected and involved reported in April 2018 that they had made a decision for their 
business as a result of their participation; 100% felt that participation led to practical changes; and 
100% felt nearer to achieving their ambitions.   
 
The ACORNS Plus round table that was held on a pilot basis was very successful, with very positive 
qualitative and quantitative outcomes from the seven ACORNS Pilot participants who were involved. 
 
Tangible outcomes were tracked for these participants and they can be compared with their 
reported position at the start of the Pilot, and at the start of the ACORNS Plus cycle (Table 2). 
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Table 2: Progress Made by ACORNS Plus Round Table Participants 

 Start ACORNS Pilot 
October 2015 

Start ACORNS 
Plus 

June 2018 

Participants Trading (/7) 4 7 7 

Combined turnover €355,000 €946,000 €1,558,000  

Participants that are employers 4 6 7 

Employment created  9 (8FT, 1 PT) 28 (21FT, 7PT) 36 (23FT, 7PT) 

 
All participants are predicting further growth in turnover in 2018 and are planning further 
recruitment.  
 
100% want to stay in contact with the programme; 100% want to attend a review session with their 
group in 6 months’ time; 100% want to attend another Forum in the next year; and 100% want to 
attend at least one topic-based workshop in the next year. 
 
A new video was commissioned during the cycle, which emphasized the rural dimension of the 
initiative. It may be viewed on the home page of the website www.acorns.ie .    

Following another tendering process, ACORNS 4 was launched in mid-August and the selection 

process has just been completed. The number and quality of the applications attest to the desire of 

many early stage female entrepreneurs to avail themselves of the support offered by ACORNS. 52 

applicants have been selected and they are currently being informed.  

As part of this latest cycle, further development has been offered to those who completed ACORNS 

3 and 80% of those who completed ACORNS 3 will avail themselves of this opportunity. 

 

Given the demand for places, a second ACORNS Plus round table has been put in place and 14 

previous participants from ACORNS pilot and ACORNS 2 have been selected to participate in these 

round tables. ACORNS Plus is designed to support those who have completed an earlier cycle of 

ACORNS and further development and are committed to the continued growth and development of 

their businesses.  

 

Twenty-nine participants from the pilot, 34 participants from ACORNS 2 and 40 participants from 

ACORNS 3 continue to be supported by the initiative and have formed themselves into a ACORNS 

Community. These will be joined by 52 early stage female entrepreneurs, who have recently been 

selected to participate on ACORNS 4. The first event will take place in Mullingar later this month and 

the annual ACORNS Community Forum will bring the cycle to a close in April 2019. 

 

ACORNS has developed into a widely recognised initiative, which receives enthusiastic endorsement 

from previous participants and significant support from the media.  There is a high level of interest 

from future potential candidates who continue to register their interest in participating in further 

cycles.  

 

ACORNS will represent Ireland in the European Enterprise Awards, 2018, Investing in Entrepreneurial 

Skills. We heard late last week that the initiative has been shortlisted and is currently in the top 

three in this category, alongside initiatives from Austria and Lithuania. The winner will be 

announced in Graz, Austria in the third week of November.  

http://www.acorns.ie/

