Working Capital
The importance of working capital
Definition of working capital
The net working capital of a business is its current assets less its current liabilities

Current Assets include:




Current Liabilities include:
- Stocks of raw materials



- Trade creditors
- Work-in-progress




- Accruals
- Finished goods




- Taxation payable
- Trade debtors





- Dividends payable
- Prepayments





- Short term loans
- Cash balances 


Every business needs adequate liquid resources in order to maintain day-to-day cash flow. It needs enough cash to pay wages and salaries as they fall due and to pay creditors if it is to keep its workforce and ensure its supplies.

Maintaining adequate working capital is not just important in the short-term. Sufficient liquidity must be maintained in order to ensure the survival of the business in the long-term as well. 

Even a profitable business may fail if it does not have adequate cash flow to meet its liabilities as they fall due.

Therefore, when businesses make investment decisions they must not only consider the financial outlay involved with acquiring the new machine or the new building, etc, but must also take account of the additional current assets that are usually involved with any expansion of activity. 

Increased production tends to engender a need to hold additional stocks of raw materials and work in progress. Increased sales usually means that the level of debtors will increase. A general increase in the firm’s scale of operations tends to imply a need for greater levels of cash.


Working Capital Needs of a Business
Introduction
Different industries have different optimum working capital profiles, reflecting their methods of doing business and what they are selling.

• Businesses with a lot of cash sales and few credit sales should have minimal trade debtors. Supermarkets are good examples of such businesses;

• Businesses that exist to trade in completed products will only have finished goods in stock. Compare this with manufacturers who will also have to maintain stocks of raw materials and work-in-progress.

• Some finished goods, notably foodstuffs, have to be sold within a limited period because of their perishable nature.

• Larger companies may be able to use their bargaining strength as customers to obtain more favourable, extended credit terms from suppliers. By contrast, smaller companies, particularly those that have recently started trading (and do not have a track record of credit worthiness) may be required to pay their suppliers immediately.

• Some businesses will receive their monies at certain times of the year, although they may incur expenses throughout the year at a fairly consistent level. This is often known as “seasonality” of cash flow. For example, travel agents have peak sales in the weeks immediately following Christmas.

Working capital needs also fluctuate during the year
The amount of funds tied up in working capital would not typically be a constant figure throughout the year.

Only in the most unusual of businesses would there be a constant need for working capital funding. For most businesses there would be weekly fluctuations.

Many businesses operate in industries that have seasonal changes in demand. This means that sales, stocks, debtors, etc. would be at higher levels at some predictable times of the year than at others.

In principle, the working capital need can be separated into two parts:

 A fixed part &   A fluctuating part 

The fixed part is probably defined in amount as the minimum working capital requirement for the year. It is widely advocated that the firm should be funded in the way shown in the diagram below:

The more permanent needs (fixed assets and the fixed element of working capital) should be financed from fairly permanent sources (e.g. equity and loan stocks); the fluctuating element should be financed from a short-term source (e.g. a bank overdraft), which can be drawn on and repaid easily and at short notice


Working Capital Cycle
Introduction
The working capital cycle can be defined as:
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The period of time which elapses between the point at which cash begins to be expended on the production of a product and the collection of cash from a customer
The diagram below illustrates the working capital cycle for a manufacturing firm

The upper portion of the diagram above shows in a simplified form the chain of events in a manufacturing firm. Each of the boxes in the upper part of the diagram can be seen as a tank through which funds flow. These tanks, which are concerned with day-to-day activities, have funds constantly flowing into and out of them.

• The chain starts with the firm buying raw materials on credit. 

• In due course this stock will be used in production, work will be carried out on the stock, and it will become part of the firm’s work in progress (WIP)

• Work will continue on the WIP until it eventually emerges as the finished product

• As production progresses, labour costs and overheads will need to be met

• Of course at some stage trade creditors will need to be paid

• When the finished goods are sold on credit, debtors are increased

• They will eventually pay, so that cash will be injected into the firm

Each of the areas – stocks (raw materials, work in progress and finished goods), trade debtors, cash (positive or negative) and trade creditors – can be viewed as tanks into and from which funds flow.

Working capital is clearly not the only aspect of a business that affects the amount of cash:

• The business will have to make payments to government for taxation

• Fixed assets will be purchased and sold

• Lessors of fixed assets will be paid their rent

• Shareholders (existing or new) may provide new funds in the form of cash

• Some shares may be redeemed for cash

• Dividends may be paid

• Long-term loan creditors (existing or new) may provide loan finance, loans will need to be repaid from time to time, and

• Interest obligations will have to be met by the business. 

Unlike movements in the working capital items, most of these ‘non-working capital’ cash transactions are not everyday events. Some of them are annual events (e.g. tax payments, lease payments, dividends, interest and, possibly, fixed asset purchases and sales). Others (e.g. new equity and loan finance and redemption of old equity and loan finance) would typically be rarer events.
