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As the second lockdown came 
into effect, we asked 900 SME 
business owners from across  
the UK about their thoughts on  
a range of issues, from where  
they went to for financial advice  
to their business priorities and 
even what impact the  
pandemic was having on  
their mental health.

The research was conducted on our behalf by  
Kantar research. 

“In this report we present the sector results with  
limited analysis because we feel it’s better left up to  
the reader to interpret the data for themselves,” said 
Anton Nebbe, Head of PR & Communications for  
Close Brothers Asset Finance. “As sector specialists,  
it’s critical for us to stay in step with what people are 
thinking [in those sectors] which is why we commission 
this research on a regular basis.

“We are also aware others may find the data useful, 
which is why we make it available, for free and without the 
need to register, on our award-winning SME Data Hub.” 
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Have you (as a business owner / senior member 
of a business) tested positive for COVID-19?

Around one in five senior members of the SME business 
community have tested positive for COVID, rising to over  
one in four in engineering and transport & haulage. 

Have any of your staff tested positive for 
COVID-19?

Many sectors have suffered from high levels of absenteeism  
brought on by COVID, with the highest being in the transport, 
distribution and construction sectors – all of which have  
workforces mainly unable to work from home.  
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Have you or any of your staff had to 
self-isolate?

No business polled did not have employees who 
had to self-isolate. 

As a business, where do you mainly go for 
financial support and advice?

For 7 out of the 10 sectors, their accountant was their first port 
of call for financial advice. Financial advisors were engineering 
and wholesale & distribution firms first choice while for the 
transport & haulage sector it was bank managers.
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In general, how do you expect your business 
to perform over the next 12 months?

Almost all sectors – apart from recruitment – anticipate 
their business performance to remain stable. Clearly, some 
sectors are more optimistic than others, with a healthy 
minority (37) of engineering firms expecting to expand.

Are late payments a problem for your business?
Late payments by customers are a long-standing problem for the UK’s SMEs, 
most notably for those in construction, engineering, transport & haulage and 
wholesale and distribution. 

Since we’ve been conducting this research, the dial hasn’t moved and cannot 
be attributed to the pandemic – this is a systemic issue the SME community 
has had to deal with for many years with the biggest impact being on a firm’s 
cashflow and their consequent ability to effectively manage their own payments.
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Have you seen an increase in late payments due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic?

While late payments have been historically high, the pandemic 
has also had an impact, with many firms seeing some sort of 
increased delay in being paid. 

How confident do you feel about being able to 
recruit adequately skilled staff?

Despite unemployment expected to peak at 7.75 in 2021 from 
4.5, according to the Bank of England, many sectors are still 
struggling to plug the skills gap. 
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How has your business mainly been taking 
payments during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Online card payments have been – by a considerable margin 
- the most popular way to take payment during the pandemic, 
well ahead of both cash and chip & pin payments. 

In the current circumstances, do you feel that 
your business requires you to always be ‘on’?

Pressure to always be ‘on’ is being felt by business owners 
across all sectors, which is having an impact on their mental 
health (see next graph). 
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What is the main impact COVID-19 has had 
on your mental health?

Three quarters of those polled felt the pandemic has had 
affected their mental health, with increased anxiety the 
most common impact. 

What is the main step you have taken to 
reduce your stress or anxiety?

Positively, many of those polled have taken proactive 
and positive steps to reduce their stress. 
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What is the main operational arrangement 
you have had to (or will have to) put in place?

The main operational change businesses have implemented 
is working from home, except for those – like food & drink – 
who deal directly with customers.   

How long do you expect operational 
arrangements to be in place?

Most firms expect their new operational arrangements 
to be in place for at six months, but few expect these to 
be made permanent. 
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In terms of future staffing, do you believe your 
business will return...

The likelihood of businesses employing more people in the future 
than they did before the pandemic is low, although many don’t 
anticipate any difference. 

Did you make use of the government’s furlough 
scheme for staff?

Over half of the firms polled furloughed staff, rising to three 
quarters for the food & drink sector. 
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Have you made a COVID-19 Business Interruption 
Loan Scheme (CBILS) application?

CBILS has proved popular, most notably in the Engineering sector. 

Have you made a COVID-19 Bounce Back Loan 
(BBL) application?

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%



Report summary of key findings from barometer by sector – February 2021

Have you invested more in digital infrastructure 
as a result of COVID-19?
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For more information or if you have 
any questions, please contact:

Anton Nebbe 
Head of PR and Communications

07736 286 144 
anton.nebbe@closebrothers.com
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