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In August this year we asked 
close to 1,000 SME business 
owners across the UK* about 
their trading conditions, their 
challenges and who they 
look to for advice. 
This is what we learnt.

Reporting on the 
issues facing 

SMEs right now.

*The results are based on the Close Brothers Business Barometer (conducted in August 
2017), a quarterly survey of nearly 1,000 SMEs across the UK and Republic of Ireland 
conducted by specialist independent researcher, GMI, on Close Brothers’ behalf. 



One in five businesses is on the 
up – but access to finance is still 
a roadblock to growth.

More than half the business owners we 
talked to felt that conditions have not 
changed much since 2016.  The good 
news is that more SMEs are looking to 
expand than are planning to scale down, 
with just three in a hundred expecting to 
close their doors for business before the 
end of 2018. 
But while business is improving for some 
firms, it isn’t necessarily translating into 
growth. SMEs are still finding it hard to 
get the finance they need, even with the 
varied and non-traditional funding routes 
now available. More than a tenth revealed 
their frustration that having identified 
opportunities, they were unable to access 
the finance to make them happen.

It’s a turn-up for the books - in spite 
of Brexit and a minority government, 
most SMEs say that trading is the 
same, or better, than last year. 

Business is improving

Opportunities but can't 
access the finance to 
make them happen

No different to last year

Things have got worse 
but still trading

Worried that my 
business may be 
forced to close down

22%

11%

54%

9%

4%

How are you finding current trading 
conditions compared with 12 months ago?

How many SMEs 
look to their 
accountants for 
advice on 
financial matters?

Question...
73%?

21%?
46%?



It’s family first for 
financial support 
and advice

21%

With so many family-owned firms in the UK it 
is hardly surprising that family should be the 
first port of call for funds and advice for 
SMEs. It makes sense that owners involve 
the people they know and trust in important 
decisions about the business.
However, accountants come a close second 
in our survey, and clearly have a vital role to 
play. While family can provide funds and 
much valued emotional support and business 
experience, the accountant has an objective 
understanding of a firm’s performance and 
can offer the kind of insights and impartial 
advice that are not to be found elsewhere. 

Friends/family 24%
Accountant 21%
Online 16%
Finance Advisor 15%
Bank Manager 13%
Other  7%
Peers 2%
Solicitor/lawyer 2%

How many firms 
have been forced 
to seek legal 
advice because 
of slow payment?

Where do you mainly go for 
financial support and advice?

Question...
1 in 30?
1 in 10?
1 in 4?

If you thought that most business 
owners go to their accountant first 
for financial advice, you’d be barking 
up the wrong tree.

IT’S



More than a third of business owners say that 
slow and late payments are harming their 
businesses. They believe that there is now a 
culture of late payment in the UK that 
government needs to address with some 
urgency. Almost three quarters of the firms 
we talked to feel that current legislation does 
not give them the ammunition they need to 
deal with problem payers. 

SMEs say government 
should act fast to tackle a 
culture of slow payments

IT’S1 in 4 Are you affected by slow 
payments?

Does suitable legislation 
exist to support you?

Is there a culture of slow 
payments in the UK?

Have you ever had to 
seek legal advice due to 
slow payment?

34%

26%

66%

24%

66%

74%

34%

76%

YES NO

Two thirds of SMEs believe that late 
payments have become almost the norm in 
the UK, and firms are feeling the pressure.

As many as one in four companies have been 
forced to seek legal advice on the issue. 
From damaging a firm’s supply chain and 
business reputation to closing the door on 
further funding, late payments are doing 
untold harm to SMEs across the UK.

A tenth?
A quarter?

What proportion of 
SMEs are less 
confident about the 
future than they were 
pre-Brexit and 
general election?

Question...

Three quarters?



What they do want is for the UK to press on and end the 
uncertainty - regardless of the political landscape.

For most SMEs the general 
election hasn’t hit business. 
But they don’t want another one…

Question...Quarter

More than three quarters of companies report 
that their business has not been affected by 
the recent general election. But three 
quarters believe that the lack of a majority 
government will have a negative impact on 
Brexit. However there’s little or no appetite 
for another election. 
Surprisingly perhaps, nearly two thirds of 
business owners say that their confidence in 

the future is the same as it was before the 
Brexit vote and the general election. 
Despite record high employment in the UK, 
SMEs are more pessimistic than they were 
before the Brexit and election votes, with 
nearly a quarter now feeling less confident 
about their future business prospects.

It’s a
More confident

The same

Less confident

16%

61%

23%

Are you more or less confident 
about your business prospects 
compared to two years ago (pre 
Brexit and General Election)? 90%

52%
31%

How many SMEs 
understand what 
‘personal data’ 
means in a 
business context?



Keeping personal data secure is becoming one of the key 
issues of our time. Now our survey reveals that when the 
new General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) comes 
into force in May 2018, more than half of SMEs could find 
themselves on the wrong side of the law.

Personal data – a  
time bomb for SMEs 

How many firms with 
no apprenticeship 
scheme would have 
one if it was 
affordable? 

5%
10%
22%31%IT’S

The new reality
The new legislation extends customers’ rights 
when it comes to the way their personal data is 
gathered and used by businesses. The GDPR’s 
new definition of personal data makes it clear that 
even online identifiers - an IP address for example 
- can be personal data. This is how detailed the 
new regulations are going to be.  The new 
definitions cover a wide range of personal 
identifiers that will be classified as personal data, 
reflecting changes in technology and the way 
businesses collect information about people. 

Yet less than a third of firms fully understand 
what ‘personal data’ actually means in a 
business context, while nearly a fifth admitted 
that they did not. Half weren’t sure. 
As it stands fewer than half (48%) of SMEs 
understand customers’ new extended rights 
and another 42% don’t have the right levels of 
permissions to contact their customers under 
the new GDPR requirements.
Just 8% of companies share their customers' 
personal data with 3rd parties, although a 
further 19% don’t know if they do or not. The 
remaining 73% are adamant that they don’t. 

When asked if they have a process in place 
to ensure they are collecting data in the 
correct way, 56% either did not or weren’t 
sure. 
This issue has the potential to cause SMEs 
serious problems down the road. It’s vital 
that business owners get themselves up to 
speed on personal data and the new GDPR 
requirements if they are to protect their 
customers’ privacy and stay within the law.

Yes

Sort of

No

31%

50%

19%

Are you 
clear what 
‘personal 
data’ means 
in a business 
context?

Question...



When asked if apprenticeships were the way 
to plug the UK’s skills gap, the great majority 
of business owners (82%) said ‘yes’.
More than three quarters (76%) agree that 
apprenticeships are a viable alternative to 
university. 
There is no lack of willingness or enthusiasm 
amongst firms to take on apprentices. Close 
to half (49%) of business owners answered 

Firms are concerned - where 
will tomorrow’s skilled 
workers come from?

IT’S 22% 

The skills shortage has made headline news 
recently and SMEs feel very strongly about it.
Many believe the answer is apprenticeships.

yes to the question ‘if assistance was 
available either from the government or the 
private sector, would you participate in an 
apprenticeship scheme?’. 
Of course not every business needs an 
apprentice, but for many (more than a fifth) 
it’s simply not an affordable option without 
government support.

Yes

No, it's not right 
for my business

No, because I 
can't afford it

Do you have your own 
apprenticeship scheme?

Almost a third?
Almost half?

What proportion of SMEs 
conduct some form of 
business online?

Question...

Almost three quarters?

20%

58%

22%



But 56% of the firms we talked 
to know that online will play an 
increasingly important role in 
years to come.

For those SMEs already doing business online, 
35% say they’ve seen a growth in online trade, 
although nearly half of these firms told us the 
growth had been modest – between 1% and 
20%. Only 11% reported more than an 80% 
increase in business online.
So while most recognise that online is the 
future, it seems that in the meantime smaller 
businesses continue to rely on traditional 
channels to build their businesses.

AlmostIT’S
In percentage terms, how much 
more business are you doing online 
compared to 12 months ago?

Half 100% more

Over 80% 

Over 60%

Over 40%

Over 20%

0% more

3%

8%

8%

10%

26%

46%

More than half of SMEs 
don’t yet do business online

✓



Neil is CEO of Close Brothers Asset Finance, a division of 
Close Brothers merchant bank, and his team lends into a 
number of specialist niches with most customers being 
SMEs. Here he takes the temperature of the SME 
business environment from the Business Barometer.

Neil’s analysis

We’re enormously grateful to our SME 
clients and colleagues for taking the time 
to talk to us and give us a picture of their 
trading conditions. We make the 
barometer reports available to the press 
and they are widely reported - we hope 
that this enables the opinions and 
thoughts of SMEs to become more 
widely known.
What our research tells is that following the 
vote for Brexit and the recent general 
election SMEs are now operating in 
uncharted territory. It’s no surprise that an 
overriding concern is uncertainty, and most 
business owners say they would have 
preferred a majority government for that 
reason. That said, it’s important to note that 
close to 25% of business owners we talked 
to believe a minority government will actually 
benefit the UK because of the balance they 
feel it would bring to the Brexit process.
Generally it seems that business confidence 
is holding up, but it is fragile. What the 
Barometer reveals to me is how strong the 
entrepreneurial spirit of the UK’s business 
community is - and remains.

Late payments – time to act
Late payments are a major issue for SME 
business owners. In some cases directors 
are having to defer their own salaries, 
increase their overdraft or pay their own 
suppliers late to ensure they remain liquid, 
which simply causes the vicious circle 
to continue.
This is clearly a national issue that spans 
regions and industries. We found that 78% 
of Transport firms are affected by late 
payments, along with 74% of 
Manufacturing businesses and 73% 
of Printers.
Let’s not forget the very real human impact 
of this problem. For some firms one 
outcome is an inability to pay 
their staff in full or on time.

SMEs approve of apprenticeships
SMEs see apprenticeships as a practical 
answer to the skills shortage and nearly a 
quarter would take on an apprentice if they 
could afford to. There is an opportunity here 
for the UK to rebuild its skills base.
A nationwide discussion has already begun 
about the high cost of obtaining a university 
degree and whether it is always the best 
route into work for young people. The 
Barometer shows that apprenticeships are a 
viable alternative if firms are given support.
I would add that Close Brothers has long 
been a sponsor of apprenticeships, with two 
schemes currently underway in the Transport 
and Engineering sectors.

Firms need finance
And finally – funding. The drive to grow their 
businesses is clearly alive and kicking in our 
SMEs. At Close Brothers we have helped 
thousands of firms to finance and realise their 
ambitions, but for many businesses there is 
real frustration that a decade after the credit 
crunch, access to finance can still be a 
problem.
The survey highlights that there is optimism 
among the UK’s employers and opportunities 
exist to provide them with the right kind of 
help and support.



“...for many businesses there is real frustration that 
a decade after the credit crunch, access to finance 
can still be a problem.”

We’re enormously grateful to our SME 
clients and colleagues for taking the time 
to talk to us and give us a picture of their 
trading conditions. We make the 
barometer reports available to the press 
and they are widely reported - we hope 
that this enables the opinions and 
thoughts of SMEs to become more 
widely known.
What our research tells is that following the 
vote for Brexit and the recent general 
election SMEs are now operating in 
uncharted territory. It’s no surprise that an 
overriding concern is uncertainty, and most 
business owners say they would have 
preferred a majority government for that 
reason. That said, it’s important to note that 
close to 25% of business owners we talked 
to believe a minority government will actually 
benefit the UK because of the balance they 
feel it would bring to the Brexit process.
Generally it seems that business confidence 
is holding up, but it is fragile. What the 
Barometer reveals to me is how strong the 
entrepreneurial spirit of the UK’s business 
community is - and remains.

Late payments – time to act
Late payments are a major issue for SME 
business owners. In some cases directors 
are having to defer their own salaries, 
increase their overdraft or pay their own 
suppliers late to ensure they remain liquid, 
which simply causes the vicious circle 
to continue.
This is clearly a national issue that spans 
regions and industries. We found that 78% 
of Transport firms are affected by late 
payments, along with 74% of 
Manufacturing businesses and 73% 
of Printers.
Let’s not forget the very real human impact 
of this problem. For some firms one 
outcome is an inability to pay 
their staff in full or on time.

SMEs approve of apprenticeships
SMEs see apprenticeships as a practical 
answer to the skills shortage and nearly a 
quarter would take on an apprentice if they 
could afford to. There is an opportunity here 
for the UK to rebuild its skills base.
A nationwide discussion has already begun 
about the high cost of obtaining a university 
degree and whether it is always the best 
route into work for young people. The 
Barometer shows that apprenticeships are a 
viable alternative if firms are given support.
I would add that Close Brothers has long 
been a sponsor of apprenticeships, with two 
schemes currently underway in the Transport 
and Engineering sectors.

Firms need finance
And finally – funding. The drive to grow their 
businesses is clearly alive and kicking in our 
SMEs. At Close Brothers we have helped 
thousands of firms to finance and realise their 
ambitions, but for many businesses there is 
real frustration that a decade after the credit 
crunch, access to finance can still be a 
problem.
The survey highlights that there is optimism 
among the UK’s employers and opportunities 
exist to provide them with the right kind of 
help and support.


