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This is the eighth annual report drawn from the SME Finance Monitor and it provides regional data 
covering Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the 9 English regions. The report is based on a dataset 
of 18,002 businesses with up to 249 employees, interviewed in 2018. From Q1 2018 a revised 
questionnaire has been used, expanding the data collected on applications for finance to include a 
wider range of products, not just loans and overdrafts, and from a range of providers, not just the 
bank. This better reflects the way in which SMEs are using external finance. Not all questions have 
changed so, where applicable, comparisons have also been made with the results from the interviews 
conducted from 2012 to 2017, to understand changes over time. 

The survey questionnaire is the most comprehensive ever on bank finance. Given that, this report can 
only cover the tip of the data iceberg. Much more information has been submitted to the UK Data 
Archive (www.data-archive.ac.uk). This can be accessed for free and the dataset will include location 
data down to postcode area level. In addition, the main report and findings can be found at  
www.sme-finance-monitor.co.uk. 

We believe this will be a valuable resource for local business organisations to help them to establish 
the facts about how SMEs in their area are financing themselves, their success rates and any barriers 
that they feel they face. We hope that regional and sub-regional bodies will use this dataset to help 
them to develop effective policies to help SMEs in their area. Such businesses are vital to local and 
national economies and they deserve properly focussed and effective policies. Nothing less will do. 
Schemes and initiatives based on anecdote and ‘he who shouts loudest’ risk impeding future growth 
and recovery. 

This is not a one-off requirement and so this dataset will be produced each year, with interviewing 
already underway for 2019. That will maintain the SME Finance Monitor’s position as the most 
comprehensive set of data on local experience in financing SMEs. 

The report and the dataset have been produced independently of government, finance providers and 
business organisations. It is the result of one of the commitments made in the report of the British 
Bankers’ Association’s Business Finance Taskforce in October 2010. In producing this annual report, and 
also the half-yearly reports covering UK-wide results, BVA BDRC is advised by a steering group whose 
membership is listed below, but BVA BDRC retains full and complete editorial control of the dataset and 
reports. 

Shiona Davies 
Editor, The SME Finance Monitor 
June 2019 
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The Survey Steering Group comprises representatives of the following: 

Association of Chartered Certified Accountants 

Barclays Bank 

UK Finance 

Dept. for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy 

EEF the manufacturers’ organisation 

Federation of Small Businesses 

Forum of Private Business 

HM Treasury 

HSBC 

Lloyds Banking Group 

Royal Bank of Scotland 

Santander 
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This report provides a chapter for each individual region and devolved nation, so those seeking a 
‘snapshot’ of how SMEs in a particular part of the country feel about access to finance and related 
issues will find the information they need in the appropriate chapter. 

There are many similarities between regions and many occasions where the views expressed in a 
region are in line with SMEs overall. That said, there are instances where a given region is statistically 
significantly different to its peers and these are summarised for each region in its chapter. The tables 
below group some of the key questions from the survey into themes and then colour code each region 
and devolved nation to show how different (if at all) they are from the results for SMEs overall. The key 
to this colour coding is as follows: 

 

Significantly higher than the market   

Higher but not significantly so    

In line with the market (+/-3%)   

Lower but not significantly so    

Significantly lower than the market   

 

This provides a quick visual summary for each region and devolved nation and whether it is more or 
less likely to report the behaviours and attitudes in each section. 
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POSITIVE INDICATORS – CURRENT AND FUTURE 
This table gathers together a number of factors about the current and future performance of the 
business that can be taken as positive indicators. No region or devolved nation is wholly positive or 
wholly negative on current and future indicators. 

• London continues to have the most significantly above average indicators for current and 
future performance (4) but also has 3 significantly below average indicators. 

• Yorkshire/Humberside and the South East have the most below average indicators (4 each). 

• Northern Ireland has no indicators where they are above average (but also none where  
they are below average). 

• Scotland, the North East and the West Midlands have no indicators where they are  
above average. 

• Of the devolved nations, Wales has the most positive position. 

 
Positive current indicators  Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Low/Minimal risk rating     

Developed as a business     

Made a profit     

Undertake business planning     

International     

Innovate     

 

 
Positive future indicators (annual)  Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Plan to grow     

Plan to apply for finance     

Ambitious risk takers (H2)     

Plan growth related activities     
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Positive current indicators N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Low/Minimal risk rating          

Developed as a business          

Made a profit          

Undertake business planning          

International          

Innovate          

 

 
Positive future indicators 
(annual) N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Plan to grow          

Plan to apply for finance          

Ambitious risk takers (H2)          

Plan growth related 
activities 
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SIGNS OF STRESS 
This section looks at factors that might indicate a business under strain. Here the colour coding is 
adjusted where necessary so that red is the stress indicator and green indicates that they are less 
likely to have this sign of stress. 

• London and the North West are more likely to report these stress factors. 

• Scotland and the South West are less likely to report these stress factors. 

 
Negative indicators  Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Worse than average risk rating     

Retrenched as a business      

Made a loss     

Economic climate 8-10 (annual)     

Political uncertainty 8-10 (annual)     

Expect to decline in size in next year (annual)     

 

 
Negative indicators N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Worse than average  
risk rating 

         

Retrenched as a business           

Made a loss          

Economic climate  
8-10 (annual) 

         

Political uncertainty  
8-10 (annual) 

         

Expect to decline in size in 
next year (annual) 
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USE OF FINANCE 
The final summary section looks at factors that move an SME towards the use of finance (already 
using, planning to apply etc) and those factors that potentially move it away (holding credit balances, 
being a PNB). In this instance the colour coding is adjusted so that whatever the actual percentage, 
green always indicates a score that is moving the region towards finance and red always indicates a 
score that is moving the region away from finance.  

• Northern Ireland is the most engaged with external finance, with 3 factors moving them 
towards finance, followed by the North West (2 factors), and none moving them away. 

• Yorkshire/Humberside and the West Midlands the least engaged, with 3 factors moving them 
away from finance and none moving them towards. 

 
Towards external finance  Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Use external finance     

Had a borrowing event     

Plan to apply     

Happy to use finance to help business grow     

 

 
Away from external finance  Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Happy non-seeker of finance     

Injected personal funds     

Hold £5k+ credit balances     

Permanent non borrower     
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Towards external finance N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Use external finance          

Had a borrowing event          

Plan to apply          

Happy to use finance to  
help business grow 

         

 

 
Away from external finance N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Happy non-seeker of finance          

Injected personal funds          

Hold £5k+ credit balances          

Permanent non borrower          
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This report provides key headline findings for each of the English regions and the devolved nations. 
They are based on the 18,002 interviews conducted for the SME Finance Monitor in 2018. The majority 
of responses are shown on a combined Q1-4 basis, to provide as robust a base size as possible. Where 
the data reflects future aspirations and plans, this is typically reported for Q4 only (but on an annual 
basis for comparisons over time). Analysis of applications made for new or renewed facilities are 
currently based on all applications reported in 2018, which could have taken place between Q1 2017 
and Q4 2018. This is in order to maximise the base sizes available on these new questions. 

Where relevant, results for 2018 are also compared to the interviews conducted annually from 2012. 

There is a chapter for each of the English regions and each devolved nation. They compare the results 
for a given region/nation with that of the UK overall. At the back of the report, an Appendix contains 
the data tables on which the report is based (numbered to reflect the section in which the data is 
reported) which prevents lengthy repetition of data tables within the individual summaries. Figures for 
England as a whole are provided in these tables, for completeness, but no ‘all England’ summary is 
provided in this report, as this would largely replicate the findings of the main Monitor report (as 
interviews in England make up the vast majority of the interviews conducted). 

Summaries have been produced in a consistent format for each region / devolved nation. A number of 
summary terms and definitions are used. They are included at the back of the report, with the relevant 
tables of results, but are summarised below for ease. 

Each chapter provides information on the views and behaviours of the SMEs based in that region, and 
compares it to the overall UK picture. Analysis for this report has shown that, across a range of key 
data, results for one or more regions are statistically significantly different from the overall. Where 
such differences cannot be explained by a difference in the profile of SMEs in that region, this is stated, 
but it should not be assumed that region is the cause of such differences – a more detailed description 
of the analysis process, and the ‘health warning’ that comes with it, is provided below. 
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DEFINITIONS USED IN THE REGIONAL SUMMARIES 
Section 1 

SME size – this is based on the number of employees (excluding the respondent). Those with more 
than 249 employees were excluded from the research 

External risk ratings – these are provided by the sample providers (Dun & Bradstreet and Experian). 
Risk ratings are not available for around 15% of respondents, typically the smallest ones. D&B and 
Experian use slightly different risk rating scales, and so the Experian scale has been matched to the 
D&B scale as shown in Table 1d in the Appendix 

 

Section 2 

Use of external finance – SMEs are asked whether they are currently using any of the following forms 
of finance: Bank Overdraft, Bank Loan, Commercial mortgage, Grants, Loans from directors or friends 
and family, Equity from directors or friends and family, Equity from other third parties such as business 
angels or Venture Capital funds (Companies only), Leasing or hire purchase or vehicle finance, Credit 
cards, Export/import finance eg doc credits, Finance through crowd funding or peer to peer lending, 
Invoice finance; factoring and invoice discounting, Asset based lending, Selective or single invoice 
finance, Any other loan , Any other overdraft/working capital facility. 

Core and other forms of finance – Core finance is any use of bank loans, bank overdrafts and/or credit 
cards. Other forms of finance covers all the other forms mentioned above with the exception of 
export/import finance 

Permanent non-borrower – SMEs who seem firmly dis-inclined to borrow, because they meet all of the 
following conditions: Are not currently using external finance, have not used external finance in the 
past 5 years, have had no borrowing events in the past 12 months, have not applied for any other 
forms of finance in the last 12 months, said that they had had no desire to borrow in the past 12 
months and reported no inclination to borrow in the next 3 months 

Borrowing event – those SMEs reporting any Type 1 (new application or renewal), Type 2 (bank sought 
cancelation/renegotiation) or Type 3 (SME sought cancelation/reduction) borrowing event in the 12 
months prior to interview, or the automatic renewal of an overdraft 

Would-be seeker – those SMEs that had not had a borrowing event, but said that something had stopped 
them applying for loan/overdraft funding in the previous 12 months (definition revised Q4 2012) 
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Happy non-seeker – those SMEs that had not had a borrowing event, and also said that nothing had 
stopped them applying for any (further) loan/overdraft funding in the previous 12 months (definition 
revised Q4 2012) 

Business Funding – a new definition, including all SMEs that meet at least one of the following criteria: 
using external finance, receiving trade credit from suppliers and/or having injected personal funds in 
the previous 12 months 

Attitudes to external finance – SMEs were asked the extent to which they agreed with a number of 
statements including “wish to repay any existing finance (eg on loan or overdraft) and then remain 
debt free if possible” and whether as a business they were “happy to use external finance to help the 
business grow and develop”.  

 

Section 3 

Data on applications - Results are shown based on all applications made between Q1 2017 and Q4 
2018, irrespective of when the interview was conducted.. 

Issues – something that needed further discussion before a loan or overdraft facility was agreed, typically 
the terms and conditions (security, fee or interest rate) or the amount initially offered by the bank. 

Predicted success rate – the results of all applications are used to develop a model to predict the likely 
success rate of a group of SMEs based on their size, sector, risk rating and nature of application. This is 
reported for each region to provide context for the success rate achieved. For example, a region with a 
high proportion of first time borrowers would typically expect a lower success rate than one where 
most were renewing an existing facility, and their results should be seen in that context. 
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Section 4 

Major obstacle – SMEs were asked to rate the extent to which each of a number of factors were 
perceived as obstacles to them running the business as they would wish in the next 12 months, using a 
1 to 10 scale. Ratings of 8-10 are classed as a ‘major obstacle’ 

Future happy non-seekers – those that said they would not be applying to borrow (more) in the next 
three months, because they said that they did not need to borrow (more) or already had the facilities 
they needed 

Future would-be seekers – those that felt that there were barriers that would stop them applying to 
borrow (more) in the next three months (such as discouragement, the economy or the principle or 
process of borrowing)  

Principle of borrowing – where an SME did not (or, looking ahead, will not) apply to borrow because 
they feared they might lose control of their business, or preferred to seek alternative sources of 
funding 

Process of borrowing – where an SME did not (or, looking ahead, will not) apply to borrow because 
they thought it would be too expensive, too much hassle etc. 

Discouragement – where an SME did not (or, looking ahead, will not) apply to borrow because it had 
been put off, either directly (they made informal enquiries of the bank and felt put off) or indirectly 
(they thought they would be turned down by the bank so did not enquire) 

 

  



2. USING THIS REPORT 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

18 

UNDERSTANDING THE REGIONAL CONTEXT – A HEALTH WARNING 
This report contains the summary position for each English region and the devolved nations. This 
provides information on the views and behaviours of the SMEs based in that region, and compares it to 
the overall UK picture. Analysis for this report has shown that, across a range of key data, results for 
one or more regions are statistically significantly different from the UK overall.  

It is important though to view these regional differences in context, firstly by accounting for any 
differences between the demographic profile of SMEs in a particular region (such as their age, size, or 
risk rating) and the national profile, which might explain why a given region has different results from 
the overall. The full list of demographics taken into account is provided at the end of this section, and 
much of the data analysed passed this ‘demographics’ test. More detailed analysis was therefore done 
for the most important variables: past financial behaviour, current use of external finance, outcome of 
applications for loans or overdrafts, likely future financial behaviour and growth prospects, to identify 
which regions were statistically significantly different from the overall picture. Where a region is 
statistically significantly different to the overall picture for one of these key variables, once 
demographics are taken into account, this is reported at the end of the relevant section of their 
chapter.  

The exception to this approach is for the chapter that reviews success rates for applications made for 
new or renewed loans or overdrafts. Here, in addition to the usual analysis there is commentary on the 
results obtained using a model which predicts success rates based on the profile of applicants in a 
given region, and compares this to the success rates achieved. 

The existence of such statistically significant regional differences, even once the profile of SMEs has 
been taken into account, should not however be taken to mean that region is the cause of the 
difference per se: business demographics in themselves only explain a proportion of the variance in 
results, and there are other factors which will impact on, for example, success rates when a facility is 
applied for. These include those that cannot be fully covered within the questionnaire, such as how 
well the application is presented to the bank and that bank’s perception of, and willingness to lend to, 
that business or sector. 

Other, broader, issues may be affecting regional level results: for example, whilst quotas are set and 
controlled at a broad sector level, the mix of different business types within a broad sector may vary 
from region to region eg the mix of small sub-contract builders and Civil Engineers within the 
Construction sector. Similar issues may exist across other matched variables. 
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960 interviews conducted, weighted 
to a total of 150,060 SMEs. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context – North East 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (74%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the North East were more likely to be a Start-up (32% v 20% overall) 
and somewhat less likely to have been trading for 10 years or more (43% v 
51% overall). 

External risk rating 22% of SMEs in the North East had a minimal or low external risk rating, in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (47% v 47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in the North East with a minimal/low risk rating 
initially increased from 18% in 2012 to 29% in 2015. This proportion then fell to 
17% in 2017, before increasing slightly to 22% in 2018. Over the same period the 
market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-
13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the North East with a worse than average risk rating 
declined steadily between 2013 and 2015 (from 56% to 38%) but has since 
increased to 47% in 2018, back in line with the market. Amongst SMEs overall 
it also declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable 
since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was broadly as 
likely to be the case for SMEs in the North East where 36% had grown (with 
10% growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). Growth in the North East has also been fairly 
stable over time (38-41% since 2013) with the exception of 2016 (when 35% 
of SMEs in the North East had grown v 40% overall) and now 2018 (36% v 
39% overall). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
the North East in line (15%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than 
recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 
19% had declined). For SMEs in the North East, the 2018 figure of 15% 
maintained an increase seen since 2015, when 10% had declined, back to 
levels seen in 2013 and 2014 when 16% had declined.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the North East were in line (6%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 28% of SMEs in the North East thought 
their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 62% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 10% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Continued 

Profitability 79% of SMEs in the North East reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of SMEs in the North East reporting a 
profit increased from 64% to 85%, but has been more variable since (79% for 
2018). For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 
82% in 2017, but was somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the North East were in line (30%). 

Credit balances Almost all SMEs in the North East held some credit balances (1% held none v 
4% overall). Two thirds, 66% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, a 
somewhat higher proportion than for SMEs overall (55%).  

20% of SMEs in the North East held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 
23% overall). This proportion initially increased (from 15% in 2012 to 25% in 
2015 and 2016) but has declined somewhat since. Amongst SMEs overall, the 
proportion also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly 
stable since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced their 
need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the North East (10%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total turnover. 
In the North East, the proportion was 34%, the highest English region. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the North East were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (29%) and this was also lower than in 2017 (35%). 

Owner 
demographics 

54% of SMEs in the North East had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of S 
MEs overall). 

Almost a quarter of SMEs in the North East had someone in charge of the 
finances who was qualified (22%), broadly in line with SMEs overall (25%). 

Planning SMEs in the North East were as likely to plan at all (58% v 56% of SMEs overall) 
and somewhat more likely to have a business plan (34% v 29% overall). 

Since 2012, with the exception of 2015 (when 49% planned), a consistent 6 in 
10 SMEs in the North East have planned (58-61%), somewhat ahead of the 
market where, since 2012, 54-57% have planned.  

International SMEs in the North East were less likely to be international (8% v 15% overall), 
the lowest region, with 4% exporting (v 9% overall) and 6% importing  
(v 10% overall). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the 
North East between 2012 (when 8% were international) and 2014 (13%) but 
the proportion of international SMEs then declined over time, back to 8%. 

Continued  
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Continued 

International staff 12% of SMEs in the North East with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 10% employing staff from the EU and 4% from elsewhere. This is 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees 
have staff from overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 33% of SMEs in the North East had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 14% had launched a new product or service while 29% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the North East, 34% were 
innovative in 2012 with relatively little variation since and no consistent trend 
over time (33-37%).  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

12% of SMEs in the North East used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the North 
East were somewhat more likely to have a medium level of trust in their bank 
(52% high, 42% medium and 6% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in the North East were again somewhat more likely to have a 
medium level of trust (23% high, 57% medium and 20% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North East in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be a Start. They were significantly less likely to be trading 
internationally (either importing or exporting). 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – North East 

Use of external 
finance 

42% of SMEs in the North East were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in the North East were more likely to be using one or more forms of core 
finance (37% v 32% overall) and as likely to be using other forms of finance 
(13% v 12% overall).  

In 2012, 40% of SMEs in the North East were using external finance and this 
remained unchanged to 2015 (40%). It then fell to 34% for 2016 before 
increasing steadily to 42% in 2018. Over the same period, use of finance 
amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 but has 
remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the North East use of core finance has been more stable over time (31-33%) with 
the exception of 2016 (27%) and now 2018 (37%, the highest level seen to date). 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). There has been more variation over time 
for SMEs in the North East, from a peak of 21% in 2014 to 13% in 2018. 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

43% of SMEs in the North East met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), a somewhat lower proportion than amongst SMES  
overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the North East the proportion of PNBs increased over a longer period 
(34% in 2012 to 54% in 2017) but was 43% in 2018, reflecting the increased 
use in external finance reported above. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the North East said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (81%) 
and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the North East followed a similar pattern but saw more of an increase between 
2012 (when 69% of SMEs were Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 86% met 
the definition), an increase that was not maintained in 2017 or 2018 (both 81%). 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in the North East said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the North East there was a similar decline (10% in 2012 to 3% in 
2014-2016 and 1% in both 2017 and 2018). 

Borrowing events 5% of SMEs in the North East reported that they had had a need for funding in 
the 12 months prior to interview, with 4% making an application for finance 
as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of a need 
for funding (4% overall) and slightly higher in terms of applications for 
finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 19% of SMEs in the North East reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, 
the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft 
facility (11%). This was somewhat higher than for SMEs overall where 14% 
reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the North East the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
was more stable over time (17-21%) with the exception of 2016 when 11% 
reported an event.  

Injections of 
personal funds 

32% of SMEs in the North East reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months – 18% had chosen to put funds in while 14% 
had felt that they had no choice. This was somewhat higher than for SMEs overall 
(28%, with 16% having chosen to do so while 13% had no choice). 

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the North East, 43% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell and for a longer period (to 24% in 2016) but is now 
somewhat higher again (32%, due to more SMEs feeling they had to inject 
funds). 

Use of Trade Credit 32% of SMEs in the North East received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in 
line with the market overall (34%). 22% of SMEs in the North East said that 
receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of SMEs 
overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the North East were as likely to say their need for finance was 
reduced (29%) and this was also lower than in 2017 (35%). 

Continued 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 66% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the North East were more likely to be using external finance (42%) 
and somewhat more likely to be using “Business Funding” (70%) when trade 
credit and personal funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the North East 
were broadly in line (83%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth rather 
than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the North East were as likely to agree (71%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the North East were broadly in 
line (57%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the North East 
were in line (51%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the North East were somewhat more likely to agree (55%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the North East were broadly in line (46%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the North East were somewhat more likely to agree (43%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the North East were broadly in line 
(29%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a slightly more marked 
drop for SMEs in the North East (45% to 29%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the North East were broadly in line (44%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so again. 
SMEs in the North East were more likely to be in the latter group (15% and 28%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the North East were in line (14%). 

“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the North East more likely to do so (44%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in the North East were more likely to be in this group (31%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North East in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be happy to use finance to grow, and also less likely to be both using 
finance and happy to use it again in future. They were though more likely to have had a 
borrowing event in the previous 12 months.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 58 in the North East) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – North East 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was slightly less likely to be the case in the 
North East (41%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was slightly more likely to 
be the case in the North East (45%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in the North East 
(100%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the North East were somewhat more likely to be successful (88%) with 
three quarters (73%) being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (8% for applications in the North East). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was less likely to be the case 
for applications in the North East (5%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was somewhat more likely to be the case for applications 
in the North East (93%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – North East 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 55% of SMEs in the North East were planning to grow, with 22% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 33% by up to 20%. This was slightly 
ahead of SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. For SMEs in the North East the 
decline in the proportion planning to grow was more marked between 2013 
and 2015 (47% to 39%), then stable in both 2016 and 2017 as a whole (41%) 
before increasing to 52% for 2018 as a whole. 

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the North East were more likely to 
be planning any such activity (41%), with 25% planning to take on more staff, 
although fewer SMEs than overall (10%) were planning to develop a new 
product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs overall: 
Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic climate (22%) 
and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in the North East were slightly 
more likely to see political uncertainty as an issue (30%) and as likely to be 
concerned about the economic climate (23%) or legislation as issues (25%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was also the case for those in the North East (51%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the North East the proportion fell from 
35% in 2012 to 15% in 2014 and has changed very little since (15% in 2018). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the North East, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier was also lower in 2016 (10%) before increasing 
again to the current 19%. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in the North East, 13% cited political uncertainty as a 
barrier in 2015, falling to 10% in 2016 before increasing again to 14% in 2017 
and more markedly to 22% in 2018. 

Continued  
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the North East, 80%, met the definition of a Future 
happy non-seeker of finance in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase 
over time in FHNS amongst SMEs in the North East (67% in 2012 to 84% in 
2017) but the current figure is somewhat lower (78%). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the North East were somewhat less likely to be 
in this group (55%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 11% of SMEs in the North East met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance in line with the market overall (12%). None had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slighty 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). This is also true for FWBS in the North East 
(24% in 2012 to 6% for 2017 then 14% for 2018 as a whole). 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the North East (78%), with 18% citing the process of borrowing 
and 3% feeling discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 9% of SMEs in the North East planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, in line with the market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
North East there was an increase in those planning to apply from 9% in 2012 
to 16% in 2014 but since then the proportion has declined again back to 9% 
in both 2017 and 2018. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in the North East in line (60%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the North East, levels of confidence for FHNS (62%) and FWBS 
(47%) were in line with SMEs overall, while those planning to apply were 
somewhat more confident of success (63% v 54% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in the North East were somewhat less likely to be aware of any of these 
initiatives (64% v 68% overall), and somewhat less likely to be aware of 
Funding Circle (38% v 43% overall) or Start-up Loans (30% v 39% overall).  

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the North East were somewhat less likely to be aware (37%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. Despite lower overall 
awareness, SMEs in the North East were somewhat more likely to be in this 
group (16%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the North East, awareness increased between 2014 
and 2015 (23% to 38%) and has been stable since (37% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (5% for such SMEs in the 
North East). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (20% in the North East), while 11% were reluctant to give up 
control of the business (13% in the North East). 

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was slightly less likely to be the case for those 
in the North East (61%) although this was still the largest group.  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North East in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to cite political uncertainty as a barrier to the business.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context – Yorkshire and Humberside 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (74%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be a Start-up (18% v 20% overall) or to have 
been trading for 10 years or more (51% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 26% of SMEs in Y&H had a minimal or low external risk rating, broadly in line 
with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were less likely to have a 
worse than average risk rating (42% v 47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in Y&H with a minimal/low risk rating initially 
increased from 18% in 2012 to 24% in 2015. With the exception of 2016 (when 
19% had this rating) the proportion has been stable since (26% in 2018). Over 
the same period the market overall saw an increase from 16% with a 
minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% 
in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in Y&H with a worse than average risk rating has 
declined steadily between 2012 (when 55% had this rating) and 2018 (42%). 
Amongst SMEs overall it also declined, from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015, but 
has been broadly stable since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was broadly as 
likely to be the case for SMEs in Y&H where 36% had grown (with 10% 
growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). Amongst SMEs in Y&H, 36% had grown in 2013, 
increasing to 45% in 2014 but the proportion has declined somewhat since, 
back to 36% in 2018.  

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
Y&H in line (16%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently seen, up 
from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had declined). 
For SMEs in Y&H the 2018 figure of 16% was higher than seen in recent years 
(9-12% since 2014), but still lower than was seen in 2013 when 23% had 
declined.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in Y&H were in line (6%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 30% of SMEs in Y&H thought their 
business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, somewhat higher 
than for SMEs overall (26%). 61% thought the business had stayed 
recognisably the same (v 63% overall) while 9% thought it had retrenched (v 
10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 75% of SMEs in Y&H reported making a profit (excluding DK answers), broadly 
in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2014, the proportion of SMEs in Y&H reporting a profit 
increased from 70% to 80%, and was then stable until 2018 when it declined 
to 75%. For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 
82% in 2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in Y&H were in line (30%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in Y&H held some credit balances (8% held none v 4% overall). 
Half, 52% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, broadly in line with SMEs 
overall (55%).  

26% of SMEs in Y&H held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 23% 
overall). Over time, this proportion doubled from 15% in 2012 to 30% in 2017 
but was somewhat lower in 2018 (26%). Amongst SMEs overall, the 
proportion increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable 
since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in Y&H (12%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In Y&H, this proportion was 20%, the lowest of any region. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Y&H were somewhat more likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (33%) but this was also lower than in 2017 (39%). 

Owner 
demographics 

50% of SMEs in Y&H had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs overall). 

Just over a fifth of SMEs in Y&H had someone in charge of the finances who 
was qualified (22%), broadly in line with SMEs overall (25%). 

Planning SMEs in Y&H were as likely to plan at all (59% v 56% of SMEs overall). 

In 2012, 50% of SMEs in Y&H planned. This increased over time to 57% in 
2014 and has been broadly stable since, albeit the 59% recorded for 2018 
was the highest proportion to date. Amongst SMEs overall since 2012, a 
stable 54-57% have planned.  

International SMEs in Y&H were somewhat less likely to be international (10% v 15% 
overall), with 5% exporting (v 9% overall) and 8% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in 
Y&H between 2012 (when 11% were international) and 2015 (when 15% 
were international) but the proportion of international SMEs in the region has 
since declined over time, to 10% in 2018. 

Continued 
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International staff 12% of SMEs in Y&H with employees have staff from outside the UK, with 11% 
employing staff from the EU and 2% from elsewhere. This is somewhat lower 
than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 27% of SMEs in Y&H had been innovative in the 3 years prior to interview – 
14% had launched a new product or service while 23% had significantly 
improved an aspect of the business. This was somewhat lower than for SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in Y&H, 40% were innovative in 
2012 and that proportion has also declined over time (27% in 2018).  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

9% of SMEs in Y&H used a personal bank account for their business banking (v 
14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in Y&H were in 
line (53% high, 39% medium and 9% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in Y&H were in line (25% high, 56% medium and 19% low). 

 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Y&H in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to have a minimal or low external risk rating and to have significantly 
developed the business in the last 3 years. They were also significantly more likely to hold 
£10,000+ in credit balances and to say that this reduced their need for finance. They were 
significantly less likely to have made a profit, to have been innovative or be trading 
internationally (specifically exporting). They were also less likely to have overseas staff from 
beyond the EU.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Y&H per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – Yorkshire and Humberside 

Use of external 
finance 

34% of SMEs in Y&H were using external finance (v 36% of SMEs overall). 

SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be using one or more forms of core finance 
(31% v 32% overall) and/or to be using other forms of finance (10% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 48% of SMEs in Y&H were using external finance. This then fell to 
35% in 2013 and has changed little since (33-37%) with the exception of 
2017 when 40% were using finance. Over the same period, use of finance 
amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 and has 
remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
Y&H use of core finance was 39% in 2012, then fell to 26-29% for 2013 to 2016 
before increasing slightly (33% in 2017 and 31% in 2018). 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). There has been more variation over time 
for SMEs in Y&H, from a peak of 19% in 2012 and 2017 to 10% in 2018. 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

52% of SMEs in Y&H met the definition of a Permanent non-borrower (an SME 
that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the time of interview), a 
somewhat higher proportion than amongst SMES overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in Y&H the proportion of PNBs has continued to increase over time (32% 
in 2012 to 52% in 2018). 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in Y&H said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (86%) and this 
was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in Y&H followed a similar pattern but with more of an increase between 2012 
(when 67% of SMEs were Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 86% met the 
definition), then a drop in 2017 (to 79%) before returning to 86% for 2018. 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in Y&H said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or overdraft 
in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line with SMEs 
overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in Y&H there was a similar decline over time (10% in 2012 to 1% in 
2018). 

Borrowing events 4% of SMEs in Y&H reported that they had had a need for funding in the 12 
months prior to interview, with 2% making an application for finance as a 
result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of a need for 
funding (4% overall) and an application for finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 12% of SMEs in Y&H reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, the most 
common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility (8%). 
This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in Y&H the proportion reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 12% in 2016 and was also 12% in 2018. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

25% of SMEs in Y&H reported an injection of personal funds into the business in 
the previous 12 months, broadly in line with SMEs overall (28%). They were less 
likely to have chosen to put funds in (11% v 16% overall) but as likely to have felt 
that they had no choice (14% v 13% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in Y&H, 42% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that proportion 
then fell, and has continued to decline (to 25% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 36% of SMEs in Y&H received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in line with 
SMEs overall (34%). 26% of SMEs in Y&H said that receiving trade credit 
reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of SMEs overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Y&H were somewhat more likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (33%) but this was also lower than in 2017 (39%). 

Continued 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 66% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be using external finance (34%) and to be using 
“Business Funding” (65%) when trade credit and personal funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in Y&H were in line 
(79%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in Y&H were somewhat more likely to 
agree (76%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in Y&H were in line (55%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in Y&H were in 
line (47%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
Y&H were as likely to agree (48%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in Y&H were slightly less likely to agree (39%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in Y&H were as likely to agree (39%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in Y&H were in line (31%). Between 
2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing to borrow to grow 
dropped from 45% to 32% with a similar drop for SMEs in Y&H (42% to 31%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. This was slightly more likely to be the case for SMEs in 
Y&H (51%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in Y&H were in line (16% and 18%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in Y&H were in line (15%). 

“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in Y&H more likely to do so (44%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be in this group (22%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Y&H in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to say that Trade Credit reduced their need for external finance, to meet 
the definition of a PNB, to be in the group that were neither using finance nor happy to use it in 
future and to agree that they would accept a slower rate of growth rather than borrowing to 
grow more quickly. They were less likely to have had a borrowing event or to be using non-core 
forms of finance. They were also less likely to agree that they were prepared to take risks to help 
the business be successful, but more likely in H2 to agree that they wanted to be a significantly 
bigger business – overall though they were less likely to be “Ambitious risk takers”.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Y&H per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 94 in Y&H) which limits the amount of analysis possible at 
this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – Yorkshire and Humberside 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was slightly less likely to be the case in Y&H 
(36%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was slightly more likely to 
be the case in Y&H (42%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in Y&H (90%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from Y&H were somewhat more likely to be successful (91%) with 8 in 10 
(79%) being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (2% for applications in Y&H). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was less likely to be the case 
for applications in Y&H (7%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was somewhat more likely to be the case for applications 
in Y&H (91%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – Yorkshire and Humberside 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 57% of SMEs in Y&H were planning to grow, with 14% planning to 
grow by more than 20% and 43% by up to 20%. This was somewhat higher 
than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. For SMEs in Y&H the decline in 
the proportion planning to grow was more marked between 2013 and 2016 
(48% to 39%), then stable in 2017 as a whole (39%) before increasing to 48% 
for 2018 as a whole. 

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be planning 
any such activity (33%), with 13% planning to take on more staff, and12% 
planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in Y&H 
were somewhat less likely to see political uncertainty as an issue (20%) and 
as likely to be concerned about the economic climate (22%) or to see 
legislation as an issue (23%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was also the case for those in Y&H (53%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In Y&H the proportion fell from 38% in 
2012 to 10% in 2016 before starting to increase again (17% in 2018). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in Y&H, the proportion rating legislation a major 
barrier also declined slightly 2012 to 2016 (from 14% to 8%) before 
increasing again to 19% for 2018 as a whole. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in Y&H, 8-11% cited political uncertainty as a barrier 
2015-17, before increasing slightly to 15% in 2018. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in Y&H, 78%, met the definition of a Future happy 
non-seeker of finance in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in Y&H, from 61% in 2012 to 80% in 2018. 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be in this group (63%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 12% of SMEs in Y&H met the definition of a Future would-be 
seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). There was also a decline over time for SMEs 
in Y&H (23% in 2012 to 8% for 2015 then 11% for 2017 and 2018 as a whole). 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in Y&H (59%), with 13% citing the process of borrowing and 17% 
feeling discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 10% of SMEs in Y&H planned to apply for a new/renewed facility in 
the 3 months after interview, in line with the market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in Y&H 
there was a similar reduction over time, from 16% in 2012 to 9% for 2018 as 
a whole. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in Y&H in line (57%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in Y&H, levels of confidence for FHNS were in line (59% v 60% 
overall). FWBS were somewhat more confident of success compared to such 
SMEs overall (56%v 46% overall), while those planning to apply were somewhat 
less confident of success (46% v 54% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives (71% v 68% 
overall), and somewhat more likely to be aware of the Business Growth Fund 
(27% v 22% overall) and the British Business Bank (28% v 22% overall).  

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in Y&H were as likely to be aware (46%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in Y&H were as 
likely to be in this group too (13%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in Y&H, awareness has continued to increase, from 24% 
in 2014 to 46% in 2018.  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (2% for such SMEs in 
Y&H). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (15% in Y&H), while 11% were reluctant to give up control of 
the business (13% in Y&H). 

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in Y&H 
(67%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Y&H in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be aware of crowd-funding. They were less likely to expect to be a 
future would-be seeker of finance, and such would-be seekers were less confident of success if 
they were to apply to the bank. Those planning to apply were though more confident of success.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Y&H per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 

 
 
  



 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

5  
NORTH WEST 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,602 interviews conducted, weighted 
to a total of 500,200 SMEs. 

 



5. NORTH WEST 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

44 

1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context – North West 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (74%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the North West were as likely to be a Start-up (20% v 20% overall) or 
to have been trading for 10 years or more (52% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 23% of SMEs in the North West had a minimal or low external risk rating, in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were broadly as likely 
to have a worse than average risk rating (50% v 47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in the North West with a minimal/low risk 
rating initially increased from 15% in 2012 to 24% in 2015. This proportion then 
fell to 18% in 2016, before increasing back to 23% in 2018. Over the same period 
the market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 
2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the North West with a worse than average risk has 
been more variable over time. It was 57% in 2012 and 61% in 2013, then fell 
to 51% in 2014 and has been stable since (with the exception of 2016 when 
58% had this risk rating). Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk 
rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable 
since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was somewhat 
more likely to be the case for SMEs in the North West where 42% had grown 
(with 12% growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). Growth in the North West has also been fairly 
stable over time (38-43% since 2013). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
the North West broadly in line (14%). Overall, this was a higher proportion 
than recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 
(when 19% had declined). For SMEs in the North West the 2018 figure of 14% 
maintained an increase seen since 2016, when 10% had declined, but not yet 
back to levels seen in 2013 or 2014 when 16-17% had declined.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ growth 
for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the North West were in line (5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 29% of SMEs in the North West thought 
their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, broadly in line 
with SMEs overall (26%). 62% thought the business had stayed recognisably 
the same (v 63% overall) while 9% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 79% of SMEs in the North West reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of SMEs in the North West reporting a 
profit increased from 68% to 84%. It was then stable until 2018 when it was 
slightly lower (79%). For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 
69% in 2012 to 82% in 2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the North West were broadly in line (27%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in the North West held some credit balances (8% held none v 4% 
overall). Just over half, 55% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

20% of SMEs in the North West held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 
23% overall). This proportion initially increased (from 15% in 2012 to 22% in 
2015) but has been more variable since (currently 20%). Amongst SMEs 
overall, the proportion also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has 
been fairly stable since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the North  
West (10%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In the North West, this proportion was 23%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the North West were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (30%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (33%). 

Owner 
demographics 

48% of SMEs in the North West had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of  
SMEs overall). 

A quarter of SMEs in the North West had someone in charge of the finances 
who was qualified (25%), in line with SMEs overall (25%). 

Planning SMEs in the North West were somewhat less likely to plan at all (52% v 56% 
of SMEs overall) and they were specifically less likely to have management 
accounts (37% v 41% overall). 

Since 2012, with the exception of 2018 (52%), a consistent proportion of SMEs 
in the North West have planned (54-57%), in line with the market ( 54-57% 
have planned).  

International SMEs in the North West were as likely to be international (13% v 15% overall), 
with 8% exporting (v 9% overall) and 9% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 2018). 
There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the North 
West between 2012 (when 12% were international) and 2015 (when 19% were 
international) but the proportion has been lower since (13% in 2018). 

Continued 
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International staff 13% of SMEs in the North West with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 12% employing staff from the EU and 2% from elsewhere. This is 
broadly in line with SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have 
staff from overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 30% of SMEs in the North West had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 13% had launched a new product or service while 26% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was broadly in line with 
SMEs overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new 
product or service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the 
business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the North West, the proportion 
innovating was broadly stable 2012-2015 (37-42%) but has declined since to 
30% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

11% of SMEs in the North West used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the North 
West were in line (57% high, 33% medium and 10% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level  
of trust. SMEs in the North West were in line (24% high, 52% medium and 
24% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North West in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to have a worse than average external risk rating. They were also 
significantly more likely to have grown and to have significantly developed the business in the 
last 3 years and to have a high level of trust in their bank. They were less likely to plan 
(specifically regular management accounts) or to have been innovative. They were also less 
likely to have overseas staff from outside the EU. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – North West 

Use of external 
finance 

39% of SMEs in the North West were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in the North West were as likely to be using one or more forms of core 
finance (34% v 32% overall) and/or other forms of finance (12% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 43% of SMEs in the North West were using external finance and this 
proportion has stayed broadly stable over time, with the exception of 2014 
when 34% were using finance. Over the same period, use of finance amongst 
SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 but has remained 
broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the North West use of core finance was 33% in 2012 and is 34% now, having been 
27-32% across the intervening years. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in the North West, usage 
has varied 17-19% with the exception of 2014 (14%) and 2018 (12%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

47% of SMEs in the North West met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the North West the proportion of PNBs increased between 2012 and 
2014 (32% to 47%) and has been broadly stable since. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the North West said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(83%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the North West followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 70% of SMEs 
were Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 86% met the definition), an increase 
that was not maintained in 2017 or 2018 (both 83%). 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

2% of SMEs in the North West said that they had wanted to apply for a loan 
or overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in 
line with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the North West there was a similar decline (8% in 2012 to 2% in 
2016-18). 

Borrowing events 3% of SMEs in the North West reported that they had had a need for funding 
in the 12 months prior to interview, with almost all (3%) making an 
application for finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs 
overall in terms of a need for funding (4% overall) and slightly higher in terms 
of applications for finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 15% of SMEs in the North West reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’, the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility (11%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% 
reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the North West the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
has been broadly stable (12-16%) with the exception of 2012 and 2015  
(both 21%). 

Injections of 
personal funds 

28% of SMEs in the North West reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months – 15% had chosen to put funds in while 13% 
had felt that they had no choice. This was in line with SMEs overall (28%, with 
16% having chosen to do so while 13% had no choice). 

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the North West, 43% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell, but for a slightly longer period (to 26% in 2016) and fairly 
stable since (28% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 38% of SMEs in the North West received Trade Credit from their suppliers, 
slightly higher than for SMEs overall (34%). 23% of SMEs in the North West 
said that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% 
of SMEs overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the North West were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (30%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (33%). 

Continued 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the North West were as likely to be using external finance (39%) and 
to be using “Business Funding” (66%) when trade credit and personal funds 
were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the North West 
were in line (82%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the North West were as likely to 
agree (74%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the North West were in line (54%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the North 
West were broadly in line (52%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the North West were as likely to agree (53%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the North West were in line (44%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the North West were as likely to agree (38%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the North West were in line (33%). 
Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing to 
borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a slightly more marked drop 
for SMEs in the North West (47% to 33%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the North West were broadly in line (44%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in the North West were in line (16% and 23%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the North West were in line (17%). 

“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the North West as likely to do so (37%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in the North West were as likely to be in this group (24%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North West in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be using external finance and to receive Trade Credit. They were more 
likely to say they never thought about whether to use (more) finance in the business and more 
likely to be in the group that was using finance but not happy to use it in future.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 121 in the North West) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – North West 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was less likely to be the case in the North West 
(38%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was slightly less likely to be 
the case in the North West (30%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in the North 
West (89%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the North West were as likely to be successful (77%) with three quarters 
(74%) being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (3% for applications in the North West). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was slightly more likely to be 
the case for applications in the North West (20%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was somewhat less likely to be the case for applications in 
the North West (72%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – North West 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 46% of SMEs in the North West were planning to grow, with 10% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 36% by up to 20%. This was slightly 
lower than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 
20% and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. For SMEs in the North West, 50% 
planned to grow for 2018 as a whole and the proportion planning to grow has 
been stable since 2013 (47-50%) with the exception of 2016-17 when 43-
45% planned to grow. 

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the North West were somewhat 
less likely to be planning any such activity (26%), with 14% planning to take 
on more staff and 9% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in the 
North West were as likely to see political uncertainty as an issue (25%) and 
somewhat more likely to be concerned about the economic climate (28%) 
and/or to see legislation as an issue (28%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major 
obstacle. This was less likely to be the case for those in the North West (43%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the North West the proportion fell from 
36% in 2012 to 12% in 2017 before increasing again to 18% in 2018. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the North West, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier changed very little 2012-2017 (11-13%) before 
increasing to 23% for 2018. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% for 
2018. Amongst SMEs in the North West, 8-11% cited political uncertainty as a 
barrier between 2015 and 2017 before a more marked increase to 20% in 2018. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the North West, 72%, met the definition of a Future 
happy non-seeker of finance in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in the North West (62% in 2012 to 80% in 2017) and the 
current figure is broadly in line (77%). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the North West were as likely to be in this 
group (58%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 15% of SMEs in the North West met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, broadly in line with the market overall (12%). 2% 
had an immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in the North West the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 25% in 2012 to 10% in 2017 and was 12% 
for 2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the North West (58%), with 13% citing the process of borrowing 
and 14% feeling discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 13% of SMEs in the North West planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, broadly in line with the market overall 
(10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
North West there was a similar slight decline, from 14% in 2012 to 11% in 
2016 and stable since (11% in 2018). 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in the North West in line (59%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the North West, levels of confidence for FHNS (61%) and FWBS 
(47%) were in line with SMEs overall, while those planning to apply were 
somewhat more confident of success (59% v 54% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%). SMEs in the North West were somewhat less likely to be 
aware of any of these initiatives (61% v 68% overall), and somewhat less 
likely to be aware of Funding Circle specifically (37% v 43% overall).  

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the North West were as likely to be aware (44%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in the North West 
were as likely to be in this group (13%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the North West, awareness increased between 2014 
and 2015 (26% to 44%) and has been broadly stable since (44% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (2% for such SMEs in the 
North West). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (19% in the North West), while 11% were reluctant to give 
up control of the business (9% in the North West). 

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in the 
North West (66%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the North West in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be planning any growth related activities, but more likely to be 
planning to apply for finance. They were more likely to see political uncertainty and legislation 
and red tape as barriers to the business.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the North West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –West Midlands 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (75%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be a Start-up (19% v 20% overall) 
or to have been trading for 10 years or more (51% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 22% of SMEs in the West Midlands had a minimal or low external risk rating, 
in line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely 
to have a worse than average risk rating (49% v 47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in the West Midlands with a minimal/low risk 
rating initially increased from 14% in 2012 to 27% in 2015. This proportion then 
fell to 23% in 2016, and has been stable since. Over the same period the market 
overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 
25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the West Midlands with a worse than average risk 
was 59% in both 2012 and 2013. It then declined to 46% in 2014 and has 
increased only slightly since (to 49% in 2018). Amongst SMEs overall the 
proportion with this risk rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but 
has been broadly stable since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was somewhat 
more likely to be the case for SMEs in the West Midlands where 42% had 
grown (with 13% growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In the West Midlands 43% reported having grown 
in 2013, declining to 35% in 2016 but then improving to 42% in 2018. 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
the West Midlands in line (15%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than 
recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 
19% had declined). For SMEs in the West Midlands the 2018 figure of 15% 
was the first increase following a steady decline from 17% in 2013 to 10% in 
2017.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the West Midlands were in  
line (7%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 26% of SMEs in the West Midlands 
thought their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line 
with SMEs overall (26%). 65% thought the business had stayed recognisably 
the same (v 63% overall) while 9% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 77% of SMEs in the West Midlands reported making a profit (excluding DK  

answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2017, the proportion of SMEs in the West Midlands 
reporting a profit increased from 71% to 84%, but was slightly lower in 2018 
(77%). For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 
82% in 2017, but was somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the West Midlands were in line (30%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in the West Midlands held some credit balances (6% held none v 
4% overall). Just over half, 53% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line 
with SMEs overall (55%).  

25% of SMEs in the West Midlands held credit balances of more than £10,000 
(v 23% overall). This proportion initially increased (from 16% in 2012 to 24% 
in 2015) and has been fairly stable since (25% in 2018). Amongst SMEs 
overall, the proportion also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has 
been fairly stable since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the West 
Midlands (12%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In the West Midlands, this proportion was 23%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (31%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (38%). 

Owner 
demographics 

47% of SMEs in the West Midlands had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of 
SMEs overall). 

Just over a quarter of SMEs in the West Midlands had someone in charge of 
the finances who was qualified (28%), broadly in line with SMEs overall (25%). 

Planning SMEs in the West Midlands were somewhat more likely to plan at all (60% v 
56% of SMEs overall) and were somewhat more likely to have management 
accounts (45% v 41% overall).  

The proportion of SMEs in the West Midlands that plan declined from 59% in 
2012 to 52% in 2015 but has since increased again to 60% in 2018. Across 
the market as a whole, levels of planning have been more stable (54-57% 
have planned).  

Continued 
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International SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be international (14% v 15% 
overall), with 8% exporting (v 9% overall) and 11% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 2018). 
There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the West 
Midlands between 2012 (when 8% were international) and 2014 (when 15% 
were international) and the proportion has been stable since (14% in 2018). 

International staff 14% of SMEs in the West Midlands with employees have staff from outside 
the UK, with 14% employing staff from the EU and 5% from elsewhere. This is 
in line with SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 34% of SMEs in the West Midlands had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 14% had launched a new product or service while 29% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, the 
proportion innovating also declined, from 40% in 2012 to 32% in 2017 and 
was 34% for 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

13% of SMEs in the West Midlands used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the West 
Midlands were in line (55% high, 38% medium and 7% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in the West Midlands were again in line (25% high, 54% medium 
and 21% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the West Midlands in 2018 
were significantly more likely to have a worse than average risk rating and less likely to have 
made a profit or to have a business plan. They were more likely to have grown, to have a 
financially qualified person in charge of their finances and to say that holding £10k of credit 
balances reduced their need for finance. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the West Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – West Midlands 

Use of external 
finance 

34% of SMEs in the West Midlands were using external finance ( v 36% of 
SMEs overall). 

SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be using one or more forms of 
core finance (30% v 32% overall) and/or other forms of finance (11% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in the West Midlands were using external finance and 
this proportion then stayed broadly stable over time at a slightly lower level 
(36-39%), until 2018 when 34% were using finance. Over the same period, 
use of finance amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 
2014 but has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the West Midlands use of core finance was 37% in 2012 then declined to 27% for 
2014 and 2015 before increasing somewhat (30% currently). 

For SMEs overall, use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 
(16-18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, 
usage has varied 15-18% with the exception of 2018 (11%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

50% of SMEs in the West Midlands met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the West Midlands the proportion of PNBs also increased between 
2012 and 2015 (32% to 48%) and has been broadly stable since. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the West Midlands said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(83%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the West Midlands followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 67% of 
SMEs were Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 84% met the definition) and 
stable since. 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

2% of SMEs in the West Midlands said that they had wanted to apply for a 
loan or overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped 
them, in line with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the West Midlands there was a similar decline (10% in 2012 to 2% in 
2015 and unchanged since). 

Borrowing events 4% of SMEs in the West Midlands reported that they had had a need for 
funding in the 12 months prior to interview, with half (2%) making an 
application for finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs 
overall in terms of both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for 
finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 15% of SMEs in the West Midlands reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’, the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility (10%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% 
reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands the proportion reporting a borrowing 
event was 24% in 2012 but has been broadly stable since (14-17%). 

Injections of 
personal funds 

34% of SMEs in the West Midlands reported an injection of personal funds into 
the business in the previous 12 months. This was higher than for SMEs overall 
(28%) due to more SMEs having chosen to put funds in (21% v 16% overall) while 
14% said they had no choice (v13% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the West Midlands, 40% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall 
that proportion then fell (to 26% in 2014) but has slowly increased again (to 
34% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 35% of SMEs in the West Midlands received Trade Credit from their suppliers, 
in line with the market as a whole (34%). 24% of SMEs in the West Midlands 
said that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% 
of SMEs overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (31%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (38%). 

Continued 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be using external finance (34%) 
and to be using “Business Funding” (68%) when trade credit and personal 
funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the West 
Midlands were in line (81%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to 
agree (74%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the West Midlands were in line 
(54%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the West 
Midlands were in line (50%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the West Midlands were as likely to agree (50%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the West Midlands were in line (45%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to agree (39%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the West Midlands were broadly in 
line (29%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were 
willing to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a slightly more 
marked drop for SMEs in the West Midlands (46% to 29%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the West Midlands were more likely to be in this 
group (53%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in the West Midlands were in line (16% and 18%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the West Midlands were broadly in line (13%). 

Continued 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the West Midlands broadly in line (36%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be in this group (23%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the West Midlands in 2018 
were significantly less likely to be using external finance, more likely to have had an injection of 
personal funds and less likely to be happy to use finance to help the business grow. They were 
also more likely to be in the group that was neither using finance nor happy to do so in future.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the West Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 91 in the West Midlands) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – West Midlands 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was as likely to be the case in the West 
Midlands (50%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was less likely to be the 
case in the West Midlands (16%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in the West 
Midlands (89%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the West Midlands were as likely to be successful (75%) with 7 in 10 
(71%) being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (1% for applications in the West Midlands). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was slightly more likely to be 
the case for applications in the West Midlands (24%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was as likely to be the case for applications in the West 
Midlands (80%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – West Midlands 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 50% of SMEs in the West Midlands were planning to grow, with 
11% planning to grow by more than 20% and 39% by up to 20%. This was in 
line with SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to increase 
again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. SMEs in the West Midlands followed a 
similar pattern. 50% planned to grow for 2013 as a whole, declining to 39% for 
2016, before increasing again to 49% for 2018 as a whole. 

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to 
be planning any such activity (36%), with 23% planning to take on more staff 
and 11% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in the 
West Midlands were slightly more likely to see each of these as issues 
(political uncertainty 27%, the economic climate 25% and legislation 25%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major  
obstacle and this was slightly less likely to be the case for those in the  
West Midlands (47%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the West Midlands the proportion fell 
from 35% in 2012 to 10% in 2016 before increasing again to 16% in 2018. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier changed very little 2012-2017 (12-14% with the 
exception of 2016 at 9%) before increasing to 22% for 2018. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, 8%-11% cited political 
uncertainty as a barrier 2015-2017 before increasing more markedly to  
20% in 2018. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the West Midlands, 80%, met the definition of a 
Future happy non-seeker of finance in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 60% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in the West Midlands (62% in 2012 to 78% in 2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be in this 
group (64%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 10% of SMEs in the West Midlands met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had 
an immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly higher for 2018 
as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands the proportion of 
FWBS declined from 25% in 2012 to 9% in 2017 and was then 12% for 2018 
as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the West Midlands (49%), with 19% citing the process of 
borrowing while more, 23% felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 10% of SMEs in the West Midlands planned to apply for a 
new/renewed facility in the 3 months after interview, broadly in line with the 
market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
West Midlands there was a similar slight decline, from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 
2016 and broadly stable since (9% in 2018). 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in the West Midlands in line (61%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, levels of confidence for FHNS were in line 
with SMEs overall (62%), while FWBS (50% v 46% overall) and those planning to 
apply (59% v 54% overall) were somewhat more confident of success.  

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%). SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be aware of 
any of these initiatives (67% v 68% overall), and somewhat more likely to be 
aware of Funding Circle (47% v 43% overall), Start up Loans (45% v 39% 
overall) and BGF (29% v 22% overall).  

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the West Midlands were as likely to be aware (43%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in the West 
Midlands were also as likely to be in this group (10%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the West Midlands, awareness also increased 
between 2014 and 2016 (24% to 42%) and has been broadly stable since 
(43% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (3% for such SMEs in the 
West Midlands). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (17% in the West Midlands), while 11% were reluctant to 
give up control of the business (10% in the West Midlands). 

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in the 
West Midlands (67%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the West Midlands in 2018 
were significantly more likely to see political uncertainty and legislation and red tape as major 
barriers. They were more likely to be aware of any of the finance initiatives tested.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the West Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –East Midlands 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (75%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be a Start-up (21% v 20% overall) 
or to have been trading for 10 years or more (49% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 27% of SMEs in the East Midlands had a minimal or low external risk rating, 
somewhat higher than the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were 
also somewhat less likely to have a worse than average risk rating (43% v 
47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in the East Midlands with a minimal/low risk 
rating initially increased from 16% in 2012 to 27% in 2015. This proportion then 
fell to 21% in 2016, but has since increased again to 27% in 2018. Over the same 
period the market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk 
rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the East Midlands with a worse than average risk 
was 50-51% in 2012 and 2013. It then reduced to 42% in 2014 and has been 
stable since, with the exception of 2016 (47%). Amongst SMEs overall the 
proportion with this risk rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but 
has been broadly stable since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was somewhat 
less likely to be the case for SMEs in the East Midlands where 35% had grown 
(with 11% growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In the East Midlands 36% reported having grown 
in 2013, increasing to 42% in 2014 and stable until 2018 when 35% reported 
having grown. 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in the 
East Midlands in line (17%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently 
seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had 
declined). For SMEs in the East Midlands, 19% reported a decline in 2013, 
dropping to 11% in 2014 and stable until 2018 when 17% reported a decline.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the East Midlands were in  
line (5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 32% of SMEs in the East Midlands 
thought their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, 
somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (26%). 59% thought the business had 
stayed recognisably the same (v 63% overall) while 9% thought it had 
retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 80% of SMEs in the East Midlands reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of SMEs in the East Midlands 
reporting a profit increased from 73% to 83%, but was slightly lower by 2018 
(80%). For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 
82% in 2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the East Midlands were in line (29%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in the East Midlands held some credit balances (3% held none v 
4% overall). Just over half, 53% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line 
with SMEs overall (55%).  

26% of SMEs in the East Midlands held credit balances of more than £10,000 
(v 23% overall). This proportion has increased slowly over time, from 13% in 
2012 to 26% in both 2017 and 2018. Amongst SMEs overall, the proportion 
also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable since 
(23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the East 
Midlands (10%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In the East Midlands, this proportion was somewhat higher at 29%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (30%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (35%).  

Owner 
demographics 

49% of SMEs in the East Midlands had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of 
SMEs overall). 

A fifth of SMEs in the East Midlands had someone in charge of the finances 
who was qualified (19%), somewhat lower than for SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to plan at all (55% v 56% of SMEs 
overall) but were somewhat less likely to have management accounts (37% v 
41% overall).  

The proportion of SMEs that plan in the East Midlands increased from 54% in 
2012 and 2013 to 59% in 2017 but was somewhat lower in 2018 (55%). 
Across the market as a whole, levels of planning have been more stable (54-
57% have planned).  

Continued 
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International SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be international (13% v 15% 
overall), with 7% exporting (v 9% overall) and 9% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 2018). 
There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the East 
Midlands between 2012 (when 8% were international) and 2015 (when 19% 
were international) but the proportion was somewhat lower again in 2018 (13%). 

International staff 11% of SMEs in the East Midlands with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 10% employing staff from the EU and 3% from elsewhere. This is 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees 
have staff from overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 33% of SMEs in the East Midlands had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 16% had launched a new product or service while 29% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, the 
proportion innovating also declined, from 40% in 2012 to 33% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

12% of SMEs in the East Midlands used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the East 
Midlands were more likely to have a high level of trust in their bank (61% 
high, 32% medium and 7% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. In this instance, SMEs in the East Midlands were in line (26% high, 55% 
medium and 19% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the East Midlands in 2018 
were significantly more likely to have a minimal/low external risk rating, to have developed the 
business significantly over the last 3 years, to hold £10k or more in credit balances or to have 
developed a new product or service. They were also more likely to have a high level of trust in 
their bank. They were less likely to have been trading for 10 years or more, to be a scaleup, to 
have someone qualified in charge of the finances, or to produce management accounts or have 
a business plan. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the East Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – East Midlands 

Use of external 
finance 

39% of SMEs in the East Midlands were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be using one or more forms of core 
finance (35% v 32% overall) and/or other forms of finance (10% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in the East Midlands were using external finance. This 
proportion then declined to 35% in 2015 before increasing to 40% in 2017 
and staying stable in 2018 (39%). Over the same period, use of finance 
amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 but has 
remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the East Midlands use of core finance was 35% in 2012 then declined to 28% for 
2014. It has increased slowly since and was back to 35% for 2018. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, 
usage has varied 15-20% with the exception of 2018 (10%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

48% of SMEs in the East Midlands met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the East Midlands the proportion of PNBs also increased between 
2012 and 2015 (35% to 48%) and has been stable since. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the West Midlands said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(85%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the West Midlands followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 68% of 
SMEs were Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 84% met the definition) and 
stable since. 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

2% of SMEs in the East Midlands said that they had wanted to apply for a loan 
or overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in 
line with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the East Midlands there was a similar decline (10% in 2012 to 2% in 
2016 and stable since). 

Borrowing events 3% of SMEs in the East Midlands reported that they had had a need for 
funding in the 12 months prior to interview, with many (2%) making an 
application for finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs 
overall in terms of both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for 
finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 13% of SMEs in the East Midlands reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’, the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility (8%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported 
any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft 
facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands the proportion reporting a borrowing 
event was 23% in 2012. This proportion then declined slightly over time, to 
13% in both 2017 and 2018. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

24% of SMEs in the East Midlands reported an injection of personal funds into 
the business in the previous 12 months. This was slightly lower than for SMEs 
overall (28%) due to fewer SMEs feeling that they had no choice but to put funds 
in (9% v 13% overall) while 15% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the East Midlands, 43% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall 
that proportion then fell and has continued to fall (to 24% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 37% of SMEs in the East Midlands received Trade Credit from their suppliers, 
broadly in line with the market as a whole (34%). 23% of SMEs in the East 
Midlands said that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external 
finance (v 23% of SMEs overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (30%) and this was also slightly lower than in 2017 (35%). 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be using external finance (39%) 
and to be using “Business Funding” (67%) when trade credit and personal 
funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the East 
Midlands were in line (78%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to 
agree (74%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the East Midlands were broadly 
in line (51%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the East 
Midlands were in line (48%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the East Midlands were broadly in line (48%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the East Midlands were somewhat less likely to agree (38%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the East Midlands were somewhat less likely to agree (33%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the East Midlands were in line 
(30%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a slightly more marked 
drop for SMEs in the East Midlands (49% to 30%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be in this 
group (46%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in the East Midlands were slightly more likely to be in the latter 
group (15% and 24%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the East Midlands were in line (16%). 

Continued 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the East Midlands in line (41%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger 
|business and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these 
SMEs more likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using 
finance. SMEs in the East Midlands were somewhat less likely to be in this 
group (21%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the East Midlands in 2018 
were significantly less likely to agree that they were prepared to take risks to succeed the 
business, but also less likely to agree that the future felt uncertain so they were being cautious, 
or that their impression was that it was difficult to get finance. In H2 they were more likely to 
say that they wanted to be a significantly bigger business. They were more likely to be in the 
group that was using finance but not happy to do so in future or to have been a would-be seeker 
of finance. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the East Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 81 in the East Midlands) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – East Midlands 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was slightly less likely to be the case in the East 
Midlands (42%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was less likely to be the 
case in the East Midlands (16%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in the East 
Midlands (85%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the East Midlands were slightly more likely to be successful (88%) with 
most (85%) being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (3% for applications in the East Midlands). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was slightly less likely to be 
the case for applications in the East Midlands (9%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was as likely to be the case for applications in the East 
Midlands (88%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – East Midlands 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 44% of SMEs in the East Midlands were planning to grow, with 8% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 36% by up to 20%. This was 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by 
more than 20% and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in the East 
Midlands 48% were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion remained 
stable over time until 2017 when 44% were planning to grow and 2018 when 
45% were planning to grow. 

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the East Midlands were less likely to 
be planning any such activity (26%), including 12% planning to take on more 
staff and 12% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for  
SMEs overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current 
economic climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs 
in the East Midlands were as likely to see political uncertainty as an issue 
(24%), but less likely to see the economic climate in particular (14%) or 
legislation (19%) as barriers. 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle and 
this was slightly more likely to be the case for those in the East Midlands (56%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the East Midlands the proportion fell 
from 31% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 and has been stable since (13% for 2018  
as a whole). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier reduced from 12% in 2012 to 8% in 2015 before 
increasing again to 18% for 2018. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the first 
2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% for 2018. 
Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, 9% cited political uncertainty as a barrier 
in 2015, with little change over time until 2018 when 17% cited it as a barrier. 

Continued  
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the East Midlands, 82%, met the definition of a 
Future happy non-seeker of finance in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in the East Midlands (66% in 2012 to 82% in 2017) with 
little change in 2018 (81%). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be in this 
group (58%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 7% of SMEs in the East Midlands met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, somewhat lower than for the market overall 
(12%). None had an immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 21% in 2012 to 9% in 2017 and was then 
10% for 2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the East Midlands (64%), with 24% citing the process of borrowing 
while 5% felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 10% of SMEs in the East Midlands planned to apply for a 
new/renewed facility in the 3 months after interview, in line with the market 
overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
East Midlands there was a similar slight decline, from 13% in 2012 to 9% in 
2018. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they  
would be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a 
whole, 58% were confident, with SMEs in the East Midlands somewhat more 
confident (65%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, levels of confidence were higher for all three 
groups: for FHNS (67% v 60% overall), for those planning to apply (62% v 54% 
overall) and for FWBS (56% v 46% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in the East Midlands were more likely to be aware of any of these 
initiatives (74% v 68% overall), and somewhat more likely to be aware of 
Funding Circle (49% v 43% overall) and Start up Loans (45% v 39% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the East Midlands were as likely to be aware (42%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in the East 
Midlands were also as likely to be in this group (12%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the East Midlands, awareness also increased between 
2014 and 2016 (26% to 47%) but has been somewhat lower since (42% in 
2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (2% for such SMEs in the 
East Midlands). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (15% in the East Midlands), while 11% were reluctant to give 
up control of the business (11% in the East Midlands).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was slightly more likely to be the case for 
those in the East Midlands (71%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the East Midlands in 2018 
were significantly less likely to be planning to grow. They were less likely to see the economic 
climate as a barrier or to expect to be a future would-be seeker of finance. Overall, they were 
less confident that if they applied to the bank for finance the bank would say yes, and this was 
particularly the case for future happy non-seekers. They were more likely to say they knew very 
little about equity finance.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the East Midlands per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –East Anglia 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (74%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in East Anglia were broadly as likely to be a Start-up (17% v 20% 
overall) and somewhat more likely to have been trading for 10 years or more 
(56% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 28% of SMEs in East Anglia had a minimal or low external risk rating, 
somewhat higher than the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were 
also somewhat less likely to have a worse than average risk rating (41% v 
47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in East Anglia with a minimal/low risk rating 
increased from 15% in 2012 to 29% in 2015 and has been broadly stable since 
(28% in 2018). Over the same period the market overall saw an increase from 
16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable 
since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in East Anglia with a worse than average risk was 48% 
in 2012. It then reduced over time to 34% in 2017 but was somewhat higher 
in 2018 (41%). Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk rating 
declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 and has been broadly stable since 
(47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was as likely to 
be the case for SMEs in East Anglia where 38% had grown (with 12% growing 
by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In East Anglia 38% reported having grown in 2013, 
increasing to 43% in 2015 and then returning to 38% for both 2017 and 2018. 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
East Anglia in line (15%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently 
seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had 
declined). For SMEs in East Anglia, 20% reported a decline in 2013. This 
propoetion fell to 8% in 2016 but then increased again to 15% in 2018.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in East Anglia were in line (5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 23% of SMEs in East Anglia thought their 
business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 66% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 11% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 79% of SMEs in East Anglia reported making a profit (excluding DK answers), 
in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2017, the proportion of SMEs in East Anglia reporting a 
profit increased from 70% to 86%, but was slightly lower in 2018 (79%). For 
SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 
2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in East Anglia were in line (28%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in East Anglia held some credit balances (3% held none v 4% 
overall). Just over half, 56%, held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line 
with SMEs overall (55%).  

24% of SMEs in East Anglia held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 23% 
overall). This proportion has increased slowly over time, from 17% in 2012 to 
25% in 2017 and 24% in 2018. Amongst SMEs overall, the proportion also 
increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable since (23% 
in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in East Anglia (11%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In East Anglia, this proportion was in line at 25%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in East Anglia were slightly more likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (34%) and this was a slightly higher proportion than in 
2017 (29%).  

Owner 
demographics 

48% of SMEs in East Anglia had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs 
overall). 

A quarter of SMEs in East Anglia had someone in charge of the finances who 
was qualified (27%), in line with SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to plan at all (56% v 56% of SMEs overall) 
but were somewhat less likely to have a business plan (25% v 29% overall).  

The proportion of SMEs that plan in East Anglia decreased from 56% in 2012 
to 52% in 2013, remaining at this lower level (53-54%) until 2017 when 58% 
planned. Across the market as a whole, levels of planning have been more 
stable ( 54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be international (17% v 15% overall), 
with 11% exporting (v 9% overall) and 11% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There has been a steady increase in international activity amongst 
SMEs in East Anglia between 2012 (when 10% were international) and 2018 
(when 17% were international).  

Continued  
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International staff 16% of SMEs in East Anglia with employees have staff from outside the UK, 
with 15% employing staff from the EU and 3% from elsewhere. This is in line 
with SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 34% of SMEs in East Anglia had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 16% had launched a new product or service while 30% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, the proportion 
innovating also declined, from 40% in 2012 to 34% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

11% of SMEs in East Anglia used a personal bank account for their business 
banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in East Anglia 
were in line (55% high, 36% medium and 9% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in East Anglia were in line (25% high, 53% medium and 22% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in East Anglia in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to have a minimal or low risk rating and to have grown, but they were 
less likely to have been a scaleup. They were more likely to have a qualified person in charge of 
the finances, but less likely to have a formal business plan. They were more likely to be trading 
internationally and specifically to be exporting, and also to have overseas staff, specifically from 
the EU. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in East Anglia per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – East Anglia 

Use of external 
finance 

34% of SMEs in East Anglia were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in East Anglia were somewhat less likely to be using one or more forms 
of core finance (28% v 32% overall) but as likely to be using other forms of 
finance (13% v 12% overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in East Anglia were using external finance. This 
proportion has varied over time, declining to 32% in 2014 and 2015 before 
increasing to 40% in 2017 and then declining to 34% for 2018. Over the same 
period, use of finance amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 
37% in 2014 but has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
East Anglia use of core finance was 37% in 2012 then declined to 26% for 2014. It 
increased slowly to 33% for 2017 but was 28% for 2018. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, usage 
declined from 18% in 2012 to 12% in 2016, increased to 18% again in 2017 
but was 13% in 2018. 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

52% of SMEs in East Anglia met the definition of a Permanent non-borrower 
(an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the time of 
interview), somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in East Anglia the proportion of PNBs also increased between 2012 and 
2015 (35% to 52%) and has been broadly stable since. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in East Anglia said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (84%) 
and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in East Anglia followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 69% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 87% met the definition) but the current 
figure is somewhat lower (84%). 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in East Anglia said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in East Anglia there was a similar decline (8% in 2012 to 1% in 2018). 

Borrowing events 4% of SMEs in East Anglia reported that they had had a need for funding in 
the 12 months prior to interview, with many (3%) making an application for 
finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of 
both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance made (2% 
overall). 

Overall, 14% of SMEs in East Anglia reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, 
the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft 
facility (8%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind 
of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in East Anglia the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
declined from 23% in 2012 to 12% in 2016 and was 14% in 2018. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

27% of SMEs in East Anglia reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months. This was in line with SMEs overall (28%) with 
11% of SMEs feeling that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 13% overall) 
while 16% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in East Anglia, 39% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell (to 21% in 2016) but has increased somewhat since (27% 
in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 37% of SMEs in East Anglia received Trade Credit from their suppliers, broadly 
in line with the market as a whole (34%). 26% of SMEs in East Anglia said that 
receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of SMEs 
overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in East Anglia were slightly more likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (34%) and this was a slightly higher proportion than in 
2017 (29%). 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be using external finance (34%) but 
somewhat less likely to be using “Business Funding” (63%) when trade credit 
and personal funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in East Anglia 
were in line (80%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in East Anglia were broadly in line 
(75%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in East Anglia were in line (54%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in East Anglia 
were in line (48%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
East Anglia were as likely to agree (51%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in East Anglia were as likely to agree (41%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to agree (38%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in East Anglia were broadly in line 
(35%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32%. In East Anglia it dropped from 
41% in 2015 to 32% in 2017 but was then somewhat higher in 2018 (35%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be in this group 
(48%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in East Anglia were broadly in line (both 17%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in East Anglia were in line (18%). 

Continued 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in East Anglia less likely to agree (28%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in East Anglia were somewhat less likely to be in this group (20%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in East Anglia in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be using core finance, but more likely to be using non-core forms of 
finance. They were more likely to meet the definition of a PNB and to say having trade credit 
reduced their need for external finance. Whilst they were more likely to say that they were 
happy to use finance to help the business grow, and to be in the group that was not using 
finance currently but would be happy to do so in future, they were less likely to have an 
ambition to be significantly bigger or to be an Ambitious risk taker. 

 These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in East Anglia per se, and instead will be 
a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 114 in East Anglia) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – East Anglia 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was more likely to be the case in East Anglia 
(67%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was also more likely to be 
the case in East Anglia (43%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in East Anglia 
(82%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from East Anglia were in line (77%) with 70% being offered what they 
wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (9% for applications in East Anglia). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was as likely to be the case for 
applications in East Anglia (14%).  

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was as likely to be the case for applications in East Anglia 
(77%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – East Anglia 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 39% of SMEs in East Anglia were planning to grow, with 13% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 26% by up to 20%. This was lower 
than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in East Anglia 
45% were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion declined to 37% in 
2016, before increasing again to 45% for 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in East Anglia were somewhat less 
likely to be planning any such activity (29%), with 12% planning to take on 
more staff and 15% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in East 
Anglia were as likely to see political uncertainty (25%), the economic climate 
(22%) and legislation (23%) as barriers. 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was as likely to be the case for those in East Anglia (51%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In East Anglia the proportion fell from 33% 
in 2012 to 10% in 2016 and 2017 but increased to 17% for 2018 as a whole. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, the proportion rating legislation a 
major barrier was broadly stable 2012 to 2017 (10-15%) with no clear pattern 
over time but was 17% for 2018 as a whole. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, 10% cited political uncertainty as a 
barrier in 2015, increasing over time to 16% in 2018 as a whole. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, three quarters of SMEs in East Anglia, 73%, met the definition of 
a Future happy non-seeker of finance, slightly lower than for the market 
overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in East Anglia (65% in 2012 to 83% in 2017) albeit the 
2018 figure was somewhat lower (77%). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be in this group 
(63%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 11% of SMEs in East Anglia met the definition of a Future would-
be seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in East Anglia the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 21% in 2012 to 6% in 2017 but was then 
12% for 2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in East Anglia (67%), with 15% citing the process of borrowing while 
8% felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 16% of SMEs in East Anglia planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, somewhat higher than for the market 
overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in East 
Anglia, 14% were planning to apply in 2012 but since then future appetite has 
been stable at 10-11%. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in East Anglia in line (58%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, levels of confidence were in line for FHNS (60% v 
60% overall), slightly higher for FWBS (50% v 46% overall) but slightly lower for 
those planning to apply (51% v 54% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives (68% 
v 68% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in East Anglia were as likely to be aware (44%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in East Anglia were 
also as likely to be in this group (12%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in East Anglia, awareness also increased between 2014 
and 2017 (24% to 48%) but was somewhat lower in 2018 (44%).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance.  
3% were using it or planning to use it in the near future (3% for such SMEs in 
East Anglia). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (18% in East Anglia), while 11% were reluctant to give up 
control of the business (15% in East Anglia).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in East 
Anglia (64%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in East Anglia in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be planning to grow but more likely to be planning to apply for finance. 
They were more likely to be aware of any of the finance initiatives tested, and more likely to be 
aware of equity finance but also more likely to see a barrier to using it. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in East Anglia per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –South West 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (74%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the South West were somewhat less likely to be a Start-up (15% v 
20% overall) and somewhat more likely to have been trading for 10 years or 
more (57% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 23% of SMEs in the South West had a minimal or low external risk rating, in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (46% v 47% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs in the South West with a minimal/low risk rating 
increased from 18% in 2012 to 23% in 2014 and has been stable since. Over the 
same period the market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low 
risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the South West with a worse than average risk 
rating was 50% in 2012. It then reduced to 42% in 2015 before increasing 
again to 46% for 2018. Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk 
rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable 
since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was as likely to 
be the case for SMEs in the South West where 41% had grown (with 14% 
growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In the South West 39% reported having grown in 
2013, increasing to 45% for 2017 but was somewhat lower in 2018 (41%). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
the South West in line (17%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than 
recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 
19% had declined). For SMEs in the South West, 17% reported a decline in 
2013, dropping to 9% in 2017 but then returning back to 17% for 2018.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the South West were in line 
(5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 28% of SMEs in the South West thought 
their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 61% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 11% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 80% of SMEs in the South West reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2017, the proportion of SMEs in the South West reporting 
a profit increased from 72% to 86%, but was slightly lower in 2018 (80%). For 
SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 
2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the South West were in line (31%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in the South West held some credit balances (5% held none v 4% 
overall). Just over half, 57% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

24% of SMEs in the South West held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 
23% overall). This proportion has increased slowly over time, from 17% in 
2012 to 24% in 2015 and stable since. Amongst SMEs overall, the proportion 
also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable since 
(23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced their 
need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the South West (13%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. SMEs in the South West were in line at 23%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the South West were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (31%) and this was unchanged from 2017 (32%).  

Owner 
demographics 

45% of SMEs in South West had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs 
overall). 

A fifth of SMEs in the South West had someone in charge of the finances who 
was qualified (22%), broadly in line with SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in the South West were as likely to plan at all (54% v 56% of SMEs 
overall). 

The proportion of SMEs that plan in the South West has varied little over time 
(50-54% with the exception of 2013 when 48% planned). Across the market 
as a whole, levels of planning have also been stable at a slightly higher level 
(54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in the South West were as likely to be international (14% v 15% overall), 
with 9% exporting (v 9% overall) and 10% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the 
South West between 2012 (when 8% were international) and 2015 (when 
19% were international) but this was not maintained in subsequent years 
(14% were international in 2018). 

Continued  
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International staff 12% of SMEs in the South West with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 11% employing staff from the EU and 3% from elsewhere. This is 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees 
have staff from overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 38% of SMEs in the South West had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 15% had launched a new product or service while 34% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was somewhat higher 
than for SMEs overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a 
new product or service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the 
business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the South West, the proportion 
innovating has been more stable over time (41% in 2012 and 38% in 2018).  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

15% of SMEs in the South West used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the South 
West were in line (57% high, 35% medium and 8% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level  
of trust. SMEs in the South West were in line (26% high, 53% medium and 
21% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South West in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be a Start and more likely to have been trading for 10 years or more. 
They were also more likely to have a worse than average risk rating. They were more likely to 
have grown and to say that the business has developed over the last 3 years, and that holding 
£10k+ of credit balances reduces their need for external finance. They were less likely to plan 
and specifically to have a business plan, but more likely to have innovated (specifically 
improving an aspect of the business).  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – South West 

Use of external 
finance 

34% of SMEs in the South West were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in the South West were broadly as likely to be using one or more forms 
of core finance (29% v 32% overall) and as likely to use other forms of 
finance (12% v 12% overall).  

In 2012, 41% of SMEs in the South West were using external finance. This 
proportion then remained broadly stable, with no clear pattern over time (38-
44%) until 2018 when 34% were using finance. Over the same period, use of 
finance amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 but 
has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the South West use of core finance has varied over time (31-38%) with the 
exception of 2014 and 2018 when 29% were using core finance. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in the South West, usage 
had been stable (17-18%) until 2018 (12%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

50% of SMEs in the South West met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the South West the proportion of PNBs has continued to increase over 
time, from 38% in 2012 to 50% in 2018. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the South West said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(86%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the South West saw a similar increase from 2012 (when 66% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) to 2018 (when 86% met the definition). 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in the South West said that they had wanted to apply for a loan 
or overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in 
line with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the South West there was a similar decline (8% in 2012 to 1% in 2017 
and 2018). 

Borrowing events 4% of SMEs in the South West reported that they had had a need for funding 
in the 12 months prior to interview, with half (2%) making an application for 
finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of 
both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance made (2% 
overall). 

Overall, 13% of SMEs in the South West reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’, the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility (8%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported 
any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft 
facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the South West the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
declined from 26% in 2012 to 13% in 2018. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

26% of SMEs in the South West reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months, in line with SMEs overall (28%). 12% of SMEs 
felt that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 13% overall) while 15% had 
chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the South West, 46% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell and has continued to fall (to 26% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 33% of SMEs in the South West received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in 
line with the market as a whole (34%). 22% of SMEs in the South West said 
that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of 
SMEs overall).  

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the South West were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (31%) unchanged from 2017 (32%). 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 66% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the South West were as likely to be using external finance (34%) and 
almost as likely to be using “Business Funding” (63%) when trade credit and 
personal funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the South West 
were in line (82%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the South West were as likely to 
agree (72%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the South West were in line 
(53%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the South 
West were in line (50%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the South West were broadly as likely to agree (48%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the South West were as likely to agree (41%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the South West were broadly as likely to agree (35%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the South West were in line (31%). 
Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing to 
borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a similar drop for SMEs in the 
South West (42% to 31%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the South West were slightly more likely to be 
in this group (51%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in the South West were in line (17% and 18%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the South West were in line (14%). 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the South West somewhat less likely to agree (35%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in the South West were as likely to be in this group (23%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South West in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to receive Trade Credit. They were less likely to agree that it was currently 
difficult for businesses like theirs to get finance or to agree that they would accept a slower rate 
of growth rather than borrow to grow, albeit they were more likely to be in the group that was 
neither using external finance nor happy to do so in future. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 

 

  



9. SOUTH WEST 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

99 

3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 158 in the South West) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – South West 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was slightly more likely to be the case in the 
South West (57%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was more likely to be the 
case in the South West (54%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity. This was slightly less likely to be the case 
in the South West (71%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the South West were slightly more likely to be successful (90%) with 
71% being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (3% for applications in the South West). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was slightly less likely to be 
the case for applications in the South West (6%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was more likely to be the case for applications in the South 
West (90%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – South West 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 45% of SMEs in the South West were planning to grow, with 13% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 32% by up to 20%. This was 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by 
more than 20% and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in the South West 
49% were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion dropped to 43% in 
2016 before increasing slightly to 45% for both 2017 and 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the South West were slightly less 
likely to be planning any such activity (30%), with 14% planning to take on 
more staff and 14% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in the 
South West were somewhat less likely to see any of these as issues: political 
uncertainty (20%), the economic climate (17%) or legislation (15%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was more likely to be the case for those in the South West (56%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the South West the proportion fell from 
33% in 2012 to 11% in 2015 and has been broadly stable since (13% for 2018 
as a whole). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the South West, the proportion rating 
legislation as a major barrier has been more stable over time (12-15%) and 
was 16% for 2018.  

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in the South West, 10% cited political uncertainty as 
a barrier in 2015, increasing to 17% in 2017 and then 15% in 2018 as a 
whole. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the South West, 83%, met the definition of a Future 
happy non-seeker of finance, somewhat above the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in the South West (65% in 2012 to 79% in 2017 and 
2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the South West were as likely to be in this 
group (64%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 11% of SMEs in the South West met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had 
an immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in the South West the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 21% in 2012 to 8% in 2017 and was then 
13% for 2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the South West (64%), with 14% citing the process of borrowing 
and the same proportion feeling discouraged (14%).  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 6% of SMEs in the South West planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, somewhat lower than for the market 
overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
South West there was somewhat more of a decline, from 15% in 2012 to 8% 
in 2018. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in the South West in line (60%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the South West, levels of confidence were in line for FHNS (61% 
v 60% overall), and higher for those planning to apply (64% v 54% overall) and 
for FWBS (53% v 46% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in the South West were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives 
(67% v 68% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the South West were somewhat more likely to be aware (47%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in the South West 
were also as likely to be in this group (11%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the South West, awareness also increased between 
2014 and 2017 (32% to 51%) but was somewhat lower in 2018 (47%).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (3% for such SMEs in the 
South West). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (22% in the South West), while 11% were reluctant to give 
up control of the business (10% in the South West).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was slightly less likely to be the case for those 
in the South West (62%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South West in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be planning to grow, or to see the economic climate or legislation and 
red tape as barriers to the business. Happy non-seekers in this region were less confident that 
their bank would lend to them if they were to ask. SMEs in the South West were more likely to be 
aware of crowd funding and less likely to say that they knew nothing about equity finance.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South West per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –London 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (76%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in London were more likely to be a Start-up (26% v 20% overall) and 
less likely to have been trading for 10 years or more (42% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 20% of SMEs in London had a minimal or low external risk rating, in line with 
the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were somewhat more likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (56% v 47% overall). 

Over time, the proportion of SMEs in London with a minimal/low risk rating 
increased from 16% in 2012 to 25% in 2015, but has declined somewhat since 
(20% in 2018). Over the same period the market overall saw an increase from 
16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable 
since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in London with a worse than average risk was 54% in 
2012. It reduced over time to 48% in 2014 but then increased again and was 
56% for 2018. Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk rating 
declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable since 
(47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was as likely to 
be the case for SMEs in London where 38% had grown (with 12% growing by 
more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In London, 43% reported having grown in 2013, 
decreasing to 35% in 2015 and then increasing somewhat (38% in 2018). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
London in line (19%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently seen, 
up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had 
declined). For SMEs in London, 21% reported a decline in 2013, dropping to 
12% in 2016 and 2017 but then increasing again to 19% in 2018.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in London were in line (5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 25% of SMEs in London thought their 
business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 63% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 12% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 74% of SMEs in London reported making a profit (excluding DK answers), 
slightly lower than for SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2017, the proportion of SMEs in London reporting a profit 
increased from 66% to 78%, but was slightly lower in 2018 (74%). For SMEs 
overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 2017, but 
was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in London were broadly in line (33%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in London held some credit balances (3% held none v 4% overall). 
Just over half, 57% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line with SMEs 
overall (55%).  

22% of SMEs in London held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 23% 
overall). This proportion increased from 18% in 2012 to 30% in 2015 but has 
been lower since (22% in 2018). Amongst SMEs overall, the proportion also 
increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable since (23% 
in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in London (9%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In London, this proportion was in line at 22%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in London were slightly less likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (25%) and this was a slightly lower proportion than in 2017 
(31%).  

Owner 
demographics 

58% of SMEs in London had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs overall). 

3 in 10 SMEs in London had someone in charge of the finances who was 
qualified (31%), somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in London were as likely to plan at all (58% v 56% of SMEs overall).  

The proportion of SMEs that plan in London was 53-56% 2012 to 2015 but 
has been higher since (57-58%). Across the market as a whole, levels of 
planning have been more stable ( 54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in London were more likely to be international (20% v 15% overall), with 
14% exporting (v 9% overall) and 13% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There was a steady increase in international activity amongst SMEs in 
London between 2012 (when 12% were international) and 2014 (when 22% 
were international), and the proportion has been broadly stable since. 

Continued 
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International staff 26% of SMEs in London with employees have staff from outside the UK, with 
24% employing staff from the EU and 10% from elsewhere. This is higher 
than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 33% of SMEs in London had been innovative in the 3 years prior to interview – 
17% had launched a new product or service while 28% had significantly 
improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs overall where 
33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or service and 
28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in London, the proportion 
innovating also declined, from 40% in 2012 to 33% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

16% of SMEs in London used a personal bank account for their business 
banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in London were 
broadly in line (52% high, 40% medium and 8% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in London were in line (26% high, 51% medium and 23% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in London in 2018 were less 
likely to have been trading for 10 years or more, more likely to have an owner aged under 50 
and more likely to have a worse than average risk rating. They were less likely to have made a 
profit but more likely to hold £10,000 or more in credit balances. They were more likely to have 
someone qualified in charge of the finances, but less likely to plan and specifically to have a 
business plan, or to have innovated. They were more likely to trade internationally (both 
importing and exporting) and to have staff from overseas (both EU and further afield). 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in London per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – London 

Use of external 
finance 

37% of SMEs in London were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs overall). 

SMEs in London were as likely to be using one or more forms of core finance 
(33% v 32% overall) or to be using other forms of finance (11% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in London were using external finance. This proportion 
then declined to 37% in 2015 and has been stable since. Over the same 
period, use of finance amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 
37% in 2014 and has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
London use of core finance was 35% in 2012 then declined to 28% for 2017 
before increasing slightly to 33% for 2018. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in London, usage was 
stable 2012-2017 (17-18%) but was 11% in 2018. 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

45% of SMEs in London met the definition of a Permanent non-borrower (an 
SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the time of 
interview), broadly in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in London the proportion of PNBs also increased between 2012 and 
2015 (33% to 46%) and has been stable since. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in London said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (80%) and 
this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in London followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 66% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 83% met the definition), and broadly stable 
since. 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

3% of SMEs in London said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in London there was a similar decline (12% in 2012 to 3% in 2018). 

Borrowing events 7% of SMEs in London reported that they had had a need for funding in the 
12 months prior to interview, with half (4%) making an application for finance 
as a result of that need. This was somewhat higher than for SMEs overall in 
terms of both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance 
made (2% overall). 

Overall, 15% of SMEs in London reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, the 
most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility 
(10%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind of 
borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in London the proportion reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 21% in 2012 to 15% in 2013 but has been broadly stable since (13-
16%). 

Injections of 
personal funds 

32% of SMEs in London reported an injection of personal funds into the business 
in the previous 12 months. This was somewhat higher than for SMEs overall 
(28%) with 15% of SMEs feeling that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 
13% overall) while 18% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in London, 44% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell (to 27% in 2015) but has increased somewhat since (32% 
in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 30% of SMEs in London received Trade Credit from their suppliers, slightly 
lower than for the market as a whole (34%). 20% of SMEs in London said  
that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of 
SMEs overall). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in London were slightly less likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (25%) and this was a lower proportion than in 2017 (31%). 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in London were as likely to be using external finance (37%) and also as 
likely to be using “Business Funding” (66%) when trade credit and personal 
funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in London were 
somewhat less likely to agree (76%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in London were again less likely to 
agree (67%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in London were in line (56%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in London were 
in line (48%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
London were more likely to agree (56%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in London were as likely to agree (49%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in London were more likely to agree (43%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in London were as likely to agree 
(34%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32%. In London it declined from 46% 
in 2015 to 34% in 2018. 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in London were as likely to be in this group (45%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in London were in line (16% and 21%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in London were again in line (18%). 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in London more likely to agree (49%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in London were the most likely to be in this group (34%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in London in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to receive Trade Credit, or to say it reduced their need for external finance 
and also less likely to say that either £10k+ of credit balances and/or Trade Credit reduced their 
need for finance. They were less likely to agree that their current plans were based on what they 
could afford, or that they would accept a slower growth rate rather than borrowing to grow 
faster. They were more likely to be prepared to take risks to make the business successful and 
also to have an ambition to be considerably bigger although they were more likely to agree that 
their impression was it was difficult for SMEs like them to access finance. They were more likely 
to be in the group that was not using finance currently but would be happy to do so in future 
and more likely to have had a need for funding. Overall they were more likely to have been a 
Would-be seeker of finance and less likely to have been a Happy non-seeker.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in London per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 168 in London) which limits the amount of analysis possible 
at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – London 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was as likely to be the case in London (44%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was also as likely to be the 
case in London (31%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in London 
(83%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from London were slightly less likely to have been successful (71%) with 63% 
being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (8% for applications in London). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was more likely to be the case 
for applications in London (21%).  

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was less likely to be the case for applications in London 
(65%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – London 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 58% of SMEs in London were planning to grow, with 24% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 34% by up to 20%. This was higher 
than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in London 52% 
were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion varied only slightly 
between 2014 and 2017 (49-51%) before increasing to 55% for 2018 as a 
whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in London were the most likely to be 
planning any such activity (45%), with 22% planning to take on more staff 
and 25% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in London 
were more likely to see each of these as barriers: political uncertainty (33%), 
the economic climate (28%) and legislation (27%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was less likely to be the case for those in London (44%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In London the proportion fell from 36% in 
2012 to 14% in 2016, but increased again to 21% for 2018 as a whole. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in London, the proportion rating legislation a 
major barrier was 13% in 2012, declining to 8% in 2016 but then increasing 
again, to 21% for 2018 as a whole. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in London, 9% cited political uncertainty as a barrier 
in 2015, increasing over time to 23% for 2018 as a whole. 

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in London, 75%, met the definition of a Future happy 
non-seeker of finance, broadly in line with the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in London (60% in 2012 to 74% in 2017 and 2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in London were as likely to be in this group (59%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 13% of SMEs in London met the definition of a Future would-be 
seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in London the proportion of 
FWBS declined from 25% in 2012 to 10% in 2015 but has increased 
somewhat since and was 13% for 2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in London (47%), with 27% citing the process of borrowing while 
13% felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 12% of SMEs in London planned to apply for a new/renewed facility 
in the 3 months after interview, in line with the market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in 
London, appetite for finance was stable 2012-2015 (15-18%) but has been 
lower since (12% in 2018). 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in London somewhat less confident (50%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in London, levels of confidence were somewhat lower for FHNS 
(55% v 60% overall), and also lower for those planning to apply (40% v 54% 
overall) and for FWBS (33% v 46% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in London were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives (68% v 
68% overall), albeit somewhat less likely to be aware of Start-up Loans (33% 
v 39% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in London were slightly more likely to be aware (48%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in London were as 
likely to be in this group (15%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in London, awareness also increased between 2014 and 
2018 (30% to 48%).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (3% for such SMEs in 
London). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (18% in London), while 11% were reluctant to give up 
control of the business (10% in London).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in 
London (66%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in London in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be planning to grow and to be planning growth related activities. 
They were also more likely to be planning to apply for finance and to be confident that the bank 
would say yes (whatever their plans). They were though more likely to see political uncertainty, 
the economic climate and legislation and red tape as barriers to the business. They were more 
likely to be aware of crowd funding. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in London per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –South East 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the region were small. Three quarters (75%) had 0 
employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in the South East were somewhat less likely to be a Start-up (14% v 
20% overall) and somewhat more likely to have been trading for 10 years or 
more (57% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 21% of SMEs in the South East had a minimal or low external risk rating, in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (46% v 47% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs in the South East with a minimal/low risk rating increased 
from 17% in 2012 to 23% in 2015 and has been broadly stable since. Over the 
same period the market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low 
risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in the South East with a worse than average risk was 
50% in 2012. It then increased to 60% in 2013 before reducing slightly over 
time to 46% in 2018. Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk 
rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable 
since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was as likely to 
be the case for SMEs in the South East where 40% had grown (with 13% 
growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In the South East, 41% reported having grown in 
2013 with limited variation since (39-45%). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
the South East in line (18%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than 
recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 
19% had declined). For SMEs in the South East, 20% reported a decline in 
2013, dropping to 11-13% between 2014 and 2017 but then back to 18% 
reporting a decline in 2018.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in the South East were in line (7%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 24% of SMEs in the South East thought 
their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 65% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 11% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 79% of SMEs in the South East reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), in line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2016, the proportion of SMEs in the South East reporting a 
profit increased from 68% to 81%, and has been stable since. For SMEs 
overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 2017, but 
was somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in the South East were somewhat less likely to agree (26%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in the South East held some credit balances (3% held none v 4% 
overall). Half, 52% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, broadly in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

23% of SMEs in the South East held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 
23% overall). This proportion increased steadily over time, from 15% in 2012 
to 25% in 2016 and stable since. Amongst SMEs overall, the proportion also 
increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable since (23% 
in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced their 
need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in the South East (10%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. SMEs in the South East were in line (23%). 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the South East were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (28%) down slightly from 2017 (32%).  

Owner 
demographics 

43% of SMEs in South East had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs overall). 

A quarter of SMEs in the South East had someone in charge of the finances 
who was qualified (24%), in line with SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in the South East were less likely to plan at all (50% v 56% of SMEs overall) 
and specifically less likely to have a business plan (24% v 29% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs that plan in the South East has varied little over time 
(50-54% with the exception of 2017 when 57% planned). Across the market 
as a whole, levels of planning have also been stable at a slightly higher level 
(54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in the South East were as likely to be international (14% v 15% overall), 
with 10% exporting (v 9% overall) and 9% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). There was some increase in international activity amongst SMEs in the 
South East between 2012 (when 11% were international) and 2015 (when 
18% were international) but this was not maintained through subsequent 
years (14% in 2018). 

Continued  
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International staff 15% of SMEs in the South East with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 13% employing staff from the EU and 5% from elsewhere. This is in 
line with SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 32% of SMEs in the South East had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 14% had launched a new product or service while 28% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in the South East, the proportion 
innovating also declined, from 40% in 2012 to 32% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

17% of SMEs in the South East used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in the South 
East were in line (54% high, 37% medium and 9% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in  
the banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low  
level of trust. SMEs in the South East were in line (25% high, 52% medium  
and 23% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South East in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be a Start and more likely to have a worse than average risk rating. 
They were more likely to have grown and to have met the definition of a scaleup and less likely 
to have an owner aged under 50. They were less likely to plan (either management accounts  
or a business plan) but more likely to export and to have staff from overseas (both EU and 
further afield). 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – South East 

Use of external 
finance 

32% of SMEs in the South East were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall). 

SMEs in the South East were less likely to be using one or more forms of core 
finance (27% v 32% overall) and as likely to use other forms of finance (11% 
v 12% overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in the South East were using external finance. This 
proportion then reduced to 36% for 2014 and remained broadly stable until 
2018 when 32% were using finance. Over the same period, use of finance 
amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 and has 
remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
the South East use of core finance was 37% in 2012, then stabilised at a lower 
level for 2013-2017 (28-30%) before declining to 27% in 2018.  

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in the South East, usage 
had been stable (16-18%) until 2018 (11%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

50% of SMEs in the South East met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), in line with SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in the South East the proportion of PNBs has continued to increase over 
time, from 35% in 2012 to 50% in 2018. 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in the South East said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(84%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in the South East saw a similar increase from 2012 (when 67% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) to 2016 (when 85% met the definition) and stable since. 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

3% of SMEs in the South East said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in the South East there was a similar decline (9% in 2012 to 1% in 2017 
and 3% in 2018). 

Borrowing events 3% of SMEs in the South East reported that they had had a need for funding 
in the 12 months prior to interview, with half (2%) making an application for 
finance as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of 
both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance made (2% 
overall). 

Overall, 12% of SMEs in the South East reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, 
the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft 
facility (7%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind 
of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in the South East the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
declined from 23% in 2012 to 12% in 2018. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

26% of SMEs in the South East reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months, in line with SMEs overall (28%). 13% of SMEs 
felt that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 13% overall) while 14% had 
chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in the South East, 43% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell and has continued to fall (to 26% in 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 32% of SMEs in the South East received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in 
line with the market as a whole (34%). 20% of SMEs in the South East said 
that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance (v 23% of 
SMEs overall).  

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in the South East were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (28%) down slightly from 2017 (32%). 

Continued 
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“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 66% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in the South East were somewhat less likely to be using external finance 
(32%) or to be using “Business Funding” (62%) when trade credit and 
personal funds were added in. 

Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in the South East 
were in line (82%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in the South East were as likely to 
agree (74%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in the South East were slightly less 
likely to agree (50%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in the South East 
were slightly more likely to agree (53%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
the South East were more likely to agree (59%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in the South East were as likely to agree (41%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in the South East were as likely to agree (36%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in the South East were in line (31%). 
Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing to 
borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32% with a similar drop for SMEs in the 
South East (44% to 31%). 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in the South East were as likely to be in this group 
(50%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in the South East were in line (14% and 18%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in the South East were in line (18%). 
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“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in the South East less likely to agree (31%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in the South East were somewhat less likely to be in this group (20%). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South East in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be using core finance, or to receive Trade Credit. They were less likely 
to say that Trade Credit and/or £10k+ of credit balances reduced their need for external finance 
and were less likely to be in the group already using finance and happy to do so in future. They 
were more likely to agree that their plans were based on what they could afford and that they 
never think about whether to use (more) finance, but less likely to feel that the future was 
uncertain and they needed to be cautious, or that it was difficult for SMEs like them to get 
finance. They were less likely to have the ambition to be a significantly bigger business or to be 
an Ambitious risk taker and more likely to have been a Would-be seeker of finance.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 173 in the South East) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – South East 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was as likely to be the case in the South East 
(44%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was less likely to be the 
case in the South East (25%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was as likely to be the case in the 
South East (78%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from the South East were as likely to be successful (78%) with 76% being 
offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (1% for applications in the South East). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was slightly more likely to be 
the case for applications in the South East (21%). 

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was as likely to be the case for applications in the South 
East (82%).  

 
  



11. SOUTH EAST 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

124 

4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – South East 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 44% of SMEs in the South East were planning to grow, with 16% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 28% by up to 20%. This was 
somewhat lower than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by 
more than 20% and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in the South East 
49% were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion dropped over time to 
44% for both 2017 and 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in the South East were slightly less 
likely to be planning any such activity (30%), with 16% planning to take on 
more staff and 13% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in the 
South East were somewhat less likely to see political uncertainty as a barrier 
(20%), and as likely to see the economic climate (21%) or legislation (21%)  
as barriers. 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was slightly more likely to be the case for those in the South East (54%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In the South East the proportion fell from 
33% in 2012 to 11% in 2016 but has increased somewhat since (18% for 
2018 as a whole). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in the South East, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier had been stable over time (10-12% for 2012 to 
2016) but has increased somewhat since (19% for 2018).  

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in the South East, 7% cited political uncertainty as a 
barrier in 2015, increasing to over time to 19% for 2018 as a whole. 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in the South East, 77%, met the definition of a Future 
happy non-seeker of finance, somewhat below the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in the South East (65% in 2012 to 78% in 2017 and 76% 
in 2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in the South East were somewhat more likely to 
be in this group (65%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 12% of SMEs in the South East met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). 1% had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in the South East the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 21% in 2012 to 11% in 2015 and has 
increased somewhat since (14% in 2018). 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in the South East (53%), with 23% citing the process of borrowing 
and 11% having felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 11% of SMEs in the South East planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, in line with the market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in the 
South East there was a similar slight decline, from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 
both 2017 and 2018. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in the South East in line (57%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in the South East, levels of confidence were in line for FHNS (59% 
v 60% overall), and for FWBS (44% v 46% overall) and somewhat higher for 
those planning to apply (65% v 54% overall). 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in the South East were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives 
(70% v 68% overall) and more likely to be aware of Funding Circle (47% v 
43% overall) and Start-up Loans (45% v 39% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in the South East were as likely to be aware (44%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in the South East 
were also as likely to be in this group (10%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in the South East, awareness also increased between 
2014 and 2016 (29% to 47%) but has been somewhat lower since (44% in 
2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (3% for such SMEs in the 
South East). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (20% in the South East), while 11% were reluctant to give up 
control of the business (10% in the South East).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was also as likely to be the case for those in 
the South East (65%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in the South East in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be planning to grow or to be planning growth related activities. They 
were more likely to see political uncertainty and the current economic climate as barriers to the 
business, but were more likely to be planning to apply for finance. They were more likely to be 
aware of any of the various finance initiatives tested. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in the South East per se, and instead will 
be a reflection of other factors about the business. 

 

 



 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

12  
SCOTLAND 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1520 interviews conducted, weighted 
to a total of 300,120 SMEs. 

 



12. SCOTLAND 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

128 

1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –Scotland 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the devolved nation were small. Three quarters 
(74%) had 0 employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be a Start-up (21% v 20% overall) or to 
have been trading for 10 years or more (51% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 20% of SMEs in Scotland had a minimal or low external risk rating, broadly in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (47% v 47% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs in Scotland with a minimal/low risk rating increased from 
17% in 2012 to 26% in 2014. This proportion then declined somewhat (to 18% in 
2016) and has been broadly stable since. Over the same period the market 
overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 
25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in Scotland with a worse than average risk was 52% in 
2012 and 2013. It has been lower since, but variable over time (41-48%) and 
is currently 47%. Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this risk rating 
declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 but has been broadly stable since 
(47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was somewhat 
less likely to be the case for SMEs in Scotland where 35% had grown (with 
11% growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In Scotland, 38% reported having grown in 2013 
and the proportion was then fairly stable (37-42%) until 2018 (35%). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
Scotland in line (18%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently 
seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had 
declined). For SMEs in Scotland, 17% reported a decline in 2013, dropping to 
11% in 2017 but then increasing again to 18% in 2018.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in Scotland were in line (8%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 25% of SMEs in Scotland thought their 
business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 68% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same  
(v 63% overall) while 7% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 
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Profitability 79% of SMEs in Scotland reported making a profit (excluding DK answers), in 
line with SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2016, the proportion of SMEs in Scotland reporting a profit 
increased from 69% to 84%, but was slightly lower in 2017 (78%) and 2018 
(79%). For SMEs overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 
82% in 2017, but was also somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in Scotland were in line (29%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in Scotland held some credit balances (3% held none v 4% 
overall). Just over half, 57% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

19% of SMEs in Scotland held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 23% 
overall). This proportion increased from 17% in 2012 to 23% in 2015 but has 
been somewhat lower since (19% in 2018). Amongst SMEs overall, the 
proportion also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly 
stable since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also the case for SMEs in Scotland (9%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In Scotland, this proportion was in line at 26%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Scotland were broadly as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (32%) unchanged from 2017 (32%).  

Owner 
demographics 

47% of SMEs in Scotland had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs 
overall). 

Almost a quarter of SMEs in Scotland had someone in charge of the finances 
who was qualified (23%), in line with SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in Scotland were somewhat more likely to plan at all (60% v 56% of 
SMEs overall) and more likely specifically to have a business plan (34% v 29% 
overall).  

Between 2012 and 2018, the proportion of SMEs in Scotland that plan was 
relatively stable (55-60%). Across the market as a whole, levels of planning 
have also been stable (54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be international (13% v 15% overall), with 
7% exporting (v 9% overall) and 9% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in Scotland 12-13% have traded internationally every year with 
the exception of 2012 (when 9% traded internationally) and 2017 (16%). 
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International staff 14% of SMEs in Scotland with employees have staff from outside the UK, with 
13% employing staff from the EU and 4% from elsewhere. This is broadly in 
line with SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from 
overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 34% of SMEs in Scotland had been innovative in the 3 years prior to interview 
– 18% had launched a new product or service while 30% had significantly 
improved an aspect of the business. This was in line with SMEs overall where 
33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or service and 
28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in Scotland, the proportion 
innovating also declined, from 38% in 2012 to 32% in 2016, but has been 
stable since.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

13% of SMEs in Scotland used a personal bank account for their business 
banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in Scotland 
were broadly in line (55% high, 33% medium and 12% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in Scotland were somewhat more likely to have a low level of trust 
in the banking industry (21% high, 51% medium and 28% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Scotland in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to have been a scaleup and less likely to say the business had 
retrenched in the past 3 years. They were less likely to hold £10k or more in credit balances or to 
have someone qualified in charge of the finances. They were less likely to be international 
(specifically to export) but more likely to have developed a new product or service. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Scotland per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – Scotland 

Use of external 
finance 

39% of SMEs in Scotland were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs overall). 

SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be using one or more forms of core finance 
(31% v 32% overall) and somewhat more likely to be using other forms of 
finance (16% v 12% overall).  

In 2012, 43% of SMEs in Scotland were using external finance. This proportion 
then declined to 37% in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (39% in both 
2017 and 2018). Over the same period, use of finance amongst SMEs overall 
declined from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 and has remained broadly stable 
since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
Scotland use of core finance was 35% in 2012 then declined to 30% for 2014 and 
has been stable since. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little 2012 to 2017 
(16-18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in Scotland, usage was 
stable 2012-2018 (16-19%) with the exception of 2013 (21%) and 2017 
(22%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

44% of SMEs in Scotland met the definition of a Permanent non-borrower (an 
SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the time of 
interview), somewhat lower than for SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in Scotland the proportion of PNBs also increased between 2012 and 
2016 (34% to 49%) but has declined somewhat since (44% in 2018). 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in Scotland said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (84%) and 
this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in Scotland followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 68% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) and 2016 (when 83% met the definition), and broadly stable 
since. 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in Scotland said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in Scotland there was a similar decline (10% in 2012 to 1% in both 2017 
and 2018). 

Borrowing events 5% of SMEs in Scotland reported that they had had a need for funding in the 
12 months prior to interview, with half (2%) making an application for finance 
as a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of both a 
need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 15% of SMEs in Scotland reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, the 
most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility 
(9%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind of 
borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in Scotland the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
declined from 22% in 2012 to 14% in 2016 and has been stable since. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

29% of SMEs in Scotland reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months. This was in line with SMEs overall (28%) with 
11% of SMEs in Scotland feeling that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 
13% overall) while 18% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in Scotland, 45% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell (to 24% in 2016) but has increased somewhat since (29% 
in both 2017 and 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 38% of SMEs in Scotland received Trade Credit from their suppliers, slightly 
higher than for the market as a whole (34%). 27% of SMEs in Scotland said 
that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance, also a 
slightly higher proportion than the 23% of SMEs overall. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Scotland were as likely to say their need for finance was currently 
reduced (32%) unchanged from 2017 (32%).  

 “Business 
Funding” 

Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in Scotland were broadly as likely to be using external finance (39%) 
and also to be using “Business Funding” (69%) when trade credit and 
personal funds were added in. 
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Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in Scotland were 
somewhat more likely to agree (84%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in Scotland were as likely to agree 
(74%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in Scotland were in line (54%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in Scotland were 
in line (49%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
Scotland were as likely to agree (51%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in Scotland were as likely to agree (45%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in Scotland were as likely to agree (39%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in Scotland were as likely to agree 
(34%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32%. In Scotland it dropped from 
43% in 2015 to 34% in 2018. 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be in this group 
(46%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in Scotland were in line (19% and 20%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in Scotland were again in line (15%). 

 “Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in Scotland more likely to agree (44%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be in this group (27%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Scotland in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to be using non-core finance and more likely to agree that Trade Credit 
reduced their need for external finance. They were more likely to agree that their current plans 
are based on what they can afford.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Scotland per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 113 in Scotland) which limits the amount of analysis possible 
at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – Scotland 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was less likely to be the case in Scotland (32%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was less likely to be the 
case in Scotland (23%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in Scotland 
(76%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from Scotland were slightly less likely to have been successful (65%) with 
58% being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider. This was somewhat more likely to be the case in Scotland (13%). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was also somewhat more 
likely to be the case for applications in Scotland (22%).  

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was more likely to be the case for applications in  
Scotland (89%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – Scotland 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 66% of SMEs in Scotland were planning to grow, with 17% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 49% by up to 20%. This was higher 
than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in Scotland 47% 
were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion declined somewhat to 
38% for 2016 before increasing to 49% for both 2017 and 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in Scotland were as likely to be 
planning any such activity (34%), with 18% planning to take on more staff 
and 12% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in 
Scotland were less likely to see each of these as barriers: political uncertainty 
(13%), the economic climate (18%) and legislation (12%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was somewhat more likely to be the case for those in Scotland 
(54%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In Scotland the proportion fell from 33% in 
2012 to 14% in 2017, before increasing slightly to 17% for 2018 as a whole. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in Scotland, the proportion rating legislation a 
major barrier did not vary much 2012-2016 (11-14) but then started to 
increase, to 18% for 2018 as a whole. 

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in Scotland, 12% cited political uncertainty as a 
barrier in 2015, increasing steadily over time to 16% for 2018 as a whole. 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in Scotland, 83%, met the definition of a Future happy 
non-seeker of finance, somewhat higher than for the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in Scotland (62% in 2012 to 78% in both 2017 and 
2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in Scotland were broadly as likely to be in this 
group (58%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 11% of SMEs in Scotland met the definition of a Future would-be 
seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). 2% had an immediate 
need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in Scotland the proportion 
of FWBS declined from 23% in 2012 to 10% in 2017 and was also 13% for 
2018 as a whole. 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in Scotland (63%), with 21% citing the process of borrowing while 
4% felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 6% of SMEs in Scotland planned to apply for a new/renewed facility 
in the 3 months after interview, somewhat lower than for the market overall 
(10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in 
Scotland, appetite for finance has also declined steadily over time, from 15% 
in 2012 to 9% in 2018 as a whole. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in Scotland in line (59%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in Scotland, levels of confidence were in line for FHNS (62% v 60% 
overall), lower for those planning to apply (43% v 54% overall) and higher for 
FWBS (52% v 46% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in Scotland were slightly less likely to be aware of any of these 
initiatives (64% v 68% overall), albeit somewhat more likely to be aware of 
the Business Growth Fund (29% v 22% overall) and the British Business Bank 
(29% v 22% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in Scotland were slightly less likely to be aware (40%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in Scotland were as 
likely to be in this group (11%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in Scotland, awareness also increased between 2014 
and 2016 (27% to 39%) and has been stable since (40% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (2% for such SMEs in 
Scotland). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (19% in Scotland), while 11% were reluctant to give up 
control of the business (12% in Scotland).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in 
Scotland (66%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Scotland in 2018 were 
significantly less likely to see political uncertainty as a barrier.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Scotland per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 

 

 



 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

13  
WALES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,120 interviews conducted, weighted 
to a total of 200,080 SMEs. 

 



13.WALES 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

140 

1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –Wales 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the devolved nation were small. Three quarters 
(73%) had 0 employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in Wales were as likely to be a Start-up (22% v 20% overall) or to have 
been trading for 10 years or more (53% v 51% overall). 

External risk rating 28% of SMEs in Wales had a minimal or low external risk rating, slightly 
higher than the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were less likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (39% v 47% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs in Wales with a minimal/low risk rating increased from 
15% in 2012 to 31% in 2015. This proportion has varied somewhat since (23-
31%) and was 28% in 2018. Over the same period the market overall saw an 
increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-13 to 25% in 2015 and 
broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

In 2012, the proportion of SMEs in Wales with a worse than average risk was 
55%. It then fell over time to 39% in 2018. Amongst SMEs overall the 
proportion with this risk rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 and 
has been broadly stable since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was somewhat 
less likely to be the case for SMEs in Wales where 35% had grown (with 11% 
growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In Wales, 41% reported having grown in 2013 and 
the proportion was then fairly stable (37-43%) until 2017 (34%) and 2018 
(35%). 

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, with SMEs in 
Wales in line (16%). Overall, this was a higher proportion than recently seen, 
up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels seen in 2013 (when 19% had 
declined). For SMEs in Wales, the 16% reporting a decline in 2018 was an 
increase from 8% in 2016, and almost back to levels seen in 2014 (18%).  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in Wales were in line (6%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 26% of SMEs in Wales thought their 
business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 64% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 10% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 82% of SMEs in Wales reported making a profit (excluding DK answers), 
somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2016, the proportion of SMEs in Wales reporting a profit 
increased from 70% to 82%, and has been broadly stable since. For SMEs 
overall, profitability increased steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 2017, but 
was somewhat lower in 2018 (78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in Wales were broadly in line (33%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in Wales held some credit balances (4% held none v 4% overall). 
Over half, 58% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, broadly in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

18% of SMEs in Wales held credit balances of more than £10,000 (v 23% 
overall). This proportion increased from 13% in 2012 to 24% in 2015 but has 
been somewhat lower since (18% in 2018). Amongst SMEs overall, the 
proportion also increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly 
stable since (23% in 2018). 

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and SMEs in Wales were broadly in line (7%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In Wales, this proportion was in line at 26%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Wales were as likely to say their need for finance was currently 
reduced (27%) and this was also lower than in 2017 (34%).  

Owner 
demographics 

51% of SMEs in Wales had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs overall). 

Almost a quarter of SMEs in Wales had someone in charge of the finances 
who was qualified (22%), broadly in line with SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in Wales were as likely to plan at all (57% v 56% of SMEs overall) and 
slightly more likely specifically to have a business plan (33% v 29% overall).  

Between 2012 and 2018, the proportion of SMEs that plan in Wales was 
stable (54-57%), with the exception of 2013 (60%). Across the market as a 
whole, levels of planning have also been stable (54-57% have planned).  

International SMEs in Wales were as likely to be international (13% v 15% overall), with 7% 
exporting (v 9% overall) and 9% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). Amongst SMEs in Wales 11-13% have trade internationally each year 
with the exception of 2012 (when 6% traded internationally). 

Continued 
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International staff 13% of SMEs in Wales with employees have staff from outside the UK, with 
13% employing staff from the EU and 3% from elsewhere. This is in line with 
SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees have staff from overseas 
(14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 28% of SMEs in Wales had been innovative in the 3 years prior to interview – 
12% had launched a new product or service while 25% had significantly 
improved an aspect of the business. This was somewhat lower than for SMEs 
overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a new product or 
service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in Wales, the proportion 
innovating also declined, from 41% in 2012 to 28% in 2018.  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

13% of SMEs in Wales used a personal bank account for their business 
banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in Wales were 
in line (53% high, 38% medium and 9% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in Wales were somewhat more likely to have a medium level of 
trust in the banking industry (21% high, 61% medium and 17% low). 

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Wales in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to have a minimal/low external risk rating. They were less likely to have 
been innovative (specifically to have improved an aspect of the business) or to have overseas 
staff or to have someone in charge of the finances who was qualified. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Wales per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – Wales 

Use of external 
finance 

44% of SMEs in Wales were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs overall). 

SMEs in Wales were more likely to be using one or more forms of core finance 
(40% v 32% overall) and as likely to be using other forms of finance (12% v 
12% overall).  

In 2012, 44% of SMEs in Wales were using external finance. This proportion 
then declined to 38% in 2015 and remained stable until 2018 (44%). Over the 
same period, use of finance amongst SMEs overall declined from 44% in 2012 
to 37% in 2014 and has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
Wales use of core finance was 36% in 2012 then declined to 31% for 2017 but 
was 40% in 2018. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in Wales, usage was stable 
2012-2017 (16-19%) but was then lower in 2018 (12%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

43% of SMEs in Wales met the definition of a Permanent non-borrower (an 
SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the time of 
interview), somewhat lower than for SMEs overall (48%). 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in Wales the proportion of PNBs also increased between 2012 and 2015 
(33% to 46%) but has declined somewhat since (43% in 2018). 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in Wales said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance (84%) and 
this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in Wales followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 69% of SMEs were 
Happy non-seekers) and 2018 (when 84% met the definition). 

Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in Wales said that they had wanted to apply for a loan or 
overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in line 
with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has 
dropped from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst 
SMEs in Wales there was a similar decline (8% in 2012 to 1% in 2018). 

Continued 
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Borrowing events 3% of SMEs in Wales reported that they had had a need for funding in the 12 
months prior to interview, with half (2%) making an application for finance as 
a result of that need. This was in line with SMEs overall in terms of both a 
need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance made (2% overall). 

Overall, 14% of SMEs in Wales reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’, the 
most common of which was the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility 
(10%). This was in line with SMEs overall where 14% reported any kind of 
borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic renewal of an overdraft facility. 

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in Wales the proportion reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 15% in 2016 and has been stable since. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

28% of SMEs in Wales reported an injection of personal funds into the business in 
the previous 12 months. This was in line with SMEs overall (28%) with 13% of 
SMEs in Wales feeling that they had no choice but to put funds in (v 13% overall) 
while 15% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in Wales, 47% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall that 
proportion then fell (to 24% in 2016) but has increased somewhat since (28% 
in both 2017 and 2018). 

Use of Trade Credit 34% of SMEs in Wales received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in line with 
the market as a whole (34%). 22% of SMEs in Wales said that receiving trade 
credit reduced their need for external finance, also in line with the 23% of 
SMEs overall.  

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Wales were as likely to say their need for finance was currently 
reduced (27%) and this was also somewhat lower than in 2017 (34%).  

 “Business 
Funding” 

Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in Wales were more likely to be using external finance (44%) and as 
likely to be using “Business Funding” (70%) when trade credit and personal 
funds were added in. 

Continued 
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Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in Wales were as 
likely to agree (78%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in Wales were as likely to agree 
(72%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in Wales were somewhat more 
likely to agree (58%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in Wales were 
somewhat less likely to agree (44%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
Wales were as likely to agree (50%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in Wales were as likely to agree (42%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in Wales were as likely to agree (40%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in Wales were as likely to agree 
(32%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were willing 
to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32%. In Wales it dropped from 49% 
in 2015 to 32% in 2018. 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in Wales were slightly less likely to be in this 
group (42%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in Wales were slightly more likely to be in the latter group (18% 
and 26%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in Wales were again in line (14%). 

 “Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in Wales more likely to agree (45%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in Wales were as likely to be in this group (27%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Wales in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be using external finance, specifically core finance. They were less 
likely to be using non-core finance, to receive Trade Credit or to say that either Trade Credit 
and/or £10k+ of credit balances reduced their need for finance. They were less likely to agree 
that they never thought about whether they should use (more) finance and more likely to agree 
that they were being cautious because the future looked uncertain. They were more likely to be 
in the group that were using finance but not happy to use it in future.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Wales per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 

 

  



13.WALES 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

147 

3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 85 in Wales) which limits the amount of analysis possible at 
this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – Wales 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was as likely to be the case in Wales (50%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was slightly more likely to 
be the case in Wales (49%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was also the case in Wales (79%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from Wales were slightly more likely to have been successful (95%) with 84% 
being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (1% for applications in Wales). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was less likely to be the case 
for applications in Wales (4%).  

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was more likely to be the case for applications in  
Wales (93%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – Wales 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 60% of SMEs in Wales were planning to grow, with 20% planning 
to grow by more than 20% and 40% by up to 20%. This was higher than for 
SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% and 35% 
by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to 
increase again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in Wales 44% 
were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion was around 4 in 10 for 
2013-2017 (36-41%) but increased to 54% for 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in Wales were more likely to be 
planning any such activity (43%), with 25% planning to take on more staff 
and 29% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in Wales 
were broadly as likely to see each of these as barriers: political uncertainty 
(21%), the economic climate (24%) and legislation (19%). 

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was as likely to be the case for those in Wales (53%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In Wales the proportion fell from 33% in 
2012 to 13% in 2015, then remained stable before increasing 22% for 2018 
as a whole. 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in Wales, the proportion rating legislation a 
major barrier did not vary much 2012-2017 (14-16% with the exception of 
2013 at 11%) but then increased to 19% for 2018 as a whole.  

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in Wales, 11% cited political uncertainty as a barrier 
in 2015, with little change over time until 2018 when 19% cited it as a barrier.  

Continued 
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, almost all SMEs in Wales, 92%, met the definition of a Future 
happy non-seeker of finance, above the market overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in Wales (61% in 2012 to 80% in 2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in Wales were slightly less likely to be in this 
group (55%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 3% of SMEs in Wales met the definition of a Future would-be 
seeker of finance, lower than for the market overall (12%). None had an 
immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in Wales the proportion of 
FWBS declined from 28% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but has been stable since 
(13% in 2018). 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was also the main reason given 
by FWBS in Wales (51%), with 29% citing the process of borrowing while 19% 
felt discouraged.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 4% of SMEs in Wales planned to apply for a new/renewed facility in 
the 3 months after interview, somewhat lower than for the market overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in 
Wales, appetite for finance was stable 2012 to 2017 (11-13% with the 
exception of 2013 at 16%) but was somewhat lower for 2018 (7%). 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in Wales in line (58%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in Wales, levels of confidence were in line for FHNS (60% v 60% 
overall), those planning to apply (57% v 54% overall) and for FWBS (49% v 46% 
overall). 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in Wales were as likely to be aware of any of these initiatives (69% v 
68% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in Wales were slightly less likely to be aware (40%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in Wales were as 
likely to be in this group (15%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in Wales, awareness also increased between 2014 and 
2016 (21% to 41%) and has been stable since (40% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (2% for such SMEs in 
Wales). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (16% in Wales), while 11% were reluctant to give up control 
of the business (15% in Wales).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they  
did not know much about and this was as likely to be the case for those in 
Wales (67%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Wales in 2018 were 
significantly more likely to be planning to grow and to be planning growth related activity. They 
were more likely to see the current economic climate as a barrier. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Wales per se, and instead will be a 
reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Context –Northern Ireland 

Size of business As overall, most SMEs in the devolved nation were small. Three quarters 
(76%) had 0 employees (v 75% overall). 

Age of business SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely to be a Start-up (36% v 20% 
overall) and less likely to have been trading for 10 years or more (32% v 51% 
overall). 

External risk rating 20% of SMEs in Northern Ireland had a minimal or low external risk rating, in 
line with the 23% of SMEs with this rating overall. They were also as likely to 
have a worse than average risk rating (48% v 47% overall). 

The proportion of SMEs in Northern Ireland with a minimal/low risk rating 
increased from 14% in 2012 to 29% in 2014. This proportion has varied 
somewhat since (17-21%) and was 20% in 2018. Over the same period the 
market overall saw an increase from 16% with a minimal/low risk rating in 2012-
13 to 25% in 2015 and broadly stable since (23% in 2018).  

The proportion of SMEs in Northern Ireland with a worse than average risk 
was 56% in 2012 It then fell to 32% in 2014 before increasing again to 53% 
in 2017 and was 48% in 2018. Amongst SMEs overall the proportion with this 
risk rating declined from 53% in 2012 to 46% in 2015 and has been broadly 
stable since (47% in 2018). 

Past growth 
(excluding Starts) 

Excluding Starts, 39% of all SMEs reported having grown in the previous 12 
months, 12% by more than 20% and 27% by up to 20%. This was more likely 
to be the case for SMEs in Northern Ireland where 58% had grown (with 10% 
growing by more than 20%).  

The proportion of all SMEs (excluding Starts) that have grown has changed 
little since 2013 (39-42%). In Northern Ireland, growth has been more 
variable: 33% reported having grown in 2013, 42% in 2014, 34% in both 2015 
and 2016 before an increase to 48% in 2017 and 58% in 2018.  

17% of all SMEs reported a decline in the previous 12 months, and this was 
less likely to be the case for SMEs in Northern Ireland (7%). Overall, this was a 
higher proportion than recently seen, up from 10% in 2016 and close to levels 
seen in 2013 (when 19% had declined). SMEs in Northern Ireland followed a 
different pattern: 25% reported a decline in 2013, falling to 8% in 2016 and 
stable since.  

6% of all SMEs (excluding Starts) met the definition of a scale up (20%+ 
growth for the 3 previous years) and SMEs in Northern Ireland were in line 
(5%). 

In a broader assessment of growth, 29% of SMEs in Northern Ireland thought 
their business had developed significantly in the last 3 years, in line with SMEs 
overall (26%). 63% thought the business had stayed recognisably the same (v 
63% overall) while 8% thought it had retrenched (v 10% overall). 

Continued 
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Profitability 87% of SMEs in Northern Ireland reported making a profit (excluding DK 
answers), somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (78%). 

Between 2012 and 2018, the proportion of SMEs in Northern Ireland reporting 
a profit increased from 62% to 87%. For SMEs overall, profitability increased 
steadily from 69% in 2012 to 82% in 2017, but was somewhat lower in 2018 
(78%). 

30% of all SMEs in 2018 said that improving profit margins was a key priority 
for them. SMEs in Northern Ireland were in line (31%). 

Credit balances Most SMEs in Northern Ireland held some credit balances (2% held none v 4% 
overall). Over half, 56% held £5,000 or less of credit balances, in line with 
SMEs overall (55%).  

19% of SMEs in Northern Ireland held more than £10,000 (v 23% overall). This 
proportion has varied over time with no consistent pattern, between 15% in 
2013 and 23% in 2017 and is currently 19%. Amongst SMEs overall, the 
proportion increased 2012 to 2015 (16% to 24%), and has been fairly stable 
since (23% in 2018).  

10% of all SMEs held £10,000 or more of credit balances and said it reduced 
their need for finance and this was also broadly the case for SMEs in Northern 
Ireland (7%). 

On average SMEs held credit balances equivalent to 24% of their total 
turnover. In Northern Ireland, this proportion was in line at 22%. 

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Northern Ireland were as likely to say their need for finance was 
currently reduced (31%) and this was also somewhat lower than in 2017 
(34%).  

Owner 
demographics 

67% of SMEs in Northern Ireland had an owner aged under 50 (v 49% of SMEs 
overall). 

3 in 10 SMEs in Northern Ireland had someone in charge of the finances who 
was qualified (29%), somewhat higher than for SMEs overall (25%).  

Planning SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely to plan at all (65% v 56% of SMEs 
overall) and more likely specifically to have a business plan (42% v 29% 
overall).  

The proportion of SMEs that plan in Northern Ireland was 60% in 2012, stable 
at 56% for 2013 to 2016 and then increased to 64% in 2017 and 65% in 
2018. Across the market as a whole, levels of planning have been stable (54-
57% have planned).  

Continued 
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International SMEs in Northern Ireland were somewhat less likely to be international (10% 
v 15% overall), with 6% exporting (v 9% overall) and 6% importing (v 10%). 

Between 2012 and 2015, the proportion of all SMEs that were international 
increased from 10% to 17%, and has been broadly stable since (15% in 
2018). Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland the proportion trading 
internationally increased from 16% in 2012 to 20% in 2013-14 before 
declining steadily to 10% in 2018. 

International staff 20% of SMEs in Northern Ireland with employees have staff from outside the 
UK, with 20% employing staff from the EU and 5% from elsewhere. This is 
somewhat higher than for SMEs overall where 16% of those with employees 
have staff from overseas (14% from the EU and 5% from elsewhere). 

Innovation 28% of SMEs in Northern Ireland had been innovative in the 3 years prior to 
interview – 11% had launched a new product or service while 25% had 
significantly improved an aspect of the business. This was somewhat lower 
than for SMEs overall where 33% had been innovative, 15% had launched a 
new product or service and 28% had significantly improved an aspect of the 
business. 

Between 2012 and 2018 the proportion of all SMEs that had innovated 
declined from 40% to 33%. Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, the proportion 
innovating was broadly stable 2012-2016 (37-41%) but was lower in both 
2017 (30%) and 2018 (28%).  

Personal account 
for business 
banking 

13% of SMEs in Northern Ireland used a personal bank account for their 
business banking (v 14% overall). 

Trust in bank and 
banking 

55% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in their main bank, 
37% a medium level of trust and 9% a low level of trust. SMEs in Northern 
Ireland were somewhat more likely to have a medium level of trust (51% 
high, 42% medium and 7% low). 

By comparison, 25% of all SMEs said that they had a high level of trust in the 
banking industry overall, 53% a medium level of trust and 22% a low level of 
trust. SMEs in Northern Ireland were somewhat more likely to have a medium 
level of trust in the banking industry (26% high, 60% medium and 14% low).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Northern Ireland in 2018 
were significantly more likely to be a Start and to have grown. They were more likely to have an 
owner under 50. They were also more likely to have a high level of trust in the banking industry. 

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Northern Ireland per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 
 
Q1-4 2018 Financial matters – Northern Ireland 

Use of external 
finance 

59% of SMEs in Northern Ireland were using external finance ( v 36% of SMEs 
overall), the highest proportion across the regions or devolved nations. 

SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely to be using one or more forms of 
core finance (53% v 32% overall) and/or other forms of finance (22% v 12% 
overall).  

In 2012, 47% of SMEs in Northern Ireland were using external finance. This 
proportion then declined to 39% in 2015 but then increased again to 2018 
(59%). Over the same period, use of finance amongst SMEs overall declined 
from 44% in 2012 to 37% in 2014 and has remained broadly stable since.  

The changes in the use of finance overall have typically been driven by changes in 
the use of core finance, which fell amongst SMEs overall from 36% in 2012 to 29% 
in 2014 and has been broadly stable since (albeit 32% in 2018). Amongst SMEs in 
Northern Ireland use of core finance was 39% in 2012, declined to 32% for 2015 
but then increased again to 53% in 2018. 

For SMEs overall use of other forms of finance had varied little since 2012 (16-
18%) but was lower in 2018 (12%). Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, usage 
has been stable (19-22%) with the exception of 2015 (14%). 

Permanent non-
borrowers (PNB) 

30% of SMEs in Northern Ireland met the definition of a Permanent non-
borrower (an SME that shows no past or future appetite for finance at the 
time of interview), somewhat lower than for SMEs overall (48%) and 
reflecting the higher use of external finance reported above. 

Between 2012 and 2015 the proportion of all SMEs that met the definition of 
a PNB increased from 34% to 47% and has remained stable since. Amongst 
SMEs in Northern Ireland the proportion of PNBs also increased between 2012 
and 2015 (32% to 45%) but has declined since (30% in 2018). 

Happy non-seekers 
of finance (HNS) 

Asked about their financial behaviour in the previous 12 months, most SMEs 
in Northern Ireland said that they had been Happy non-seekers of finance 
(82%) and this was also true for SMEs overall (83%). 

Between 2012 and 2016 the proportion of all SMEs meeting the definition of a 
Happy non-seeker increased from 68% to 84% and has been stable since. SMEs 
in Northern Ireland followed a similar pattern between 2012 (when 62% of SMEs 
were Happy non-seekers) and 2018 (when 82% met the definition). 

Continued 
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Would-be seekers 
of finance (WBS) 

1% of SMEs in Northern Ireland said that they had wanted to apply for a loan 
or overdraft in the previous 12 months but something had stopped them, in 
line with SMEs overall (2%). 

Over time the proportion of Would-be seekers amongst SMEs overall has dropped 
from 10% in 2012 to 2% in 2016 and subsequent years. Amongst SMEs in 
Northern Ireland there was a similar decline (10% in 2012 to 1% in 2018). 

Borrowing events 2% of SMEs in Northern Ireland reported that they had had a need for funding 
in the 12 months prior to interview, with half (1%) making an application for 
finance as a result of that need. This was broadly in line with SMEs overall in 
terms of both a need for funding (4% overall) and applications for finance 
made (2% overall). 

Overall, 18% of SMEs in Northern Ireland reported any kind of borrowing 
‘event’, the most common of which was the automatic renewal of an 
overdraft facility (12%). This was somewhat higher than for SMEs overall 
where 14% reported any kind of borrowing ‘event’ and 9% the automatic 
renewal of an overdraft facility.  

Over time, the proportion of all SMEs reporting a borrowing event declined 
from 23% in 2012 to 13% in 2016 and has been stable since (14% in 2018). 
Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland the proportion reporting a borrowing event 
declined from 29% in 2012 to 18% in 2014 and has been broadly stable since. 

Injections of 
personal funds 

18% of SMEs in Northern Ireland reported an injection of personal funds into the 
business in the previous 12 months. This was lower than for SMEs overall (28%) 
with 6% of SMEs in Northern Ireland feeling that they had no choice but to put 
funds in (v 13% overall) while 12% had chosen to put funds in (v 16% overall).  

In 2012, 42% of all SMEs reported an injection of personal funds. The 
proportion then fell to 29% in 2014 and has been stable since. Amongst SMEs 
in Northern Ireland, 39% reported an injection of funds in 2012. As overall 
that proportion then fell (to 24% in 2016) was stable in 2017 but fell again in 
2018 (18%). 

Use of Trade Credit 35% of SMEs in Northern Ireland received Trade Credit from their suppliers, in 
line with the market as a whole (34%). 27% of SMEs in Northern Ireland said 
that receiving trade credit reduced their need for external finance, slightly 
higher than the 23% of SMEs overall.  

29% of all SMEs said that either £10,000+ of credit balances and/or receiving 
Trade Credit reduced their need for finance, down slightly from 33% in 2017. 
SMEs in Northern Ireland were as likely to say their need for finance was currently 
reduced (31%) and this was also somewhat lower than in 2017 (34%).  

“Business Funding” Adding trade credit and injections of personal funds to those using external 
finance resulted in 68% of all SMEs using “Business Funding” compared to 
36% using external finance. 

SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely to be using external finance (59%) 
and also more likely to be using “Business Funding” (76%) when trade credit 
and personal funds were added in. 

Continued  
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Attitudes to 
finance 

The majority of SMEs (80%) agreed that their plans for the business were 
based on what they could afford to fund themselves. SMEs in Northern 
Ireland were less likely to agree (71%). 

7 in 10 SMEs (72%) agreed that they would accept a slower rate of growth 
rather than borrow to grow faster. SMEs in Northern Ireland were again less 
likely to agree (61%). 

Just over half of SMEs (54%) agreed that the future felt uncertain and so they 
were being cautious with their plans. SMEs in Northern Ireland were as likely 
to agree (56%). 

Half (49%) of SMEs overall agreed that they never thought about whether 
they could or should use more finance in the business. SMEs in Northern 
Ireland were less likely to agree (39%). 

A similar proportion of SMEs (51%) said that an increase in the cost of credit 
would not make them any less likely to consider applying for finance. SMEs in 
Northern Ireland were somewhat more likely to agree (55%). 

4 in 10 SMEs (43%) felt that they were prepared to take risks to succeed. SMEs 
in Northern Ireland were as likely to agree (45%).  

4 in 10 SMEs (38%) felt that it was difficult for a business like theirs to get 
finance. SMEs in Northern Ireland were as likely to agree (38%). 

A third of SMEs (32%) agreed that they would be prepared to use external 
finance to help the business grow. SMEs in Northern Ireland were as likely to 
agree (34%). Between 2015 and 2018, the proportion of all SMEs who were 
willing to borrow to grow dropped from 45% to 32%. In Northern Ireland it 
dropped from 59% in 2015 to 34% in 2018 and from above average to in line 
with SMEs overall. 

Current and future 
use of finance 

Almost half of all SMEs (47%) were neither using finance currently nor willing 
to do so in the future. SMEs in Northern Ireland were less likely to be in this 
group (32%).  

16% of all SMEs were using finance and would be willing to do so in future. 
Slightly more, 20%, were using finance but would not be willing to do so 
again. SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely to be in these groups (24% 
and 34%). 

The final group, 16% of all SMEs, were not using finance but would be willing 
to do so in future. SMEs in Northern Ireland were less likely to be in this group 
(10%). 

“Ambitious risk-
takers” 

In H2 2018 an additional statement was asked about whether SMEs had a 
long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business. 39% agreed, with 
SMEs in Northern Ireland more likely to agree (49%). 

Overall, 25% of all SMEs agreed both that they wanted to be a bigger business 
and that they were prepared to take risks to succeed, with these SMEs more 
likely to be growing, innovative and international, and to be using finance. 
SMEs in Northern Ireland were slightly more likely to be in this group (28%). 
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Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Northern Ireland in 2018 
were significantly more likely to be using finance and specifically core finance. They were less 
likely to meet the definition of a Permanent non-borrower or to have had an injection of 
personal funds. They were more likely to say that Trade Credit reduced their need for external 
finance. They were less likely to agree that their current plans were based on what they can 
afford or that they never think about whether they should use (more) finance, or that they 
would accept a slower rate of growth rather than borrowing to grow more quickly. They were 
more likely to be in the group using finance but not happy to do so in future.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Northern Ireland per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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3. APPLICATIONS AND RENEWALS (TABLES 3A-3C) 
Results are shown here based on all applications for new/renewed finance reported using the revised 
questionnaire in 2018, which could have been made in 2017 or 2018. This is a slightly different 
approach to previous reports, as base sizes develop for the new questionnaire, and now covers all main 
forms of finance (not just loans and overdrafts as before). As a result, the 2018 results are not 
comparable with previous years (albeit overall success rates are broadly in line) and all findings should 
still be treated with caution, and considered qualitative in nature (this section is based on 1305 
applications reported overall in 2018 and 49 in Northern Ireland) which limits the amount of analysis 
possible at this stage.  

 
Applications 
reported 2018 All applications – Northern Ireland 

Nature of 
application 

47% of all applications reported came from SMEs applying for that form of 
finance for the first time. This was more likely to be the case in Northern 
Ireland (73%). 

35% of all applications were made online and this was slightly more likely to 
be the case in Northern Ireland (54%). 

Most applications overall (82%), were made in the name of the business 
rather than in a personal capacity and this was slightly less likely to be the 
case in Northern Ireland (69%).  

Overall success 
rates 

79% of all applications reported in 2018 resulted in a facility (71% were 
offered what they wanted and took it, while 7% took their overdraft after 
issues and 1% took another product from the same provider). Applications 
from Northern Ireland were as likely to have been successful (85%) with 82% 
being offered what they wanted. 

5% of all applications resulted in the SME declining the offer made by the 
provider (none in Northern Ireland). 

15% of applications resulted in no facility. This was as likely to be the case for 
applications in Northern Ireland (15%).  

Satisfaction with 
outcome of 
application 

Overall, 80% of applications were thought to have been handled 
satisfactorily. This was slightly more likely to be the case for applications in 
Northern Ireland (89%).  
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 
Most of the data in this section is reported for the latest quarter (Q4 2018), to provide a snapshot of 
current SME sentiment. Where comparisons are made over time, these are made on an annual basis  
(ie for 2018 as a whole) to provide a more robust base for analysis. 

 
Q4 2018 The future – Northern Ireland 

Growth prospects In Q4 2018, 57% of SMEs in Northern Ireland were planning to grow, with 7% 
planning to grow by more than 20% and 50% by up to 20%. This was higher 
than for SMEs overall where 50% planned to grow (15% by more than 20% 
and 35% by up to 20%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to grow had declined 
slightly each year from 49% in 2013 to 43% in 2016, before starting to increase 
again, to 49% for 2018 as a whole. Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland 48% 
were planning to grow in 2013 and that proportion declined somewhat to 36% 
in 2016 but increased to 55% for both 2017 and 2018 as a whole.  

In Q4 2018, 34% of all SMEs were planning one or more activities linked to 
growth, including 17% planning to take on more staff and 15% planning to 
develop a new product or service. SMEs in Northern Ireland were more likely 
to be planning any such activity (47%), with 25% planning to take on more 
staff and 16% planning to develop a new product or service. 

Key obstacle to 
running the 
business 

In Q4 2018 there were three main obstacles to running the business for SMEs 
overall: Political uncertainty / government policy (24%), the current economic 
climate (22%) and legislation, regulation and red tape (22%). SMEs in 
Northern Ireland were somewhat less likely to see political uncertainty as a 
barrier (20%), as likely to see the economic climate as a barrier (19%) and 
somewhat more likely to see legislation as a barrier (28%).  

50% of SMEs overall did not rate any of the factors tested as a major obstacle 
and this was as likely to be the case for those in Northern Ireland (51%). 

On an annual basis over time, the proportion of all SMEs citing the economic 
climate as a barrier declined from 34% in 2012 to 13% in 2015 but is now 
somewhat higher (17% for 2018). In Northern Ireland the proportion fell from 
37% in 2012 to 15% in 2016, and has remained broadly stable since (14% for 
2018 as a whole). 

The proportion of SMEs overall rating legislation as a major barrier reduced 
slightly between 2012 and 2016 (13% to 10%) but is also now somewhat 
higher (19%). Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, the proportion rating 
legislation a major barrier declined slightly from 15% in 2012 to 9% in 2016, 
then increased to 21% in 2017 before returning to 15% for 2018 as a whole.  

Political uncertainty has only been measured since 2015. It was stable for the 
first 2 years (both 10%) before increasing to 14% for 2017 and again to 19% 
for 2018. Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, 10% cited political uncertainty 
as a barrier in 2015 and 2016, increasing to 15% in 2017 and 14% for 2018 as 
a whole.  
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Future happy non-
seekers of finance 
(FHNS) 

In Q4 2018, most SMEs in Northern Ireland, 81%, met the definition of a 
Future happy non-seeker of finance, slightly higher than for the market 
overall (78%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of FHNS overall increased from 63% in 
2012 to 78% in 2017 and 77% in 2018. There was also a marked increase in 
FHNS amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland (59% in 2012 to 81% in 2018). 

Across all SMEs in 2018, 61% were neither using external finance nor had any 
plans to apply for any. SMEs in Northern Ireland were less likely to be in this 
group (40%). 

Future would-be 
seekers of finance 
(FWBS) 

In Q4 2018, 12% of SMEs in Northern Ireland met the definition of a Future 
would-be seeker of finance, in line with the market overall (12%). None had 
an immediate need for finance identified (v 1% overall). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of Future would-be seekers overall 
declined over time from 23% in 2012 to 10% for 2017, then was slightly 
higher for 2018 as a whole (13%). Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland the 
proportion of FWBS declined from 27% in 2012 to 11% in 2016 but has 
increased slightly since (14% in 2018). 

Barriers for Future 
would-be seekers 

In 2018, over half of all Future would-be seekers (57%) gave a reluctance to 
borrow in the current climate as their main reason for not seeking finance. 
20% cited the process of borrowing and 13% felt discouraged (almost all of it 
indirect where the SME assumes the bank will say no and so doesn’t apply). 

A reluctance to borrow in the current climate was one of two main reasons 
given by FWBS in Northern Ireland (37%) with 41% having felt discouraged 
(almost all of it indirect) and 11% citing the process of borrowing.  

Plans to 
apply/renew in 
next 3 months 

In Q4 2018, 6% of SMEs in Northern Ireland planned to apply for a new/renewed 
facility in the 3 months after interview, somewhat lower than for the market 
overall (10%). 

On an annual basis, the proportion of all SMEs planning to apply has declined 
slowly over time (from 14% in 2012 to 10% in 2018). Amongst those in 
Northern Ireland, appetite for finance was stable 2012 to 2017 (14-17% with 
the exception of 2016 at 21%) but was somewhat lower for 2018 at 6%. 

Confidence any 
application would 
succeed 

All SMEs, irrespective of their future plans, were asked how confident they would 
be of their bank agreeing to a future application for finance. For 2018 as a whole, 
58% were confident, with SMEs in Northern Ireland slightly more confident 
(63%). 

Overall, the most confident of success were the Future happy non-seekers who 
had no plans to apply (60%), followed by those planning to apply (54%). The 
Future would-be seekers were the least confident of success (46%). 

Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, levels of confidence were somewhat higher 
for FHNS (66% v 60% overall) and those planning to apply (60% v 54% overall) 
and in line for FWBS (46% v 46% overall). 

Continued 
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Awareness of 
initiatives 

After prompting, two thirds of SMEs in Q4 2018 (68%) were aware of any of 
the finance initiatives tested with awareness highest for Funding Circle (43%), 
Start-up Loans (39%), the Business Growth Fund (22%) and the British 
Business Bank (22%).  

SMEs in Northern Ireland were somewhat less likely to be aware of any of 
these initiatives (62% v 68% overall) and particularly of Funding Circle (34% v 
43% overall) and Start-up Loans (35% v 39% overall). 

Crowd funding 44% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) were aware of crowd funding in 2018. 
Such SMEs in Northern Ireland were broadly as likely to be aware (41%). 

This included 12% of all SMEs (excluding the PNBs) who were both aware of 
crowd funding and would consider using it in future. SMEs in Northern Ireland 
were as likely to be in this group (11%). 

Over time awareness of crowd funding amongst all SMEs (excluding PNBs) 
increased from 27% in 2014 to 44% in 2016, and has been broadly stable 
since. Amongst SMEs in Northern Ireland, awareness also increased between 
2014 and 2016 (17% to 38%) and has been stable since (41% in 2018).  

Equity finance SMEs that are companies were asked about their view of equity finance. 3% 
were using it or planning to use it in the near future (5% for such SMEs in 
Northern Ireland). 

A fifth of all companies (18%) said they did not think it was a suitable form of 
finance for them (15% in Northern Ireland), while 11% were reluctant to give 
up control of the business (8% in Northern Ireland).  

The largest group, 66% of SMEs overall, said it was a form of finance they did 
not know much about and this was slightly more likely to be the case for 
those in Northern Ireland (70%).  

 

Once business demographics had been taken into account, SMEs in Northern Ireland in 2018 
were significantly less likely to see any barriers to their business and also less likely to be aware 
of any of the finance initiatives tested. They were less likely to cite any barriers to use of equity 
finance.  

These differences are unlikely to be due to them being in Northern Ireland per se, and instead 
will be a reflection of other factors about the business. 
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1. CONTEXT (TABLES 1A-1M) 

TABLE 1A SECTOR 
 
Q1-4 2018 – Sector  

% of all 
SMEs England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Agriculture, Hunting and Forestry; 
Fishing 

3% 3% 4% 6% 3% 

Manufacturing 5% 6% 5% 4% 4% 

Construction 19% 20% 14% 18% 9% 

Wholesale and Retail Trade; Repairs 10% 11% 10% 10% 5% 

Hotels and Restaurants 4% 3% 7% 7% 5% 

Transport, Storage and Communication 12% 12% 15% 10% 15% 

Real Estate, Renting and Business 
Activities 

27% 27% 26% 18% 20% 

Health and Social work 7% 7% 5% 13% 23% 

Other Community, Social and Personal 
Service Activities 

12% 11% 14% 14% 15% 
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TABLE 1A (CONT.) SECTOR 
 
2018 – English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Agriculture, Hunting and 
Forestry; Fishing 

3% 3% 3% 4% 2% 3% 5% 1% 3% 

Manufacturing 5% 6% 6% 6% 6% 7% 5% 4% 6% 

Construction 18% 17% 16% 17% 24% 20% 20% 18% 24% 

Wholesale and Retail Trade; 
Repairs 

14% 14% 13% 14% 11% 11% 10% 8% 8% 

Hotels and Restaurants 5% 4% 4% 4% 3% 3% 5% 2% 3% 

Transport, Storage and 
Communication 

11% 13% 11% 15% 15% 11% 12% 10% 12% 

Real Estate, Renting and 
Business Activities 

18% 22% 26% 24% 22% 26% 29% 33% 29% 

Health and Social work 12% 11% 9% 5% 7% 6% 5% 8% 5% 

Other Community, Social 
and Personal Service 
Activities 

15% 10% 12% 12% 10% 13% 9% 15% 9% 
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TABLE 1B NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

0 employees 75% 75% 74% 73% 76% 

1-9 employees 20% 20% 21% 22% 19% 

10-49 employees 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 

50-249 employees 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Q7 All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

0 employees 74% 74% 74% 75% 75% 74% 74% 76% 75% 

1-9 employees 21% 21% 21% 20% 20% 21% 21% 19% 20% 

10-49 employees 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 

50-249 employees 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Q7 All SMEs 
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TABLE 1C AGE OF BUSINESS 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Starts (<2 yrs) 20% 19% 21% 22% 36% 

2-5 yrs 15% 16% 13% 12% 18% 

6-9 yrs 14% 14% 15% 13% 14% 

10-15 yrs 15% 15% 12% 17% 10% 

15 yrs + 36% 36% 39% 36% 22% 

Q13 All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Starts (<2 yrs) 32% 18% 20% 19% 21% 17% 15% 26% 14% 

2-5 yrs 10% 15% 16% 15% 15% 14% 18% 16% 16% 

6-9 yrs 15% 15% 12% 15% 16% 14% 11% 16% 13% 

10-15 yrs 13% 13% 16% 14% 13% 15% 17% 12% 18% 

15 yrs + 30% 38% 36% 37% 36% 41% 40% 30% 39% 

Q13 All SMEs 
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TABLE 1D EXTERNAL RISK RATING 
External risk ratings have been supplied for almost all completed interviews by D&B or Experian, the 
sample providers. Risk ratings are not available for around 15% of respondents, typically the smallest 
ones. D&B and Experian use slightly different risk rating scales, and so the Experian scale has been 
matched to the D&B scale as follows: 

 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 16,598 13,230 1401 1032 935 

Minimal 7% 7% 6% 8% 5% 

Low 16% 16% 14% 20% 15% 

Average 30% 29% 33% 33% 31% 

Worse than average 47% 48% 47% 39% 48% 

All SMEs where risk rating provided 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 880 1284 1498 1387 1209 1475 1468 1998 2031 

Minimal 7% 7% 7% 7% 12% 10% 7% 6% 5% 

Low 15% 19% 16% 15% 15% 18% 16% 14% 16% 

Average 32% 32% 27% 29% 30% 31% 31% 25% 32% 

Worse than 
average 

47% 42% 50% 49% 43% 41% 46% 56% 46% 

All SMEs where risk rating provided  

 
D&B Experian 

1 Minimal Very low/Minimum 

2 Low Low 

3 Average Below average 

4 Worse than average Above Average/High/Maximum/Serious Adverse Information  
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TABLE 1D EXTERNAL RISK RATING – OVER TIME 
 
All SMEs over time –  
External risk rating Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Minimal/Low      

2012 16% 16% 17% 15% 14% 

2013 16% 17% 18% 18% 20% 

2014 22% 21% 26% 26% 29% 

2015 25% 25% 23% 31% 17% 

2016 22% 22% 18% 23% 17% 

2017 21% 21% 22% 23% 21% 

2018 23% 23% 20% 28% 20% 

Average      

2012 31% 31% 31% 31% 31% 

2013 29% 29% 30% 33% 30% 

2014 32% 32% 33% 30% 40% 

2015 29% 28% 35% 22% 43% 

2016 29% 28% 33% 35% 39% 

2017 33% 33% 33% 35% 26% 

2018 30% 29% 33% 33% 31% 

Worse than average      

2012 53% 53% 52% 55% 56% 

2013 54% 55% 52% 50% 50% 

2014 45% 46% 41% 44% 32% 

2015 46% 47% 42% 47% 40% 

2016 49% 50% 48% 41% 43% 

2017 45% 45% 45% 42% 53% 

2018 47% 48% 47% 39% 48% 

All SMEs where risk rating provided  
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English regions –  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Minimal/Low          

2012 18% 18% 15% 14% 16% 15% 18% 16% 17% 

2013 15% 16% 12% 15% 15% 21% 19% 16% 15% 

2014 24% 19% 19% 23% 25% 26% 23% 20% 22% 

2015 29% 24% 24% 27% 27% 29% 23% 25% 23% 

2016 22% 19% 18% 23% 21% 26% 25% 22% 20% 

2017 17% 23% 19% 23% 23% 28% 23% 17% 22% 

2018 22% 26% 23% 22% 27% 28% 23% 20% 21% 

Average          

2012 30% 27% 28% 27% 33% 37% 33% 31% 33% 

2013 29% 30% 27% 27% 35% 34% 30% 30% 25% 

2014 32% 35% 30% 31% 33% 37% 31% 33% 30% 

2015 33% 29% 26% 26% 31% 33% 34% 22% 28% 

2016 33% 34% 24% 30% 31% 33% 28% 28% 24% 

2017 37% 32% 33% 29% 33% 38% 34% 33% 32% 

2018 32% 32% 27% 29% 30% 31% 31% 25% 32% 

Worse than 
average 

         

2012 52% 55% 57% 59% 51% 48% 50% 54% 50% 

2013 56% 55% 61% 59% 50% 45% 51% 54% 60% 

2014 44% 46% 51% 46% 42% 37% 46% 48% 49% 

2015 38% 47% 50% 46% 42% 37% 42% 53% 50% 

2016 45% 46% 58% 48% 47% 41% 47% 51% 55% 

2017 46% 44% 48% 48% 44% 34% 43% 49% 47% 

2018 47% 42% 50% 49% 43% 41% 46% 56% 46% 

All SMEs where risk rating provided  
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TABLE 1E GROWTH (EXCLUDING STARTS) 
All SMEs, excluding those who were Starts, were asked about the extent to which they had grown in 
the previous 12 months:  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs excluding Starts Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 15,573 12,429 1318 979 817 

Grown by 40% or more 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 

Grown by 20-40% 10% 10% 9% 10% 9% 

Grown by less than 20% 27% 27% 24% 24% 48% 

Grown (any) 39% 39% 35% 35% 58% 

Stayed the same size 44% 44% 46% 48% 36% 

Declined 17% 17% 18% 16% 7% 

Scale up (20%+ for 3 years) 6% 6% 8% 6% 5% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excl Starts and DK 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

805 1224 1377 1312 1123 1383 1424 1846 1965 

Grown by 40% or 
more 

2% 2% 2% 3% 2% 2% 1% 3% 2% 

Grown by 20-
40% 

8% 8% 10% 10% 9% 10% 13% 9% 11% 

Grown by less 
than 20% 

26% 26% 30% 29% 24% 26% 27% 26% 27% 

Grown (any) 36% 36% 42% 42% 35% 38% 41% 38% 40% 

Stayed the  
same size 

49% 47% 44% 44% 48% 47% 42% 43% 41% 

Declined 15% 16% 14% 15% 17% 15% 17% 19% 18% 

Scale up (20%+ 
for 3yrs) 

6% 6% 5% 7% 5% 5% 5% 5% 7% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excl Starts and DK   
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Analysis over time:  

 
All SMEs over time 
Grown (excluding Starts and DK) Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2013 40% 40% 38% 41% 33% 

2014 42% 42% 37% 37% 42% 

2015 39% 39% 37% 43% 34% 

2016 40% 40% 42% 43% 34% 

2017 42% 42% 41% 34% 48% 

2018 39% 39% 35% 35% 58% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excl Starts and DK 

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2013 41% 36% 38% 43% 36% 38% 39% 43% 41% 

2014 38% 45% 42% 40% 42% 40% 42% 44% 43% 

2015 39% 43% 42% 37% 40% 43% 40% 35% 39% 

2016 35% 42% 41% 35% 42% 40% 44% 37% 41% 

2017 39% 40% 43% 41% 43% 38% 45% 40% 45% 

2018 36% 36% 42% 42% 35% 38% 41% 38% 40% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excluding Starts and DK 
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All SMEs over time 
Declined (excluding Starts and DK) Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2013 19% 19% 17% 12% 25% 

2014 14% 14% 15% 18% 14% 

2015 12% 12% 16% 13% 13% 

2016 10% 10% 12% 8% 8% 

2017 11% 12% 11% 10% 6% 

2018 17% 17% 18% 16% 7% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excl Starts and DK 

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2013 16% 23% 17% 17% 19% 20% 17% 21% 20% 

2014 16% 11% 16% 14% 11% 15% 12% 16% 12% 

2015 10% 9% 11% 12% 11% 10% 12% 15% 12% 

2016 11% 9% 10% 11% 11% 8% 10% 12% 11% 

2017 12% 12% 12% 10% 12% 10% 9% 12% 13% 

2018 15% 16% 14% 15% 17% 15% 17% 19% 18% 

Q81 (245a) All SMEs excluding Starts and DK 
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TABLE 1F DESCRIPTION OF GROWTH IN PAST 3 YEARS (EXCLUDING STARTS) 
All SMEs, excluding those who were Starts, were asked about how they had grown in the previous 3 
years:  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs excluding Starts Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 16,187 12,975 1369 1011 832 

Developed significantly 26% 26% 25% 26% 29% 

Still recognisably the same 63% 63% 68% 64% 63% 

Retrenched to core business  10% 11% 7% 10% 8% 

Q88 All SMEs excl Starts  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

836 1267 1430 1364 1168 1452 1476 1940 2042 

Developed  28% 30% 29% 26% 32% 23% 28% 25% 24% 

The same 62% 61% 62% 65% 59% 66% 61% 63% 65% 

Retrenched 10% 9% 9% 9% 9% 11% 11% 12% 11% 

Q88 All SMEs excl Starts  
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TABLE 1G PROFITABILITY 
SMEs reported on whether they made a profit or loss in their last 12 month trading period and the 
extent to which improving their profit margin was a key priority (new for 2018): 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Made a profit 70% 69% 71% 74% 79% 

Broke even 11% 11% 12% 10% 9% 

Made a loss 8% 8% 7% 6% 4% 

Dk/refused 11% 11% 11% 10% 9% 

Profit excl DK 78% 78% 79% 82% 87% 

Improving profit margins a key priority 30% 29% 29% 33% 31% 

Q115 (Q241) and Q84 All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions  N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Made a profit 71% 67% 70% 68% 72% 71% 73% 64% 71% 

Broke even 10% 14% 11% 12% 11% 10% 11% 11% 11% 

Made a loss 9% 8% 8% 8% 7% 8% 7% 11% 8% 

Dk/refused 10% 11% 11% 12% 10% 10% 10% 14% 9% 

Profit excl DK 79% 75% 79% 77% 80% 79% 80% 74% 79% 

Improving profit 
margins a key 
priority 

30% 30% 27% 30% 29% 28% 31% 33% 26% 

Q115 (Q241) and Q84 All SMEs  
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Analysis over time: 

 
All SMEs over time 
Profitability (excluding DK) Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2012 69% 69% 69% 70% 62% 

2013 70% 71% 69% 71% 62% 

2014 77% 77% 74% 74% 74% 

2015 80% 80% 80% 79% 75% 

2016 80% 80% 84% 82% 78% 

2017 82% 83% 78% 78% 79% 

2018 78% 78% 79% 82% 87% 

Q115 (Q241) All SMEs excluding DK 

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2012 64% 70% 68% 71% 73% 70% 72% 66% 68% 

2013 68% 71% 73% 69% 70% 77% 71% 69% 70% 

2014 77% 80% 76% 79% 82% 79% 78% 72% 78% 

2015 85% 80% 84% 77% 83% 81% 82% 76% 80% 

2016 80% 79% 83% 82% 81% 82% 79% 75% 81% 

2017 85% 83% 84% 84% 83% 86% 86% 78% 81% 

2018 79% 75% 79% 77% 80% 79% 80% 74% 79% 

Q115 (Q241) All SMEs excluding DK 
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TABLE 1H CREDIT BALANCES TYPICALLY HELD – SUMMARY 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern  
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 9494 7588 792 575 539 

None 4% 4% 3% 4% 2% 

Less than £5,000 55% 55% 57% 58% 56% 

£5-9.9k 18% 17% 21% 20% 23% 

£10,000 or more 23% 23% 19% 18% 19% 

Credit balances as % of turnover 
(average) 

24% 23% 26% 26% 22% 

£10k+ reduces need for finance (all 
SMEs) 

10% 10% 9% 7% 7% 

Q117 (Q244) All SMEs excluding DK/refused  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 509 741 864 807 673 840 860 1150 1144 

None 1% 8% 8% 6% 3% 3% 5% 3% 3% 

Less than £5,000 66% 52% 55% 53% 53% 56% 57% 57% 52% 

£5-9.9k 13% 14% 17% 17% 19% 17% 15% 18% 22% 

£10,000 or more 20% 26% 20% 25% 26% 24% 24% 22% 23% 

Credit balances as 
% of turnover 
(average) 

34% 20% 23% 23% 29% 25% 23% 22% 23% 

£10k+ reduces need 
for finance (all 
SMEs) 

10% 12% 10% 12% 10% 11% 13% 9% 10% 

Q117 (Q244) All SMEs excluding DK/refused  
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Analysis over time: 

 
All SMEs over time 
Credit balances £10k+ (excluding DK) Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2012 16% 16% 17% 13% 16% 

2013 17% 17% 17% 16% 15% 

2014 20% 20% 23% 21% 20% 

2015 24% 24% 23% 24% 18% 

2016 22% 22% 20% 21% 17% 

2017 25% 26% 23% 21% 23% 

2018 23% 23% 19% 18% 19% 

Q117 (Q244) All SMEs excluding DK 

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2012 15% 15% 15% 16% 13% 17% 17% 18% 15% 

2013 15% 16% 15% 16% 16% 17% 18% 20% 15% 

2014 19% 19% 20% 19% 20% 18% 18% 23% 21% 

2015 25% 21% 22% 24% 23% 21% 24% 30% 23% 

2016 25% 21% 18% 23% 20% 20% 23% 23% 25% 

2017 23% 30% 25% 25% 26% 25% 25% 28% 23% 

2018 20% 26% 20% 25% 26% 24% 24% 22% 23% 

Q117 (Q244) All SMEs excluding DK 

  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

179 

TABLE 1I AGE OF OWNER / MANAGING PARTNER 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 16,667 13,265 1416 1044 942 

18-30 years old 4% 4% 5% 4% 7% 

31-50 years old 45% 45% 42% 47% 60% 

51-65 years old 39% 39% 42% 38% 27% 

66+ years old 11% 12% 11% 12% 6% 

Q127 (Q248) All SMEs excluding DK  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 901 1308 1483 1375 1210 1483 1501 1996 2008 

18-30 years old 5% 2% 4% 3% 4% 5% 4% 6% 4% 

31-50 years old 49% 48% 44% 44% 45% 43% 41% 52% 39% 

51-65 years old 38% 40% 41% 39% 40% 39% 44% 33% 42% 

66+ years old 8% 11% 11% 13% 10% 13% 11% 9% 15% 

Q127 (Q248) All SMEs excluding DK  
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TABLE 1J FINANCIAL DECISION MAKER HAS FINANCIAL QUALIFICATION AND/OR 
TRAINING 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 17,157 13,659 1448 1081 969 

Yes 25% 25% 23% 22% 29% 

No 75% 75% 77% 78% 71% 

Q129 (Q251) All SMEs excluding DK  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

929 1339 1515 1424 1231 1537 1534 2070 2080 

Yes 22% 22% 25% 28% 19% 27% 22% 31% 24% 

No 78% 78% 75% 72% 81% 73% 78% 69% 76% 

Q129 (Q251) All SMEs excluding DK  
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TABLE 1K BUSINESS FORMALITY 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Planning (any) 56% 55% 60% 57% 65% 

Produce regular management accounts 41% 41% 42% 38% 36% 

Have a formal written business plan 29% 28% 34% 33% 42% 

International (any) 15% 15% 13% 13% 10% 

Export goods or services 9% 10% 7% 7% 6% 

Import goods or services 10% 10% 9% 9% 6% 

Innovate (any) 33% 33% 34% 28% 28% 

Develop new product or service 15% 15% 18% 12% 11% 

Significantly improve aspect of business 28% 28% 30% 25% 25% 

Have a business mentor 10% 10% 11% 8% 6% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs 

 

 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs with employees Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 14,400 11,489 1221 895 795 

Overseas staff (any) 16% 16% 14% 13% 20% 

Non-British EU staff 14% 15% 13% 13% 20% 

Other overseas staff 5% 5% 4% 3% 5% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs 
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2018 All SMEs  
– English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Planning (any) 58% 59% 52% 60% 55% 56% 54% 58% 50% 

Produce regular 
management accounts 

40% 43% 37% 45% 37% 43% 42% 42% 38% 

Have a formal written 
business plan 

34% 31% 28% 29% 28% 25% 26% 32% 24% 

International (any) 8% 10% 13% 14% 13% 17% 14% 20% 14% 

Export goods or services 4% 5% 8% 8% 7% 11% 9% 14% 10% 

Import goods or services 6% 8% 9% 11% 9% 11% 10% 13% 9% 

Innovate (any) 33% 27% 30% 34% 33% 34% 38% 33% 32% 

Develop new product 
or service 

14% 14% 13% 14% 16% 16% 15% 17% 14% 

Significantly improve 
aspect  

29% 23% 26% 29% 29% 30% 34% 28% 28% 

Have a business 
mentor 

10% 10% 10% 9% 10% 9% 10% 13% 9% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs 

 

 
2018 All employers  
– English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 767 1126 1277 1202 1040 1280 1272 1767 1758 

Overseas staff (any) 12% 12% 13% 14% 11% 16% 12% 26% 15% 

Non-British EU staff 10% 11% 12% 14% 10% 15% 11% 24% 13% 

Other overseas staff 4% 2% 2% 5% 3% 3% 3% 10% 5% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs 
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Analysis over time: 

 
All SMEs over time –  
Planning, International and Innovation Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Planning (any):      

2012 55% 55% 57% 56% 60% 

2013 55% 54% 59% 60% 56% 

2014 54% 54% 59% 54% 56% 

2015 54% 53% 56% 57% 56% 

2016 55% 55% 55% 55% 56% 

2017 57% 57% 60% 54% 64% 

2018 56% 55% 60% 57% 65% 

International (any):      

2012 10% 10% 9% 6% 16% 

2013 13% 13% 13% 11% 20% 

2014 16% 16% 13% 13% 20% 

2015 17% 18% 12% 12% 18% 

2016 14% 14% 12% 11% 13% 

2017 16% 16% 16% 13% 14% 

2018 15% 15% 13% 13% 10% 

Innovation (any):      

2012 40% 40% 38% 41% 38% 

2013 38% 38% 38% 40% 41% 

2014 37% 37% 37% 36% 39% 

2015 37% 37% 33% 39% 37% 

2016 36% 37% 32% 33% 37% 

2017 34% 34% 33% 31% 30% 

2018 33% 33% 34% 28% 28% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs  
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English regions –  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Planning (any):          

2012 61% 50% 56% 59% 54% 56% 54% 53% 54% 

2013 59% 56% 54% 56% 54% 52% 48% 56% 52% 

2014 58% 57% 57% 53% 57% 54% 50% 54% 51% 

2015 49% 53% 55% 52% 54% 53% 52% 54% 54% 

2016 59% 56% 56% 53% 58% 54% 50% 57% 54% 

2017 60% 54% 57% 56% 59% 58% 53% 57% 57% 

2018 58% 59% 52% 60% 55% 56% 54% 58% 50% 

International (any):          

2012 8% 11% 12% 8% 8% 10% 8% 12% 11% 

2013 10% 11% 11% 12% 13% 14% 10% 17% 13% 

2014 13% 13% 14% 15% 13% 13% 18% 22% 15% 

2015 13% 15% 19% 15% 19% 15% 19% 20% 18% 

2016 12% 13% 12% 14% 17% 13% 13% 17% 13% 

2017 11% 12% 15% 14% 17% 15% 14% 21% 17% 

2018 8% 10% 13% 14% 13% 17% 14% 20% 14% 

Innovation (any):          

2012 34% 40% 39% 40% 40% 40% 41% 40% 40% 

2013 36% 40% 37% 37% 35% 38% 36% 41% 37% 

2014 34% 35% 42% 35% 37% 36% 39% 38% 36% 

2015 34% 38% 40% 35% 38% 31% 38% 36% 41% 

2016 37% 35% 36% 36% 39% 35% 40% 38% 36% 

2017 36% 29% 34% 32% 35% 35% 35% 38% 33% 

2018 33% 27% 30% 34% 33% 34% 38% 33% 32% 

Q84 (Q223) All SMEs  
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TABLE 1L MAIN BUSINESS ACCOUNT – BUSINESS OR PERSONAL 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 17,910 14,289 1512 1113 996 

Personal account 14% 14% 13% 13% 13% 

Business account 86% 86% 87% 87% 87% 

Q24 All SMEs excluding DK  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 955 1389 1596 1491 1295 1591 1594 2189 2189 

Personal account 12% 9% 11% 13% 12% 11% 15% 16% 17% 

Business account 88% 91% 89% 87% 88% 89% 85% 84% 83% 

Q24 All SMEs excluding DK  
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TABLE 1M TRUST IN MAIN BANK AND BANKING INDUSTRY 
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Trust in main bank:      

High (8-10) 55% 55% 55% 53% 51% 

Medium (5-7) 37% 37% 33% 38% 42% 

Low (1-4) 9% 8% 12% 9% 7% 

Trust in banking industry:      

High (8-10) 25% 25% 21% 21% 26% 

Medium (5-7) 53% 53% 51% 61% 60% 

Low (1-4) 22% 22% 28% 17% 14% 

Q24b/c All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Main bank:          

High (8-10) 52% 53% 57% 55% 61% 55% 57% 52% 54% 

Medium (5-7) 42% 39% 33% 38% 32% 36% 35% 40% 37% 

Low (1-4) 6% 9% 10% 7% 7% 9% 8% 8% 9% 

Banking 
industry: 

         

High (8-10) 23% 25% 24% 25% 26% 25% 26% 26% 25% 

Medium (5-7) 57% 56% 52% 54% 55% 53% 53% 51% 52% 

Low (1-4) 20% 19% 24% 21% 19% 22% 21% 23% 23% 

Q24b/c All SMEs  
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2. FINANCIAL MATTERS (TABLES 2A-2L) 

TABLE 2A USE OF EXTERNAL FINANCE IN LAST 5 YEARS 
SMEs are asked if they are using any of a series of forms of finance, including loans, overdrafts and 
credit cards as well as other forms such as invoice finance and asset finance. If they have not used any 
of the forms of finance listed, they are asked whether they have used any of the list of forms of finance 
in the previous 5 years. 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Use now 36% 36% 39% 44% 59% 

Used in past but not now 3% 2% 5% 3% 2% 

Not used at all 61% 62% 56% 53% 40% 

Q14/15 All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Use now 42% 34% 39% 34% 39% 34% 34% 37% 32% 

Used in past but 
not now 

2% 3% 1% 2% 2% 2% 3% 2% 3% 

Not used at all 56% 63% 60% 64% 59% 64% 63% 61% 65% 

Q14/15 All SMEs  

 

Use of finance over time is shown after Table 2b 
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TABLE 2B CURRENT USE OF ‘CORE’ AND OTHER FORMS OF FINANCE  
 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Use any ‘core’ product: 32% 31% 31% 40% 53% 

 Bank overdraft 19% 18% 18% 25% 34% 

 Bank loan / mortgage 9% 8% 8% 15% 21% 

 Credit cards 14% 14% 14% 14% 23% 

Use non-core form of finance 12% 11% 16% 12% 22% 

Use any 36% 36% 39% 44% 59% 

Q14/15 All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Use ‘core’ 
product: 

37% 31% 34% 30% 35% 28% 29% 33% 27% 

 Bank overdraft 25% 19% 20% 19% 17% 18% 15% 20% 16% 

 Bank loan/ 
mortgage 

12% 10% 10% 7% 11% 7% 9% 8% 7% 

 Credit cards 17% 12% 15% 12% 17% 11% 13% 17% 12% 

Use non-core 
form of finance 

13% 10% 12% 11% 10% 13% 12% 11% 11% 

Use any 42% 34% 39% 34% 39% 34% 34% 37% 32% 

Q14/15 All SMEs  
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Use of external finance over time: 

 
All SMEs over time –  
Use of external finance Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Use any external finance:      

2012 44% 44% 43% 44% 47% 

2013 41% 40% 41% 41% 52% 

2014 37% 36% 37% 40% 43% 

2015 37% 37% 39% 38% 39% 

2016 37% 37% 36% 41% 50% 

2017 38% 38% 39% 38% 51% 

2018* 36% 36% 39% 44% 59% 

Core finance:      

2012 36% 36% 35% 36% 39% 

2013 32% 32% 32% 34% 44% 

2014 29% 29% 30% 31% 35% 

2015 30% 29% 30% 32% 32% 

2016 30% 30% 30% 35% 45% 

2017 31% 30% 29% 31% 46% 

2018* 32% 31% 31% 40% 53% 

Other forms of finance:      

2012 18% 17% 18% 19% 20% 

2013 18% 17% 21% 16% 20% 

2014 17% 16% 18% 18% 19% 

2015 17% 17% 19% 16% 14% 

2016 16% 16% 16% 17% 20% 

2017 18% 17% 22% 16% 21% 

2018* 12% 11% 16% 12% 22% 

Q14/15 All SMEs *definition change 
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English regions –  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Use any finance:          

2012 40% 48% 43% 44% 44% 44% 41% 44% 44% 

2013 42% 35% 40% 39% 40% 41% 44% 42% 39% 

2014 42% 37% 34% 36% 37% 32% 38% 38% 36% 

2015 40% 34% 39% 36% 35% 32% 40% 37% 39% 

2016 34% 33% 35% 38% 38% 35% 44% 37% 35% 

2017 37% 40% 37% 37% 40% 40% 40% 36% 36% 

2018* 42% 34% 39% 34% 39% 34% 34% 37% 32% 

Core finance:          

2012 31% 39% 33% 37% 35% 37% 35% 35% 37% 

2013 31% 27% 28% 30% 33% 34% 38% 32% 30% 

2014 33% 29% 29% 27% 28% 26% 29% 30% 28% 

2015 32% 26% 32% 27% 30% 27% 31% 29% 30% 

2016 27% 26% 27% 32% 31% 30% 36% 31% 28% 

2017 32% 33% 28% 29% 33% 33% 33% 28% 29% 

2018* 37% 31% 34% 30% 35% 28% 29% 33% 27% 

Other forms  
of finance: 

         

2012 18% 19% 17% 16% 17% 18% 17% 18% 17% 

2013 19% 15% 19% 17% 17% 16% 18% 17% 18% 

2014 21% 17% 14% 17% 20% 13% 17% 17% 16% 

2015 17% 16% 18% 16% 15% 13% 18% 17% 18% 

2016 14% 15% 18% 15% 18% 12% 18% 17% 17% 

2017 16% 19% 18% 18% 17% 18% 17% 17% 16% 

2018* 13% 10% 12% 11% 10% 13% 12% 11% 11% 

Q14/15 All SMEs *definition change 
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TABLE 2C THE PERMANENT NON-BORROWER  
Data from the report allows for identification of those SMEs who seem firmly dis-inclined to borrow, 
because they meet all of the following conditions:  

• Are not currently using external finance  

• Have not used external finance in the past 5 years  

• Have had no borrowing events in the previous 12 months 

• Said that they had had no desire to borrow in the previous 12 months 

• Reported no inclination to borrow in the next 3 months. 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Yes 48% 49% 44% 43% 30% 

No 52% 51% 56% 57% 70% 

All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Yes 43% 52% 47% 50% 48% 52% 50% 45% 50% 

No 57% 48% 53% 50% 52% 48% 50% 55% 50% 

All SMEs  
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SMEs meeting the definition of a PNB over time: 

 
All SMEs over time 
Permanent non-borrowers Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2012 34% 34% 34% 33% 32% 

2013 40% 40% 37% 37% 27% 

2014 43% 44% 43% 36% 37% 

2015 47% 47% 46% 46% 45% 

2016 47% 47% 49% 45% 38% 

2017 47% 47% 46% 45% 37% 

2018 48% 49% 44% 43% 30% 

All SMEs  

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2012 34% 32% 32% 32% 35% 35% 38% 33% 35% 

2013 36% 44% 37% 43% 42% 40% 37% 38% 44% 

2014 40% 45% 47% 47% 46% 46% 40% 42% 44% 

2015 46% 48% 44% 48% 48% 52% 45% 46% 45% 

2016 47% 49% 48% 46% 46% 50% 42% 46% 48% 

2017 54% 46% 47% 48% 47% 48% 46% 45% 48% 

2018 43% 52% 47% 50% 48% 52% 50% 45% 50% 

All SMEs  
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TABLE 2D INJECTION OF PERSONAL FUNDS IN PREVIOUS 12 MONTHS 
From Q3 2012, SMEs were asked whether personal funds had been injected into the business in the 
previous 12 months, by the owner or any director, and whether this was something they had chosen to 
do or felt that they had to do. 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Injected funds – chose to do 16% 15% 18% 15% 12% 

Injected funds – had no choice 13% 13% 11% 13% 6% 

Not something you have done 72% 72% 71% 72% 82% 

Q15d All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Injected funds – 
chose to do 

18% 11% 15% 21% 15% 16% 15% 18% 14% 

Injected funds – 
had no choice 

14% 14% 13% 14% 9% 11% 12% 15% 13% 

Not something 
you have done 

68% 75% 72% 66% 76% 73% 74% 68% 74% 

Q15d All SMEs 
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Injections of personal funds over time:  

 
All SMEs over time –  
Any personal funds injected Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2012 42% 43% 45% 47% 39% 

2013 39% 38% 39% 38% 40% 

2014 29% 29% 28% 29% 30% 

2015 28% 28% 23% 29% 26% 

2016 28% 28% 24% 24% 24% 

2017 29% 29% 29% 28% 27% 

2018 28% 28% 29% 28% 18% 

Q15d All SMEs  

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2012 43% 42% 43% 40% 43% 39% 46% 44% 43% 

2013 39% 37% 40% 41% 39% 37% 37% 36% 39% 

2014 33% 30% 30% 26% 28% 26% 30% 31% 30% 

2015 25% 29% 32% 27% 28% 24% 28% 27% 29% 

2016 24% 27% 26% 28% 30% 21% 32% 33% 27% 

2017 26% 27% 29% 31% 26% 26% 27% 35% 30% 

2018 32% 25% 28% 34% 24% 27% 26% 32% 26% 

Q15d All SMEs  
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TABLE 2E IMPACT OF TRADE CREDIT  
SMEs were asked whether they received trade credit from their suppliers and whether this reduced 
their need for other external finance:  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Receive Trade Credit 34% 34% 38% 34% 35% 

Reduces need for finance 23% 22% 27% 22% 27% 

No trade credit 66% 66% 62% 66% 65% 

Q14y All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Receive Trade 
Credit 

32% 36% 38% 35% 37% 37% 33% 30% 32% 

Reduces need for 
finance 

22% 26% 23% 24% 23% 26% 22% 20% 20% 

No trade credit 68% 64% 62% 65% 63% 63% 67% 70% 68% 

Q14y All SMEs 

 

  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

196 

TABLE 2F IMPACT OF TRADE CREDIT AND CREDIT BALANCES 
The table below shows the proportion of all SMEs who reported that their need for external finance was 
reduced either by trade credit and/or by holding £10,000 or more in credit balances:  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Yes 29% 29% 32% 27% 31% 

No  71% 71% 68% 73% 69% 

Q14y/Q117 All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Yes 29% 33% 30% 31% 30% 34% 31% 25% 28% 

No  71% 67% 70% 69% 70% 66% 69% 75% 72% 

Q14y/Q117 All SMEs 
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Trade credit and/or £10k of credit balances reducing need for finance over time:  

 
All SMEs over time –  
Reducing need for external finance Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2017 33% 33% 32% 34% 34% 

2018 29% 29% 32% 27% 31% 

Q14y/Q117 All SMEs 

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2017 35% 39% 33% 38% 35% 29% 32% 31% 32% 

2018 29% 33% 30% 31% 30% 34% 31% 25% 28% 

Q14y/Q117 All SMEs 
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TABLE 2G BUSINESS FUNDING  
It is now possible to provide a broader definition of “business funding” which includes any SME that 
uses external finance, and/or has injected personal funds and/or receives trade credit from suppliers: 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

External finance 36% 36% 39% 44% 59% 

Business funding 66% 65% 69% 70% 76% 

All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

External finance 42% 34% 39% 34% 39% 34% 34% 37% 32% 

Business funding 70% 65% 66% 68% 67% 63% 63% 66% 62% 

All SMEs 
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TABLE 2H ATTITUDES TO EXTERNAL FINANCE IN THE BUSINESS  
Since Q3 2014 a range of questions have been added to provide a better understanding of attitudes to 
external finance. SMEs were asked to what extent they agreed with each of a number of attitudinal 
statements (shown in full below) and the proportions agreeing (strongly or slightly) are shown below: 

• As a business we are happy to use external finance to help the business grow and develop  

• Our current plans for the business are based entirely on what we can afford to fund ourselves  

• We never think about whether we could or should use more external finance in the business 

• We will accept a slower growth rate that we fund ourselves rather than borrowing to grow faster. 

• A further increase in the cost of credit would make us less likely to apply for new external 
finance 

• As a business we are prepared to take risks to become more successful 

• Because the future feels uncertain we are being very cautious with our plans for the business 

• My impression from what I see and hear is that it is quite difficult for businesses like ours to get 
external finance 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Plans based on what can afford 80% 80% 84% 78% 71% 

Accept slower rate of growth 72% 73% 74% 72% 61% 

Future feels uncertain so cautious 54% 53% 54% 58% 56% 

Increase in cost of credit no impact 51% 51% 51% 50% 55% 

Never think about using (more) finance 49% 50% 49% 44% 39% 

Prepared to take risks to succeed 43% 43% 45% 42% 45% 

Feel quite difficult to get finance 38% 38% 39% 40% 38% 

Willing to use finance to grow 32% 32% 34% 32% 34% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  
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2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Plans based on 
what can afford 

83% 79% 82% 81% 78% 80% 82% 76% 82% 

Accept slower rate 
of growth 

71% 76% 74% 74% 74% 75% 72% 67% 74% 

Future uncertain 
so cautious 

57% 55% 54% 54% 51% 54% 53% 56% 50% 

Increase in cost of 
credit no impact 

55% 48% 53% 50% 48% 51% 48% 56% 59% 

Never think about 
using (more) 
finance 

51% 47% 52% 50% 48% 48% 50% 48% 53% 

Prepared to take 
risks to succeed 

46% 39% 44% 45% 38% 41% 41% 49% 41% 

Feel quite difficult 
to get finance 

43% 39% 38% 39% 33% 38% 35% 43% 36% 

Wiling to use 
finance to grow 

29% 31% 33% 29% 30% 35% 31% 34% 31% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  
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Two new attitude statements were added in H2 2017 to better understand attitudes to growth and 
risk. These were:  

• We have a long term ambition to be a significantly bigger business 

• As a business we are prepared to take risks to become more successful 

 

The long term ambition question was rested in H1 2018 but included again in H2 2018. The percentage 
agreeing with each statement in H2 2018 is shown below, along with the proportion who agree with 
both statements, the “ambitious risk takers”: 

 
H2 2018 – All SMEs % agree Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 9002 7182 760 560 500 

Long term ambition to be bigger 39% 38% 44% 45% 49% 

Prepared to take risks to succeed 43% 43% 48% 43% 48% 

Ambitious risk takers 25% 24% 27% 27% 28% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  

 

 
H2 18 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 480 700 802 750 650 800 800 1100 1100 

Long term ambition 
to be bigger 

47% 44% 37% 36% 41% 28% 35% 49% 31% 

Prepared to take 
risks to succeed 

48% 37% 42% 46% 40% 38% 42% 50% 39% 

Ambitious risk 
takers 

31% 22% 24% 23% 21% 20% 23% 34% 20% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  
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Analysis of key attitude statements over time: 

 
All SMEs over time –  
Agree willing to use finance to grow Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

2015 45% 45% 43% 49% 59% 

2016 43% 43% 41% 42% 48% 

2017 34% 34% 35% 33% 42% 

2018 32% 32% 34% 32% 34% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  

 

 
English regions  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2015 43% 42% 47% 46% 49% 41% 42% 46% 44% 

2016 45% 39% 46% 41% 47% 40% 46% 42% 44% 

2017 33% 34% 34% 32% 30% 32% 37% 37% 31% 

2018 29% 31% 33% 29% 30% 35% 31% 34% 31% 

Q96 (Q238a5) All SMEs  
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TABLE 2I CURRENT AND POTENTIAL USE OF EXTERNAL FINANCE  
The table below shows the answers to the attitudinal statement “Happy to use external finance to help 
the business grow and develop”, analysed by whether the SME is currently using external finance: 

 
2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Using finance and happy to use in 
future 

16% 16% 19% 18% 24% 

Not using finance but happy to in 
future 

16% 17% 15% 14% 10% 

Using finance but not happy to in 
future 

20% 20% 20% 26% 34% 

Not using finance and not happy to in 
future 

47% 48% 46% 42% 32% 

Fingrow (Q96/Q15) All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Using and happy 
to 

15% 16% 16% 16% 15% 17% 17% 16% 14% 

Not using, happy 
to 

14% 15% 17% 13% 16% 18% 14% 18% 18% 

Using, not happy 
to 

28% 18% 23% 18% 24% 17% 18% 21% 18% 

Not using, not 
happy to 

44% 51% 44% 53% 46% 48% 51% 45% 50% 

Fingrow (Q96/Q15) All SMEs 
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TABLE 2J A NEED FOR FUNDING  
The new questionnaire starts by asking all SMEs whether they have had a need for (more) external 
funding in the past 12 months, whether they went on to apply for it or not. Those who applied for 
finance as a result of that need for funding are shown as having a Type 1 borrowing event in later 
tables 

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Yes, had need for funding 4% 4% 5% 3% 2% 

- Applied for that funding 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 

No need for funding 96% 96% 95% 97% 98% 

Q25 All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Had need 5% 4% 3% 4% 3% 4% 4% 7% 3% 

Applied  4% 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 4% 2% 

Not had need 95% 96% 97% 96% 97% 96% 96% 93% 97% 

Q25 All SMEs  
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TABLE 2K DETAIL OF BORROWING ‘EVENTS’ IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS 
As well as reporting any applications made as a result of a need for finance, SMEs reported on any 
other Type 1 (new application or renewal), as well as Type 2 (bank sought cancelation/renegotiation) 
and Type 3 (SME sought cancellation/reduction) borrowing events in the previous 12 months, or the 
automatic renewal of an overdraft.  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Type 1: New application/renewal 4% 4% 4% 4% 2% 

Applied re need for finance 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 

Other application/renewal 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 

Type 2/3: Cancel/renegotiate by bank 
or SME paying off early 

2% 2% 3% 2% 4% 

Auto renewal of overdraft 9% 9% 9% 10% 12% 

Any event 14% 14% 15% 14% 18% 

Pastevt All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Type 1: New 
application/ renewal 

5% 4% 4% 3% 3% 4% 4% 5% 4% 

Need for finance 4% 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 4% 2% 

Other application 2% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 2% 2% 2% 

Type 2/3 4% 2% 2% 3% 3% 2% 3% 2% 2% 

Auto renewal  
of overdraft 

11% 8% 11% 10% 8% 8% 8% 10% 7% 

Any event 19% 12% 15% 15% 13% 14% 13% 15% 12% 

Pastevt All SMEs  

  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

206 

TABLE 2L FINANCIAL BEHAVIOUR IN 12 MONTHS PRIOR TO INTERVIEW  
The tables below allocate all SMEs to one of three groups: 

• Had an event: those SMEs reporting any Type 1 (new application or renewal), Type 2 (bank 
sought cancelation/renegotiation), Type 3 (SME sought cancellation/reduction) borrowing event 
in the previous 12 months, or the automatic renewal of an overdraft. More detail was provided 
in the previous table  

• Would-be seekers: those SMEs that had not had a borrowing event, but said that they would 
have ideally liked to apply for funding in the previous 12 months  

• Happy non-seekers: those SMEs that had not had a borrowing event, and also said that they 
had not wanted to apply for any (further) funding in the previous 12 months  

 
Q1-4 2018 – All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Have had an event 14% 14% 15% 14% 18% 

Would-be seekers 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 

Happy non-seekers 83% 83% 84% 84% 82% 

Pastfin (Q115/209) All SMEs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Have had  
an event 

19% 12% 15% 15% 13% 14% 13% 15% 12% 

Would-be seekers 1% 1% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 3% 3% 

Happy non-
seekers 

81% 86% 83% 83% 85% 84% 86% 80% 84% 

Pastfin (Q115/209) All SMEs 
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Financial behaviour over time: 

 
All SMEs over time –  
Financial behaviour Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Had an event:      

2012 23% 23% 22% 23% 29% 

2013 17% 17% 17% 18% 25% 

2014 16% 16% 20% 18% 18% 

2015 17% 17% 18% 16% 18% 

2016 13% 13% 14% 15% 17% 

2017 15% 15% 16% 16% 15% 

2018 14% 14% 15% 14% 18% 

Would-be seeker:      

2012 10% 10% 10% 8% 10% 

2013 6% 6% 5% 7% 7% 

2014 5% 5% 4% 5% 3% 

2015 3% 3% 2% 4% 4% 

2016 2% 2% 3% 2% 3% 

2017 2% 2% 1% 3% 4% 

2018 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 

Happy non-seeker:      

2012 68% 68% 68% 69% 62% 

2013 77% 77% 78% 75% 69% 

2014 79% 80% 77% 78% 79% 

2015 80% 80% 80% 80% 78% 

2016 84% 84% 83% 83% 80% 

2017 83% 83% 83% 81% 80% 

2018 83% 83% 84% 84% 82% 

Pastfin (Q115/209) All SMEs 
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English regions –  
over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Had an event:          

2012 21% 23% 21% 24% 23% 23% 26% 21% 23% 

2013 17% 14% 16% 17% 15% 21% 23% 15% 15% 

2014 20% 18% 14% 16% 17% 14% 18% 16% 14% 

2015 19% 15% 21% 17% 17% 16% 16% 15% 18% 

2016 11% 12% 12% 14% 14% 12% 17% 13% 13% 

2017 18% 18% 14% 16% 13% 13% 19% 15% 13% 

2018 19% 12% 15% 15% 13% 14% 13% 15% 12% 

Would-be seeker:          

2012 10% 10% 8% 10% 10% 8% 8% 12% 9% 

2013 5% 7% 7% 4% 5% 6% 5% 7% 6% 

2014 3% 4% 4% 4% 5% 6% 4% 5% 5% 

2015 3% 5% 4% 2% 3% 3% 4% 5% 2% 

2016 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 3% 4% 2% 

2017 1% 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 1% 4% 1% 

2018 1% 1% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 3% 3% 

Happy non-seeker:          

2012 69% 67% 70% 67% 68% 69% 66% 66% 67% 

2013 78% 79% 77% 79% 80% 74% 72% 78% 80% 

2014 76% 78% 82% 80% 79% 81% 78% 79% 81% 

2015 78% 80% 75% 81% 80% 81% 80% 80% 80% 

2016 86% 86% 86% 84% 84% 87% 81% 83% 85% 

2017 81% 79% 83% 82% 84% 86% 80% 82% 85% 

2018 81% 86% 83% 83% 85% 84% 86% 80% 84% 

Pastfin (Q115/209) All SMEs 
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3. APPLICATIONS (TABLES 3A-3C) 

TABLE 3A NATURE OF APPLICATIONS MADE  
This section has changed the most compared to previous reports and is no longer limited to just loan 
and overdraft applications. The data in this section is based on all Type 1 applications made rather 
than SMEs (as one SME may have made several applications, with different outcomes). The applications 
shown here were reported in 2018 but could have taken place between Q1 2017 and Q4 2018 as SMEs 
report on events in the previous 12 months. Base sizes are limited: 

 
 
Applications reported Q1-4 2018 Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 1305 1058 113 85* 49* 

First time applicant 47% 48% 32% 50% 73% 

Applied online  35% 34% 23% 49% 54% 

Applied in business name  82% 82% 76% 79% 69% 

Q35b/Q53, Q37/55, Q38/56 Applications reported 2018 

 

 
Applications 
reported 2018 –  
English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 58* 94* 121 91* 81* 114 158 168 173 

First time 41% 36% 38% 50% 42% 67% 57% 44% 44% 

Online 45% 42% 30% 16% 16% 43% 54% 31% 25% 

Business name 100% 90% 89% 89% 85% 82% 71% 83% 78% 

Q35b/Q53, Q37/55, Q38/56 Applications reported 2018 
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TABLE 3B THE FINAL OUTCOME – ALL APPLICATIONS 
 
Applications reported Q1-4 2018 Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 1233 1000 106 80* 47* 

Offered what wanted and took it 71% 71% 58% 84% 82% 

Took facility after issues 7% 8% 5% 4% 3% 

Took other product from provider 1% 1% 2% 7% * 

Have facility 79% 80% 65% 95% 85% 

Declined offer made by provider 5% 5% 13% 1% - 

No facility 15% 16% 22% 4% 15% 

Q39/57 All applications that have received a response reported in 2018 

 

 
Applications 
reported 2018–  
English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 56* 92* 116 83* 75* 109 151 153 165 

Offered and took 73% 79% 74% 71% 85% 70% 71% 63% 76% 

Facility after issues 6% 7% 2% 4% 3% 6% 19% 8% 2% 

Took other product  9% 5% 1% * - 1% * * * 

Have facility 88% 91% 77% 75% 88% 77% 90% 71% 78% 

Declined offer made  8% 2% 3% 1% 3% 9% 3% 8% 1% 

No facility 5% 7% 20% 24% 9% 14% 6% 21% 21% 

Q39/57 All applications that have received a response reported in 2018 
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TABLE 3C SATISFACTION WITH OUTCOME OF APPLICATION  
SMEs were asked how satisfied they were with the outcome of each application that had received a 
response from the provider: 

 
Applications reported Q1-4 2018 Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 1233 1000 106 80* 47* 

Very satisfied 58% 59% 47% 58% 77% 

Fairly satisfied 22% 20% 42% 35% 12% 

Overall satisfaction 80% 79% 89% 93% 89% 

Q48/66 Applications with a response reported 2018 

 

 
Applications 
reported 2018 –  
English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 56* 92* 116 83* 75* 109 151 153 165 

Very satisfied 71% 41% 53% 55% 73% 50% 73% 52% 64% 

Fairly satisfied 22% 50% 19% 25% 15% 27% 17% 13% 18% 

Overall satisfaction 93% 91% 72% 80% 88% 77% 90% 65% 82% 

Q48/66 Applications with a response reported 2018 
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4. THE FUTURE (TABLES 4A-4J) 

TABLE 4A GROWTH PLANS FOR NEXT 12 MONTHS 
 
All SMEs Q4 2018 only Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 4500 3590 380 280 250 

Grow by 40% or more 3% 3% 1% 3% * 

Grow by 20-40% 12% 12% 16% 17% 7% 

Grow by less than 20% 35% 33% 49% 40% 50% 

All planning to grow 50% 48% 66% 60% 57% 

Stay the same size 40% 41% 31% 32% 41% 

Become smaller 4% 4% 4% 6% 2% 

Plan to sell/pass on /close 5% 6% * 2% * 

Q91 (Q225) All SMEs  

 

 
Q4 2018 only –  
English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 240 350 400 375 325 400 400 550 550 

Grow by 40%+ 5% 2% 2% 4% 1% 3% 1% 7% 3% 

Grow by 20-40% 17% 12% 8% 7% 7% 10% 12% 17% 13% 

Grow <20% 33% 43% 36% 39% 36% 26% 32% 34% 28% 

All planning to 
grow 

55% 57% 46% 50% 44% 39% 45% 58% 44% 

Stay the same size 35% 37% 42% 42% 45% 49% 48% 31% 44% 

Become smaller 7% 1% 2% 3% 7% 7% 3% 7% 3% 

Plan to sell/pass on 
/close 

3% 5% 9% 4% 5% 5% 4% 4% 9% 

Q91 (Q225) 
 
  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 
 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

213 

This chapter is typically based on Q4 2018 data only. However, for the time series data the annual 
figures have been provided in order to ensure robust base sizes. The growth question was initially 
amended in Q4 2012 so 2013 is the first year shown below: 

 
All SMEs over time 

Plan to grow Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

2013 49% 49% 47% 44% 48% 

2014 47% 47% 45% 36% 45% 

2015 45% 46% 43% 37% 46% 

2016 43% 44% 38% 41% 36% 

2017 45% 44% 49% 39% 55% 

2018 49% 48% 49% 54% 55% 

Q91 (Q225) All SMEs  

 

 
English regions 

Over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

2013 47% 48% 49% 50% 48% 45% 49% 52% 49% 

2014 45% 43% 49% 44% 47% 44% 47% 52% 47% 

2015 39% 45% 47% 44% 47% 40% 44% 51% 47% 

2016 41% 39% 43% 39% 48% 37% 43% 49% 48% 

2017 41% 39% 45% 45% 44% 41% 45% 49% 44% 

2018 52% 48% 50% 49% 45% 45% 45% 55% 44% 

Q91 (Q225) All SMEs  
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TABLE 4B PLANS FOR GROWTH RELATED ACTIVITIES 
All SMEs were also asked whether they were planning any activities traditionally associated with 
growth, such as taking on staff:  

 
Q4 2018 only 

All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 4500 3590 380 280 250 

Any activity 34% 33% 34% 43% 47% 

Take on more staff 17% 17% 18% 25% 25% 

Develop a new product or service 15% 15% 12% 29% 16% 

Invest in plant, machinery or premises 13% 13% 13% 23% 16% 

Start to sell/sell more overseas 7% 7% 4% 5% 7% 

Other major expenditure 4% 4% 3% 2% 5% 

Q90 All SMEs  

 

 
Q4 2018 only – 
English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 240 350 400 375 325 400 400 550 550 

Any activity 41% 33% 26% 36% 26% 29% 30% 45% 30% 

More staff 25% 13% 14% 23% 12% 12% 14% 22% 16% 

New prod/service 10% 12% 9% 11% 12% 15% 14% 25% 13% 

Plant/Mach/Prem 11% 9% 10% 16% 9% 12% 12% 14% 16% 

Sell overseas 5% 6% 6% 3% 4% 4% 2% 15% 6% 

Other expenditure 1% 1% 2% 4% 2% 6% 2% 9% 3% 

Q90 All SMEs  
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TABLE 4C OBSTACLES TO RUNNING THE BUSINESS IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS 
SMEs were asked to rate the extent to which each of 8 factors were perceived as obstacles to them 
running the business as they would wish in the next 12 months:  

 
All SMEs Q4 2018 only 

8-10 impact score Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 4500 3590 380 280 250 

Political uncertainty / future govt policy 24% 25% 13% 21% 20% 

The current economic climate  22% 23% 18% 24% 19% 

Legislation, regulation and red tape  22% 23% 12% 19% 28% 

Changes in value of sterling 15% 15% 14% 6% 16% 

Cash flow/issues with late payment  15% 15% 15% 12% 8% 

Availability of relevant advice  7% 7% 6% 5% 13% 

Recruiting/retaining staff 7% 7% 5% 6% 4% 

Access to external finance  5% 6% 3% 3% 1% 

None of these a ‘major obstacle’ 50% 50% 54% 53% 51% 

Q93 (Q227) All SMEs  
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Q4 2018 only –  
English regions 

8-10 impact score N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 240 350 400 375 325 400 400 550 550 

Political uncertainty/govt 
policy  

30% 20% 25% 27% 24% 25% 20% 33% 20% 

The current economic 
climate  

23% 22% 28% 25% 14% 22% 17% 28% 21% 

Legislation, regulation 
and red tape  

25% 23% 28% 25% 19% 23% 15% 27% 21% 

Changes in value of 
sterling 

18% 14% 19% 16% 10% 12% 15% 18% 14% 

Cash flow/ late payment  11% 17% 21% 12% 11% 13% 14% 19% 13% 

Availability of relevant 
advice  

9% 6% 8% 8% 5% 7% 8% 10% 5% 

Recruiting/retaining staff 9% 6% 5% 4% 8% 8% 9% 7% 9% 

Access to external 
finance  

4% 7% 6% 3% 3% 4% 4% 10% 5% 

None of these a ‘major 
obstacle’ 

51% 53% 43% 47% 56% 51% 56% 44% 54% 

Q93 (Q227) All SMEs  
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Annual data over time is shown below for key barriers:  

 
All SMEs – over time 

8-10 obstacles  Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

The economic climate      

2012 34% 34% 33% 33% 37% 

2013 27% 26% 28% 29% 37% 

2014 17% 16% 15% 20% 22% 

2015 13% 13% 16% 13% 17% 

2016 12% 12% 16% 11% 15% 

2017 14% 13% 14% 14% 19% 

2018 17% 17% 17% 22% 14% 

Legislation and regulation      

2012 13% 13% 13% 14% 15% 

2013 13% 14% 11% 11% 13% 

2014 12% 12% 14% 16% 12% 

2015 11% 11% 13% 14% 12% 

2016 10% 10% 12% 14% 9% 

2017 15% 14% 15% 16% 21% 

2018 19% 19% 18% 19% 15% 

Cash flow and late payment      

2012 13% 13% 13% 12% 17% 

2013 11% 11% 11% 12% 16% 

2014 9% 9% 9% 10% 9% 

2015 9% 9% 7% 9% 11% 

2016 7% 7% 5% 8% 7% 

2017 9% 9% 8% 8% 11% 

2018 13% 13% 14% 12% 11% 

Continued 
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Continued 

Access to external finance      

2012 11% 11% 11% 10% 14% 

2013 10% 9% 12% 14% 20% 

2014 7% 7% 8% 7% 8% 

2015 6% 5% 6% 5% 7% 

2016 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 

2017 5% 5% 4% 6% 5% 

2018 5% 5% 5% 5% 4% 

Political uncertainty/Govt policy      

2015 10% 9% 12% 11% 10% 

2016 10% 10% 14% 12% 10% 

2017 14% 14% 19% 14% 15% 

2018 19% 19% 16% 19% 14% 

Q93 (Q227) All SMEs  
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English regions 

Over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

The economic climate          

2012 35% 38% 36% 35% 31% 33% 33% 36% 33% 

2013 29% 25% 27% 24% 21% 25% 23% 30% 27% 

2014 15% 19% 17% 15% 16% 18% 16% 17% 15% 

2015 15% 13% 15% 13% 13% 11% 11% 14% 12% 

2016 16% 10% 13% 10% 13% 10% 13% 14% 11% 

2017 14% 15% 12% 13% 13% 10% 14% 15% 13% 

2018 15% 17% 18% 16% 13% 17% 13% 21% 18% 

Legislation & regulation           

2012 14% 14% 11% 13% 12% 13% 14% 13% 12% 

2013 12% 15% 13% 13% 14% 15% 14% 15% 12% 

2014 12% 13% 13% 14% 10% 11% 13% 11% 10% 

2015 15% 12% 12% 12% 8% 13% 13% 9% 10% 

2016 10% 8% 11% 9% 9% 10% 12% 8% 11% 

2017 16% 13% 13% 13% 13% 14% 15% 15% 15% 

2018 19% 19% 23% 22% 18% 17% 16% 21% 19% 

Cash flow/ late payment          

2012 9% 13% 15% 10% 14% 13% 13% 14% 12% 

2013 13% 11% 8% 11% 9% 10% 12% 14% 9% 

2014 9% 7% 8% 11% 10% 7% 7% 10% 8% 

2015 9% 9% 10% 7% 8% 7% 7% 9% 9% 

2016 8% 5% 6% 7% 6% 8% 7% 7% 7% 

2017 6% 8% 8% 8% 9% 8% 9% 13% 10% 

2018 16% 10% 14% 14% 10% 10% 11% 17% 13% 

Continued 
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Continued 

Access to finance          

2012 13% 10% 12% 12% 11% 10% 13% 11% 12% 

2013 10% 10% 10% 9% 9% 7% 10% 11% 9% 

2014 7% 6% 8% 7% 8% 6% 7% 8% 6% 

2015 3% 7% 6% 6% 4% 5% 4% 6% 6% 

2016 5% 4% 6% 4% 4% 3% 5% 6% 4% 

2017 3% 5% 5% 4% 4% 5% 5% 5% 3% 

2018 4% 6% 6% 5% 5% 3% 4% 8% 5% 

Political uncertainty          

2015 13% 10% 11% 8% 9% 10% 10% 9% 7% 

2016 10% 8% 8% 9% 11% 11% 14% 11% 10% 

2017 14% 11% 10% 11% 10% 13% 17% 18% 14% 

2018 22% 15% 20% 20% 17% 16% 15% 23% 19% 

Q93 (Q227) All SMEs  
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TABLE 4D FINANCIAL PLANS FOR NEXT 3 MONTHS 
When thinking about SMEs with no plans to apply/renew in the next 3 months, it is important to 
distinguish between two groups: 

• Those that were happy with the decision, because they did not need to borrow (more) or 
already had the facilities they needed – the Happy non-seekers 

• And those that felt that there were barriers that would stop them applying (such as 
discouragement, the economy or the principle or process of borrowing) – the Future would-be 
seekers. 

These Future would-be seekers can be split into 2 further groups: 

• Those that had identified that they were likely to need external finance in the coming three 
months 

• Those that thought it unlikely that they would have a need for external finance in the next 3 
months but who thought there would be barriers to them applying, were a need to emerge. 

 
All SMEs Q4 2018 only Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 4500 3590 380 280 250 

Plan to apply/renew 10% 11% 6% 4% 6% 

Future would-be seekers– with 
identified need 

1% 1% 2% * * 

Future would-be seekers– no 
immediate identified need 

11% 11% 9% 3% 12% 

Happy non-seekers 78% 77% 83% 92% 81% 

Futfin All SMEs  
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Q4 2018 only – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 240 350 400 375 325 400 400 550 550 

Plan to apply/renew 9% 10% 13% 10% 10% 16% 6% 12% 11% 

Future would-be seekers– 
with identified need 

* - 2% - * * * * 1% 

Future would-be seekers– 
no immediate need 

11% 12% 13% 10% 7% 11% 11% 13% 11% 

Happy non-seekers 80% 78% 72% 80% 82% 73% 83% 75% 77% 

Futfin All SMEs  
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TABLE 4D (CONT) FINANCIAL PLANS FOR NEXT 3 MONTHS 
Annual data over time is shown below:  

 
All SMEs – over time 

Future finance plans Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Plan to apply      

2012 14% 14% 15% 11% 14% 

2013 14% 14% 12% 16% 17% 

2014 13% 13% 13% 13% 14% 

2015 13% 13% 13% 11% 15% 

2016 12% 12% 13% 11% 21% 

2017 12% 12% 12% 11% 14% 

2018 10% 10% 9% 7% 6% 

Future would-be seekers      

2012 23% 23% 23% 28% 27% 

2013 18% 18% 21% 17% 23% 

2014 16% 15% 16% 20% 18% 

2015 11% 11% 11% 13% 17% 

2016 13% 13% 11% 12% 11% 

2017 10% 10% 10% 13% 15% 

2018 13% 13% 13% 13% 14% 

Future happy non-seekers      

2012 63% 63% 62% 61% 59% 

2013 68% 68% 67% 68% 60% 

2014 71% 71% 71% 67% 68% 

2015 76% 76% 76% 76% 68% 

2016 76% 76% 76% 76% 68% 

2017 78% 79% 78% 76% 71% 

2018 77% 77% 78% 80% 81% 

Futfin All SMEs  
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English regions  

Over time N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Plan to apply          

2012 9% 16% 14% 14% 13% 14% 15% 15% 14% 

2013 13% 12% 13% 13% 15% 11% 16% 17% 12% 

2014 16% 13% 10% 12% 14% 11% 14% 17% 13% 

2015 10% 13% 14% 11% 12% 11% 11% 18% 13% 

2016 12% 10% 11% 10% 12% 10% 12% 14% 11% 

2017 9% 11% 10% 14% 10% 11% 13% 15% 10% 

2018 9% 9% 11% 9% 9% 11% 8% 12% 10% 

Future WBS          

2012 24% 23% 25% 25% 21% 21% 21% 25% 21% 

2013 23% 19% 20% 17% 16% 16% 19% 18% 17% 

2014 14% 15% 15% 14% 12% 18% 15% 15% 16% 

2015 10% 8% 13% 14% 8% 11% 11% 10% 11% 

2016 12% 14% 12% 13% 15% 11% 11% 14% 13% 

2017 6% 11% 10% 9% 9% 6% 8% 11% 12% 

2018 14% 11% 12% 12% 10% 12% 13% 13% 14% 

Future HNS          

2012 67% 61% 62% 60% 66% 65% 65% 60% 65% 

2013 65% 69% 67% 70% 69% 73% 65% 65% 71% 

2014 69% 72% 75% 74% 73% 71% 71% 68% 71% 

2015 79% 79% 72% 76% 79% 78% 77% 72% 76% 

2016 76% 76% 78% 77% 74% 79% 77% 72% 76% 

2017 84% 78% 80% 77% 82% 83% 79% 74% 78% 

2018 78% 80% 77% 78% 81% 77% 79% 74% 76% 

Futfin All SMEs  
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TABLE 4E USE OF, AND FUTURE APPETITE FOR, FINANCE 
The table below combines current use of external finance with Future happy non-seekers to identify 
the proportion of SMEs in 2018 as a whole that are neither using finance nor have plans to apply in the 
coming months:  

 
2018 All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

No use or plans to use finance 61% 61% 58% 55% 40% 

Futfin/Q15  

 

 
2018 English 
regions 

Future would-be 
seekers N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted 
base: 

960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

No use or plans 
to use finance 

55% 63% 58% 64% 58% 63% 64% 59% 65% 

Futfin/Q15  
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TABLE 4F FUTURE WOULD-BE SEEKERS – MAIN REASON FOR NOT PLANNING TO 
APPLY 
As sample sizes are small, the combined results for 2018 are shown below:  

 
2018 Future would-be seekers Total England Scotland Wales 

Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 1700 1357 145 107 91* 

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 57% 57% 63% 51% 37% 

Issues with principle of borrowing 3% 3% 4% * 8% 

Issues with process of borrowing 20% 20% 21% 29% 11% 

Discouraged (any) 13% 12% 4% 19% 41% 

Direct (Put off by bank) 1% 1% - - 1% 

Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 12% 12% 4% 19% 41% 

Q104/105 (Q239a) Future would-be seekers SMEs 

 

 
2018 English regions 

Future would-be seekers N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 97* 123 157 130 104 142 168 218 218 

Reluctant to borrow now 
(any) 

78% 59% 58% 49% 64% 67% 64% 47% 53% 

Issues with principle of 
borrowing 

1% 3% 3% * 3% 5% 3% 4% 1% 

Issues with process of 
borrowing 

18% 13% 13% 19% 24% 15% 14% 27% 23% 

Discouraged (any) 3% 17% 14% 23% 5% 8% 14% 13% 11% 

Direct (Put off by bank) - - - - * * * 3% * 

Indirect (Think I would be 
turned down) 

3% 17% 14% 23% 5% 8% 14% 11% 10% 

Q104/105 (Q239a) Future would-be seekers SMEs 

 
  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 
 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

227 

TABLE 4G CONFIDENCE BANK WOULD AGREE IF APPLIED FOR FINANCE 
All SMEs are now asked how confident they would be that their bank would say yes if they were to 
apply for finance. The table below shows confidence for 2018 as a whole across all SMEs, then 
confidence for those with any appetite for finance (those planning to apply or Future would-be seekers) 
compared to those with no plans to apply (the Future happy non-seekers):  

 
Q1-4 2018 

All SMEs  Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 18,002 14,362 1520 1120 1000 

Overall confidence 58% 57% 59% 58% 63% 

Confidence if plan to apply 54% 54% 43% 57% 60% 

Confidence if Future would-be seekers 46% 46% 52% 49% 46% 

Confidence if Future Happy non-seekers 60% 60% 62% 60% 66% 

Q103/106 All SMEs  

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 960 1400 1602 1500 1300 1600 1600 2200 2200 

Overall confidence 60% 57% 59% 61% 65% 58% 60% 50% 57% 

Plan to apply  63% 46% 59% 59% 62% 51% 64% 40% 65% 

Future WBS 47% 56% 47% 50% 56% 50% 53% 33% 44% 

Future HNS 62% 59% 61% 62% 67% 60% 61% 55% 59% 

Q103/106 All SMEs  
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TABLE 4H AWARENESS OF SUPPORT INITIATIVES 
Respondents were asked which of a range of initiatives designed to support SMEs they were aware of. 
This list has changed a number of times so no data over time is provided. 

 
Q4 2018 only 

All SMEs Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 4500 3590 380 280 250 

Aware of any initiatives  68% 68% 64% 69% 62% 

 Funding Circle 43% 43% 42% 46% 34% 

Start-up Loans 39% 39% 43% 38% 35% 

Business Growth Fund 22% 21% 29% 25% 19% 

British Business Bank 22% 21% 29% 26% 21% 

Enterprise Finance Guarantee Scheme 19% 18% 24% 23% 9% 

 Business mentor scheme 18% 18% 20% 27% 17% 

Standrads of lending practice 14% 14% 15% 8% 13% 

 The Better Business Finance 
programme  11% 11% 12% 9% 15% 

 Independent appeals process 10% 10% 11% 14% 7% 

 Referrals scheme 10% 10% 13% 13% 13% 

 The Business Finance Guide  11% 11% 13% 12% 9% 

 The British Banking Insight website 9% 8% 10% 11% 10% 

Q108/109/110 (Q240) All SMEs  
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Q4 2018 only 

English regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 240 350 400 375 325 400 400 550 550 

Any initiatives 64% 71% 61% 67% 74% 68% 67% 68% 70% 

Funding Circle 38% 42% 37% 47% 49% 40% 42% 42% 47% 

Start-up Loans 30% 39% 37% 45% 45% 39% 36% 33% 45% 

Business Growth Fund 19% 27% 25% 29% 25% 17% 20% 21% 18% 

British Business Bank 20% 28% 19% 26% 20% 16% 21% 20% 22% 

EFGS 14% 19% 17% 21% 18% 14% 20% 17% 21% 

Business mentor scheme 23% 20% 15% 18% 18% 17% 20% 20% 15% 

Standrads of lending  20% 15% 15% 13% 17% 13% 14% 15% 10% 

BBF website 10% 11% 10% 8% 13% 12% 14% 12% 9% 

Appeals 11% 11% 10% 11% 11% 8% 11% 13% 5% 

Referrals 11% 8% 12% 6% 11% 7% 11% 12% 8% 

The Bus Fin Guide  11% 12% 11% 9% 12% 10% 11% 13% 10% 

The BBI website 11% 10% 10% 9% 11% 9% 10% 7% 5% 

Q108/109/110 (Q240) All SMEs  
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TABLE 4I AWARENESS AND USE OF CROWD FUNDING 
Respondents were read a description of crowd funding and asked if they were aware of this form of 
funding and if it was something they would use. The Permanent non-borrowers, with no apparent 
appetite for finance, have been secluded from this analysis, which is based on 2018 as a whole to 
maximise base sizes:  

 
Q1-4 2018 

All SMEs excluding PNBs Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 11,294 8824 965 745 760 

Use/have applied for 2% 2% 2% 4% 2% 

Would consider using 12% 12% 11% 15% 11% 

Aware but would not consider using 30% 31% 27% 21% 19% 

Aware (all) 44% 45% 40% 40% 41% 

Not aware 56% 55% 60% 60% 69% 

Q111/112 (Q238a2) All SMEs excluding the PNBs 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 618 831 996 934 811 971 1011 1373 1279 

Use/have applied 
for 

3% 4% * 1% 2% 2% 2% 1% 2% 

Would consider 
using 

16% 13% 13% 10% 12% 12% 11% 15% 10% 

Would not consider 
using 

18% 29% 31% 31% 28% 30% 34% 32% 32% 

Aware (all) 37% 46% 44% 43% 42% 44% 47% 48% 44% 

Not aware 63% 54% 56% 57% 58% 56% 53% 52% 56% 

Q111/112 (Q238a2) All SMEs excluding the PNBs 

 

  



15. TABLES 1A-4H, QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING INTRODUCTION 
 

www.bva-bdrc.com 

231 

Data over time is shown below:  

 
All SMEs over time 

Excluding PNBs Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Aware of crowd funding      

2014 27% 27% 27% 21% 17% 

2015 39% 41% 36% 28% 29% 

2016 44% 44% 39% 41% 38% 

2017 41% 41% 39% 37% 39% 

2018 44% 45% 40% 40% 41% 

 

 
English regions 

Over time (excluding PNBs) N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Aware of crowd funding          

2014 23% 24% 26% 24% 26% 24% 32% 30% 29% 

2015 38% 40% 44% 35% 40% 32% 47% 42% 42% 

2016 39% 41% 42% 42% 47% 40% 50% 43% 47% 

2017 39% 43% 33% 38% 44% 48% 51% 38% 40% 

2018 37% 46% 44% 43% 42% 44% 47% 48% 44% 
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TABLE 4J AWARENESS AND USE OF EQUITY FINANCE 
All companies were read a description of equity finance and asked if it was something they did/would 
use and any barriers to future use:  

 
2018 

All companies Total England Scotland Wales 
Northern 
Ireland 

Unweighted base: 11,428 9280 897 656 595 

Use or plan to use in near future 3% 3% 2% 2% 5% 

Reluctant to give up control of business 11% 11% 12% 15% 8% 

Do not think it is suitable for us 18% 18% 19% 16% 15% 

Wouldn’t know where to start 2% 3% 1% 1% 1% 

Don’t know anything about this finance 66% 66% 66% 67% 70% 

Q113 (Q238a4b) All companies 

 

 
2018 – English 
regions N/NE Y/H NW WMids EMids EAng SW Lon SE 

Unweighted base: 572 907 1018 988 846 1019 968 1531 1431 

Use/plan to use 5% 2% 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Lose control 13% 13% 9% 10% 11% 15% 10% 10% 10% 

Not suitable for us 20% 15% 19% 17% 15% 18% 22% 18% 20% 

Dk where to start 1% 3% 3% 2% 2% 1% 2% 3% 3% 

Dk anything about it 61% 67% 66% 67% 71% 64% 62% 66% 65% 

Q113 (Q238a4b) All companies 
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QUOTAS AND WEIGHTING 
The quotas and weighting for the regions and devolved nations, Q1-4 2018, are as follows. Data is 
currently weighted to the 2015 BEIS profile of businesses and a total market size as defined by the 
Monitor of 5,002,010 SMEs : 

 
Region Universe % of universe Total sample size % of sample 

North East 150,060 3% 960 5% 

Yorks & Humber 350,140 7% 1400 8% 

North West 500,200 10% 1602 9% 

West Midlands 340,140 7% 1500 8% 

East Midlands 350,140 7% 1300 7% 

East Anglia 500,200 10% 1600 9% 

South West 500,200 10% 1600 9% 

London 900,360 18% 2200 12% 

South East 800,320 16% 2200 12% 

Scotland 300,120 6% 1520 8% 

Wales 200,080 4% 1120 6% 

Northern Ireland 100,040 2% 1000 6% 

 






