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12. The future 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter reports 
on growth plans and perceived barriers to that growth. It then explores 
SMEs’ intentions for the next 3 months, in terms of finance and the 
reasons why SMEs think that they will/will not be applying for 
new/renewed finance in that time period. 
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Key findings 
Just under half of SMEs (45% in 2015) planned to grow in the next 12 
months, in line with 2014 (46%) but somewhat lower than in 2013 (49%) 

• 0 employee SMEs remained less likely to be planning to grow (41% in 
2015) and this has declined from 46% in 2013. A consistent half of 
those with 1-9 employees planned to grow (54% in 2015). More of the 
largest SMEs planned to grow (63% for those with 10-49 employees 
and 65% for those with 50-249 employees) with no consistent pattern 
over time 

• Most of those planning to grow expected to do so through increased UK 
sales. Exporters were more likely to plan to grow and of those who did, 
half thought they would increase sales overseas 

• After a questionnaire change in Q3 2015, the proportion planning to 
grow by 20% or more (rather than ‘significantly’ as in previous 
questionnaires) increased from 7-8% to 24% of SMEs, but net growth 
remained in line. Over time 10-15% of SMEs have actually achieved 
growth of 20% or more    
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Two thirds of SMEs did not see any of the potential barriers tested as 
‘major obstacles’ to their business (66%). For larger SMEs ‘legislation and 
regulation’ is more of a barrier than the economic climate: 

• In Q4 2015, 13% of SMEs cited the current economic climate as a major 
barrier to their business. This is now stable over recent quarters having 
declined from 37% in Q1 2012 

• 10% cited ‘legislation and regulation’ and this is now more of an issue 
for larger SMEs than the economic climate 

• A consistent 6% of SMEs saw ‘Access to finance’ as a barrier, increasing 
to 14% of those with aspirations to apply for finance

• 8% saw ‘recruiting and retaining staff’ as a major obstacle (11% 
amongst employers) 
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16% of SMEs planned to apply for finance in the 3 months after interview 
in Q4 2015, the highest level in 2015. Confidence of success amongst 
these prospective applicants has also improved over time: 

• Appetite for finance improved during 2015 for smaller SMEs with 0 or 1-
9 employees and was more stable for larger SMEs (albeit future 
appetite for finance amongst the largest SMEs has fallen from 19% in 
2012 to 14% for 2015 as a whole) 

• Excluding the PNBs with little appetite for finance increased that 
proportion to from 16% to 28% of remaining SMEs in Q4 2015 and to 
25% for 2015 overall, up from 21% in 2012 

• 6 in 10 (59%) would consider one of the ‘core’ forms of funding for their 
potential new facility, while half (54%) would consider one of the other 
forms of finance specified. Larger SMEs planning to apply were more 
likely to consider one of these other forms of funding than a core form 

• 52% of prospective applicants in Q4 2015 were confident the bank 
would agree to their request, increasing to 71% of those with 10-49 
employees. For 2015 as a whole, 53% of applicants were confident of 
success, up from 42% in 2012 

• Confidence levels remained below those of actual success rates. In Q4 
2015, 57% of those planning to renew were confident of success, 
compared to a current success rate of 99%. For new money 
applications, 43% were confident of success compared to a success 
rate of 70%  
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12% of SMEs in Q4 2015 wanted to apply but thought that something 
would stop them. Most of these ‘Future would-be seekers’ did not have a 
specific need for finance identified (11%) 

• The proportion of ‘Future would-be seekers’ has fallen over time, from 
23% in 2012 to 11% for 2015 as a whole and this decline has been 
seen across all size bands and also once the PNBs have been excluded 
(35% to 21% over this period) 

• A reluctance to borrow in the current climate remains the main reason 
for not applying, cited by half (52%) of all ‘Future would-be seekers’ in 
Q4 2015 and this is more of a barrier for those with no specific need 
identified. 22% had issues with the process of borrowing and 15% felt 
discouraged (almost all indirect, assuming the bank would say no). 
Both of these barriers are mentioned more by those who had a specific 
need for finance identified 

73% of SMEs in Q4 2015 met the definition of a ‘Future happy-non seeker’ 
of finance. Over time, this proportion has increased as the proportion of 
‘Future would-be seekers’ has declined. For 2015 as a whole, 76% of SMEs 
were ‘Future happy-non seekers’ having been 63% for 2012  
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Having reviewed performance over the 12 
months prior to interview, SMEs were then 
asked about the ffuuttuurree . As this is looking 
forward, the results from each quarter can 
more easily be compared to each other, 
providing a guide to SME sentiment.  

This chapter reports on growth objectives and 
perceived barriers to future business 
performance. It then explores SMEs’ intentions 

for the next 3 months in terms of finance and 
the reasons why SMEs think that they will/will 
not be applying for new/renewed finance in 
that time period. Most of this chapter therefore 
is based on Q4 2015 data gathered between 
October and December, when the UK economy 
was deemed to be growing, unemployment 
and inflation were low and before the debate 
on staying in Europe had really got started. 
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Growth plans for next 12 months 
SMEs were asked about their growth plans. In Q3 2015 the answer codes to this question were 
adjusted to match the question asked about past growth. Thus “Grow substantially” became “Grow by 
20% or more” and “Grow moderately” became “Grow but by less than 20%”.  

The results for Q3 and Q4 2015, reported below, show that the net growth figure is in line with previous 
quarters but the split between “Grow by 20% or more” and “Grow but by less than 20%” is different to 
that seen under the previous answer options. In both Q3 and Q4 2015 a quarter of SMEs reported that 
they planned to grow by 20% or more, compared to fewer than 1 in 10 in previous quarters planning to 
grow “substantially”: 

Growth in next 12 mths 
All SMEs, over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55002288  55000000  55000088  55002233  55002244  55003388  55000011  55000044  55000033  

Grow by 20% or more* 7% 5% 9% 8% 7% 8% 6% 24% 24% 

Grow by less than 20%* 41% 40% 44% 38% 36% 35% 37% 24% 23% 

AAll ll   wwii tthh  oobbjjeecctt iivvee   ttoo  
ggrrooww  

4488%%  4455%%  5533%%  4466%%  4433%%  4433%%  4433%%  4488%%  4477%%  

Stay the same size 44% 45% 40% 43% 46% 48% 47% 43% 43% 

Become smaller 3% 3% 3% 5% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 

Plan to sell/pass 
on/close 

5% 5% 4% 7% 7% 6% 6% 4% 5% 

Q225 All SMEs *definition changed for Q3 2015 

The proportion of SMEs predicting growth (45% in 2015) remains somewhat higher than the proportion 
achieving growth (39% of SMEs). In particular, the proportion now predicting 20%+ growth (24% for Q3 
and Q4 2015) is markedly higher than the proportions that have been achieving such levels of growth 
(Typically 10-15% of SMEs since the end of 2013). 
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In Q4 2015, the smallest SMEs were less likely to be planning to grow at all (43%), but as likely to be 
planning to grow by 20% or more (22%): 

Plans to grow in next 12 mths  
Q4 15 only 

Total 0 emp 1-9 
emps 

10-49 
emps 

50-249 
emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  11000000  11665522  11660011  775500  

Grow by 20% or more 24% 22% 29% 24% 16% 

Grow by less than 20% 23% 21% 28% 36% 42% 

AAll ll   wwii tthh  oobbjjeecctt iivvee   ttoo   ggrrooww   4477%%  4433%%  5577%%  6600%%  5588%%  

Stay the same size 43% 46% 36% 37% 40% 

Become smaller 4% 5% 3% 1% 1% 

Plan to sell/pass on/close 5% 6% 3% 2% * 

Q225 All SMEs New Question wording in Q4 2012  

Looking longer term, the overall proportion 
planning to grow has declined slightly. In 2013 
49% of SMEs were planning to grow, before 
falling slightly in subsequent years, to 46% for 
2014 and 45% for 2015 as a whole. 

SMEs with employees were more likely to be 
planning to grow (58% with 28% planning to 
grow substantially). Longer term, those with 
employees have been more likely to be 
planning to grow (55% in 2013 and 57% in 
2014) and that has broadly been maintained 
for 2015 as a whole (55%)  

SMEs that met the ‘Permanent non-borrower’ 
definition in Q4 2015 remained less likely to 
have plans to grow (39%) than those that 
didn’t meet the definition (53%). Excluding the 
PNBs increases the proportion of remaining 
SMEs planning to grow to 51% for 2015 as a 
whole, unchanged from 2013  
or 2014. 

SMEs that had injected personal funds in the 
previous 12 months were more likely to be 
planning to grow (60%) than those who had 
not (41%) and this was true particularly for 
Starts (73% v 51%) but also for older 
businesses (53% v 40%). 
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The table on the next page summarises the growth plans/objectives of SMEs by key demographics over 
time, including by size of SME. As reported above, these are most influenced by the views of the 0 
employee SMEs: 

• Growth plans amongst SMEs with 0 employees have been quite volatile over time. In the latter 
half of 2015 there was an increase in those planning to grow (43% in Q4 2015) 

• SMEs with 1-9 employees had been increasingly likely to be planning to grow up to Q2 2014, 
when 59% planned to grow. This proportion then declined to 51% at the start of 2015 but has 
increased since to 57% in Q4 2015  

• SMEs with 10-49 employees saw an increase in the proportion planning to grow to Q3 2014 
(69%) but since then results have been more variable. In the last 2 quarters 6 in 10 have been 
planning to grow  

• SMEs with 50-249 employees were consistently the most likely to be planning to grow with 7 in 
10 planning to do so up to Q2 2015. In the last two quarters however that proportion has fallen 
with 58% planning to grow in Q4 2015 

 
This variability makes a quarterly assessment of growth intentions difficult to interpret, but an annual 
assessment gives a clearer picture and shows how the 0 employee SMEs have become less likely to 
predict future growth: 
 

Plan to grow over time– all SMEs 

Row percentages 

2013 2014 2015 

All SMEs 49% 46% 45% 

0 employees 46% 43% 41% 

1-9 employees 55% 56% 54% 

10-49 employees 59% 66% 63% 

50-249 employees 67% 70% 65% 

Q225 All SMEs base size varies by category 
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Objective to grow (any) in next 
12 months 

        

Over time – row percentages  

By date of interview  

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

AAll ll   SSMMEEss   4488%%  4455%%  5533%%  4455%%  4433%%  4433%%  4433%%  4499%%  4477%%  

0 employee 46% 41% 50% 41% 39% 39% 39% 46% 43% 

1-9 employees 53% 57% 59% 55% 52% 51% 53% 54% 57% 

10-49 employees 64% 68% 67% 69% 63% 65% 67% 61% 60% 

50-249 employees 69% 72% 72% 68% 69% 69% 71% 64% 58% 

Minimal external risk rating 50% 51% 47% 41% 40% 35% 44% 42% 38% 

Low external risk rating 44% 48% 51% 41% 40% 44% 44% 47% 42% 

Average external risk rating 38% 39% 49% 40% 39% 36% 37% 43% 41% 

Worse than average external risk 
rating 

52% 49% 56% 51% 50% 47% 48% 54% 54% 

Agriculture 44% 43% 40% 39% 25% 32% 33% 40% 31% 

Manufacturing 49% 59% 61% 44% 55% 41% 57% 53% 45% 

Construction 39% 34% 43% 37% 34% 33% 31% 35% 42% 

Wholesale/Retail 58% 53% 60% 53% 50% 54% 47% 60% 52% 

Hotels & Restaurants  42% 50% 46% 40% 41% 45% 40% 48% 51% 

Transport 39% 39% 39% 34% 34% 43% 46% 45% 44% 

Property/Business Services etc. 51% 47% 56% 47% 45% 43% 48% 56% 46% 

Health 46% 45% 46% 55% 50% 51% 43% 51% 46% 

Other Community 55% 55% 68% 55% 49% 47% 47% 47% 59% 

All ‘Permanent non-borrowers’ 38% 40% 45% 38% 38% 37% 36% 42% 39% 

All excluding PNBs 55% 51% 57% 50% 48% 48% 50% 54% 53% 

Q225 All SMEs base size varies by category 
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Those planning to grow were asked how this growth would be achieved. In Q3 2014 the possible 
answer codes were expanded to split out ‘sales in existing markets’ into UK sales and overseas sales. 
Selling to existing markets in the UK was the main way in which growth would be achieved (for 98% of 
those planning to grow, the equivalent of 43% of all SMEs), and overall, more SMEs planned to grow by 
selling to new markets in the UK (12% of all SMEs) than overseas (2%): 

How plan to grow  
Q4 15  

All planning to grow All SMEs 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   22660011  55000033  

Sell in the UK 98% 43% 

Increase sales in existing markets in UK 88% 38% 

Sell in new markets in UK 26% 12% 

Sell overseas 13% 6% 

Increase sales in existing markets overseas 11% 5% 

Sell in new markets overseas 5% 2% 

Q226 All SMEs planning to grow excluding DK / All SMEs 

 

Exporters remained more likely to be predicting growth and in Q4 2015, 66% reported that they 
planned to grow compared to 44% of non-exporters. Exporters are typically larger but both larger and 
smaller exporters were more likely to report planned growth than their peers: 

• Amongst SMEs with 0-9 employees: 66% of exporters interviewed in Q4 2015 planned to grow 
compared to 44% of non-exporters 

• Amongst SMEs with 10-249 employees: 74% of exporters interviewed in Q4 2015 planned to 
grow compared to 56% of non-exporters  
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As the table below shows, while a fifth of those already exporting planned to sell into new markets 
overseas (13%, the equivalent of 1% of all SMEs), very few who do not currently export thought that 
they would start to do so (3%, albeit also the equivalent of 1% of all SMEs):  

How plan to grow 
Q4 15  

All planning to grow 
who export 

All planning to grow 
who do not export 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   552244  22007777  

Sell in the UK 94% 98% 

Increase sales in existing markets in UK 87% 88% 

Sell in new markets in UK 25% 27% 

Sell overseas 48% 7% 

Increase sales in existing markets overseas 45% 5% 

Sell in new markets overseas 13% 3% 

Q226 All SMEs planning to grow excluding DK 

 

The tables below summarise these differences between exporters and non-exporters over time. The 
first table below shows that exporters have been more likely to be planning to grow each quarter than 
those that do not export: 

Plan to grow 

By date of interview 

Row percentages 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

Exporters  53% 67% 69% 58% 57% 64% 61% 69% 66% 

Non-exporters  47% 44% 51% 44% 41% 40% 41% 46% 44% 

Q225 All SMEs New Question wording in Q4 2012  
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The second table is based on those planning to grow and summarises how this growth is to be 
achieved (note that this table has been revised to exclude ‘Don’t know’ answers and thus match the 
analysis earlier in this chapter). Existing markets are the main target for both exporters and non-
exporters. Over time, exporters have become somewhat less likely to say that they will export to new
markets overseas, although there is no clear pattern over time: 

How plan to grow 

By date of interview 

Row percentages 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

In existing markets:          

Exporters 76% 83% 90% 87% 89% 86% 90% 86% 93% 

Non-exporters  87% 91% 87% 84% 89% 90% 87% 90% 89% 

New UK markets:          

Exporters 39% 36% 28% 34% 26% 40% 34% 41% 25% 

Non-exporters  20% 19% 21% 27% 18% 19% 20% 21% 27% 

New overseas markets:

Exporters 29% 28% 22% 29% 24% 22% 19% 26% 13% 

Non-exporters  4% 3% 3% 3% 3% 5% 4% 3% 3% 

Q226 All SMEs planning to grow excluding DK 
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Obstacles to running the business in the next 12 months 

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 (where 1 
meant the factor was not an obstacle at all, and 10 that it was seen as a major obstacle). Scores have 
been analysed in 3 bands:  

• 1-4 = a minor obstacle 

• 5-7 = a moderate obstacle 

• 8-10 = a major obstacle 

Over time, some amendements have been made to the list of factors tested.  

• In Q3 2014, the following amendments were made: 

− ‘Staff related issues’ was amended to be ‘Issues recruiting and retaining skilled staff’ 

− A new factor was added ‘Political uncertainty and future government policy’ 

− Any SMEs that did not rate any of the factors 8-10 (a major obstacle) were asked whether there 
was anything else that they saw as an obstacle that was not on this list 

• In Q3 2015 an additional code was included ‘The quality of management and leadership in the 
business’ 
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As in all previous quarters, the economic climate remained the key issue in Q4 2015, but was rated a 
major obstacle by 1 in 8 SMEs compared to 1 in 3 at its peak:   

• The ccuurrrreenntt   eeccoonnoommiicc   cc ll iimmaattee was rated as a major obstacle (8-10) by 13% of SMEs in Q4 
2015. Whilst it remains the top rated barrier, this is a declining proportion of SMEs over time. 

• LLeeggiiss llaatt iioonn  aanndd  rreegguullaatt iioonn was the next most important obstacle. It was rated a major 
obstacle by 10% of SMEs, but is now at least as much of a barrier as the economic climate for 
those with employees. 

• 9% rated ppooll ii tt iiccaall   uunncceerrttaa iinnttyy//ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt   ppooll iiccyy  as a major obstacle 

• CCaasshh  ff llooww  aanndd  ii ssssuueess   wwii tthh  llaattee   ppaayymmeenntt  was rated a major obstacle by 8% 

• 8% rated rreeccrruu ii tt iinngg  aanndd  rreettaa iinn iinngg  ssttaaff ff  as a major obstacle 

• 6% saw aacccceessss   ttoo  eexxtteerrnnaall   ff iinnaannccee  as a major obstacle 

• 5% of SMEs rated aavvaaii llaabbii ll ii ttyy   ooff   rree lleevvaanntt   aaddvv iiccee  for their business as a major obstacle for the 
year ahead  

• The new factor, mmaannaaggeemmeenntt   aanndd  lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp   sskk ii ll ll ss , was rated a major obstacle by 5% of SMEs 

 

The analysis below looks at the barriers perceived in Q4 2015, by key sub-groups. Details of how these 
views have changed over time are provided later in this chapter. 

 

Extent of obstacles in next 12 months  
Q4 15 only – all SMEs 

Total 0 emp 1-9 
emps 

10-49 
emps 

50-249 
emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  11000000  11665522  11660011  775500  

The current economic climate (mean score) 4.0 3.9 4.2 4.2 4.1 

- 8-10 major obstacle 13% 13% 14% 10% 6% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 30% 29% 34% 38% 36% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 55% 57% 51% 50% 54% 

Legislation and regulation  3.4 3.2 4.1 4.2 4.0 

- 8-10 major obstacle 10% 8% 14% 14% 9% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 26% 24% 31% 31% 32% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 62% 65% 52% 53% 55% 

Political uncertainty/future govt policy  3.3 3.1 3.7 3.8 3.7 

- 8-10 major obstacle 9% 8% 11% 9% 7% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 25% 23% 28% 30% 28% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 64% 66% 57% 57% 60% 
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Extent of obstacles in next 12 months  
Q4 15 only – all SMEs 

Total 0 emp 1-9 
emps 

10-49 
emps 

50-249 
emps 

Cash flow/issues with late payment  3.0 2.8 3.3 3.2 3.1 

- 8-10 major obstacle 8% 7% 10% 7% 3%

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 19% 18% 22% 22% 23% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 72% 74% 67% 69% 71% 

Recruiting/retaining staff  2.6 2.3 3.3 3.9 3.8 

- 8-10 major obstacle 8% 7% 11% 12% 8% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 15% 12% 21% 27% 31% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 73% 76% 66% 59% 59% 

Access to external finance  2.5 2.3 2.9 2.7 2.7 

- 8-10 major obstacle 6% 5% 8% 5% 2% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 14% 13% 18% 16% 18% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 76% 78% 71% 76% 75% 

Availability of relevant advice 2.6 2.5 2.8 2.8 2.7 

- 8-10 major obstacle 5% 5% 6% 3% 1% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 17% 16% 20% 20% 20% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 76% 77% 72% 74% 74% 

Management and leadership skills 2.3 2.1 2.7 3.0 2.9 

- 8-10 major obstacle 5% 5% 7% 7% 4% 

- 5-7 moderate obstacle 12% 11% 15% 18% 17% 

- 1-4 limited obstacle 79% 81% 75% 73% 75% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  aarree   mmaajjoorr   oobbssttaacc lleess   6666%%  6688%%  6611%%  6688%%  7766%%  

Q227a All SMEs 

Amongst SMEs with employees, the proportion 
rating each factor a ‘major obstacle’ did not 
vary much from SMEs overall (13% for the 
current economic climate, 7% for access to 
external finance). The largest differences were 
for ‘Legislation and regulation’ (14%) and 
‘Recruiting staff’ (11%) 

In Q4 2015, 66% of SMEs did not rate any of 
these potential obstacles as a major obstacle 
(scoring 8-10) virtually unchanged from Q2 
2015 (68%) despite an additional factor being 
added. Those with 50-249 employees were the 
most likely to be unaffected by any of these 
factors (76% said “none of these” compared to 
61% of those with 1-9 employees).
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Analysis by risk rating showed that the ‘Current economic climate’ and ‘Legislation and regulation’ 
remained the two key barriers. Those with a minimal risk rating were more likely to identify major 
obstacles to their business, notably ‘Legislation and regulation’ (18%) and ‘Political uncertainty’:  

Extent of obstacles in next 12 months  
Q4 15 only – all SMEs

8-10 impact score 

Total Min Low Avge Worse/Avge

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  772222  11552255  11115533  11114466  

The current economic climate  13% 13% 11% 12% 13% 

Legislation and regulation  10% 18% 9% 10% 8% 

Political uncertainty/future govt policy 9% 13% 8% 8% 9% 

Cash flow/issues with late payment  8% 7% 5% 9% 9% 

Recruiting/retaining staff 8% 10% 8% 8% 7% 

Access to external finance  6% 3% 3% 5% 8% 

Availability of relevant advice  5% 4% 5% 4% 6% 

Management skills 5% 10% 7% 5% 4% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  rraatteedd  aa   ‘‘mmaajjoorr   
oobbssttaacc llee ’’   

6666%%  5599%%  7700%%  6677%%  6688%%  

Q227a All SMEs for whom risk ratings known 

 

In Q4 2015, there were few differences in perceived obstacles between those with plans to grow and 
those with no plans, although those with plans to grow were somewhat more likely to nominate 
“Recruiting/ retaining staff” or “Access to finance” as major obstacles and less likely to say that none of 
these factors are a major obstacle. 
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Clearer differences were seen on almost all factors depending on whether the SME was a ‘Permanent 
non-borrower’ or not. PNBs remained less likely to see any of these issues as major barriers (75% said 
that none of them were): 

Extent of obstacles in next 12 months  
Q4 15 only – all SMEs

8-10 impact score 

Total Plan to 
grow 

No 
plans to 

grow 

PNB Not 
PNB 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  22772233  22228800  11666655  33333388  

The current economic climate  13% 13% 13% 8% 17% 

Legislation and regulation  10% 9% 10% 8% 10% 

Political uncertainty/future govt policy 9% 9% 8% 5% 12% 

Cash flow/issues with late payment  8% 9% 7% 4% 11% 

Recruiting/retaining staff 8% 10% 5% 6% 9% 

Access to external finance  6% 8% 4% 2% 9% 

Availability of relevant advice  5% 6% 5% 4% 6% 

Management skills 5% 6% 4% 4% 6% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  rraatteedd  aa   ‘‘mmaajjoorr   
oobbssttaacc llee ’’   

6666%%  6622%%  7700%%  7755%%  5599%%  

Q227a All SMEs 

 

Clear differences in perceived obstacles continued to be seen by whether the SME planned to apply for 
new/renewed facilities in the next three months, or would like to (the ‘Future would-be seekers’ – 
FWBS), compared to the future ‘Happy non-seekers’ of external finance. Those with plans/aspirations to 
apply were more likely to see each of these issues as major obstacles and while 72% of ‘Happy non-
seekers’ said that none of these were a major obstacle, this was the case for 52% of those with 
plans/aspirations to apply:  
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Extent of obstacles in next 12 months  
Q4 15 only – all SMEs 

8-10 impact score 

Total Plan to 
apply or 

FWBS 

Future 
HNS 

Future 
HNS excl. 

PNB 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  11441166  33558877  11992222  

The current economic climate  13% 20% 10% 14% 

Legislation and regulation  10% 13% 8% 8% 

Political uncertainty/future govt policy 9% 16% 6% 9% 

Cash flow/issues with late payment  8% 15% 5% 7% 

Recruiting/retaining staff 8% 10% 7% 8% 

Access to external finance  6% 14% 3% 4% 

Availability of relevant advice  5% 9% 4% 3% 

Management skills 5% 7% 5% 5% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  rraatteedd  aa   ‘‘mmaajjoorr   
oobbssttaacc llee ’’   

6666%%  5522%%  7722%%  6666%%  

Q227a All SMEs 

The future ‘Happy non-seeker’ category 
described above includes those SMEs that met 
the definition of a ‘Permanent non-borrower’, 
which indicates that they are unlikely to borrow. 
Such SMEs have been excluded from the ‘Happy 
non-seeker’ definition in the final column above. 
This increases most of the scores slightly, and 
reduces the proportion saying that none of 
these factors presents an obstacle from 72%  
to 66%. 

Analysis of international businesses shows that 
they were more likely to rate the current 
economic climate as a major obstacle than their 
domestic peers (17% v 12%) and similarly the 
issue of recruiting and retaining staff (12% v 
7%). Overall, 58% of international SMEs did not 
rate any of the factors tested as a major 
obstacle compared to 68% of domestic SMEs.
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The economic climate was the most likely to be rated by SMEs as a major obstacle to running the 
business. SMEs in Agriculture were the most likely to rate the economic climate a major obstacle 
(20%), but more SMEs in this sector rated legislation and regulation as a major barrier (27%): 

Extent of obstacles 
in next 12 months

Q4 15 only – all SMEs 

8-10 impact scores  

Agric Mfg Constr Whle 
Retail 

Hotel 
Rest 

Trans Prop/ 
Bus 

Health 
S Work 

Other 
Comm 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   337755  552200  887755  550055  445500  445566  887755  444477  550000  

The current economic 
climate  

20% 16% 11% 14% 12% 13% 12% 15% 12% 

Legislation and 
regulation  

27% 8% 11% 9% 18% 11% 9% 6% 2% 

Political 
uncertainty/future govt 
policy 

15% 8% 8% 7% 12% 7% 10% 11% 9% 

Cash flow/issues with 
late payment  

12% 14% 9% 5% 7% 10% 8% 5% 4% 

Recruiting/retaining 
staff 

7% 6% 8% 11% 11% 11% 7% 6% 4% 

Access to external 
finance  

6% 6% 5% 5% 10% 9% 6% 5% 4% 

Availability of relevant 
advice 

4% 4% 6% 7% 7% 6% 3% 3% 7% 

Management skills 6% 8% 6% 7% 6% 5% 6% 2% 3% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  rraatteedd  
aa   ‘‘mmaajjoorr   oobbssttaacc llee ’’   

5544%%  6633%%  6644%%  6666%%  6600%%  6644%%  6688%%  7700%%  7744%%  

Q227All SMEs  

74% of those in the Other Community sector reported that none of these factors presented a major 
obstacle to them, compared to 54% in Agriculture. 
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Obstacles to running the business in the next 12 months  
– over time 
The summary table below shows the proportion of SMEs rating each factor a ‘major obstacle’ across 
the most recent nine waves of the Monitor. The current economic climate was the most likely to be 
rated a ‘major obstacle’ in all quarters, but since Q1 2012 (when 37% rated it a major obstacle) the 
proportion doing so has decreased steadily each quarter, from 1 in 3 to 1 in 8 SMEs.  

Over the same period, an increasing proportion of SMEs reported that none of these factors presented 
a major obstacle to them (from 52% for 2012 as a whole to 66% for 2015, despite the addition of extra 
factors in Q3 2014 and Q3 2015): 

Extent of obstacles  
in next 12 months  
All SMEs over time  
8-10 impact score

By date of interview

Q4 13 Q1 14 Q2 14 Q3 14 Q4 14 Q1 15 Q2 15 Q3 15 Q4 15 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55002288  55000000  55000088  55002233  55002244  55003388  55000011  55000044  55000033  

The current economic 
climate  

21% 20% 17% 16% 14% 13% 14% 13% 13% 

Legislation and 
regulation  

11% 12% 12% 12% 11% 12% 11% 13% 10% 

Political uncertainty/ 
future govt policy 

- - - 12% 9% 10% 9% 10% 9% 

Cash flow/issues with 
late payment  

10% 8% 10% 9% 8% 8% 9% 9% 8% 

Recruiting/retaining 
staff* 

3% 2% 3% 7% 6% 6% 6% 6% 8% 

Access to external 
finance  

8% 7% 8% 7% 6% 6% 5% 6% 6% 

Availability of 
relevant advice  

6% 5% 6% 5% 6% 4% 4% 6% 5% 

Management skills - - - - - - - 7% 5% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee  
rraatteedd  aa   ‘‘mmaajjoorr   
oobbssttaacc llee ’’   

6644%%  6666%%  6655%%  6644%%  6699%%  6688%%  6688%%  6644%%  6666%%  

Q227 All SMEs – Staff factor changed in Q3 2014 from ‘staff related issues’ 

*from Q3 2014 the barrier ‘staff issues’ was replaced by ‘Issues recruiting and retaining skilled staff’ 
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As mentioned above, a new question was asked for the first time in Q3 2014 to understand whether 
those who had not rated any of the factors as a ‘major obstacle’ had any other barriers in mind. Across 
the quarters in which this question has been asked, no clear issues have emerged. 

Access to finance is the key theme of this report. In Q4 2015, 6% of SMEs rated this as a major obstacle 
and this has varied very little over recent quarters, shown in the table below. 

Over the longer term there has been something of a decline in the overall proportion of SMEs rating 
access to finance as a ‘major obstacle’: 

• In 2012, 11% of SMEs rated this as a major obstacle and since then the proportion has declined 
year by year to 6% for 2015 as a whole.  

• This has been seen across all size bands and risk ratings and also once the PNBs have been 
excluded (16% in 2012 to 9% for 2015 as a whole). 

• Those with any future appetite for finance (those planning to apply or ‘Future would-be seekers’) 
were more likely to see Access to Finance as a major obstacle, but this is also a declining trend, 
from 23% in 2012 and 24% in 2013, to 16% for 2014 and 15% for 2015  
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Access to finance – 8-10 
impact scores 

   

Over time – row percentages  

By date of interview 

Q4 
13 

Q1 
14 

Q2 
14 

Q3 
14 

Q4 
14 

Q1 
15 

Q2 
15 

Q3 
15 

Q4 
15 

AAll ll   SSMMEEss   88%%  77%%  88%%  77%%  66%%  66%%  55%%  66%%  66%%  

0 employee 7% 6% 9% 7% 6% 6% 4% 5% 5% 

1-9 employees 11% 9% 8% 10% 9% 8% 6% 8% 8% 

10-49 employees 7% 7% 6% 6% 5% 5% 4% 6% 5% 

50-249 employees 5% 4% 4% 3% 3% 4% 3% 2% 2% 

Minimal external risk rating 5% 4% 4% 4% 7% 4% 5% 3% 3%

Low external risk rating 5% 6% 4% 5% 5% 7% 2% 5% 3% 

Average external risk rating 6% 5% 7% 6% 4% 5% 4% 5% 5% 

Worse than average external 
risk rating 

10% 9% 11% 9% 8% 8% 5% 6% 8% 

Agriculture 9% 5% 5% 6% 7% 4% 5% 4% 6% 

Manufacturing 10% 10% 12% 4% 5% 3% 4% 4% 6% 

Construction 6% 8% 7% 7% 5% 4% 3% 5% 5% 

Wholesale/Retail 11% 6% 10% 10% 11% 9% 6% 9% 5% 

Hotels & Restaurants  14% 12% 10% 13% 8% 9% 6% 8% 10% 

Transport 11% 12% 10% 11% 12% 8% 5% 7% 9% 

Property/Business Services etc. 7% 3% 8% 6% 4% 8% 5% 6% 6% 

Health 7% 5% 4% 10% 4% 2% 2% 3% 5% 

Other Community 5% 9% 12% 5% 7% 5% 6% 5% 4% 

Use external finance 10% 10% 12% 11% 10% 10% 7% 8% 8% 

Plan to borrow/FWBS 18% 16% 17% 17% 13% 18% 13% 13% 14%

Future Happy non-seekers 3% 3% 4% 3% 4% 2% 2% 3% 3% 

All SMEs excluding PNBs 12% 11% 12% 11% 10% 10% 8% 9% 9% 

Q227a_2 All SMEs, base sizes vary  
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Financial requirements in the next 3 months 
SMEs were asked to consider their financial plans over the next 3 months. The proportion planning to 
apply/renew has changed relatively little over time, albeit the proportion planning to renew/apply in Q4 
2015 (16%) was somewhat higher than in recent quarters:  

% likely in next  
3 months 
All SMEs, over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55002288  55000000  55000088  55002233  55002244  55003388  55000011  55000044  55000033  

Will have a need for 
(more) external 
finance 

11% 9% 10% 11% 8% 9% 7% 9% 10% 

Will apply for more 
external finance 

8% 7% 8% 9% 7% 8% 6% 7% 8% 

Renew existing 
borrowing at  
same level 

9% 7% 9% 10% 8% 9% 7% 8% 10% 

AAnnyy  aappppllyy// rreenneeww  1155%%  1122%%  1144%%  1155%%  1133%%  1144%%  1111%%  1122%%  1166%%  

Reduce the amount of 
external finance used 

7% 5% 9% 9% 7% 8% 8% 8% 9% 

Inject personal funds  
into business 

17% 15% 16% 20% 14% 16% 14% 18% 17% 

Q229 All SMEs 

In all quarters to date, more SMEs have identified a need for finance than thought they would apply for 
it (although the gap is narrow in Q4 2015 – 10% v 8%). The predicted level of applications/renewals in 
the coming quarter has consistently been higher than the actual level of applications/renewals 
reported subsequently (by different SMEs). Whilst 11-16% of SMEs have said that they planned to apply 
for finance, levels of application have typically been around 8%. 
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Amongst those SMEs that are companies, there continued to be limited interest in seeking new 
 equity finance: 

% likely in next  
3 months 
All companies,  
over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   22889900  22883311  22999999  22882266  22882222  22992277  22779944  22887766  22999977  

Any new equity 3% 2% 4% 5% 5% 3% 2% 3% 5% 

Q229 All companies   

 

In Q4 2015 as in previous quarters, there continued to be a difference in appetite for finance by size of 
business. Appetite was lower amongst those with no employees and these SMEs remained more likely 
to anticipate an injection of personal funds (18%) than an application for new/renewed finance (14%). 
The largest SMEs with 50-249 employees also had less of an appetite for finance (13%) but in this case 
very few were planning an injection of personal funds (5%):  

% likely in next 3 months   
Q4 15 only – all SMEs 

Total 0 emp 1-9 
emps 

10-49 
emps 

50-249 
emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55000033  11000000  11665522  11660011  775500  

Will have a need for (more) external finance 10% 9% 13% 11% 7% 

Will apply for more external finance 8% 8% 12% 9% 5%

Renew existing borrowing at same level 10% 9% 14% 16% 10% 

AAnnyy  aappppllyy// rreenneeww  1166%%  1144%%  2200%%  2200%%  1133%%  

Reduce the amount of external finance used 9% 8% 12% 11% 9% 

Inject personal funds into business 17% 18% 17% 10% 5% 

Q229 All SMEs 

Amongst SMEs with employees, 20% had plans to apply/renew in the next 3 months and 13% believed 
they would have a need for (more) external finance. 
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Before looking at future applications for finance in more detail, the analysis below explores the role of 
personal funding of SMEs. Since the start of 2012, there has been a decline in the proportion of SMEs 
thinking it likely that personal funds will be injected into the business in future, and data earlier in this 
report showed that the proportion of SMEs that had actually seen an injection of personal funds had
also declined over time. In both instances though, the most recent quarters suggest an increase in 
planned/actual injections of personal funds and this will be monitored going forward. 

The table below shows how the injections of personal funds past and present have combined. Over time 
an increasing proportion of SMEs had neither put in funds, nor thought it likely they would do so (65% in 
Q4 2015 compared to 62% in the equivalent quarter of 2013). The proportion that had both put in funds 
in the past and planned to do so in future (11%) has changed very little over recent quarters: 

Injections of personal funds  
All SMEs, over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55002288  55000000  55000088  55002233  55002244  55003388  55000011  55000044  55000033  

Have injected personal funds 
and likely to do so again 

12% 10% 11% 12% 9% 10% 9% 12% 11% 

Have not put in personal funds 
but likely to do so 

5% 5% 5% 8% 5% 6% 5% 6% 6% 

Have injected personal funds 
but unlikely to do so again 

21% 20% 19% 16% 20% 16% 17% 18% 18% 

Have not put in personal funds 
and not likely to do so 

62% 65% 65% 64% 66% 68% 69% 64% 65% 

Q229/Q15d-d2 All SMEs 

Turning back to future applications for external 
finance, the table on the next page summarises 
the change in likely applications/renewals over 
time for key demographic groups. The 
proportion planning to apply/renew is stable 
overall (13-14% per year since 2012) but over 
this period the proportion of the largest SMEs 
planning to apply/renew has decreased from 
19% in 2012 to 14% for 2015 as a whole.

A consistent 1 in 10 of SMEs with no plans to 
grow are planning to apply for finance. There is 
more quarterly variation in appetite for finance 
amongst those with plans to grow and in 2015 
19% of those planning to grow also planned to 
apply/renew.
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% likely to apply or renew in 
next 3 months 

 

Over time – row percentages  

By date of interview  

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

AAll ll   SSMMEEss   1155%%  1122%%  1144%%  1155%%  1133%%  1144%%  1111%%  1122%%  1166%%  

0 employee 13% 9% 13% 12% 11% 12% 9% 11% 14% 

1-9 employees 20% 19% 18% 23% 19% 18% 16% 16% 20% 

10-49 employees 18% 20% 15% 23% 16% 20% 19% 17% 20% 

50-249 employees 14% 11% 13% 17% 15% 14% 15% 12% 13% 

Minimal external risk rating 12% 11% 18% 15% 10% 13% 9% 11% 19% 

Low external risk rating 12% 18% 13% 11% 13% 19% 14% 14% 14% 

Average external risk rating 13% 10% 11% 16% 10% 14% 12% 13% 16% 

Worse than average external 
risk rating 

16% 11% 15% 15% 16% 12% 11% 11% 16% 

Agriculture 22% 12% 18% 17% 13% 19% 18% 19% 18% 

Manufacturing 16% 14% 18% 17% 15% 14% 16% 16% 17% 

Construction 12% 10% 13% 12% 11% 10% 10% 11% 12% 

Wholesale/Retail 21% 15% 17% 25% 18% 16% 10% 15% 19% 

Hotels & Restaurants  14% 16% 14% 21% 15% 16% 14% 14% 20% 

Transport 17% 15% 19% 11% 15% 12% 12% 14% 14% 

Property/Business Services etc. 14% 9% 11% 12% 12% 16% 11% 12% 15% 

Health 10% 8% 11% 16% 8% 10% 6% 8% 12% 

Other Community 14% 13% 16% 15% 11% 13% 9% 12% 19% 

Objective to grow 19% 16% 19% 21% 16% 20% 15% 17% 23% 

No objective to grow 11% 8% 9% 10% 10% 9% 8% 8% 9% 

All SMEs excluding PNBs 25% 22% 23% 25% 24% 27% 21% 23% 28% 

Q229 All SMEs base size varies by category 
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Working capital remained the most frequently mentioned purpose of future funding: 

Use of new/renewed facility 
All planning to seek/renew, 
over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013

Q1 
2014

Q2 
2014

Q3 
2014

Q4 
2014

Q1 
2015

Q2 
2015

Q3 
2015

Q4 
2015

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   885544  779900  779922  11002233  778877  886600  777722  777766  889911  

Working capital 58% 63% 49% 51% 62% 62% 56% 57% 53% 

Plant & machinery 27% 20% 32% 26% 20% 24% 21% 25% 26% 

UK growth* 25% 27% 36% 31% 23% 27% 25% 30% 26% 

Premises 9% 6% 12% 13% 8% 6% 10% 7% 7% 

New products or services 10% 7% 13% 11% 5% 9% 5% 7% 6% 

Growth overseas* 7% 4% 6% 7% 5% 6% 5% 4% 7% 

Q230 All planning to apply for/renew facilities in next 3 months. *Growth replaced expansion in Q2 2013 

Over time, slightly fewer SMEs planning to 
apply/renew mentioned Working Capital (63% 
in 2012 to 57% in 2015) but it remained the 
most mentioned reason for application. An 
increasing proportion of SMEs mentioned UK 
growth as a reason (20% in 2012 to 27% in 
2015), while the proportion mentioning plant 
and machinery was stable at around a quarter 
in each year. 

The table below details what types of finance 
those planning to apply would consider for their 
new/renewed finance. Over time, fewer SMEs 
planning to apply/renew have said that they 
would consider the ‘core’ forms of finance  
(72% in 2012 to 61% for 2015) mirroring the 
decline in the use of such forms of finance 
reported earlier.  

Consideration of ‘other’ forms of finance 
declined between 2012 and 2014 (61% to 
54%), but has stabilised in 2015 (55%). The 
proportion saying they would consider ‘none of 
these’ forms of finance increased from 14% in 
2012 to 25% in 2015.  

SMEs planning to apply who say ‘none of these’ 
are now asked whether they just haven’t 
decided what form of finance they want, or are 
actively considering another form of finance not 
listed. In 2015, most (80%) of those saying 
‘none of these’ said that they had not decided 
what they might use. The equivalent of 1% of all 
SMEs said that they were considering another 
form of finance that was not listed.

 

 



255 

 

 

Consideration over time of any of the ‘core’ lending products (overdrafts, loans and credit cards) and/or 
‘other’ forms of borrowing, is shown below for those planning to apply:  

% of those seeking/renewing 
finance that would consider  
form of funding, over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   885544  779900  779922  11002233  778877  886600  777722  777766  889911  

‘‘CCoorree ’’   pprroodduucctt   
ccoonnss iiddeerraatt iioonn    

6655%%  6622%%  6633%%  6688%%  6655%%  5599%%  6644%%  6633%%  5599%%  

-Bank overdraft 44% 43% 42% 44% 43% 40% 40% 40% 38% 

-Bank loan/Commercial 
mortgage 

35% 36% 34% 45% 43% 37% 42% 40% 35% 

-Credit cards 20% 11% 18% 20% 14% 16% 15% 26% 16% 

OOtthheerr   pprroodduucctt   
ccoonnss iiddeerraatt iioonn  

5500%%  4466%%  6622%%  5566%%  5511%%  6600%%  5533%%  5555%%  5544%%  

-Grants 32% 31% 42% 37% 31% 42% 35% 40% 37% 

-Loans/equity from 
family/friends or directors 

19% 14% 21% 25% 23% 22% 22% 21% 22% 

-Leasing or hire purchase 22% 21% 31% 23% 21% 25% 22% 23% 25% 

Loans from other 3rd parties 15% 10% 16% 15% 11% 16% 15% 14% 16% 

Invoice finance 6% 6% 8% 10% 8% 11% 11% 8% 12% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee   2255%%  2299%%  2222%%  2211%%  2233%%  2233%%  2255%%  2255%%  2288%%  

Q233 All SMEs seeking new/renewing finance in next 3 months 

 

19% of potential applicants in 2015 said that they would oonnllyy  consider one or more of the core 
products, somewhat lower than in 2012 (26%).  
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The table below shows levels of consideration in Q4 2015 by the size of SME considering funding. The 
codes for bank loan and commercial mortgage were split out in Q3 2014, and are shown separately 
below, as are the two codes for loans and equity from family, friends or directors – the combined codes 
for these products will be used in the time series data shown above until more data is available. 

% of those seeking/renewing finance would 
consider funding – Q4 15 only 

Total 0 emp 1-9 
emps 

10-49 
emps 

50-249 
emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   889911  113333  333355  332200  110033  

‘‘CCoorree ’’   pprroodduucctt   ccoonnss iiddeerraatt iioonn 5599%%  5588%%  6600%%  5566%%  4499%%  

-Bank overdraft 38% 39% 35% 34% 26%

-Bank loan  31% 30% 31% 35% 29% 

-Commercial mortgage 10% 8% 14% 14% 10% 

-Credit cards 16% 16% 17% 16% 16% 

OOtthheerr   pprroodduucctt   ccoonnss iiddeerraatt iioonn 5544%%  5522%%  5599%%  6600%%  5577%%  

-Grants 37% 39% 35% 32% 19% 

-Loans from family & friends & directors 20% 21% 19% 19% 10% 

-Leasing or hire purchase 25% 24% 24% 34% 33% 

-Equity from family & friends & directors 11% 12% 10% 11% 8% 

-Loans from other 3rd parties 16% 16% 16% 16% 14% 

-Invoice finance 12% 13% 10% 18% 16% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee   2288%%  3300%%  2233%%  2277%%  3344%%  

Q233 All SMEs seeking new/renewing finance in next 3 months 

The balance between consideration of ‘core’ 
and ‘other’ forms of funding changes by size of 
SME. Whilst those with 0 employees who 
planned to apply were more likely to consider 
core forms of finance, larger SMEs were as 
likely, or indeed more likely, to consider the 
‘other’ forms of funding as they were the ‘core’ 

forms (due to increased consideration for 
leasing and hire purchase). 

Amongst SMEs with employees, 60% would 
consider one or more ‘core’ products for their 
future lending, while 59% would consider one 
or more of the other forms of borrowing. 23% 
said they would not consider any of these.
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Those planning to apply via loan, overdraft, leasing, invoice finance and/or credit cards were asked how 
confident they were that their bank would agree to their request.  

In Q4 2015, half of these prospective applicants (52%) were confident that the bank would lend to 
them, maintaining the higher levels of confidence seen in recent quarters:

Confidence bank would lend 
All planning to seek finance, 
over time by date of 
interview 

Q4 
13 

Q1 
14 

Q2 
14 

Q3 
14 

Q4 
14 

Q1 
15 

Q2 
15 

Q3 
15 

Q4 
15 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   661100  557744  553388  669999  552266  559922  449944  552222  558866  

Very confident 20% 25% 25% 18% 31% 23% 25% 28% 21% 

Fairly confident 21% 21% 18% 28% 23% 26% 24% 32% 31% 

OOvveerraa ll ll   ccoonnff iiddeennccee  4411%%  4466%%  4433%%  4466%%  5544%%  4499%%  4499%%  6600%%  5522%%  

Neither/nor 26% 19% 31% 23% 19% 21% 22% 17% 24% 

Not confident 33% 36% 26% 30% 28% 29% 28% 23% 24% 

NNeett   ccoonnff iiddeennccee  
((ccoonnff iiddeenntt   ––   nnoott   
ccoonnff iiddeenntt ))   

++88  ++1100  ++1177  ++1166  ++2266  ++2200  ++2211  ++3377  ++2288  

Q238 All SMEs seeking new/renewing finance in next 3 months 

 

Confidence amongst prospective applicants with employees was 62% in Q4 2015. This has also 
increased over time, having been 43% for 2013. 

Taking a longer view, in 2012 42% of potential applicants were confident that the bank would lend 
while 35% were not confident, a net score of +7. For 2015 overall, 53% of potential applicants were 
confident that the bank would lend while 26% were not confident, a net score of +27. 
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As the table below shows, it is the prospective applicants with 0-9 employees that have become more 
confident over time that their bank would agree to their future request, albeit confidence amongst 
larger prospective applicants is typically higher.  

Those with a minimal/low external risk rating have always been more confident of success than those 
with an average or worse than average rating, but levels of confidence for both groups have fluctuated 
over time: 

Overall confidence bank would lend  
All planning to seek finance, over 
time. By date of interview 

Total 0-9 
emps 

10-249 
emps 

Min/low Av/Worse 
than avge 

Q4 2013 41% 40% 63% 73% 40% 

Q1 2014 46% 45% 61% 67% 41% 

Q2 2014 43% 42% 67% 60% 41% 

Q3 2014 46% 45% 70% 77% 44% 

Q4 2014 54% 53% 65% 58% 54% 

Q1 2015 49% 49% 66% 71% 38% 

Q2 2015 49% 48% 77% 63% 45% 

Q3 2015 60% 60% 66% 67% 55% 

Q4 2015 52% 52% 71% 57% 52% 

Q238 All SMEs seeking new/renewing finance in next 3 months 

Those planning to renew remained more confident of success than those planning to apply for a new 
facility. Analysis shows that overall confidence in Q4 2015 remained at around 6 in 10 for those 
planning to renew (57%) but was somewhat lower amongst those planning to apply for new facilities 
(43%). In both instances larger SMEs were more confident of success. Taking 2015 as a whole 
confidence for both groups was somewhat higher than in 2014: 

• For renewals confidence was 56% for 2014 and 60% for 2015 

• For new facilities confidence was 39% for 2014 and 42% for 2015 

 

These levels of confidence remained in contrast to the actual outcome of applications. Success rates 
for renewals in the last 18 months were 99% compared to confidence levels of 57%, while for new 
funds success rates in the same period were 70% against a confidence level of 43%. 
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Those not planning to seek or renew facilities in the next  
3 months  
In Q4 2015, 16% of all SMEs reported plans to apply for or renew facilities in the following 3 months, 
leaving the majority (84%) with no such plans. A third of that majority (34%) were current users of 
external finance, the rest were not. This means that, for Q4 2015, 56% of all SMEs neither used 
external finance nor had any immediate plans to apply for any. This proportion increased gradually 
from 50% in 2011 to 60% for 2014 and was then unchanged for 2015 as a whole (59%). 

When thinking about SMEs with no plans to apply/renew, 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 ‘Future happy non-seekers’

• and those that felt that there were barriers that might stop them making an application (such as 
discouragement, the economy or the principle or process of borrowing) – the ‘Future would-be 
seekers’ 

These ‘Future would-be seekers’ can then be split into 2 further groups: 

• those that had already identified that they were likely to need external finance in the coming 
three months (and could foresee barriers to an application to meet that need) 

• 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 their applying, were a need to emerge 

As reported later in this chapter, very few of the 
‘Future would-be seekers’ have an actual need 
for finance already identified, and thus they are 
somewhat different from the ‘Would-be 
seekers’ of  
the past 12 months, all of whom reported 
having an identified need for finance that they 
had not applied for. 

There have been no changes over time to these 
definitions, unlike the equivalent question for 
past behaviour featured earlier in this report 
(although the option ‘I prefer not to borrow’ as 
a reason why ‘Future would-be seekers’ were 
not planning to seek facilities was removed in 
Q4 2012, as it was for past behaviour).
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An annual comparison shows that: 

• The proportion of ‘Future would-be seekers’ has fallen over time (from 23% of SMEs in 2012 to 
11% in 2015) 

• There has been an increase over the same period in the proportion of ‘Future happy non-seekers’ 
(63% to 76%) and they continue to be the largest group 

• Appetite for future finance remained stable over the period (14% in 2012 to 13% in 2015)  

 

The picture quarter by quarter is reported below and shows the decline in the proportion of ‘Future 
would-be seekers’ who have no immediate need for finance identified: 

Future finance plans 
All SMEs, over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   55002288  55000000  55000088  55002233  55002244  55003388  55000011  55000044  55000033  

Plan to apply/renew 15% 12% 14% 15% 13% 14% 11% 12% 16% 

‘Future would-be 
seekers’ – with 
identified need 

1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% * 1% 1% 

‘Future would-be 
seekers’ – no 
immediate  
identified need 

16% 15% 17% 14% 11% 10% 10% 11% 11% 

‘Happy non-seekers’ 68% 72% 68% 69% 75% 75% 79% 76% 73% 

Q230/239 All SMEs  

Amongst SMEs with employees in Q4 2015 20% had plans to apply/renew while 11% met the definition 
of a ‘Future would-be seeker’. The ‘Future happy non-seekers’ remained the largest group at 69%. 

 

As reported earlier, a quarter of past ‘Happy non-seekers’ were users of external finance. The ‘Future 
happy non-seekers’ identified above were somewhat more likely to be using external finance in 2015 
(31%, although the proportion has declined over time, having been 37% in 2012). 
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As has been discussed elsewhere in this report, around half of SMEs can be described as ‘Permanent 
non-borrowers’ based on their past and indicated future behaviour. The table below shows future plans 
over time once this group has been excluded, resulting in a higher proportion planning to apply (28% in 
Q4 2015) and fewer ‘Future happy non-seekers’ (52% – although they remain the largest single group, 
as overall): 

Future finance plans  
SMEs excluding PNB,  
over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   33558855  33337700  33551144  33557766  33115533  33222200  33119955  33225588  33333388  

Plan to apply/renew 25% 22% 23% 25% 24% 27% 21% 23% 28% 

‘Future would-be 
seekers’ – with 
identified need 

2% 3% 1% 3% 2% 3% 1% 2% 1% 

‘Future would-be 
seekers’ – no 
immediate identified 
need 

28% 29% 28% 24% 21% 18% 20% 20% 19% 

‘Happy non-seekers’ 45% 46% 48% 48% 53% 53% 58% 55% 52% 

Q230/239 All SMEs excluding the ‘Permanent non-borrowers’  

 

An annual comparison, excluding the PNBs shows that: 

• Appetite for future finance remained fairly stable over the period (from 21% in 2012 to 25% in 
2015) 

• The proportion of ‘Future would-be seekers’ decreased somewhat (from 35% to 21%)  

• The ‘Future happy non-seekers’ remained the largest group, and their proportion increased 
somewhat over the period (44% in 2012 to 54% in 2015) 
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The table below shows how the proportion of ‘Future would-be seekers’ has changed over time. At 
11%, the overall figure for 2015 was one of the lowest reported to date, with a decline over time 
across all size bands and risk ratings:  

Future would-be seekers

Over time – row percentages  

By date of interview 

Q4 
2013 

Q1 
2014 

Q2 
2014 

Q3 
2014 

Q4 
2014 

Q1 
2015 

Q2 
2015 

Q3 
2015 

Q4 
2015 

AAll ll   SSMMEEss   1188%%  1166%%  1188%%  1166%%  1122%%  1111%%  1111%%  1122%%  1122%%  

0 employee 18% 17% 18% 18% 12% 11% 11% 13% 12% 

1-9 employees 18% 16% 19% 12% 12% 12% 10% 10% 11% 

10-49 employees 14% 13% 16% 8% 9% 9% 7% 7% 9%

50-249 employees 13% 13% 18% 8% 8% 10% 8% 7% 9% 

Minimal external risk rating 11% 15% 10% 13% 12% 7% 9% 11% 7% 

Low external risk rating 17% 11% 13% 13% 8% 11% 9% 9% 15% 

Average external risk rating 15% 18% 17% 15% 10% 12% 11% 11% 12% 

Worse than average external 
risk rating 

18% 18% 21% 18% 16% 11% 11% 13% 10% 

Agriculture 16% 19% 16% 15% 15% 7% 8% 7% 11% 

Manufacturing 14% 14% 14% 13% 9% 7% 13% 10% 7% 

Construction 19% 18% 19% 20% 13% 13% 13% 13% 10% 

Wholesale/Retail 19% 16% 20% 12% 11% 12% 12% 15% 15% 

Hotels & Restaurants  22% 17% 21% 16% 12% 12% 12% 13% 13% 

Transport 19% 20% 18% 16% 14% 15% 12% 7% 12% 

Property/Business Services 
etc. 

16% 14% 18% 18% 12% 9% 10% 11% 11% 

Health 12% 12% 15% 15% 11% 11% 15% 15% 18% 

Other Community 20% 19% 16% 12% 11% 10% 3% 10% 13% 

All SMEs excluding PNBs 30% 31% 29% 27% 23% 21% 21% 22% 21% 

Q230/239 All SMEs * shows overall base size, which varies by category 
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To understand this further, the table below shows all the reasons given by ‘Future would-be seekers’ in 
Q4 2015 for thinking that they would not apply for finance in the next three months. It highlights the 
continued reluctance to borrow in the current environment, whether due to the predicted performance 
of their business specifically, or the economic climate more generally. There were more mentions this 
quarter of the ‘process’ of borrowing (27% compared to 15-20% in each quarter since the start of 
2014), especially the ‘hassle’ involved and this will be monitored over future quarters:  

Reasons for not applying (all mentions) 

All ‘Future would-be seekers’ Q4 15 only 

Total 0-9 emps 10-249 
emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   552255  331144  221111  

RReelluuccttaanntt ttoo bboorrrrooww nnooww ((aannyy)) 53% 52% 77%

-Prefer not to borrow in economic climate 35% 35% 25% 

-Predicted performance of business 19% 18% 52% 

IIssssuueess   wwii tthh  pprr iinncc iipp llee   ooff   bboorrrroowwiinngg  1% 1% 3% 

-Not lose control of business 1% 1% 1% 

-Can raise personal funds if needed  1% 1% 1% 

-Prefer other forms of finance - - - 

-Go to family and friends 1% 1% 2% 

IIssssuueess   wwii tthh  pprroocceessss   ooff   bboorrrroowwiinngg  27% 27% 11% 

-Would be too much hassle 15% 15% 7% 

-Thought would be too expensive 9% 9% 4% 

-Bank would want too much security 1% 1% 2% 

-Too many terms and conditions 3% 3% 1% 

-Did not want to go through process 1% 1% 1% 

-Forms too hard to understand * * 1% 

DDiissccoouurraaggeedd  ((aannyy))   16% 16% 9% 

-Direct (Put off by bank) * * * 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 15% 16% 9% 

Q239 ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs 
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Those SMEs that gave more than one reason for being unlikely to apply for new/renewed facilities were 
asked for the main reason, and all the main reasons given over time are shown below.  

A reluctance to borrow now, at 52%, was the main reason for not applying for external finance in Q4 
2015, albeit it was given as a reason by fewer ‘Future would-be seekers’ than in previous quarters. The
proportion of ‘Future would-be seekers’ who gave the process of borrowing as their main reason has 
increased during 2015 to 22% in Q4:  

Main reason for not applying   
‘Future would-be seekers’ over time 

By date of interview 

Q4 
13 

Q1 
14 

Q2 
14 

Q3 
14 

Q4 
14 

Q1 
15 

Q2 
15 

Q3 
15 

Q4 
15 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   882222  776655  887766  558800  554444  551144  445555  444455  552255  

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 72% 64% 58% 53% 61% 54% 55% 58% 52% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic climate 51% 46% 42% 40% 37% 37% 34% 36% 34% 

-Predicted performance of business 22% 18% 16% 13% 24% 17% 22% 22% 19%

Issues with principle of borrowing 2% 3% 4% 5% 5% 10% 7% 3% 1% 

Issues with process of borrowing 12% 15% 15% 15% 13% 16% 18% 17% 22% 

Discouraged (any) 11% 14% 15% 13% 9% 13% 9% 18% 15% 

-Direct (Put off by bank) 1% 1% * 2% * 1% 3% * * 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 10% 13% 15% 11% 9% 12% 6% 18% 15% 

NNoonnee ooff tthheessee 33%% 44%% 88%% 1144%% 1122%% 77%% 1111%% 44%% 1100%%

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs 

These barriers remained in contrast to the 
reasons given by those who had not applied for 
a facility when they wanted to in the previous 
12 months, where discouragement was much 
more of an issue and a minority gave the 
economic climate as the main reason for not 
having sought finance.  

Most past ‘Would-be seekers’ who cited 
discouragement as one of the reasons for not 
applying went on to cite it as the main reason, 
and this was also the case amongst these 
‘Future would-be seekers’. Similarly, almost all 
of those who mentioned the economic climate 
went on to make it their main reason for not 
planning to apply.
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When these ‘Future would-be seekers’ were 
first described, they were the sum of two 
groups – those with an identified need they 
thought it unlikely they would apply for, and a 
larger group of those with no immediate need 
identified. Over time, the main barriers to 

borrowing have been shown to be somewhat 
different for the two groups.  

Results for these SMEs are reported on a two 
quarter rolling basis to boost the (still limited) 
base sizes of ‘Future would-be seekers’ with an 
identified need.

 
For those with an identified need for finance, a reluctance to borrow in the current economic climate 
(25%) has typically taken turns with discouragement (31%) as the main reason for not having applied. 
For Q3-4 2015 however the top reason is the process of borrowing, mentioned by 35% of this limited 
group of SMEs: 

Main reason for not applying 
The ‘Future would-be seekers’ 
with identified need 

Q4-1 
2014 

Q1-2 
2014 

Q2-3 
2014 

Q3-4 
2014 

Q4-1 
2015 

Q1-2 
2015 

Q2-3 
2015 

Q3-4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   112277  9966**   110033  8866**   6688**   6655**   6600**   7733**   

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 41% 35% 30% 38% 42% 30% 26% 25% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic 
climate 

35% 28% 18% 17% 26% 26% 23% 21% 

-Predicted performance of 
business 

7% 6% 12% 22% 16% 4% 2% 4% 

Issues with principle of 
borrowing 

3% 4% 6% 6% 11% 14% 10% 7% 

Issues with process of 
borrowing 

20% 21% 25% 20% 9% 10% 15% 35% 

Discouraged (any) 27% 23% 23% 26% 28% 29% 43% 31% 

- Direct (Put off by bank) * * * * 1% 1% 1% -

-Indirect (Think I would be turned 
down) 

26% 22% 23% 26% 27% 27% 42% 31% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee   99%%  1177%%  1166%%  1100%%  1100%%  1177%%  66%%  22%%  

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs *SMALL BASE 
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As the table below shows, amongst those ‘Future would-be seekers’ with no specific need for finance in 
mind, a reluctance to borrow in the current climate presents much more of a barrier than other factors 
(albeit with fewer mentions in recent quarters). This remains more likely to be due to the general 
economic climate rather than the performance of the SME specifically, but the gap has narrowed over 
recent quarters. Discouragement is much less likely to be mentioned by this group, but where it is, 
almost all of it is indirect: 

Main reason for not applying 
The ‘Future would-be seekers’ 
with no identified need 

Q4-1 
2014 

Q1-2 
2014 

Q2-3 
2014 

Q3-4 
2014 

Q4-1 
2015 

Q1-2 
2015 

Q2-3 
2015 

Q3-4 
2015 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   11446600  11554455  11335533  11003388  999900  990044  884400  889977  

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 71% 63% 58% 58% 59% 57% 59% 57% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic 
climate 

50% 45% 43% 41% 38% 36% 35% 36% 

-Predicted performance of 
business 

21% 18% 14% 17% 21% 21% 23% 22% 

Issues with principle of 
borrowing 

2% 4% 5% 5% 7% 8% 5% 2% 

Issues with process of 
borrowing 

13% 14% 14% 14% 15% 17% 17% 18% 

Discouraged (any) 11% 14% 13% 10% 9% 9% 12% 16% 

- Direct (Put off by bank) 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% * 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned 
down)

10% 13% 12% 8% 9% 7% 11% 16% 

NNoonnee  ooff   tthheessee   33%%  55%%  1100%%  1133%%  1100%%  99%%  77%%  77%%  

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs  
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Other analysis of all ‘Future would-be seekers’ including by size and risk rating, is based on the latest 
quarter (Q4 2015). 

By size, a reluctance to borrow now was the top reason given, notably for larger SMEs, while the 
process of borrowing is more of a barrier to smaller ‘Future would-be seekers’:

Main reason for not applying   
‘Future would-be seekers’ by size 

Q4 15 only 

Total 0-9 emps  10-249 emps 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   552255  331144  221111  

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 52% 51% 77% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic climate 34% 34% 25% 

-Predicted performance of business 19% 18% 52% 

Issues with principle of borrowing 1% 1% 1% 

Issues with process of borrowing 22% 23% 10% 

Discouraged (any) 15% 16% 9%

-Direct (Put off by bank) * 1% 1% 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 15% 15% 8% 

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs 

Excluding the ‘Future would-be seekers’ with 0 employees makes relatively little difference to the 
overall picture above. 60% of FWBS with employees cited a reluctance to borrow now, with 34% citing 
the current climate and 26% their own performance. 14% cited discouragement. 

 
Over time, smaller FWBS (with 0-9 employees) 
have been most likely to cite the economic 
climate as the main barrier to a future 
application, but this proportion has fallen 
somewhat (from 63% for 2013 to 54% for 
2015). There has been no change in levels of 
discouragement (14%) or the principle of 

borrowing (3% to 5%) but slightly more 
mentions of the process (13% to 19%). 

Amongst FWBS with 10-249 employees the 
picture is more stable over time, with 8 in 10 
typically citing the current economic climate 
as the main barrier.
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The table below shows the main reasons for not applying given in Q4 2015 by ‘Future would-be 
seekers’, split by risk rating. A reluctance to borrow now remained the main barrier across the risk 
ratings, especially for those with a minimal/low rating, with the process of borrowing mentioned by 1 
in 5 across each risk rating: 

Main reason for not applying   
‘Future would-be seekers’ by risk rating 

Q4 15 only 

Total Min/Low Avge Worse/ 
Avge 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   552255  221155  111155  113355  

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 52% 52% 58% 46% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic climate 34% 32% 36% 27% 

-Predicted performance of business 19% 20% 22% 19% 

Issues with principle of borrowing 1% * * 3% 

Issues with process of borrowing 22% 20% 22% 23% 

Discouraged (any) 15% 15% 11% 23%

-Direct (Put off by bank) * - - 1% 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 15% 15% 11% 22% 

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs 
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To put all these results in context, the table below shows the equivalent figures for each reason 
amongst all SMEs in Q4 2015.  

6% of all SMEs would have liked to apply for new/renewed facilities in the next 3 months but thought 
they would be unlikely to do so because of the current climate or the performance of their business:

Reasons for not applying  
Q4 15 only – the Future would-be seekers 

Main reason All SMEs Q4 All SMEs 
excl. PNB 

UUnnwweeiigghhtteedd  bbaassee ::   552255  55000033  33333388  

Reluctant to borrow now (any) 52% 6% 11% 

-Prefer not to borrow in economic climate 34% 4% 7% 

-Predicted performance of business 19% 2% 4% 

Issues with principle of borrowing 1% * * 

Issues with process of borrowing 22% 3% 5% 

Discouraged (any) 15% 2% 3% 

-Direct (Put off by bank) * * * 

-Indirect (Think I would be turned down) 15% 2% 3% 

Q239/239a ‘Future would-be seekers’ SMEs 

 

The table above also shows the equivalent proportion of SMEs excluding the ‘Permanent non-
borrowers’. Of those SMEs that might be interested in seeking finance (once the PNBs had been 
excluded), 11% were put off by the current economic climate (including their current performance in 
that climate). 

 

 




