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While revised down from its initial forecast, the World Bank projects global economic growth of 2.4%  
in 2016. With the notable exception of the recession in 2008/09, the global economy has continuously 
grown over the last 50 years. 

Globalisation has a defining part to play in this sustained  
growth, boosting economies across the world through 
interconnectivity and trade. As the world becomes better 
connected through advancements in transport and communications, 
countries become increasingly interdependent on one another. 
This symbiosis is not only important to industry and trade, but 
also in terms of wider market confidence. Global supply chains  
are intrinsically linked by confidence, which has a magnetic hold 
over the performance of the world’s economy. 

While large multinationals are often seen as the flagbearers of 
globalisation, introducing and influencing trade links, it’s often 
small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) within supply  
chains that translate consumer confidence into national and 
international growth.

However, the term SME can be defined in a variety of ways  
across the world. We describe these businesses as those with  
less than 250 employees, with annual revenue of up to £25m. 

Despite a lack of global agreement on the definition, a common 
factor transcending national variances is the proportional 
contribution of SMEs to local economies in GDP and employment. 
It’s estimated that such enterprises account for 90% of 
businesses and more than 50% of employment worldwide.

As a global financial services provider to over 10,000 businesses, 
we have a unique view of what makes SMEs different from 
country to country. While there are clear distinctions amongst 
SMEs in relation to operational trading, attitudes towards national 
and global economies, government policy and credit terms of 
suppliers, our experience shows that there are as many similarities 
as there are differences.

Our inaugural Global Business Monitor is based on research 
amongst SMEs in six of the world’s largest economies: the U.S.,  
UK, Germany, Poland, Republic of Ireland and Hong Kong.  
The report gauges business confidence, investment intentions 
and opportunities and threats, offering a unique insight into the 
health of businesses throughout Europe, North America and Asia. 

The findings show that while macro-economic and geo-political 
changes have dominated global headlines in 2016, it is clear that 
SMEs are absorbed in issues affecting their daily operations.

Our analysis shows that rising overheads, regulation and cash 
flow are key challenges crossing country borders. Conversely,  
new product development, digital and social media are seen as 
key areas of growth irrespective of country location.

Whether small firms operating within the buoyant  
transportation sector in the U.S., German “Mittelstand”,  
Hong Kong’s exporters or manufacturers in Poland, 
Ireland and the UK, SMEs continue to play a pivotal 
role in economic growth across the world. As we move 
towards 2017, it’s time for private and public sector 
organisations to look more closely at how we can 
support these important businesses, their employees 
and supply chains. Only in doing so will we be able to 
achieve continued global economic growth for  
a further 50 years.

David Postings,  
Global Chief Executive,  
Bibby Financial Services 
November 2016

INTRODUCTION

“Despite a lack of global agreement on the definition, a common factor transcending national 
variances is the proportional contribution of SMEs to local economies in GDP and employment.  
It’s estimated that such enterprises account for 90% of businesses and more than 50%  
of employment worldwide.”
DAVID POSTINGS, GLOBAL CHIEF EXECUTIVE - BIBBY FINANCIAL SERVICES
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INVESTMENT 

SMEs in Hong Kong are three 
times as likely (69%) to export 
as those in the UK (22%) and 
seven times as likely as in the 

U.S. (10%)

95% of SMEs are planning to 
invest in their business in the 

next 12 months, with staff training, 
promotional activity and technology 

the most popular areas

60% of Polish  
SMEs see business 
acquisition as their 

greatest opportunity  
for growth

CONFIDENCE

German SMEs are the most 
confident with 73% saying their 

national economy is performing well

German and Irish SMEs are most 
confident about future sales with 

57% expecting growth 

UK SMEs feel the most 
favourable towards national 

government policy

FINANCECHALLENGES

73% of SMEs 
have concerns 

about the  
global economy

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

Rising costs are a challenge 
for half of all SMEs 

surveyed (50%) – the most 
frequently cited

Foreign exchange 
fluctuations (24%) and cash 
flow are the biggest barriers 

to international trade

Irish SMEs wait the longest for 
payment from customers  

(38 days), followed by  
Hong Kong (36.7 days)

One in every five 
businesses describes  

the availability of 
finance as poor 

Almost a third of SMEs have  
suffered from bad debt, writing off  
an average £190,000 each over the 

past 12 months
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The challenges encountered by businesses in their own markets vary, but the underlying consensus across the board was that  
factors outside of their control are the most concerning. The ability to cope with rising costs and government regulation are limited,  
and these were cited as the most prominent challenges – with the exception of a lack of skilled staff for German SMEs. This was 
perhaps borne out in the research as cash flow and access to finance were seemingly less of a concern for ‘Mittelstand.’

6

CONFIDENCE IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY

Global overall Local overall

12% Pre-Brexit = 8% 
Post Brexit = 12% 49% Pre-Brexit = 33% 

Post Brexit = 50%

14% Pre-Brexit = 18% 
Post Brexit = 12% 67% Pre-Brexit = 61% 

Post Brexit = 67%

22% Pre-Brexit = 20% 
Post Brexit = 22% 50% Pre-Brexit = 52% 

Post Brexit = 50%

31% Pre-Brexit = 38% 
Post Brexit = 29% 73% Pre-Brexit = 67% 

Post Brexit = 75%

36% Pre-Brexit = 38% 
Post Brexit = 34% 47% Pre-Brexit = 40% 

Post Brexit = 54%

13% Pre-Brexit = 32% 
Post Brexit = 10% 15% Pre-Brexit = 26% 

Post Brexit = 14%

CONFIDENCE
It is likely that the UK’s formal exit from the EU – commencing with the triggering of Article 50 – will have fundamental  
economic consequences. However, in the context of confidence in both local and global economies, our findings do not  
indicate a material difference when considering responses before and after the EU referendum vote. Indeed, with the 
exception of those in the UK and Hong Kong, confidence in local economies appeared to increase following the vote  
to leave the EU on 23 June.

The UK referendum outcome did, however, appear to have a slight impact on confidence in the global economy - particularly 
amongst businesses in Ireland and Hong Kong. 

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS
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TOP GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES

U.S. IRELAND UK GERMANY POLAND HONG KONG

1.
23% Social media 25% Developing 

new products  
and services

20% Developing 
new products  
and services

30% Developing 
new products and 
services

60% Acquiring 
another business

35% Developing 
new products  
and services

2. 14% Acquiring 
another business

13% Social media 11% Social media 18% Digital  
technology  
(ex. Social media)

20% Developing 
new products and 
services

23% Trading  
internationally

3. 12% Developing 
new product  
and services /  
Digital technology  
(ex. Social media)

12% Digital  
technology  
(ex. Social media)

10% Digital  
technology  
(ex. Social media)

11% Trading  
internationally

8% Trading  
internationally

10% Social media

BUSINESS CHALLENGES 

U.S. IRELAND UK GERMANY POLAND HONG KONG

1.
51% Rising  
overheads / costs

65% Rising 
overheads / costs

48% Rising 
overheads / costs

56% Lack of 
skilled staff

47% Rising 
overheads / costs

40% Rising 
overhead / costs

2. 46% Government 
regulation /  
legislation

57% Government 
regulation /  
legislation

38% Government 
regulation / 
legislation

52% Government 
regulation / 
legislation

40% Government 
regulation / 
legislation

39% Lack of 
demand

3. 39% Cash flow 42% Not having 
enough time to 
run the business

35% Cash flow 50% Rising  
overheads / costs

34% Lack of 
demand

12% Cash flow

CHALLENGES AND GROWTH  
OPPORTUNITIES 
For the majority of businesses, the development of new products and services by either expanding their current  
product portfolio or shifting their core offering into new areas is the most likely source of growth over the next 12 months.

Other growth opportunities include leveraging digital  
technology and social media to enhance service levels,  
target new customers and facilitate payment transactions. 

Of interest is the significant difference amongst  
markets in using acquisition as a growth strategy –  
with the majority of Polish SMEs seeing this as their  
primary growth opportunity, compared to only 3% of  
SMEs in the UK. 

INTEREST IN USING AQUISITION FOR GROWTH...

60% of Polish SMEs 3% of UK SMEs

INVESTMENT INTENTIONS
Reflective of the underlying sense of positivity in the local and global economy – despite the longer term uncertainty  
in relation to Brexit – is strong SME intent to invest in their businesses over the next 12 months. 

With skills shortages prevalent across industry sectors and SMEs focused on talent retention and acquisition, it is  
perhaps unsurprising that staff training and development (46%) appears as the top investment focus across the study.  
Other key areas of investment focus include sales and marketing and machinery and equipment, particularly in the  
U.S. and Hong Kong, respectively.

FOCUS AREAS FOR INVESTMENT 

BUSINESS FINANCE
For the majority of SMEs, reinvestment of company profits is the leading source of business funding. Overdrafts and  
bank loans are the most commonly used sources of external finance – with P2P and credit cards the least common forms.  
Polish businesses are more than twice as likely to use external sources of finance as those in Hong Kong, the U.S. and the UK.

In relation to the availability of commercial finance, almost half of SMEs in Germany believe availability is good or excellent.  
Conversely, Irish SMEs are most likely to view the availability of finance for businesses as poor. Despite the common perception  
that external finance is difficult to access, just 13% of SMEs have been rejected for finance in the past.

U.S.

IRELAND

UK

GERMANY

POLAND

HONG KONG

AVAILABILITY OF FINANCE

Use external sources 
of finance

Feel the availability of finance in 
their sector is excellent or good

Have been rejected for  
finance in the past

U.S.

IRELAND

UK

GERMANY

POLAND

HONG KONG

22%21%

30%

26%

33%

55%

42%
27%

32%

32%
47%

28%

14%8%

13%

7%
13%

23%

Sales & Marketing 
Promotion

25

0
%

50

75

Staff Training &  
Development

Machinery & 
Equipment

IT or Digital 
Technology

New Staff 
Recruitment

51
% 54

%
53

%

29
%

20
%

40
%

40
%

40
%

53
%

50
% 60

% 65
%

62
%

48
%

22
%

12
% 15

%19
%

39
%

45
%

34
% 42

%
44

%

60
%

48
% 58

% 61
%

29
%

20
%

KEY BARRIERS TO INTERNATIONAL TRADE:

50
%

24%Foreign exchange 
fluctuations 8%Cash  

flow 5%Managing 
customer payments
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ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
Despite uncertainty surrounding interest rates, SMEs in the U.S. were relatively optimistic about  
business performance and the wider economy. Among survey respondents, more than two fifths  
(41%) expected to see an increase in sales and just under half (49%) considered the domestic  
economy to be performing well. 

However, opinions on the global economy were more subdued  
with only 12% viewing its prospects positively. Larger companies 
were three times as likely as smaller businesses to view the  
global economy as performing well.

Aside from a slight decline in sales expectations following the  
UK’s vote on June 23, Brexit appeared to have had virtually no 
impact on the perception of global economic performance among 
U.S. SMEs. This is perhaps due to U.S. firms’ focus on domestic 
trade. In contrast with overall Global Business Monitor results 
which showed that 37% of SMEs export and 26% import, just 12% 
of U.S. firms import and 10% export to overseas markets. 

While the UK’s relationship with the EU has had little impact  
on U.S. businesses, rising overheads, concerns regarding 
government legislation, finding the time to effectively run  
their businesses and cash flow concerns were all common 
challenges cited by survey respondents. 

On par with businesses in Germany, 98% of SMEs in the  
U.S. said they plan to invest in their business over the coming 
months. Key areas of investment included sales and marketing,  
staff training and development, IT and digital technology,  
and machinery and equipment.

The digital economy continues to be a powerful force  
as the use of social media was identified as the greatest  
growth opportunity for these businesses. 

Approximately a quarter of those surveyed were turning  
to commercial finance to fund investment plans and just  
14% of U.S. firms thought access to external finance is poor.

Payment practices were on par across the board with the  
majority being paid by customers within the standard 30-day 
expectation within the U.S.. Despite this, over a third of SMEs 
described cash flow as a challenge and nearly a quarter had 
suffered from bad debt in the past, with firms writing off  
$18,000 on average. 

10

IAN WATSON 
CEO, BIBBY FINANCIAL 
SERVICES NORTH AMERICA

     With GDP value representing over a quarter of the global economy, the U.S. is the world’s 
largest single economy,1 boasting some of the world’s most important business and financial 
centers, including New York, Chicago and Los Angeles.

The services sector is the primary economic driver accounting for almost 80% of GDP. 
Manufacturing is another key sector - contributing around 15% of GDP - and today the U.S.  
is viewed as a leader in industries such as automobiles, aerospace, machinery, 
telecommunications and chemicals.2

Entrepreneurship is central to the success of the U.S. economy. Despite a decline in new 
business formation since the early 1980s, it’s estimated that there are around 27.9m small 
businesses and over 18,000 firms with 500 or more employees.

The economy continues to recover from the 2008 global recession, driven by a strong jobs 
market and surging housing prices balance an economy challenged by growing competition 
from China, slowing overseas growth and a tightening of a once booming oil sector.

Alongside fears of market overheating and a long and volatile presidential election campaign,  
2017 is shaping up to be a vitally important time for the U.S. economy.

While very low interest rates have stabilized the economy, the Federal Reserve is likely  
to increase rates over the coming months, which many feel will put the brakes on further 
economic growth.

Population: 321.6m Number of businesses: 28.7m

Case study:  Crowder Trucking
After driving trucks for someone else for sixteen years,  
Richard Crowder bought his own truck in 1991 and  
went to work for himself. Nine years later, his daughter  
submitted his name and his story to the producers of  
Trick My Truck, a U.S. TV show, and Crowder was selected  
out of 7,000 entries. His truck, by this time unreliable  
and frequently breaking down, was transformed into  
a machine worthy of his dream. It was time to build his  
business, and for that he would need the right kind of  
funding and support.

Having heard of Bibby Transportation Finance from a friend, 
Crowder researched the company and thought that the  group’s 
Nashville base would be an advantage. It meant he could meet 
the team and get to know them on his regular visits to drop off 
his freight bills. The financial support enabled Richard to buy 
more trucks and hire additional drivers, and the company’s  
back-office services allowed him to focus on winning new contracts 
instead of juggling the administrative tasks that often hinder 
small business owners. His fleet grew from one truck to ten.

But as the old saying goes, bigger isn’t always better. Richard 
realized in mid-2013 that he could serve his customers more 
efficiently if he scaled back, so he decreased his fleet from  
ten trucks to a more easily managed five. With reduced 
overheads and a leaner staff, the owner of Crowder Trucking, 
LLC has been able to more fully focus on winning the larger 
contracts that now drive his business. 

MARKET ANALYSIS: U.S.

MARKET OVERVIEW

1. www.tradingeconomics.com/united-states/indicators 
2. www.focus-economics.com/countries/united-states

“I have been able to build my client base significantly, and we can handle large contracts 
much more consistently. Large contracts used to be rare, but now we serve those very 
customers every day.”
RICHARD CROWDER, CROWDER TRUCKING
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ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
Findings of the research reinforce the level of uncertainty as a 
result of Brexit – which may also increase the problem of delayed 
invoicing and late payments among SMEs. The research noted an 
improvement in the perception of whether banks are lending to 
SMEs, but a belief that banks are only lending to a small number 
of businesses, with a substantial drop in the proportion of SMEs 
expecting sales increases in the next 12 months after the vote 
(from 72% down to 53%). 

Echoing other economic indicators, Irish SMEs appeared much  
more confident in the strength of the domestic rather than the 
global economy. Over two thirds (67%) described the Irish  
economy as performing well compared to 14% in relation to  
the global economy.

Over half (57%) expected their sales to increase  
over the next 12 months, with those with higher 
turnovers (€1.2m+) signifying the greatest optimism.

Irish SMEs in the transport (78%), hospitality and leisure (78%) 
sectors are the most positive across the industries surveyed, and 
businesses with the highest turnover (€6m+) also percieved the 

economy as favourable. SMEs also signalled that their  
investment in 2016 will focus on up-skilling existing staff,  
IT and digital technology.

Despite the positive outlook, concerns remained over the  
economic environment with SMEs citing cash flow, regulation  
and rising costs as top challenges for their businesses.  
The research indicated that access to finance is still a major 
concern with a relatively high proportion of 29% of respondents 
feeling that the availability of finance is poor. Larger businesses 
were more likely to feel positive about sources of finance, with  
47% of SMEs with more than 50 employees stating that the 
availability of finance in their sector was either good or excellent.

In addition, according to our research more than two-fifths of SMEs 
in Ireland stated they had suffered from bad debt over the past 12 
months, where there customers failed to pay. As a result 21% of SMEs 
had written-off money in the past year. The average amount written 
off by each business due to customer non-payment of invoices was 
€23,000. Our study found that the average invoice payment times 
of SME customers was 38 days, with a significant amount of small and 
medium sized businesses (17%) waiting up to three months or more.

12

Case study:  Allpro Services
Galway-based Allpro Services, one of Ireland’s leading 
independent facilities management and contract cleaning 
companies, was established in 2002. Every year since its 
inception, the company has demonstrated growth and, four 
years ago, expanded its offering with the addition of security 
services management. With offices in Dublin, Cork and  
Limerick and a workforce of 450 employees, Allpro Services 
attributes much of its rapid expansion to invoice financing.

Servicing clients across various sectors including hospitals, 
universities, government buildings, commercial and retail 
businesses, Allpro Services had previously found the long  
credit terms being imposed by some customers was putting 
pressure on the company’s cash flow.

The company had tried invoice financing through a bank 
previously, but found it had limitations for their business. 

The approach that Allpro Services found with  
Bibby Financial Services was very different. BFS took an 
individual approach and looked at the wider state of the 
company – expected growth levels and business requirements 
for the next 12 months – and reverted back with a service  
that matched. 

MARKET ANALYSIS: IRELAND

BERNARD O’ HARE 
MANAGING DIRECTOR, BIBBY FINANCIAL SERVICES 
REPUBLIC OF IRELAND 

Population: 4.6m Number of businesses: 238,249

MARKET OVERVIEW
     Ireland,  the 43rd largest economy globally, accounted for the most substantial growth in 
2015. This is predominantly due to the open and globalised nature of the Irish economy.

Due to its proximity to the UK, Ireland has a relatively high exposure to growth and  
contraction in the UK economy, and early indicators suggest that Brexit is adding a degree  
of uncertainty in terms of SME sentiment. Nonetheless, according to the Economic and Social 
Research Institute, Ireland’s economic growth is expected to remain strong for the final  
months of 2016 and into 2017 – with GDP expected to grow by 4.3% and 3.8% respectively.5  
This shows Ireland outperforming many other European economies.

Unemployment, another strong barometer of the economy’s health, stabilised at around  
7.9% in September 2016 – a fall of over 7% from its peak, with a fall in unemployment across 
all regions.6 Certain sectors are operating at full capacity, with wage inflation a factor in key 
industries such as IT and financial services. 

Although large companies are generally able to weather the uncertainty that has arisen in  
the aftermath of the Brexit vote, utilising reserves and longer term funding, SMEs tend not  
to have the luxury of a safety net. With a small domestic market, success in exporting has 
played a key part of boosting Ireland’s long-term economic growth and providing a stable 
employment base and enhanced economic resilience. There remains significant potential  
for Irish companies to grow international sales in export markets.

The drawing up of new financial services regulation between the UK and Ireland in a post-
Brexit environment is likely to be time-consuming, adding an additional level of uncertainty 
and cost. What’s more, the SME Credit Demand Survey commissioned by the Department  
of Finance in November 2015 showed a definite caution among SMEs in relation to debt with 
many relying on internal funds for financing growth.

Before the process of Brexit commences, Irish SMEs should take advantage of the growth 
opportunities available and take stability into their own hands – which should include  
a more planned approach to securing finance for growth, chasing payment and protecting 
themselves against the effects of bad debt.

3. www.tradingeconomics.com/ireland/indicators 
4. www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/newsevents/documents/IrelandEconomicGrowthFigures.pdf   www.ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tec00115&plugin=0 
5. www.esri.ie/news/latest-esri-forecast-predicts-strong-gdp-growth-to-continue-into-2016/  
6. www.ntma.ie/business-areas/funding-and-debt-management/irish-economy

“With this partnership in place we knew we had a secure stream of funding to cover costs  
such as wages, suppliers and overheads, allowing us to do what we do best which is provide  
a tailor-made facility management service to our customers.”
CONOR NOLAN, OPERATIONS MANAGER - ALLPRO SERVICES
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ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
Despite the Brexit storm clouds looming over the UK economy, 
half of UK SMEs believe that the local economy is performing 
well. This differs greatly from the wider global economy, where 
less than a quarter (22%) of UK businesses saw the economy as 
performing well. With a weaker pound and the UK keen to re-set 
the clock on exports, concerns from business owners in relation 
to the global economy may hold them back from seeking new 
opportunities. As a result of this swell of uncertainty, SME owners 
in the UK had some of the lowest sales expectations, with just 
over a third (36%) expecting them to increase over the next three 
months. In fact, over one in ten expected sales to decrease.

SMEs in the UK are suffering from a pincer movement on 
their bottom line, with concerns around risings costs and cash 
flow being highlighted as two of the top three challenges for 
businesses. Government regulation and legislation were also seen 
as a major challenge for businesses.

Despite facing challenges with their bottom lines, businesses 
appeared willing to invest with up-skilling and training existing 
staff the main area of investment. This was closely followed 
by investing in sales and marketing and then IT and digital 
technology.

To overcome these challenges and fund planned 
investments, over a third (37%) of SMEs were  
re-investing their profits back into the business,  
while a quarter (26%) were using external finance  
as a source of funding. 

The UK had the lowest proportion of businesses that have 
suffered from bad debt over the past twelve months, with less 
than one in five (17%) affected. Of those that were affected,  
almost a quarter were unsure of the amount they lost, while the 
average amount lost was the equivalent of £42,030.

14

EDWARD WINTERTON 
COMMERCIAL DIRECTOR, 
BIBBY FINANCIAL SERVICES UK

     Up until the 23 June 2016, the UK was the fifth largest economy in the world, slipping down 
to sixth following the decision to leave the European Union.7  It’s likely that 2016 will be seen 
as a year of two halves for the UK economy, with a pre and post-Brexit line drawn in the sand. 
Prior to the vote, the UK recorded growth of 0.4% and 0.6% in the first two quarters of the year. 
Despite fears of a slowdown, the OECD has recently revised up its growth forecast for the 
whole of 2016 to 1.8% on the back of the strong growth in the first half.8 However, for 2017 the 
OECD halved its growth forecasts to 1%, with the expectation that the uncertainty from Brexit 
will impact the UK economy significantly.

In the short term as the Government develops its approach and wish list for its Brexit 
negotiations, initial economic data following the 23 June has seen the economy stabilise or  
in some areas prosper. In July, with the pound 15%9 lower against other currencies compared 
with the same time last year, exports increased by 2% while imports fell by 0.5%; narrowing 
the UK’s trade deficit by over £1 billion.10 The services sector remains the heartbeat of the 
economy, where consumers appear to have shrugged off fears over Brexit to continue 
spending; driving growth in the UK’s dominant sector.

For the remainder of 2016 and heading into 2017, the picture for the UK economy remains 
unclear. Both before and after the EU referendum, businesses continued to hire, pushing 
unemployment figures even lower to 4.9%.11 The post referendum picture hasn’t materialised, 
as yet, and businesses appear to remain uncertain about the future. The Government has 
signalled a re-setting of economic policy as the UK faces two years of economic “turbulence”12 
ahead of its exit.

Population: 64.9m Number of businesses: 5.4m

MARKET ANALYSIS: UK

MARKET OVERVIEW

Case study: Ming Foods
Since 2005, Ming Foods Ltd has produced Chinese pancakes 
which it supplies to restaurants and food manufacturers  
across the UK and internationally. In 2012 its funding facility 
was removed which proved to be a real hindrance to the 
business’s growth potential. Tired of being unable to pursue  
its ambitions and facing a cash flow crisis, Ming Foods 
approached Bibby Financial Services (BFS) in 2015 to help  
fund the business with an invoice finance facility.

The BFS funding helped secure the future of the business 
and made sure that the 28-strong workforce can continue to 
produce market leading pancakes to customers from  
Las Vegas to Cyprus. From its new factory in Swanley, Kent,  
the business currently produces three million pancakes a week, 
totalling 1500 tonnes of products a year. The business has  
more than doubled in eight years, with a turnover of £1 million  
in 2008 rising to £2.2million in 2016. 

Sam Duong, CEO of Ming Foods said: “BFS were able to step  
in when we needed them, providing funding in just three weeks. 
Now our ambition is to be a UK based business selling Chinese 
food products to China and our ongoing funding has brought  
us one step closer to achieving this goal.”  Speaking of the UK’s 
vote to leave the EU, Sam said: 

7. www.tradingeconomics.com/united-kingdom/indicators 
8. www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/grossdomesticproductpreliminaryestimate/previousReleases  
9. www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-37315866 
10. www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/bulletins/uktrade/july2016  
11. www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment 
12. www.ft.com/content/bd1cecf2-893e-11e6-8cb7-e7ada1d123b1

“A referendum choice has been made; like it or not. As an SME we have to get on with making 
the most of opportunities springing from that. Thankfully exporting is part of our business and 
the currency movements have made that easier; our exports are up 5% since the referendum.”
SAM DUONG, CEO - MING FOODS



Global Business Monitor 2016 1716

ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
Despite positive perceptions of German SMEs towards their 
domestic economy, uncertainty regarding global growth is a 
potential burden for an economy that is traditionally focused  
on exporting. 

There was a positive correlation between the size of businesses 
and their export ratio and it was notable that larger SMEs 
surveyed in Germany are significantly more negative in sentiment 
towards global economic development than smaller counterparts. 

However, when considering their own sales performance, German 
SMEs were notably more positive. Findings revealed that behind 
those in Ireland, German SMEs were most likely to say that their 
businesses have grown over the past 12 months. Almost half 
(48%) of SMEs in Germany said that sales increased in the past 
year, compared with an average of 40% across the entire study.

German businesses were also confident about future sales, with 
over half (57%) expecting sales to grow over the next 12 months. 
Again, this compares favourably with the report average of 43%.

Finding and retaining skilled talent appeared to be the biggest 
challenge for German SMEs, followed by rising overheads  
and regulation. 

In relation to investment, there was significant  
emphasis placed on staff training and development 
(62%) and new staff recruitment (61%).  

It is clear that bank financing plays an important role for  
corporate funding in Germany. Following reinvestment of 
company profits (37%), bank loans were the top funding choice  
for respondents with a quarter of respondents financing their 
businesses in this way. 

A significant proportion of respondents have suffered from  
bad debt in the last 12 months (43%), with around €36k  
written off on average. Remarkably, almost a quarter (23%)  
were not aware of how much money they’ve lost as a result.
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     Germany is the fourth largest global economy representing just over 5% of the world’s 
economy13 and, for several years, it has been seen as the beating heart of the success of the 
European Union. 

Despite strong performance historically, the German economy is currently experiencing 
a phase of modest growth, a trend that is set to continue in the near future. The German 
economy is set to grow by 1.8% in 2016 and 1.4% in 2017, according to the German 
government.14 However, consumer confidence has remained stable over the last two  
years – indicating optimism in the country’s financial situation and economy. Employment  
and export figures for the first half of the year increased by 1.2% and 1.4% respectively.  
The latter, resulting in a 6% increase in trade surplus.15

The engine room of the Germany economy - “Mittelstand” – which is equivalent to SMEs  
in other markets, provide 55% of Germany’s net produce and employ 60% of the total  
workforce.16 The importance of Mittelstand to the success of the German economy cannot  
be overlooked, with 99% of German companies sitting in this category.17 Mittelstand companies  
are optimistically looking forward, with plans to hire up to 200,000 new employees in 2016, 
according to a DIHK survey.18 

The availability of business finance in Germany remains strong in comparison to some of  
its global counterparts. However, while larger German enterprises are taking advantage of  
the European Central Bank’s quantitative easing programme, smaller companies are facing 
greater hurdles in obtaining credit. Most of the corporate bonds bought by ECB were issued  
by large companies. These companies have much better access to capital market funding  
or financial investors in general.

Despite the positive outlook, there are a number of near and long term risks, stemming  
from both political and economic developments at home and abroad.  A shortage of skilled 
workers, rising labour costs, interim staffing regulation and reform of inheritance tax are 
posing immediate challenges. Moreover, international conflicts and the humanitarian crisis  
as well as uncertainty in nearby markets (Turkey and Brexit in the UK) could impact the 
German economy in the future, and represent potential challenges to growth and exports. 

Population: 82.2m Number of businesses: 3.6m

MARKET ANALYSIS: GERMANY

MARKET OVERVIEW

Case study:   Spedition Hans Merkle  
GmbH & Co.KG

Spedition Hans Merkle GmbH & Co.KG is a family owned  
and operated transport and logistics company that was 
founded in 1959. Now managed by second-generation  
director, Joachim Hans Merkle, the son of its founder,  
the company has grown significantly to its current fleet  
of 17 lorries and 20 employees. 

Operating predominantly in the food and automotive sectors, 
Spedition Hans Merkle GmbH & Co.KG had to change its 
payment terms for customers, in order to remain competitive 
in today’s modern logistics industry. With payment terms of up 
to 30 days, in recent years, late payment from some customers 
was creating knock on implications on cash flow within the 
company – which had subsequent knock on implications 
on the ability to cover day-to-day running costs and wages. 
Longer term this was also having a detrimental impact on the 
company’s ability to invest for the future. 

In order to access a reliable and flexible source of cash flow,  
the company turned to Bibby Financial Services as an alternative 
to traditional bank credit. The logistics company and factoring 
provider decided on full service factoring as the ideal solution, 
and in the three years since this partnership commenced, the 
company has witnessed a significant improvement in cash flow 
and has decisively restructured its client base.

13. www.tradingeconomics.com/germany/indicators 
14. www.tagesschau.de/wirtschaft/konjunkturprognose114.html  
15. www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2016/08/PD16_273_51.html| 
16. www.ifm-bonn.org/statistiken/mittelstand-im-ueberblick/#accordion=0&tab=0 
17. www.destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/GesamtwirtschaftUmwelt/UnternehmenHandwerk/KleineMittlereUnternehmenMittelstand/Aktuell_.html  
18. www.dihk.de/presse/meldungen/2016-03-23-wansleben-mittelstandsreport

“Full service factoring was exactly the right decision for us: now that we have outsourced our 
debtor management side, we are once again able to focus more on growing our business. As a 
result of this partnership, we have been able to dedicate time and resource to acquiring a new 
base of clients”
JOACHIM HANS MERKLE - SPEDITION HANS MERKLE GMBH & CO.KG
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ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
Polish SMEs had mixed views on the strength of the domestic 
market with 47% considering it to be performing well, yet notably 
more than those who felt confident in the global economy (36%).

The outcome of the UK-EU referendum in June appeared to have 
impacted negatively on sentiment towards the global economy, 
but there was little impact on overall sales expectations with 45% 
of Polish SMEs predicting a sales increase in the next 12 months. 
Across all respondents worldwide, Polish SMEs were most likely to 
say that government policy is not favourable to businesses similar 
to theirs. Additionally, almost half (46%) said that managing 
foreign exchange fluctuations was the greatest challenge in 
relation to international trade.

Acquiring other businesses was viewed as the biggest 
growth opportunity by the majority of businesses 
(60%), a significant margin over new product 
development (20%) and trading internationally,  
which was cited by only 8%, reflecting a reliance  
on the strength of Poland’s domestic economy. 

This growth strategy differed significantly to other markets,  
most notably the UK where just 3% of businesses saw acquisition 
as an opportunity for growth.

Investment in machinery and equipment was a focus for many  
businesses (39%) along with sales and marketing (29%).  
However, rising overheads and costs and government regulation 
were both areas of concern.  

Over half (55%) of Polish SMEs said they use some form of 
external finance, but self-funding (36%) was cited as the main 
source of funding, followed by re-investment of company profits 
(25%). Self-funding by Polish SMEs was more than double that of 
SMEs in other countries included in the Global Business Monitor. 

Almost a quarter of SMEs (23%) claimed to have been rejected  
for finance in the past and this could explain SMEs’ relative  
self-sufficiency in relation financing their businesses.

A high proportion have suffered from bad debt in the past  
year and on average, each company has written off €103,000  
as a result.
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     The Polish economy is the largest economy in Central Europe,19 sixth largest in the EU  
and 24th largest globally.20 Despite many political changes over the past quarter of a century, 
Poland has a strong and stable foundation and has seen continuous growth in recent years. 
This economic confidence is highlighted by economic indicators which have shown sustained 
increases since 1989. Poland’s central bank (NBP) expect GDP to grow by 3.2% in 2016 and 
3.5% in 2017.21

Under the pressure of a changing business environment and a floating exchange rate, 
resilience and adjustment are the hallmarks of Polish business. Over the last decade,  
as well as a manufacturer of furniture Poland has become one of the biggest passenger  
car, goods vehicle and bus producers in the Central and Eastern European region.  
In addition, Poland is seen as a European powerhouse in terms of manufacturing motor  
vehicle components and spare parts for a number of global motoring brands. 

According to the Ministry of Economic Development, the Polish chemical and pharmaceutical 
industries are also rapidly and dynamically developing branches of the Polish economy,  
due to investment in R&D and infrastructure.22

Poland also benefits from a high quality workforce, lower labour costs compared to other  
EU countries and a large internal market for consumer products, which insulates it somewhat 
from the ups and downs of the global economy. Such qualities, when combined with Poland’s 
sustained economic growth over recent years make it an attractive place to do business.

Population: 38.4m Number of businesses: 1.5m

MARKET ANALYSIS: POLAND

MARKET OVERVIEW

Case study:   Romax  
Romax operates within the wood and furniture manufacturing 
sector, importing plywood and high quality wood-based 
products from Russia and Belarus for export within Eastern 
Europe. Wood and furniture manufacturing is one of the fastest 
growing export sectors within the Polish economy, boosted  
by the devaluation of the ruble and since the company  
was established in 2007, turnover has increased tenfold.  
The company has been recognised in awards for its dynamic  
growth and has plans to expand into multiple new markets, 
including Germany and Italy in the next 12 months, in  
response to this higher demand.  

Currently the company buys stock from up to 40 different 
manufacturers and, to convert additional business 
opportunities, has been investing in new stock which often 
needs to be paid for up-front. 

To improve cash flow while gearing up for growth, the company 
utilises factoring which it has found to be an agile and flexible 
source of funding that has grown with the business. Company 
representative Anatol Bagiński says:

19. www.poland.pl/economy 
20. www.tradingeconomics.com/poland/indicators 
21. www.poland.pl 
22. www.mr.gov.pl

“Factoring gives our company a very strong forward impulse and has increased our turnover 
straight away. Through its partnership with Bibby Financial Services Poland, Romax has 
additionally been supported through the provision of due diligence on business partners whose 
invoices are submitted for factoring, to reduce the potential risks of cross-border trade.”
ANATOL BAGIŃSKI - ROMAX



Global Business Monitor 2016 2120

ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
SMEs in Hong Kong were downbeat, reflecting more moderate 
growth and economic uncertainty, with the outcome of the  
UK-EU referendum appearing to have affected opinion  
negatively towards economic growth both locally and globally. 
This is likely due to the close trade and market ties between  
the UK and Hong Kong, as well as Hong Kong’s role as an 
important banking and financial hub in Asia Pacific. 

The Global Business Monitor showed expectations of a further 
deteriorating business environment, impacting smaller SMEs 
in terms of confidence, with larger companies appearing more 
resilient. However, just short of a quarter of all SMEs (24%)  
expected to see a growth in sales in the next 12 months. Rising 
overheads and lack of demand were the main concerns, and one  
in ten businesses were not looking to invest at all over the  
next 12 months.

Research findings highlighted the relative importance of export 
markets to the economy with Hong Kong SMEs three times  
more likely to export (69%) than businesses in the UK (22%)  
and almost seven times more likely than U.S. firms (10%). 

Despite the concerns about the global economy, 
almost a quarter (23%) saw trading internationally 
as a top growth opportunity, the highest proportion 
of all markets surveyed, though second in popularity 
to developing new products and services (35%) for 
businesses in Hong Kong.

For those SMEs looking to invest, sales and marketing was a 
focus for 40% followed by people related investment including 
training and development, and new staff recruitment.  
The majority of SMEs were looking to self-fund their investment 
through reinvesting profits or savings, with almost three out  
of ten SMEs (29%) reporting problems accessing finance.

The most common way for SMEs to secure bank loans was to use 
property or cash as collateral, which smaller businesses in particular 
may be lacking. Use of alternative sources of funding was also 
limited (2%), perhaps due to a lack of awareness of the benefits of 
accounts receivable finance or trade finance to boost cash flow.  
A significant number (28%) had suffered bad debts in the past year, 
a risk that could be reduced with improved credit control processes.  
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     As one of the world’s leading financial centres, Hong Kong’s economy is ranked 34th 
globally by GDP,23 and ninth in global competitiveness according to the World Economic Forum.24

Hong Kong’s 320,000 SMEs - defined as manufacturing enterprises with fewer than 100 
employees and non-manufacturing enterprises with fewer than 50 employees - are the key 
drivers of economic growth, accounting for 98% of all businesses and 46% of total employment 
(excluding civil service). 

Due to its geographical location and relationship with China and – historically – the UK,  
Hong Kong is an important gateway to trading activities between China and Western countries and 
its economy is highly export driven. For this reason, it’s of little surprise that a large proportion of 
SMEs are involved in wholesale and retail industries. By the very nature of such sectors and its 
concentration on overseas trade, Hong Kong’s fortunes are, therefore, closely aligned with the 
fortunes of the global economy and – more specifically - global consumer confidence.

As the global economy dropped into a lower gear in the past few years, growth in Hong 
Kong has also slowed. Year-on-year growth in real terms has deteriorated significantly, from 
2.4% in 2015, to 0.8% in the first quarter of 2016. Such economic contraction is attributed to 
a loss of momentum in the domestic market, coupled with strong headwinds in the external 
environment. Although slow growth is a comparable trend in other markets featured in the 
Global Business Monitor, Hong Kong is the only market to experience such a significant drop 
in the first quarter of 2016. 

A closer look at the factors behind this drop shows that growth in private consumption 
expenditure dropped from 4.7% to 1.1% year-on-year for the same period. Meanwhile, 
investment expenditure dropped by 10.1%, after a 2% contraction in 2015 and exports of goods 
and services fell by 3.6% and 4.9% respectively.25 

Looking ahead, the external environment remains challenging and the major impetus to  
overall economic growth will continue to count on domestic demand.26 The 2016-2017 Budget 
unveiled a number of relief measures to help businesses and residents combat these difficult 
conditions and stimulate the economy. It remains to be seen how effective these measures  
will be in counteracting the relatively stagnant and negative growth environment, but the 
Hong Kong government has maintained its forecast of economic growth at 1% to 2% for 2016. 

Population: 7.3m Number of businesses: 320,000

MARKET ANALYSIS: HONG KONG

MARKET OVERVIEW

Case study:  Forests International Ltd 
Artificial Christmas tree manufacturer, Forests International 
Ltd, was founded by William Tang in Dongguan in 2001.  
Within 10 years, the business had grown rapidly due to  
building a reputation for high quality products and customer 
service. However, large orders and long credit terms were 
creating a cash flow bottle-neck for the business.   

In 2013, Forests’ annual turnover was USD3 million when they 
started to work with BFS. Today, their annual turnover stands at 
USD9 million and is expected to grow 10% in 2016.

23. www.tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/indicators 
24. www.tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/indicators 
25. www. hong-kong-economy-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Market-Environment/Economic-and-Trade-Infor 
26. hong-kong-economy-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Market-Environment/Economic-and-Trade-Information-on-Hong-Kong/etihk/en/1/1X48LWJT/1X09OVUL.htm

“Due to the seasonal nature of our business with payments coming through mainly between 
December and February, it was hard for us to manage our routine operational expenses during 
mid-year and our ability to take up larger orders was held back. 

“We wanted to grasp the opportunities to grow so we took up a factoring solution with Bibby 
Financial Services to make it easier to pay our suppliers. This helps our cash flow position and 
also reduces the risk of working with overseas suppliers. Extending the facility to Purchase 
Order Finance also helps us to increase production capacity.”
WILLIAM TANG, CO-FOUNDER - FORESTS INTERNATIONAL LTD
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CONCLUSIONS 2017 A YEAR OF ENORMOUS CHANGE 
As we approach the end of 2016, business leaders across the world are anticipating the testing times of 
operating in 2017, a year in which the business environment looks set to be particularly challenging as the 
world grapples with almost unprecedented economic and political change. Around the globe, small business 
leaders will need clear direction, nerve and resilience as markets and changes in political governing 
continue to test the economy.  

Hong Kong’s next leader is set to be elected on 26 March, 2017. 
Before that, on 11 December this year, the 1,200 member election 
committee that will pick the next Chief Executive will be chosen. 
The Chief Executive position is the most powerful in the city and 
uncertainty reigns over who will hold the position until 2022.  
This is unsettling for Hong Kong’s SMEs as they seek support 
from their elected leaders.           

In the United Kingdom, there is still much uncertainty around 
Britain’s role in the world following the decision to quit the 
European Union. Britain’s new Prime Minister, Theresa May,  
looks likely to trigger Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty before  
the end of March 2017, which will then formally start the two  
year exit programme. Negotiations need to be worked out with 
Europe, and new trade agreements need to be settled with  
non-EU markets across the world to ensure Britain remains a 
global player. Add to this the appetite for a second independence 
referendum in Scotland, and 2017 looks to be challenging for  
the UK’s 5.4 million SMEs.         

The next German federal election will elect the members of the 
Bundestag, the Federal Parliament, on a date to be determined 
in 2017. At recent elections in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern in 
north-east Germany, the chancellor Angela Merkel’s Christian 
Democrats suffered one of their worst results in the party’s 
history, ending up with less than 20% of the vote. Germany,  
as the economic powerhouse of the EU, will need to lead the 
politico-economic union to shape its form without the UK and 
ensure that the country’s SMEs remain competitive. 

Poland, as one of the members of the EU, will also have to play  
a role in how the EU continues now that Britain’s exit will result  
in it losing a sixth of its funding. 

In Ireland, 2017 is set to be an interesting year. The nation’s 
government is facing a battle with the EU due to the tax 
arrangements it made with global technology brand, Apple.  
Apple has warned that future investment by global companies 
could be hit after it was ordered to pay a record-breaking €13bn 
(£11bn) in back taxes to Ireland. How this will end remains to be 
seen, but already there is a growing call among small businesses 
for increased support for them, not just the large global entities, 
from their government.  

Finally, as I write this, the American people are preparing to 
take to the polls to elect a new president to run the world’s 
largest economy. In one of the most divisive campaigns in 
memory, America has a clear choice between two of the least 
popular presidential candidates in modern history. Whereas the 
administration of President Obama was welcomed with optimism 
and hope, the sentiment of this year’s historic election has been 
one of unease. This has been an unsettling period of time for the 
estimated 28 million businesses in the U.S..

Clearly, next year is one of enormous change. 

Yet as well as challenges there are opportunities. As the world 
shapes itself following a new U.S. president and an EU without 
Britain, it will be those small businesses that can demonstrate 
flexibility, strategy and foresight that will be best placed to profit. 

Businesses around the world are not only facing up to the 
challenges of a new world order, but actively seeking new 
opportunities to help make their businesses thrive. SMEs need 
our support. Small businesses are often referred to as the 
backbone of the economy and they will be central to creating  
a more productive, higher skilled global economy over the  
months and years ahead.

Steve Box 

International CEO 
Bibby Financial Services 
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METHODOLOGY
The Global Business Monitor is an international survey of over 
1,200 Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) across 
six countries: the U.S., Republic of Ireland, United Kingdom, 
Germany, Poland and Hong Kong. Research was commissioned  
by Bibby Financial Services and carried out by by Critical 
Research via telephone interview between 13 June and  
21 July 2016. 

Respondent profile

-  Approximately 200 SMEs were surveyed per country  
(1,203 in total) across wholesale, manufacturing, construction,  
transport, and service sectors.

-  Respondent businesses were those with turnover up to £25m 
and less than 250 employees.

“As the world shapes itself following a new U.S. president and an EU without Britain, it will be  
those small businesses that can demonstrate flexibility, strategy and foresight that will be best 
placed to profit.”
STEVE BOX, INTERNATIONAL CEO - BIBBY FINANCIAL SERVICES
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Bibby Financial Services (BFS) is a leading independent financial 
services partner to over 10,000 businesses worldwide.

Formed in 1982, BFS is part of the Bibby Line Group. With over 
40 operations in 13 countries spanning Europe, North America 
and Asia, BFS provides specialist and adaptable trade, asset and 
working capital funding, helping businesses to grow in domestic 
and international markets.
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finance, asset based finance, lease finance, foreign exchange 
services, and specialist funding for the construction, recruitment 
and transport sectors.
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a diverse and forward-looking family business with over 200 years’ 
experience of providing personal, responsive and flexible  
customer solutions. 
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