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1.  Summary  
 

The following is the summary of results from the SME Credit Demand . All interviews were 

conducted between 25 th  August and  the 12 th  October  2020  and covered the period from mid -

March 2020 (the onset of the Covid -19  restrictions). Throughout  the report, where possible, 

the SME Credit Demand SME Credit Demand Survey findings (referred to as October 2020 ) 

are  compared with previous waves  of the Department of Finance Credit Demand Survey.  This 

ensures that historical comparisons are being made o n a like - for - like basis ,  taking the current 

pandemic  into account.  

 

1.1  Trading Performance  
 

Trading conditions since the onset of the Covid -19  crisis have been extremely difficult at all 

levels.   

 

In terms of turnover, just 29 % of all businesses surveyed report ed  increased  or stable  

turnover since the onset of Covid -19  compared to 8 0% in September 201 9. 

 

By sector, all SME categories have experienced significant declines in turnover, with the 

greatest decline registering in the hotels & restaurant s sector, where 96% of survey 

respondents report a decrease.  The business services and manufacturing sectors reported the 

most pronounced levels of increased turnover.  However, the turnover of all businesses across 

all SME sectors is significantly lower than corresponding levels registered at any stage 

throughout the SME Credit Demand Survey series . 

 

The proportion of companies increasing their staff numbers stood at 9% in this SME Credit 

Demand Survey , compared with 32 % of companies that  decreased their head count. The net 

reported increase/decrease figure of -23 % , therefore,  represents a very significant decline 

from the + 17% registered in September 201 9. 

 

The survey has  also registered a significant decline  in the reported number of companies 

making a profit , with a net profit versus loss balance  of -4% in  October 2020  compared to  

+ 60% in September 201 9. More SMEs in Ireland (35%) report having made a loss since the 

onset of Covid -19  than report having made a profit (31%).  

 

Of those firms that made a loss, on average, this loss equated to 48% of turnover. Of those 

companies that made a profit, the average profit made equated to 17% of turnover.  

 

 

There are significant differences in levels of profit generated between different company sizes, 

with 41% of medium -sized companies indicating they made a profit since the onset of Covid -

19, compared 31% of small companies and 25% of micro companies that  also reported a 

profit.  
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1.2  Demand for Banking Finance  
  

Credit demand from banks has declined marginally year -on -year, with 18 % having applied 

for bank finance  since the onset of Covid -19  (mid -March 2020) ï two percentage points lower 

from 20% in September 201 9. The survey  did  register  a significant decline in expected future 

demand for credit, with 12% of  SMEs expecting to apply for finance in the next six months, 

compared to 18%  in September 2019 .  

 

The main reason given  for not applying for  bank credit was that the company felt they had 

sufficient internal funds and thus  they did not need external finance ï with this being stated 

by 72% of those businesses that did not apply for credit.   

 

Other stated r easons for not requiring bank finance since the onset of Covid -19  included a 

desire not to be indebted (19%), a belief that current lines of credit were sufficient (13%), a 

general preference to use internal finance (13%) and a view that their business gen erates 

sufficient revenue (12%).  

 

Among those SMEs that have requested bank finance since the onset of Covid -19  new loans, 

new overdrafts and the renewal/restructuring of existing overdrafts were the main bank 

finance products requested.  

 

Compared to Septe mber 2019, the demand for bank finance for new loans and leasing or hire 

purchase has declined by 14 percentage points and 12 percentage points respectively. The 

demand for new overdrafts and the renewal/restructuring of existing loans has, conversely, 

inc reased since September 2019 by 12% in both instances.  

 

Invoice discounting still remains the least popular product, with just 4% of those that applied 

for bank finance having applied for this credit type . 

 

The highest demand  by sector was  found in  the  hot els and restaurant s sector  (up 22% in 

September 201 9 to 26% in this survey )  and construction at 23% . The lowest demand was 

noted for the m anufacturing sector , at 12%.  

 

About 35 %  of  all SMEs who applied for cred it  and were successful  or partially successful  were 

not certain of the interest rate attached to their outstanding loans. Of those that  were aware, 

the average cost of credit  reported  on outstanding loans was 5.8% , up  from 5.1 % in 

September 201 9 ( the figure of 5.1 %  applies to outstanding debt in Sept 19) . 

 

64% of all SMEs reported th at their  percentage of unpaid invoices was between 0 %  and 9%. 

The average number overall was 10%.  

 

One in five of all SMEs indicate they have missed or deferred payments to the Revenue 

Commissioners since the onset of Covid -19 , a figure which is highest amongst small and 

medium -sized firms. 12% of all SMEs have missed or deferred payments on bank loans,  while 

7% have missed other business loan, rent and supplier repayments.   
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1. 3  Credit Demand Overview   
 

In summary, there has been a drop of two percentage points in credit demand amongst Irish 

SMEs compared to 2019.  

 

 
 

 

1 .4  The Application Process  
 

As noted, 18% of all SMEs have requested bank finance since the start of the current 

restrictions in March 2020 ( -2%) compared  to 20% in 2019 . 

 

The single greatest reason given for finance requests was  the need for working capital ,  with 

59 % of those requesting bank finance  since the onset of Covid -19  doing so for this reason. 

This is followed by  new business venture/acquisition of assets/ expansion  requirements 

(16 %) , investment in machinery or equipment ( 10 %) , cover ing  fixed payments while 

businesses shut down due to Covid (10%) and the adaptation of businesses due to 

Covid/ social distancing requirements (9%).   
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Medium sized companies  were more likely to require finance for working capital cashflow 

purposes, while micro and small SMEs were most likely to require finance to cover fixed 

payments while their businesses remained shut down due to Covid.   

 

Each business that applied for credit provided  the estimated monetary value of that 

application. When looking at applications for new bank finance (e.g. overdraft, loan or 

lease/hire purchase), the average stated amount was  ú192,185 . This is lower than the stated 

value in September 201 9, which was  ú26 5,686.  

 

When looking  at  the different sizes of SME, it is notable that medium -sized companies (at 

ú387,660 ) sought higher lev els of new bank finance than micro or small firms (at about 

ú47,000 and ú220,132 respectively).  

 

As might be expected, there are also differences between different sized companies in the 

value of renewal/restructuring finance requested, with micro -sized companies requesting 

ú32,000, which is almost ú226,000 less than the average SME (at ú258,000). 

 

The proportion of credit applications that were declined stood at 15% in this survey, up 

marginally from 14% in September 2019. Overall, 85% of all SME credit applications were 

fully or partially approved at the time of surveying. Decline rates  were highest amongst micro 

companies at 20%, and are broadly similar for export versus non -export businesses.  

 

Refusal rates since the onset of Covid -19  were highest for credit sought due to changed 

business requirements as a result of Brexit (34%), cred it for new venture/acquisition of 

assets/expansion (25%) and credit to restructure loans (25%).   

 

The most common reasons given by banks for not loaning the full amount requested by firms 

were a requirement for further information to help with assessment o f the application (at 

16%), followed by the applicant ôs ability to repay (13%), failure to meet the bankôs criteria 

(13%) and lack of clarity around their future ability to repay the credit (12%).  

 

1. 5   Support and Initiatives   
 

Awareness of business suppo rt and initiatives was highest for the Temporary Wage Subsidy 

Scheme , or TWSS  (94%), Enterprise Ireland initiatives (88%), and Local Enterprise Office 

initiatives (81%). Some 73% of SMEs were aware of payment breaks, with 65% aware of the 

Credit Guarantee Scheme and 60% aware of Tax Warehousing.  

 

Six in ten of all SMEs in Ireland report having availed of the TWSS  ï a figure which rises to 

73% of small businesses and 67% of medium -sized enterprises. In addition, one in five of all 

SMEs have availed of Tax W arehousing, a figure which rises to just over a third of all medium -

sized SMEs.  

   

The hotels and restaurants sector has been most likely to avail of the TWSS and Tax 

Warehousing facilities, with a majority of the manufacturing sector (59%) and the wholesale 

sector (56%) having availed of the TWSS scheme. Just under one in ten (9%) of hotels and 

restaurant businesses have also availed of SBCI product s, as has 8% of manufacturing SMEs.  
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86% of SMEs report having invested in their busine ss in line w ith public health guidelines 

since the onset of Covid -19, with the average amount invested just under ú14,000. The vast 

majority of SMEs that have invested in their business in line with public health guidelines have 

funded the investment from internal fin ancing/retained earnings .   
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2 . Introduction   
 

This report presents the results of the SME Credit Demand Survey commissioned by the 

Department of Finance, and covers the period March to October 2020 . Fitzpatrick Associates 

has conducted the study and Behaviour & Attitudes Ltd  (B&A) , the independent market 

research and polling organisation, ha s carried out its fieldwork.  

 

The key parameters of the survey have been kept identical to those in previous waves  of the 

Department of Finance Credit Demand Survey  to  ensure comparability of data over time  in 

relation to a range of key question s. Thus, the SME Credit Demand Survey utilises the same 

quotas as the historical Credit Demand Survey for compa ny size and industry, as well as the 

same database of leads used to select businesses for interview. A series of key questions 

included in the SME Credit Demand Survey match those that have historically been asked in 

the Credit Demand Survey, albeit with t he emphasis on the SME experience since the onset 

of Covid -19 .  

 

I nterviews were conducted through B&Aôs own Computer Assisted Telephone Uni t .  In total , 

1,5 03  telephone interviews were conducted with a random sample of Irish micro, small and 

medium sized f irms . I nterviews were conducted from  25 August -12 October  2020.  
 

2.1  Economic Context  
 

While the Covid -19 pandemic and the associated containment measures have had a significant 

impact on the Irish economy, it is important to recall the robust nature of the economy pre -

pandemic. Real GDP grew by 5.6 per cent in 2019. While GDP figures can be  exaggerated in 

an Irish context, a range of other measures ï tax revenue developments and labour market 

indicators -  confirm that the economy was growing strongly. At the turn of the year, the 

unemployment rate was below 5 per cent (effectively at full em ployment), following seven 

successive years of employment growth of around 3 per cent.  

 

However, the onset of the pandemic and the temporary suspension of all ónon-essentialô 

economic activity following the outbreak of the virus led to a severe contractio n of the 

economy in the second quarter of this year. The unemployment rate ï including recipients of 

the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) -  peaked at 30 per cent in April. While at a 

headline level, GDP fell by 6 per cent in the second quarter, the shar pest contraction on record 

yet one of the smaller impacts amongst advanced economies. This is very much a function of 

the ódual-natureô of the Irish economy ï characterised by highly productive and mainly 

foreign -owned MNCs on one side and domestic -SMEs on  the other ï and masks an 

unprecedented contraction in the domestic economy. Domestic demand fell by 16 per cent in 

the second quarter, gross value -added in domestic sectors declined by 20 per cent, and 

indigenous exporting sectors have seen year -on -year d eclines. Ireland also saw some of the 

largest declines in private consumption and construction investment, as a result of the 

comparatively severe lockdown.  

 

As restrictions were lifted over the summer, however, the economy began to show signs of 

recovery.  The initial bounce -back was confirmed by high - frequency official data as well as 

real - time indicators, such as those based on payments technology and road -usage. Retail 

sales, which had collapsed in April, surged in May and recorded the largest monthly in crease 

on record in June, and were 11 per cent above the pre -pandemic level in September. The 
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unemployment rate began to fall slowly as the economy reopened, reaching 16 per cent in 

September.  

 

At the time of Budget 2021, the Department of Finance projecte d that the economy as a 

whole would contract by 2 ½ per cent this year and grow by 1 ¾ per cent next year. These 

projections were based on a set of key assumptions, namely that the post -Brexit transition 

period would end without a trade deal -  with bilater al trade taking place on the basis of a WTO 

most - favoured -nation tariff regime as a result, and that a widespread vaccine for Covid -19  

would not be available until at least 2022. The impact of a no -deal Brexit is estimated to 

reduce growth by around 3 per centage points next year.  

 

However, these projections also crucially assumed that there was no return to a national 

lockdown. The recent move to Level 5 of the Plan for Living with Covid -19 on October 22nd 

has seen the return of severe but necessary restr ictions on economic and social activity in 

order to prevent the further spread of the disease.  Based on a scenario analysis published 

with the Budget, more stringent restrictions in the fourth quarter are estimated to reduce the 

growth rate this year by a  further percentage point, and also by up a significant amount next 

year if the additional restrictions lead to behavioural changes on behalf of households and 

firms (i.e. excess precautionary savings and deferrals of investment). However, this scenario 

is based on no policy change. Enhanced income support schemes were designed to soften this 

impact, in particular by maintaining the link between employers and employees and therefore 

limiting scarring effects as much as possible.  

 

While the impact of the mov e to level 5 restrictions is likely to be significant, it is likely that 

the economic fall -out will not be as severe as in the scenario outlined in the Budget or that 

seen in the spring, as construction, education, childcare and most manufacturing activity  will 

remain open under the current restrictions. Indeed,  a number of indicators such as payment 

card transactions and mobility have fallen since these additional restrictions were introduced, 

but significantly smaller than the falls seen in the spring. Of  course, these additional 

restrictions have meant that many additional people will also now rely on income support 

schemes, with the number of recipients of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment now 

standing at around 342,000 as of the 10 th  November, an increa se of approximately 98,000 

since we entered level 5. However,  the rate of increase dropped substantially this week and 

with more sectors remaining open compared to the spring, the number of people claiming the 

PUP should remain well below the spring peak o f 600,000.  

 

As the short - term  economic outlook depends on factors which are impossible to predict 

including the epidemiology of the virus, the economy faces a number of risks. The potential 

impact from a more adverse than expected outcome from Brexit would  have a detrimental 

impact on the Irish economy. However, the biggest risk facing the economy in the short term 

is the threat of subsequent national lockdowns which would have severe implications for the 

economy and public finances. Further lockdowns would  likely cause scarring effects on the 

economy, with some firms unable to survive the repeated level of restrictions and more jobs 

therefore permanently lost (in the absence of further policy supports). When combined with 

the disruption expected by a potent ial disorderly Brexit in January, these factors would mean 

that the economic recovery expected next year would be significantly weakened.  
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2.2  Government Support Measures  
 

Over the past decade, successive governments have supported a range of commitments to 

help aid  small and medium -sized enterprises , includ ing  action s to ensure that an adequate 

pool of credit is available to fund small and medium -sized businesses in the rea l economy 

during the re -structuring and down -sizing programme for the domestic banking sector  (which 

was precipitated by the global financial and economic crisis in 2008 -09).  

 

This has led to the introduction of a variety of initiatives, which have been highlighted in 

previous Department of Finance surveys of credit demand in SMEs 1, such as:  

 

¶ the establishment of the Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland (SBCI), which 

commenced lending in March 2015. Up to end October 2020, the SBCI supported 

sanctioned loans totalling ú1.4bn to 30,000 Irish SMEs through the provision of a 

combination of liquidity and risk sharing, with SMEs that received SBCI finance coming 

from a variety of business and economic sectors (e.g. agriculture, food, retail, 

healthcar e, transport and manufacturing) and from every region of the country;  

¶ the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund (ISIF), which invests on a commercial basis in 

a manner designed to support economic activity and employment in Ireland. To ensure 

efficient deliver y of funding to the SME sector, the support of which requires large 

volumes of granular debt and equity investments to be made in underlying SMEs, the 

ISIF will generally target investment in private sector entities that interface directly 

with those SMEs;  

¶ the Seed and Venture Capital Scheme, run by Enterprise Ireland, which committed 

ú175m  in seed and venture capital funding for the 2013 -18 period, plus a further 

ú175m  for the 2019 -24 period;  

¶ the Microenterprise Loan Fund Scheme, which is managed by Microf inance Ireland on 

behalf of the Government, and which The provides loans of between ú2,000 and 

ú25,000 to micro- enterprises (businesses with fewer than 10 employees and/or 

turnover of less than ú2m). To the end of Q3 2019, ú32m  in loans were approved 

under  this scheme, supporting 5,364 jobs, with about 79% of loans being granted to 

micro -enterprises outside of Dublin;  

¶ the Credit Guarantee Scheme, which was launched in October 2012 to facilitate 

additional bank lending to eligible SMEs. This scheme offers St ate guarantees of up to 

80% on loans ranging between ú10,000 and ú1m in value, with guarantees being 

provided to banks against losses on qualifying loans to firms that would otherwise have 

difficulty getting credit.  

¶ the Brexit Loan Scheme, which was launc hed in March 2018, to make funds of up to 

ú300m available to eligible businesses (with up to 499 employees) to help them 

innovate, change or adapt to overcome their Brexit challenge, with loans ranging from 

ú25,000 to ú1.5m, with unsecured loans of up to ú500,000 and terms ranging from 1 -

3 years.  Up to end of October 2020, 279 businesses have progressed to sanction at 

finance provider level, to a total value of ú56.4m; 

¶ the ú300m Future Growth Loan Scheme, established under Budget 2019, to provide 

loans of up to 10 years as a means of addressing a lack of availability of long - term 

loans in the marketplace (with terms of over seven years), with loans ranging from 

 
1 See Fitzpatrick Associates/B&A, SME Credit Demand Survey ï April 2019 -September 2019 , Report for 
the Department of Finance, January 2020. Also, for previous SME credit demand surveys, see 
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/788135 -credit -demand -surveys/ .  

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/788135-credit-demand-surveys/
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ú100,000 (or ú50,000 in the case of primary agriculture) up to a maximum of ú3m, 

with unsecured l oans of up to ú500,000. Up to end of October 2020, 2,122 businesses 

have progressed to sanction at finance provider level), to a total value of ú430m. 

 

The impact of the Covid -19 pandemic, however, has placed further, previously unforeseen 

funding challeng es on business in Ireland, including SMEs. As a result, a wide range of 

additional measures have been introduced since March 2020 in order to assist businesses, 

which include:  

 

¶ income supports such as the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) and the 

Pande mic Unemployment Payment (PUP). The EWSS provides a flat - rate subsidy to 

qualifying employers based on the numbers of eligible employees on the employerôs 

payroll, and is currently in place until end March 2021, while the PUP is available to all 

employees and self -employed who have lost their job due to the Covid -19 pandemic;  

¶ supports like the Enterprise Support Grant and the new Micro -Enterprise Assistance 

Fund. The Enterprise Support Grant provides business owners with a once -off grant of 

up to ú1,000 to restart a business which was closed due to the Covid -19 pandemic, 

while the Micro -Enterprise Assistance Fund helps businesses with fewer than 10 

employees, which are ineligible for existing grants, with a grant of up to ú1,000 to 

help them adapt and invest  to rebuild their businesses;  

¶ a new Covid -19 Restrictions Support Scheme (CRSS), which offers targeted, timely 

and temporary sector - specific support to businesses forced to close or trade at 

significantly reduced levels as a result of restrictions imposed in response to Covid -19. 

The relief operates as a cash payment equal to 10% of the average weekly value of 

the 2019 business turnover up to ú20,000 and 5% thereafter, subject to a maximum 

weekly payment of ú5,000, for the same number of weeks as the restricted period;  

¶ provision of a Covid -19 Credit Guarantee Scheme, operated by SBCI through 

participating finance providers, which facilitates up to ú2 billion in lending to eligible 

businesses. Loans under the Scheme range from ú10,000 to ú1m, for terms of up to 

5½ years, with financing offered through a range of products, including term loans, 

working capital loans and overdrafts. Loans of up to ú250,000 under the scheme are 

also available unsecured (except where this is a requirement of the product feature, 

as in the case of asset finance, invoice discount facilities etc);  

¶ the introduction of Covid -19 Business Loans , which are made available through 

Microfinance Ireland, for loans of between ú5,000 and ú25,000, for typically up to 

three years. Under this schem e, loans are initially  made  available with zero 

repayments and zero interest for the first six  months , with  the equivalent of an 

additional six  months interest - free credit also available subject to certain terms and 

conditions , and with reduced interest rates thereafter;  

¶ the Covid -19 Working Capital Scheme, managed by SBCI, which provides eligible 

businesses with loans of between ú25,000 and ú1.5m (with up to the first ú500,000 

unsecured) at a maximum interest rate of 4%;  

¶ enhancement of the Futur e Growth Loan Scheme, making up to ú800m in loans 

available for terms of 7 -10 years to support strategic long - term investment  

¶ the Sustaining Enterprise Fund, operating by Enterprise Ireland, with up to ú180m  in 

funding specifically aimed at firms operating  in the manufacturing and internationally 

traded services sectors, with 10 or more employees. Amounts of between ú100,000 

and ú800,000 are available to eligible companies that have been negatively impacted 

by Covid -19, including a 50% non - repayable grant e lement, up to a limit of ú200,000. 

In addition, the fund also provides a short - term working capital injection of up to 
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ú50,000 to eligible smaller companies to support business continuity and strengthen 

their ability to return to growth;  

¶ a Pandemic Stabili sation and Recovery Fund, operated by the ISIF, which focuses on 

investment in medium and large -scale  enterprises in Ireland, making capital funding 

worth up to ú2 billion available to medium and large enterprises on commercial terms; 

¶ enhance ment of the  Future Growth Loan Scheme , mak ing  up to ú800m  in  loans 

available for terms of 7 -10 years to support strategic long - term investment .  

 

2.3  Rationale for Study  
 

The 4th Report of the Credit Review Office suggested that ñexisting ócredit surveysô are being 

used widely as a commentary on the availability of bank lending. These surveys are not quality 

assured by any reputable market research organisation and may be misleading many 

businesses into not seeking bank credit and using alternative sources of financi ngò. 

 

As such, Irish SMEs, the Government, policy makers and other stakeholders require a reliable 

and reputable demand study to be conducted either as a once -off exercise or as part of an 

ongoing process. This report represents the output fro m such a dema nd study exercise.  

 

In addition, an acute need was identified for a thorough understanding of SME Credit Demand 

within the context of the on -going Covid -19  crisis, and this survey is structured and designed 

to provide direction and insight into the specifi c credit needs of SMEs both during the crisis 

and in future months as we approach 2021.  

 

2.4  Study Scope  
 

The scope of this exercise was to provide an independent measure of the demand for credit 

encompassing all institutions,  from the perspective of the SME. Additionally, information is 

captured to inform Government as to the experience of micro, small and medium sized 

enterprises in accessing credit from the banking sector as a whole. As discussed in the 

previous sub -section, the focus of the survey at a broader level was to understand the needs 

and requirements of the SME within the context of the on -going Covid -19  crisis and beyond, 

with a view to informing the Department of Finance as to the measures it might take to 

support  the sector in its recovery during 2021 and beyond.  Specific areas covered in the 

survey relate to:   

 

¶ Credit availability  

¶ Trading conditions  

¶ Financial impact of Covid -19  

¶ Future business performance expectations  

¶ State supports and initiatives (with empha sis on Covid -19  support)   

¶ Banking and bank relationships  
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Company Size  

This review was conducted on the basis of companies falling into one of three categories of 

SMEs, as determined by the EU definition of each category, which can be broadly summarised 

as follows:  

 

Description  Employee 

Numbers  

Turnover  (ú) Balance Sheet 

Value  (ú) 

Micro  1-9 <=2million  <=2million  

Small  10 -49  <=10 million  <=10 million  

Medium  50 - 250  <=50 million  <=43 million  

 

*A company which satisfies two of the three criteria is deemed to be a n SME, one of which is 

employees.  

 

Credit Products  

The review covered the following credit products:  

 

¶ Overdrafts  

o New overdraft  

o Renewal/restructuring of an existing overdraft  

¶ Loan  

o New loan  

o Renewal/restructuring of an existing loan  

¶ Invoice discounting  

¶ Leasing or hire purchase  

¶ Other credit products  

 

Sectoral Analysis  

In order to ensure that information produced as part of this study was comparable with 

previous studies and could be collated to form a sectoral picture, we have used Central Bank 

sectoral codes.  

  

¶ Central Bank sectoral codes are those codes used by the Central Bank, and specified 

at EU level, under which individual banks submit their quarterly returns to that 

organisation. These codes are based on NACE Rev. 1 codes.  

 

¶ The NACE Code system is a pan -European classification system which groups 

organisations according to their business activities. It assigns a unique five -  or six -

digit code to each industry sector ,  e.g. B ï Mining and Quarrying , B5 ï Mining of Coal 

and Lignite.  

 

¶ In order to ensure that the results are representative of the overall SME population, 

the construction sector, in so far as property development and speculative activities 

are concerned, has been excluded. Only companies that  support or supply to the 

construction sector have been included.  
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¶ The specific sectors or sub -sectors included in our analysis on the basis of NACE codes 

are shown below:  

 

NACE Categories  
Agriculture/Forestry/Fishing  
Manufacturing -  Processing & Food  
Manufacturing ï High Tech  
Manufacturing ï Other  
Construction ï General Construction  
Construction ï Other  
Wholesale  
Retail, Trade and Repairs ï Non -Motor  
Retail, Trade and Repairs ï Motor Only  
Hotels & Restaurants (incl . Bars)  
Transport/ Storage/ Communication  
Financial & Other Business Services  
Real Estate activities (excl. Speculative)  
Professional, Scientific and Technical  
Human, Health and Social Work  
Admin istration  and Support Services  

 

The specific sectors or sub -sectors excluded from the analysis are set out in detail below:  

 

¶ Non -SME related financial intermediaries: non -bank credit grantors, credit unions, 

collective investment schemes, SPVs asset -backed securities, pension funds  

¶ Speculative real estate activitie s 

¶ Speculative construction activities  

¶ Educations ï schools and colleges  

¶ Hospitals  

¶ Churches and religious organisations  

¶ Charities  

¶ Government (central and other)  

¶ Extra - territorial organisations and bodies  

¶ Private household lending.  

 

Time Period of Study  

In reviewing results,  it should be noted that the time period of this study related to  conditions 

in the company since the onset of Covid -19  (mid -March 2020).   
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3.  Methodology  
 

This survey represents a  Fitzpatrick Associates  study of SMEs in Ireland examining a range of 

issues  including credit availability , trading conditions, financial impact of Covid -19, future 

business performance expectations, state supports and non -banking finance, banking and 

bank relationships . Fieldwo rk  and analysis  for the survey was carried out by  B&A, the 

independent market research company . 

 

3.1  Sample Selection   
 

The study sample was selected at random from an industry - leading database of all SMEs 

across Ireland supplied by Bill Moss, the leading compiler and database provider in Ireland. 

This database is compiled from multiple sources and updated regularly. At the date of writing, 

the database held approximatel y 1 20,000 SME records.  

 

A starting sample of 20,000  SMEs was randomly extracted from this database, across each 

SME size category and NACE sectoral group, ensuring that respondents included a reasonable 

spread of micro, small and medium -sized enterprises and a proportional representation of 16 

key business  sectors set out in Section 2.4 above.  

 

In total, 14,776 companies were called, and contact was made with 14,140  companies. Of 

these 14,140  contacted, 1,5 03  interviews were completed, with some companies either falling 

outside of the quotas classifying small and medium enterprises, or others refusing to take 

part or to complete within the time frame set out for interview.  

 

Quotas were set in order to ensure t hat the sample was sufficiently representative of the SME 

population in terms of both SME size (micro, small and medium) and sector (as defined by 

NACE codes) and to  match the previous waves of this survey.  

 

3.2  Sample Accuracy  
 

The sample error for a surv ey of this nature is very good. Based on a total database of 120,000 

SMEs in Ireland, the total sample of 1,5 03  companies has a possible sample error of just + / -

2. 6% (at a 95% significance level), while the sub -samples of micro, small and medium 

companies (each with approximately 500 interviews) has a possible sample error of just + /ï

4.4%.  

  

3.3  Collection of Data  
 

Telephone  interviews were conducted with 1,5 03  Irish micro, small and medium SMEs, based 

on a questionnaire finalised between the Department of Finance , Fitzpatrick Associates  and 

B&A. Some of the core questions asked in the April -  September 201 9 survey followed the 

same format in this survey, with a  range of Covid -19 specific questions also incorporated .   

 

All interviews were conducted between 25 th  August and  12 th  October  2020 and covered the 

period from mid -March 2020 (since the onset of the Covid -19  pandemic) up to the time of 

interview . The  typical telephone interview lasted between five  and 35 minutes, depending on 

the level of credit demand.  
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Data from completed questionnaires was reviewed  and  analysed , and the results are 

presented in this report. The full study questionnaire is attached as an appendix to the  report ,  

and detailed results are presented in Sections 4 -9. 

 

3.4  Comparative Results  
 

All key parameters of the methodology used in this SME Credit Demand Survey were kept the 

same as in previous SME Credit Demand Surveys  in order to ensure direct comparability  with 

comparable questions . This included the approach, quotas and key questions in the 

questionnaire and sample database.  

 

Within each micro, small and medium category the number of study respondents by sector 

can vary  slightly (+/ -2% on a sectoral level). Results for this s urvey  were weighted to the 

same size profile as that used in the last SME Credit Demand Survey , however .  

 

Information relating to applications is based on actual results ,  on the basis that lenders must 

consider each application for credit on its own merit.  

 

3.5  Sample Size  
 

As noted already, 1, 503  SMEs participated in the telephone interviews. Companies were 

allocated to micro, small and medium size categories based on employee numbe rs as a proxy 

for company size.  

 

The three SME size categories have very different characteristics. As such, and in l ine with 

previous surveys, SMEs should not necessarily be considered as a single population , but as 

three distinct populations ï micro, small and medium. Study results have been provided 

separately for each category , and the  report should be read on that b asis.  

 

It should be noted that whilst the physical number of micro enterprises operating in Ireland 

is significantly higher than the number of small and medium enterprises, the economic weight 

or value of each category of SME (micro, small and medium) to t he Irish economy is broadly 

similar.  

 

3.6  Limitations  
 

The results set out in this document should be considered in the contex t of the following 

limitations:  

 

1.  The study provides the consolidated opinions of a wide range of SMEs , but it is not a 

census of t he entire population of SMEs in Ireland.  

 

2.  The SME Credit Demand Survey collect ed responses from a random sample of SMEs and 

hence the  change in the underlying quality and characteristics of the business will 

contribute to some of the variations noted wi th the last SME Credit Demand Survey 

(however, sample error rates shown earlier should account for this).  
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3.  Whilst every effort has been made to ensure that the study sample is as fully  

representative of the population as possible, it is possible that certain sub -groups are 

under - represented. It should be noted that the following sub -populations are relatively 

small for robust analysis:  

 

a)  The study included a sample of companies that  employed one person  (i.e. were 

self - employed).  

b)  The study included a number of companies that  had been in business for up to 

two years, however this type of company has generally not filed company 

accounts and/or is not listed in Company Registration Office records , and is not 

in the databa se used for sampling purpose s. 

 

4.  Demand for credit , and bank lending decisions surrounding the approval of credit , are 

complex, multi - faceted an d unique to each individual SME application. Not every 

variable contributing to a credit decision can be probe d during a telephone interview , 

and likewise the characteristics of the respondents ô business cannot be fully and 

comprehensively captured in such a timeframe.  

 

5.  Slight rounding may occur in the graphical or other representation of figures in this 

docume nt.  

 

3.7  Other Research  
 

We have examined the research work conducted in the area of SME lending (demand and 

supply) by various stakeholder groups. These include the Central Bank of Ireland, the CSO, 

the Credit Review Office and the ESRI amongst others.  

 

3.8  Privacy of the Respond ent  
 

Throughout the study process , all interviews conducted with SMEs were carried out on a 

confidential basis , and the respondentsô rights under the Data Protection Act(s) were fully 

observed , including the rights of respondents to choose not to answer or  to end the interview 

at any stage. In all instances , the interviewer ensured that responses were collected from the 

person that  had primary responsibility for financial matters in their business.  

 

The Department of Finance had no specific interest in the individual financial affairs of any of 

the SMEs that participated in this study. Rather, the key objective was to better inform 

Government of the volume, nature and demand for credit in this k ey sector of the Irish 

economy.  

 

Fitzpatrick Associates and B&A  would like to express sincere thanks to all those SMEs that  

have participated in this study.  
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4.  Profile of Respondents  
 

4.1  Company Size, Turnover and  Length of Time in Business  
 

To be able to compare the  core credit demand  results from the current survey  with the last 

SME Credit Demand Survey,  it is important that the samples achieved are similar on key 

business demographics. This was achieved through strict quota control on company size and 

sector.  

 

 
 

The above confirms t he similarity of the historical SME Credit Demand Survey samples and 

this SME Credit Demand Survey sample , with identical distribution on company size, almost 

identical distribution on turnover and very similar distribution on length of time in business.  
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4.2  Exporting Companies  
 

26% of the companies interviewed export ed goods or services outside the Republic of Ireland , 

compared to 2 4% in September 201 9. It is worth noting , however,  that the export question 

was changed slightly over  previous waves  of the  SME Credit Demand Survey  (March 2013, 

March 2015  and September 2017 ) ,  which might impact comparability for this question slightly 

over the years.  

 

 
 

NB: The graphic above illustrates the average proportion of all exporting companies that 

export anything to each region featured and  does not reflect the relative scale of different 

firmsô exporting activity.  
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In looking at a breakdown of countries expor ted to, it can be seen that Northern Ireland , 

Great Britain and the EU/Eurozone are the main exporting destinations for exporting SMEs . 

 

Export Overview  
Percentage of Firmsô Sales Exported Sept 20  ï All That Export (Base: 3 1 5 )  

% of sales 

exported  
Northern 

Ireland  

Great 

Britain (i.e. 

excl. 

Northern 

Ireland)  

EU/Eurozone  
Other 

European 

country  

United 

States  
Other  

 
%  %  %  %  %  %  

None  24  21  25  39  33  27  

From 1 to 10  17  16  10  7 11  6 

From 11 to 20  7 7 5 1 3 3 

From 21 to 30  3 4 4 1 1 2 

From 31 to 40  0 3 3 1 2 1 

From 41 to 50  6 9 4 0 1 1 

From 51 to 60  1 1 1 0 1 0 

From 61 to 70  2 2 2 0 0 2 

From 71 to 80  3 6 1 -  1 2 

From 81 to 90  2 1 2 0 1 3 

From 91 to 100  17  7 12  2 1 6 

Don't Know  17  24  32  48  45  46  

Mean  30.08  23.09  21.33  3.48  5.83  13.82  

 

NB: The table above illustrates the average proportion of all exporting companies that export 

anything to each region featured and  does not reflect the relative scale of different firmsô 

exporting activity.  
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The percentage of companies exporting has increased from 2 4% in September 201 9 to 2 6% 

in October 2020 . Since September 2011, survey results for the percentage of SMEs exporting 

have varied from 18% (September 2011) up to 26% ( in both September 2012  and October 

2020 ).  

  

 
 

  



 

  

24  | P a g e  

 

5.  Trading Performance  
 

5.1  Turnover Trends  
 

Trading conditions for SMEs since the onset of the Covid -19  pandemic (mid -March 2020)  have 

been extremely challenging, with 71% reporting that their turnover has decreased since the 

onset of the Covid -19  crisis, 17% repor t ing  that their turnover has remained the same over 

this period, with just 12% reporting increased turnover.   
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5. 2   Rate of Turnover  Increase/Decrease   
 

Those reporting a decrease  in turnover report an average reduction of 42%.   For the smaller 

number who reported an increase in turnover , the average rate of reported increase is 30 %.  
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Trading conditions  are very similar when looking at different company sizes, with the net 

increase/decrease turnover level ranging from -57 amongst micro companies to -60 for both 

small and medium companies ï statistically insignificant differences. These reported levels of  

turnover are significantly lower than measured in any of the historical SME Credit Demand 

Surveys, and is reflective of the profound effect the Covid -19  crisis has had on the SME sector 

in recent months.    
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5.3  Turnover by Sector  

  
By sector, all SME categories have experienced significant declines in turnover, with the 

greatest decline registering in the hotels & restaurants sector, where 96% of survey 

respondents report a decrease . 
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The wholesale and m anufacturing sectors rep orted the highest levels of increased turnover , 

with 20% of wholesale companies reporting improved turnover and 15% of manufacturing 

companies also indicating improved turnover.  

 

 
 

The turnover of all businesses across all SME sectors is significantly lower than corresponding  

levels registered at any stage throughout the SME Credit Demand Survey series.  
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5.4  Turnover for Exporting Companies  
 

There is no statistical difference between the levels of decrease in turnover for exporting and 

non-exporting companies.  

 

 
 

Just 13% of exporting firms reported an increase in turnover since the onset of the Covid -19  

pandemic (mid -March 2020), 70% reported a decrease in turnover, with 17% reporting no 

change. The corresponding levels of turnover for non -exporting firms are 71% reporting a 

decrease, 12% an increase and 18% no change.  
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5. 5  Employment Trends  
 

Just unde r one - third of SMEs in Ireland (32%) have decreased their number of staff since the 

onset of the Covid -19  pandemic (mid -March 2020). 9% have increased their staff numbers, 

with the balance retaining the same level of staffing.  
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5. 6   Rate of Staff Increase/Decrease  
 

Of the companies that have decreased their staff numbers since the onset of Covid -19 , the 

average level  of decrease is 31%. Amongst the smaller number of SMEs that have increased 

their staff numbers, the average level of increase is 14%.  
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Medium -sized companies reported the highest incidence of decrease  in staff numbers, with 

41 % reporting  a decrease , compared to 36% of small - sized companies reporting a decrease 

and 22 % of m icro companies reducing their headcount.  
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5. 7  Profit Trends  
 

More SMEs in Ireland (35%) report having made a loss since the onset of Covid -19  than report 

having made a profit (31%).  
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5. 7  Level of Profit Increase/Decrease  
 

Of those firms that made a loss, on average, this loss equated to 48%  of turnover . Of those 

companies that made a profit, the average profit  equated to  17%  of turnover .  
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There are significant differences in levels of profit generated between different company sizes, 

with 41% of medium -sized companies indicating they made a profit since the onset of Covid -

19, compared 31% of small companies and 25% of micro companies.  

 

 
 

A strong relationship between turnover and profit performance  also exists .  Companies with  

increased turnover , for example,  are  much more likely to report profit than companies with 

declining  or static  turnover , which are  more likely to report a loss.  

 

 

Turnover  

Increased  

Turnover 

Remained the  

same  

Turnover  

Decreased  

 %  %  %  

Made a profit  60 32 22 

Broke even  16 35 24 

Made a loss  23 29 51 

Donôt know / Refused  1 4 3 
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6.  Revenue and Business Expenditure  
 

27% of SMEs in Ireland report that an operating revenue gap has emerged in their business 

since the onset of the Covid -19  crisis.  

 

Amongst this sub -group of companies, the revenue gap accounts for on average 34% of 2019 

turnover.  
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6.1  Business Expenditure Since the Onset of Covid - 19  
 

Since the onset of Covid -19 , 24% of firms report an increase in business expenditure, with 

the average level of increase estimated at 14%. 39% of SMEs indicate in the survey that 

business expenditure has de clined since the onset of Covid -19 , with the average level of 

decline standing at 32%.  
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Medium -sized companies report the greatest net decrease in business expenditure at -21%, 

followed by micro companies at -17% and small companies at -8%.  
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Amongst those reporting a decrease in business expenditure, the areas of highest decline 

relate to the purchase of goods and services, and staff - related costs.  
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6.2  Percentage  Expenditure Decline  

Based on all SMEs reporting a decrease in expenditure, by far the most significant material 

drops in expenditure are accounted for by the purchase  of goods and services  and staff related 

costs , followed at some remove by payments to the Revenue Commissioners and commercial 

rates.  

 

  And by what percent has expenditure fallen by for the following items 
Purchases 
of goods 

and 
services 

Wages and 
salaries/personal 

costs 

Utilities Rent (if 
renter) 

Interest 
and debt 
payments 

Payments to 
the revenue 

commissioners 

Commercial 
rates 

Other 

Base: 539 539 539 539 539 539 539 539  
% % % % % % % % 

0 14 18 37 50 48 33 40 29 
From 1 to 10 9 8 11 3 4 7 5 2 
From 11 to 20 11 10 4 2 1 4 2 3 
From 21 to 30 10 8 4 2 1 4 1 1 
From 31 to 40 5 6 3 0 1 2 - 1 
From 41 to 50 7 9 1 2 0 3 4 2 
From 51 to 60 4 2 0 - - 1 0 0 
From 61 to 70 4 3 1 - - - 0 0 
From 71 to 80 4 5 1 0 0 1 0 2 
From 81 to 90 3 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 
From 91 to 100 10 9 1 2 2 4 6 5 
Don't Know 20 20 37 39 42 41 41 54 

Mean 38.50 36.22 10.76 7.04 6.17 17.82 16.82 21.49 
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6. 3  Expectation for Turnover  
 

57% of SMEs expect their turnover for the remainder of 2020 to be lower than the equivalent 

2019 level. This expectation for lower turnover for the remainder of 2020 is greatest amongst 

micro SMEs at 61%, followed by small SMEs at 56%, and medium -sized SMEs  at  49%.  
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The average SME that expects its turnover to be lower for the remainder of 2020 es timates a 

decline of 34%. This level of expected turnover decline remains relatively consistent across 

company size.  
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Amongst the smaller number of SMEs that expect their turnover to be higher for the remainder 

of 2020, the average expected turnover inc rease is 17%. This expected level of increased 

turnover is greatest amongst micro companies at 21%, followed by small SMEs at 18% and 

medium -sized SMEs at 9%.  
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6. 4  Expectation for Business Expenditure for the Remainder of 2020  
 

Four in ten SMEs in Ireland expect business expenditure for the remainder of 2020 to be lower 

than 2019 levels, 20% expect  it  to be above 2019 levels, with the remaining 39% believing 

their expenditure will be back to 2019 levels by the end of 2020. Micro SMEs are the most 

pessimistic in this regard, with 41% expecting lower business expenditure for the remainder 

of 2020 compared to 2019, and just 15% expecting it to be above 2019 levels.  

 

 

 

  




























































