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Earlier this year, we highlighted a window of opportunity for 
ambitious SMEs to invest for growth, pointing to the strongly 
positive consensus among the country’s leading economists 
for the scale of recovery in 2014.

Three months later, I’m delighted to report that economists’ 
optimism has translated into business confidence and action, 
as well as thousands of pounds worth of new growth for 
each SME in the first half of the year alone. 

2014 has marked a clear turning point for not only the 
country’s economy, but also for the confidence and ambition 
of its businesses. It will be the year that SMEs finally shook 
off the shackles of five years of downturn, and took bold 
steps towards a brighter future. 

However, a sizeable minority of businesses remain 
understandably cautious about the economy, and reluctant to 
make investments now. These firms risk falling behind their 
more ambitious peers, who are hungry for growth and are 
accessing the finance they need to deliver it.

For our part, HSBC has made available £6 billion of 
new lending to SMEs in 2014 and we have already 
increased lending to these businesses as a result. But 
that isn’t enough. We believe that knowledge 

“Economists’ optimism 
has translated into 
thousands of pounds 
worth of new growth for 
each SME”
should never be a barrier to accessing money to grow so we 
are also running events up and down the country to help get 
companies over the application barrier and into a position 
where they have the right type of finance to fuel their growth 
plans.

Across the country, we have spoken to highly ambitious 
businesses, clearly in no mind to wait passively for their 
fortunes to improve. And their message to their more 
hesitant peers is clear – as the competition heats up, now is 
not the time to sit still.

Amanda Murphy, Head of Business Banking for HSBC 
July, 2014



In April, HSBC analysed 39 separate independent forecasts 
for 2014 GDP and investment growth, as well as the 
findings of four leading business barometers. We pointed to 
a unanimous positive outlook for the UK economy in 2014 
among leading forecasters, who predicted the highest GDP 
growth this year since 2007.

Our latest research shows that the country’s small and 
medium-sized enterprises have taken this optimism to 
heart. Buoyed by the recovering economy, Britain’s SMEs 
are bouncing back, and looking to drive new growth with 
renewed vigour. 

Two thirds (66%) per cent of business leaders express 
confidence in the current economic climate, compared to 
only around two fifths (42%) saying they felt that way this 
time last year (a 57% increase). One half of businesses 
believe that 2014 has marked a turning point for the economy 

after five difficult years (50%), and that they are more 
optimistic for the future than at any point in that period 
(56%).

And the recovery is already delivering returns. Businesses 
report that the improving economic conditions have helped 
them generate additional revenues this year to date, 
amounting on average to £30k for each micro1 business, 
£80k for each small firm and nearly £440k for each medium 
sized business2. Indeed, approaching a half (46%) of firms 
say they have a healthier-looking order book than at any 
point in past five years.

More than two fifths (42%) of businesses go as far as to 
say that the improving economy feels like a cloud has been 
lifted from their business.

1  For the purposes of this study, micro businesses are defined as those 
with between 5 and 9 employees, small businesses between 10 and 49 
employees, and medium sized businesses between 50 and 249 employees.

 2  Mean figures by company size: micro: £29,996, small: £81,658, 
medium: £440,162

The cloud lifts



The cloud lifts
cont.
With a renewed sense of confidence, many leaders are 
taking bold steps to build up their businesses. More 
than three quarters (76%) of SMEs are actively planning 
for growth over the next year, with 59% describing an 
eagerness to capitalise on the recovery.

Around a half (49%) of business leaders report that the 
recovery has brought a renewed sense of confidence to their 
management teams, and enabled them plan positively for the 
future (50%).

The most commonly cited strategies for driving new growth 
include increasing sales to existing customers (39%) and 
growing market share (33%). However, sizeable proportions 
are also looking to take the riskier steps of launching new 
products or services (32%), and entering new markets both 
at home (26%) and overseas (20%).

76%

of SMEs 
are actively 
planning for 

growth over the 
next year



The majority (73%) of business leaders appreciate that 
growth doesn’t happen by accident – it requires investment. 
Whilst most (92%) have made some form of investment in 
growth-generating activities in the first half of the year, more 
than a third (36%) believe that it’s still too risky to make a 
significant investment right now for their business.

These hesitant firms most commonly cite the duty of job 
security to existing staff (37%), shrinking margins in their 
sector (26%) or a general lack of confidence in the recovery 
(20%) as the reasons for shying away from active growth this 
year.

“Standing still means 
relatively going backwards. 
If you’re not prepared to 
invest in growth, your 
competition will and you’ll 
get left behind. Planning 
for the long term is vital.”
Paul Obey, Candella Ltd, HSBC client based in Kent

Now is the 
time to invest 
for growth

73%
of SME leaders 

say growth 
doesn’t happen by 
accident – it needs 

investment



Now is the 
time to invest 
for growth
cont.
Businesses cannot afford to sit still. Around one half of SME 
leaders warn that as the economy has improved, competition 
has heated up (49%), and that if they don’t continue – or start 
– to invest in growth in the second half of the year, they risk 
falling behind the market (47%).

Of those that are spending now, the most common targets 
for growth investment in the first half of 2014 were training 
staff (as cited by 33% of respondents), boosting marketing or 
advertising (32%), upgrading IT (31%) and investing in new 
equipment or machinery (29%). And for these businesses, 
it’s paying off – a quarter (25%) say they are already enjoying 
returns on that investment, with a further 45% expecting to 
see a return within the next three to six months. 

“Grasp opportunities 
for growth – if you don’t 
someone else will.  
Finance is important and 
you should talk through 
your plans and options 
with your bank to get a 
sense of whether this is 
something that will be 
feasible – it can also give 
you the confidence in 
taking your plans forward.”
John Carlill, Steetley Dolomite, HSBC client based in 
Nottinghamshire



Going for growth
Proportion of SMEs 
actively planning to grow 
over the next year
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The cloud lifts
Confidence in the economic 
climate by sector
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Growth 
around the UK

“Business leaders across the North are viewing the future 
with real optimism. Our lending in the region continues to 
rise and we’re seeing it accelerate as the year progresses 
with forward-thinking businesses seeking increased working 
capital facilities and asset backed solutions for investment 
in plant and machinery. Companies are also increasingly 
requesting our support to purchase premises and invest in 
stock, demonstrating that confidence has definitely returned.  
With the barriers to growth disappearing, now is the time for 
Northern firms to invest for the future.” 
David Beaty, HSBC Regional Commercial Director, North

“Ambitious London businesses are continually innovating and 
reviewing their business models to capitalise on the growth 
opportunities that are out there. The increased confidence 
we’re seeing is reflected in our uplift in lending in the capital, 
as we support fast growing businesses with their growth 
plans whether it’s the purchase of premises or equipment, or 
the hiring of staff to improve performance.”
Carol Bagnald, HSBC Regional Commercial Director, 
London

“SMEs across the Midlands are looking forward and 
positioning themselves to seize opportunities for growth. 
Our lending has grown in the first half of 2014 and we expect 
this to continue throughout the rest of the year as we see 
innovative businesses forging ahead with investment in 
premises, IT systems and machinery to accelerate growth, 
improve performance and stay competitive.”   
Roy Harris, HSBC Regional Commercial Director, HSBC 
Midlands

“Businesses across the South West and Wales are 
now looking forward with renewed confidence. We’ve 
experienced consistent growth in overall new business 
lending in the last year, with opportunities emerging across a 
number of business sectors, particularly the agri-food sector, 
and our customers seeking our support for their investment 
plans. With improving conditions helping to boost SME 
revenues, there is no better time for businesses in these 
regions to be accessing advice and support.”
Gary Burton, HSBC Regional Commercial Director, 
South West and Wales

“After a difficult few years, business confidence has most 
definitely returned to Northern Ireland, our lending has 
grown in the first half of this year and we expect this to 
continue as our ambitious businesses are seeking finance 
to invest in premises, IT systems and machinery to secure 
future success.”
Simon George, HSBC Area Commercial Director, 
Northern Ireland

“The South East of England is home to a great number 
of fast-growing, ambitious businesses, taking advantage 
of HSBC’s support as they seek to improve performance, 
increase sales, add to their product lines and invest in 
new premises. We’re continuing to see an increase in 
lending which reflects the fact that over 80 per cent of 
SMEs in the region are planning for growth and I’d actively 
encourage any business to seek our advice on how to 
take advantage of the improved trading conditions in the 
region.” 
Ian Tandy, HSBC South and East Regional 
Commercial Director

“The findings of this report mirror what we’re seeing in 
Scotland, with confidence increasing and businesses 
generally taking a longer term view. Our lending is up and 
the quality of the lending proposals we’re seeing from 
forward thinking businesses shows they are looking to 
innovate, expand and seize the opportunities that exist in 
the global and domestic market place. HSBC is committed 
to supporting the Scottish businesses community, and I 
would urge SMEs to speak to us early to see how we can 
help them realise their growth ambitions.”
Alison McGregor, CEO for HSBC in Scotland



Fuelling growth 

In April, we launched 52 new SME funds of between £100m 
and £200m each across the UK, which will together make 
available almost £6 billion of new finance. The funds are open 
to new and existing UK domiciled businesses with turnover 
of up to £30m. Since the launch, we have already seen a 
year-on-year increase in lending to SMEs, and enquiries are 
on the rise.

Over the last few months, our 52 local business centres 
have been reaching out to businesses in their areas. Local 
relationship managers are identifying and working with 
ambitious businesses in their area. 

HSBC is determined to help ambitious people hoping to start 
or grow a small business. As part of this work, the bank is 
holding 100 free workshops for small businesses looking to 
get access to finance. Hosted by small business specialists, 
these workshops cover: 

   to small firms 

To find out more about HSBC Business Banking, visit our 
website at www.business.hsbc.co.uk



About the report
This report is based on opinion research among leaders of 
750 small and medium sized enterprises across every region 
of the UK, carried out on behalf of HSBC by independent 
research agency Coleman Parkes Ltd. This research was 
supplemented by depth interviews with 30 successful SMEs 
from HSBC’s client based to gain a deeper understanding of 
the drivers for and challenges in achieving growth this year.

About HSBC Bank plc
Headquartered in London, HSBC is one of the largest banking 
and financial services organisations in the world. HSBC is one 
of the world’s most international commercial banks with over 
three million customers in almost 60 markets.

For more information on the SME funds please visit: 
www.business.hsbc.co.uk 
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