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Foreword

The results of our latest HSBC UK CapEx survey show 
that the majority of businesses are optimistic about their 
growth prospects this year. This positivity is particularly 
strong among those businesses that trade internationally, 
regardless of size. 

This optimism is driving CapEx plans as businesses look 
to invest to drive efficiency, expand into new markets 
and seize opportunities in a post-pandemic world. As 
well as identifying different levels of optimism and CapEx 
intentions between domestic and international businesses, 
the research also found three distinct pathways emerging 
as we navigate a post-Covid-19 world:

 �Businesses whose sales have been unchanged through 
recent months or have experienced growth
 �Businesses that anticipate sales to return to pre-Covid 
levels during 2021, and
 �Businesses that see the return to growth a little further 
into 2022 or beyond.

 
Although many of the responses unsurprisingly reveal a 
preoccupation with the here and now, and some of that 
optimism is tinged with caution, we’re also seeing signs 
that businesses are looking to transform and prepare for 
growth.

Unlocking a decade of opportunity 
The decade ahead is likely to be shaped by some key 
themes – Covid-19 and biosecurity, Brexit and the 
geopolitical landscape, and the drive to Net Zero. 
Understanding how these affect your business and 
the environment in which you operate, will be a key 
consideration in planning and goal setting. They are 
factors that will create both challenges and new 
opportunities.

Getting capital allocation right can help unlock these 
opportunities. Experience shows us that those businesses 
that continue to invest through the cycle are those that 
typically outperform their peers and remain relevant. 

Whether you’re investing to grow and thrive, for example, 
by entering new markets or developing new products, or 
you’re looking to become more competitive or add value 
perhaps through investing in technology, CapEx can open 
doors for your business.

Investing for growth and efficiency 
The need to invest for a brighter future forms the 
cornerstone of the Government’s Super Deduction 
scheme announced as part of the March 2021 Budget. It’s 
also absolutely critical to enable businesses to pursue the 
decarbonisation pathways required if we as a nation are 
to meet the Net Zero emissions target of 2050. Early and 
sustained CapEx will help businesses get started on that 
journey and reap the benefits of the ever-increasing focus 
on environmental sustainability from customers, investors 
and supply chain partners.

HSBC UK Energising growth – how CapEx can help transform your business

But as well as helping you become the business you 
aspire to be in the future, clever use of CapEx can also 
help you unlock efficiencies today – releasing growth 
through improved margins, reducing costs and enhancing 
returns.

At HSBC UK, we are committed to supporting your CapEx 
needs. Whether that’s helping you explore your options, 
analyse potential returns or understand how best to 
allocate capital to underpin your business ambitions. 

In this report, we look at:

 �The role of CapEx in supporting growth
 �How CapEx can unlock efficiency
 �Why understanding and maximising your CapEx is so 
important.

 
Ian Tandy 
Head of Global Trade and Receivables Finance, 
HSBC UK 
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1 CapEx: Supporting the path to growth

The responses showed three distinctive paths to recovery: 2022 or beyond expect CapEx to decline. We understand 
it can be tough to consider investing when business 
is uncertain, but CapEx could be the tool that helps a 
business diversify or compete.”

For businesses expecting a return to pre-Covid level sales 
during 2021, there is increased dynamism around their 
CapEx plans, with 81% expecting CapEx to stay the same 
or increase.

So what are they spending on? 
With huge changes occurring within the business 
landscape, the big areas of CapEx focus for the future are:

Considering it in terms of our three pathways to recovery, 
also shows clear CapEx intentions, with those businesses 
who have been largely unchanged through the pandemic 
and those looking at recovery this year focused on 
expansion through CapEx, whilst those seeing recovery in 
2022+ are more likely to be reducing spend.

To support their path to recovery, many businesses 
indicated that they are looking to increase CapEx through 
2021. Over half of the businesses we surveyed were 
optimistic about growth. That figure was higher amongst 
larger businesses and those trading internationally, 
perhaps reflecting their ability to draw on greater 
resources and to spread risk.

33%  
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expecting sales 
levels to recover in 
2022 or beyond.
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sales have been 
unchanged or 

improved through 
Covid-19
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If we consider this in terms of business size, there are 
clear priorities for business growth:

£0-2m: CapEx focus

37% 
business and product 

diversification

28% 
R&D

£25m+: CapEx focus

47% 
IT/Data 

 

42%  
Expansion

Those businesses expecting sales to revert to pre-
Covid levels during 2021, also show a greater focus 
on acquisition, suggesting that they are anticipating 
emerging opportunities.

“There are encouraging signs that, regardless of business 
size, there’s a clear appetite for CapEx to underpin 
business transformation and help support the route to 
recovery,” says Ian. “Businesses where CapEx is declining, 
however, risk missing the opportunity to participate in the 
recovery and could be in danger of falling behind their 
peers.”

“CapEx plans are largely driven by levels of optimism, but 
we can also see that those businesses that are investing 
and have continued to invest are emerging as more 
resilient and perhaps better equipped to make the most of 
recovery,” says Ian. 

“It highlights the virtuous circle we so often see in CapEx. 
46% of businesses who saw sales improve or not change 
through Covid also report increased CapEx. Whereas 37% 
of those who aren’t anticipating sales levels to return until 

34%

Businesses whose sales have not changed/improved
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2 Investing for efficiency

Reducing costs (64%) and improving cashflow (59%) 
emerge as the highest priorities for businesses 
participating in our survey, even amongst those 
businesses that are most confident and across all 
business sizes. Commenting on the findings, Mike Nield, 
Head of Large Corporate Equipment Finance at HSBC UK, 
says:

“With costs and cashflow clearly called out as key areas 
of focus for businesses, we can see how CapEx can 
support in achieving these. Investment in automation 
or digitisation, for example, can revolutionise the way 
a business manages and optimises its cashflow or 
significantly reduce cost and support scalable growth.”

Interestingly, despite this focus on cost-cutting and 
cashflow, survey participants showed an innate desire to 
own rather than hire/lease assets where possible. This 
was particularly marked amongst smaller businesses, with 
55% of those whose turnover is below £2m (and 52% 
of those turning over between £2 and £25m) showing a 
preference to own rather than hire or lease.

When compared to ownership, leasing or hiring assets 
can provide businesses with numerous benefits:

 �Reducing fixed costs
 �Supporting growth by aligning assets with plans to 
scale the business
 � Improving cash management/forecasting as asset costs 
are known
 �Boosting productivity through access to the latest 
technology/equipment
 � Increasing efficiency through automation
 �Spreading the costs to make investment affordable 

“When we consider the ownership v. leasing debate, we 
see leasing playing an important role in supporting the 
investment needed to deliver environmental sustainability 
and increased efficiency through the circular economy,” 
says Mike. “As businesses are encouraged to become 
more sustainable, leasing can play a role in supporting the 
reduce, reuse, recycle agenda. And yet, even for those 
businesses who stated that environmental sustainability is 
important, only 16% intend to hire or lease more.”

Around half of the businesses across all turnover levels 
who participated in the survey, stated that environmental 
sustainability is very or fairly important [£0-2m: 46% / £2-
25m: 51% / £25m+: 55%]. However, only 1 in 3 said that 
environmental sustainability is an area of CapEx spend.

“That’s potentially a missed opportunity for these firms,” 
says Mike. “As we move inextricably closer to the 
Government’s Net Zero target date and pressure from 
stakeholders grows, an effective CapEx strategy that takes 
sustainability targets into account can help businesses 
manage the investment needed to achieve it.”

Investment in automation or 
digitisation can revolutionise 
the way a business manages 
and optimises its cashflow or 
significantly reduce cost and 
support scalable growth.”



Business 
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3 Understanding the value of CapEx

63% of businesses surveyed reported being very or 
fairly satisfied with the returns on CapEx. However, 1 in 
3 businesses say they have either no clear rationale for 
measuring CapEx performance or that they don’t know. 

Clearly, understanding how effective your CapEx is in 
helping you meet your aims – whether that’s recovery, 
growth or efficiency – is important. The two measures 
are closely linked, with 70% of businesses that measure 
CapEx performance satisfied with the benefits they 
receive, compared to 32% satisfaction levels amongst 
those who don’t measure performance.

Evaluation methods are largely driven by business size 
and sophistication, but with digital tools to support 
measurement and analysis much more accessible, these 
are barriers that any business can surmount. Responding 
to the survey results and highlighting the importance of 
measurement, Lee Hancox, Head of Corporate & Business 
Banking at HSBC Equipment Finance, says:

“Visibility and control over all aspects of capital and 
operating expenditure are the hallmarks of robust 
businesses. For the businesses we surveyed, who are 
focused on reducing costs and improving cashflow, this 
type of information is absolutely critical.”

For those businesses who see sales levels recovering 
later in 2021 or in 2022 and beyond, improving margins 
by enhancing efficiency will be essential to their survival 
and growth. That means that effective and efficient capital 
allocation decisions are key – and that requires effective 
measurement to provide a baseline, benchmarking and 
an awareness of whether your strategy is delivering the 
returns expected.

“Financial awareness, robust measurement and analysis 
and a strong financial infrastructure are fast becoming 
expectations,” says Lee. “We can clearly see that those 
businesses that do measure CapEx performance see 
the benefits, and that becomes a repeating cycle of 
investment and reward.”

We can clearly see 
that those businesses 
that do measure 
CapEx performance 
see the benefits.”


but

70%

32%
of businesses that don't 

measure CapEx performance 
are satisfied with the  
benefits they receive

Only
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CapEx performance are 
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they receive
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Case study – Cox Powertrain

Cox Powertrain has pioneered high performance, low 
weight diesel engines. Founded in 2007, the business 
has invested in innovative design and engineering, with 
production commencing in May 2020. 

Supporting business ambition 
Its high-powered 300 horsepower diesel outboard engine 
is set to revolutionise the market, combining performance 
with reliability, safety, sustainability and fuel efficiency. 
Garnering worldwide interest and with a growing network 
of global distributors, orders have been steadily increasing 
and Cox Powertrain already exports to 18 countries. The 
production techniques used during the development 
phase needed to be overhauled to support that growth.

Cox Powertrain’s innovative design offers to revolutionise the 
outboard engine market and demand is building across global 
markets. Meeting that demand efficiently required a world-class 
production facility and funding from HSBC Equipment Finance has 
played a key role in helping the business pursue its growth plans.

“During the prototype and development phase, we were 
essentially building one unit at a time by hand,” says 
Mark Palethorpe, CFO at Cox Powertrain. “Clearly that’s 
not sustainable, efficient or scalable when you’re needing 
to build around 80 engines a week to meet growing 
demand.”

Partnering for growth 
To support the business’ growth, HSBC Equipment 
Finance provided funding for world-class production lines. 
“Securing funding from HSBC meant that we didn’t have 
to approach our shareholders for additional investment,” 
says Mark. “It also showed that we’d moved from being 
an equity only business to a debt and equity one able to 
attract a quality banking partner.”

The production lines are a key part of Cox Powertrain’s 
growth plans, enabling volume production and enhancing 
productivity and efficiency.

“HSBC have partnered on our growth trajectory,” says 
Mark, “because we simply couldn’t have done it without 
that line.”

HSBC have partnered on our 
growth trajectory, because we 
simply couldn’t have done it 
without that line.”
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Case study – Ascensos

Founded in 2013, Ascensos has been a true growth story, 
operating sites in the UK and overseas. With the need 
to provide laptops for staff working from home, HSBC 
Equipment Finance offered a solution that would support 
business cashflow and provide flexibility. The innovative 
partnership between HSBC and 3 Step IT also brings 
additional benefits: alongside the finance element, 3 Step 
IT offer in-life management and end of life options.

Operational and financial flexibility 
“The three year sale and leaseback deal gives us options 
if technology changes and helps manage the uncertainty 
about returning to work or facing potential future 
lockdowns, and it also meant that we don’t have cash 
tied up in assets, but can continue to invest in other parts 
of the business,” says Ascensos Finance Director, Martin 
Shand.

Ascensos’ multi-channel, multi-lingual customer service solution has seen 
demand increasing from clients in the UK and beyond. With a growth in 
employee numbers coinciding with the Covid-19 lockdown requirement 
for work from home, the company needed a flexible solution to finance the 
new kit required. HSBC came up with a proposition that provides additional 
benefits in supporting Ascensos’ fledgling sustainability strategy.

“But 3 Step IT also provided us a vision of what happens 
with the assets beyond the three-year period, and 
as a young company, with a young and increasingly 
environmentally-aware workforce, that was very 
compelling.”

Supporting sustainable business 
As well as tracking and maintaining the equipment, the 3 
Step IT solution is fully WEEE and GDPR compliant, taking 
assets that are no longer required and repurposing them 
to provide a second life, or recycling components.

“They were able to tell us exactly how much that would 
reduce our carbon footprint by, and those measures 
are increasingly important for our reporting, and are 
becoming more and more relevant for future contract 
pitches,” says Martin.

Beyond that, he explains, this is a first step on the 
company’s sustainability journey: “It’s part of what 
we should be doing as a business, but you can’t be 
commercially naïve, so it has to be something that works 
for us. 3 Step IT and HSBC have come up with a solution 
that both works and is very compelling.”

3 Step IT and HSBC have come 
up with a solution that both 
works and is very compelling.”
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Conclusion 

Businesses are at a tipping point – they have emerged 
from one of the most significant social and economic 
crises in a generation and are assessing their performance 
and looking at where to go next.

Considering which pathway you’re on, what your priorities 
are now and in the future, how you intend to navigate 
some of the big macro themes we see shaping that 
future, how you address sustainability and digitisation 
and how you stay competitive and relevant in a fast-
changing world, are the questions that can help shape 
your response.

Thinking about how capital allocation can support those 
plans, how you select when and where to invest your 
resources and ensuring you measure your outputs 
through the right lens, will enable you to better manage 
the risk and seize the opportunities ahead. 

As we stand on the cusp of change, now is the time to 
reflect on your strategic ambitions and ensure that you're 
investing in things that are going to be efficient and are 
going to sustain you and that will enable you to thrive into 
the future and be ready for whatever tomorrow brings.

Ian Tandy 
Head of Global Trade and Receivables Finance, 
HSBC UK 
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Report methodology 
The survey was carried out between January and early February 2021. 352 responses were received from across HSBC UK customers. 43% of responses were 
received from businesses with turnover of £0-2m, 40% from businesses with turnover between £2-25m, and 17% from businesses with turnover of £25m+.

57% of businesses who responded trade domestically, and 41% trade internationally.

Further reading and more information

To discuss your capital allocation plans in more detail, please 
contact your Relationship Director or visit our website.

To support you on your journey to Net Zero, we have created a 
number of guides, which you can find on our Sustainability Hub.

https://www.business.hsbc.uk/en-gb/finance-and-borrowing/credit-and-lending/asset-finance
https://www.business.hsbc.uk/en-gb/sustainability-hub
https://www.business.hsbc.uk/en-gb/sustainability-hub

