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A report summarising the results of research conducted with SME businesses throughout England in May and July 2015, focusing 

on SME business support needs and preferences and current business issues and challenges. 



Exemplas was founded on a passionate belief that successful small businesses are the key to sustainable 

employment and economic growth. It is our mission to help to create the conditions and environment for these 

businesses to survive and thrive, and in order to do this successfully we need to have a good comprehensive 

understanding not only of issues and challenges they face but also of the support needs and requirements of small 

businesses. With this in mind we recently commissioned an in-depth survey of small and medium enterprises, 

Exemplas Index, which is available in full on our website. Included in the research were a number of questions aimed 

at understanding how far businesses were moving towards using “digital” solutions in their business. We wanted to 

understand the key challenges in this area, particularly for growing business, and preferences for accessing business 

support online so that we can create and help to shape relevant support services. This paper is a summary and 

analysis of the findings in this area and helps to highlight how business support services could innovate and evolve to 

better meet changing small business needs.

The technology available to business owners is developing rapidly and opening up potential new business 

opportunities across all areas from access to markets, exporting, smarter and flexible working and cost reduction. 

Given its broad significance and potential impact we were keen to explore the views and experience of businesses 

using these technologies. In particular we are keen to analyse the extent to which these technologies were used in 

businesses, and whether they used digital technology to access business advice and support services.

In conclusion we found that, overall, two thirds of businesses who access online business support services most often 

say they are operating a fully digital business (39%) or they have started to but need more training and knowledge 

when adopting digital solutions (30%). The remaining third either think it is not relevant to them or are not sure where 

to start. 

Figure 1 - Adoption of digital solutions and social media (unweighted count - 127)



As small businesses increasingly adopt digital solutions and working practices business support services need to 

evolve and develop to meet changing expectations of how and what support should be made available.

In terms of what is needed to improve business support services the largest percentages of respondents said that the 

information and advice should be free or cheaper and more specific to individual business need. They also stated that 

they would like it to be quick and simple to access  with increased general availability and accessibility and improved 

access to the right expert people.

Businesses perceived the most useful aspect of the services they used to be the ability to access advice and expertise 

when needed, being able to get expert advice and a second opinion, access to legal advice and access to tailored 

advice.

Businesses were also asked whether they perceived any gaps in support. The following areas were identified:

•	 General business support and guidance all from one place

•	 Additional grant funding or guidance on accessing it

•	 Government support to interpret regulations

•	 Employment and training

•	 Having more time to access available support services

Clearly there are synergies between the needs and requirements of small businesses for support and the 

opportunities opened up for more flexible support provided by new digital technologies and the new approaches and 

cultures these technologies can create. If we can draw on these synergies we can start to lay the foundations for 

an enhanced, more relevant business support environment and move closer to creating the optimum conditions for 

maximising business growth.

In order to develop effective business support services we must understand the challenges faced by small businesses 

so that we can help businesses to overcome them. If we can achieve this we can free business owners to focus on 

fulfilling their businesses growth potential and to compete more effectively in the global marketplace. Businesses 

identified a number of challenges in relation to increasing digitisation in their organisations. Keeping up to date 

with changes in the area of rules and regulations, working practices, as well as technology and lack of skills and 

knowledge in this area were the main challenges felt. In addition challenges in terms of costs of staff, technology and 

implementation, finding time to focus on the digital aspects of the company, working towards a paperless office and 

internet access particularly availability, speed, providers and cost were reported. 

In order to support businesses most effectively and optimise the conditions for growth it is important to understand 

how businesses prefer to access business support, how new technologies are impacting the way in which support is 

accessed, and how we can improve access to the right advice and support. We asked a series of questions aimed at 

gaining these insights.

Respondents were asked to list all the methods they used to access business support or advice. We found that the 

majority of organisations are currently interacting with business support services in person or via a telephone, with 

72% of these organisations also accessing some information via the internet.  A smaller number of organisations said 

that they were currently accessing business support and advice using a mobile phone, tablet or app.  For example, 

40.1% are accessing advice via a mobile phone, 16% via a tablet and 12.7% via an app.

When asked which of these methods they used most often to access advice the majority of these interactions were 

still being undertaken via the telephone, in person or via the internet. Just under 1% of the organisations spoken 



to stated that they were using mobile phone, tablet or apps as the most frequent way they interacted with business 

support and advice. It is valuable to explore the existing patterns of usage of online business support as this is likely to 

be a growing area for those organisations offering support to small business online.

Of the 451 business who said they had previously accessed business support services, 127 respondents said they 

had used the internet to access these services most often.  These 127 respondents were asked additional questions 

about the online business support they had accessed. Most of these small businesses used the internet to access 

HMRC and government websites for support as well as social media platforms email and search engines in general. 

Specialist HR sites, ACAS, Chambers of Commerce, FSB and specific tax and financial services were also accessed 

online.

Many organisations use multiple devices to access business support information online. While most of this group of 

respondents state that they are using desktop or laptop computers to access this advice around 60% say that they are 

also using smartphones (including iPhones).  A smaller number are using tablet devices (including iPads).

Figure 2 - What devices are used to access online support?
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Growth businesses are of particular value to the economic sustainability of the country and it is important to create the 

conditions in which these growth businesses can sustain growth and prosper. The report focused on the responses of 

businesses which have shown a growth in turnover and businesses who are aspiring to grow. The key characteristics 

of these businesses in relation to the challenges of digital working and in relation to how far they have adopted digital 

practises were analysed in the research.



Figure 3 - Digitisation vs actual growth

In relation to the challenges of working digitally the key problem across growing and static turnover businesses, who 

report a challenge, is keeping up to date with changes in rules,  regulations, working practices and technology and a 

lack of skills and knowledge in this area. Growing businesses perceive more of a challenge in keeping up to date with 

technological changes and rules and regulations in this area than other types of business. It would be interesting to 

understand more about why this is so in future surveys.

Figure 4 - Digitisation vs aspirational growth



Businesses aspiring to grow are more likely to report challenges with adopting digital practises and technology overall. 

For businesses aspiring to grow the most significant challenges in adopting digital practices and technology are 

keeping up to date with changes (rules, regulations, working practices, technology) and lack of skills and knowledge in 

this area. Costs of staff, technology and implementation are also reported as a challenge.  

There are obvious and far reaching benefits to supporting businesses to adopt digital practises and technologies. If 

we can help growing businesses and those with aspirations to grow to overcome the skills gaps and to understand the 

rules and regulations surrounding digital practises and social media they could be in a better position to benefit from 

the opportunities which these developments can bring. But we can’t sit back and observe. Business support services 

themselves must listen and respond to these changes and adapt and innovate to create relevant tailored services 

which are truly fit for purpose in today’s digital world.




