
SME Intermediaries 
Research 2021
Northern Ireland findings

Research conducted by Ipsos MORI

July 2021
british-business-bank.co.uk

@BritishBBank
1



Summary of key findings in Northern Ireland
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Online survey

511 completes in total
47 Northern Ireland

In-depth telephone interviews

36 interviews in total
3 Northern Ireland

The research targeted SME intermediaries by region, a relatively small overall population. As a 
result, the number of completed interviews in each region or devolved nation were relatively low, 
and findings by region or devolved nation should be treated with caution.

SME Finance Survey 2020

4,125 completes in total
190 Northern Ireland

1. Demand for finance is seen to be strong across all stages of development for NI SMEs. But 
respondents in NI are less likely than the UK average to think that SMEs have taken on too 
much debt due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

2. There is a perceived gap in the supply of later stage equity in NI. Almost two in five 
respondents identify this gap, compared to one in five in the UK. 

3. When it comes to the quality of the ecosystem, slightly more respondents in NI see the 
ecosystem as being inadequate to support scaling SMEs than the UK average.
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As we move out of the pandemic, growth expectations remain 
low in NI and across the UK

Base = All SMEs in business 2+ years (n=4,048); SMEs in business 2+ years in NI (n=185); all SMEs (n=4,125); all SMEs that have grown by 20%+ in the last year 
and at least 3 years old (n=96); all SMEs (n=4,125); all expecting to close or sell (n=121)

58% of SMEs across the UK report they had 
contracted, 32% stayed around the same size and 9% 
grew over the past 12 months

SME Finance Survey 2020 - Context

SME Finance Survey 2020

As the country moves out of the pandemic, 21% of UK 
SMEs expect to grow over the next 12 months
33% expect to become smaller and 4% expect to 
close/sell the business in the next 12 months
Of firms expecting to close/sell, a quarter (25%) said it 
was completely attributable to Covid-19

In line with UK findings, 59% of SMEs in NI report 
they had contracted, 36% stayed around the same size 
and 4% grew over the past 12 months

In line with UK findings, 17% of SMEs in NI expect to 
grow over the next 12 months 
34% expect to become smaller and 3% expect to 
close/sell the business in the next 12 months

UK

NI



SME demand for 
finance
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Three in five Northern Ireland respondents say that demand for 
finance exceeds finance supply in their nation, in line with UK wide 
picture

59%

34%

2%
5%

Demand for finance
exceeds supply of finance

Finance supply and
demand are broadly
balanced

Supply of finance exceeds
demand for finance

Don't know

SME demand for finance

5

59% - demand for finance exceeds supply of 
finance in their region/nation
30% - finance supply and demand are broadly 
balanced
8% - supply of finance exceeds demand
2% - don’t know

Finance supply and demand in nation (%)
Base: All UKN survey respondents (n=303), Northern Ireland (n=41)
SME Finance Survey – Base: All SMEs (n=4,125), SMEs in NI (n=190)

UKNorthern Ireland respondents

SME Finance Survey 2020
Three in five (60%) firms across the UK 
reported seeking some form of external financial 
support in the three years to 2020 compared to 
44% in 2019
Similarly to the UK picture, 60% of NI SMEs 
reported using some sort of external financial 
support including government grant funding in 
last three years.



Demand for finance is strong across SMEs in all development 
stages in NI, again in line with UK figures

85%

87%

85%

53%

11%

11%

15%

32%

2%

4%

2%

13%

SMEs starting up (i.e. early
stage companies less than 2

years old)

SMEs surviving in uncertain
times

SMEs scaling up (i.e.
companies at least 2 years old

looking to grow)

SMEs consolidating success

Strong demand Weak demand No demand Don't know

SME demand for finance
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“'Demand for finance is always 
good. NI is reasonably well 

served at very early stages with 
NI government sponsored funds. 

This means that compared to 
other areas…in Britain, we're 

better at an earlier stage.”
Financial advice respondent, NI

“Start-ups get more traction 
from loan funds, whereas 

scale-ups are having difficulty 
because a lot of big decisions 

are being delayed due to 
Covid-19.”

- Finance provision respondent, 
NI

Demand for finance in each development stage (%) 
Base: All UKN survey respondents (n=303), Northern Ireland (n=41)

UKNorthern Ireland respondents
% strong 
demand

84%

90%

81%

57%

% weak 
demand

11%

8%

18%

33%



85%

72%

68%

66%

62%

51%

9%

13%

19%

21%

19%

36%

6%

11%

13%

11%

15%

4%

2%

4%

13%

Debt finance (e.g. bank loans, bank
overdrafts)

Early stage equity (business angels)

Growth stage equity (venture capital)

Later stage equity (venture capital and
private equity)

Alternative finance (e.g. marketplace/
peer-to-peer lending)

Any other finance

Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Don't know

SME demand for finance

7% who agree/disagree that SMEs in general will require additional finance due to the Covid-19 pandemic during the next 12-18 months
Base: All respondents (n=511), Northern Ireland (n=47)

UKNorthern Ireland respondents

Agree Disagree

86% 9%

68% 11%

73% 11%

58% 15%

66% 9%

54% 4%

As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, additional debt finance and 
early stage equity finance are likely to see the highest demand in NI



NI respondents are less likely to agree than respondents 
across the UK as a whole that SMEs in their nation have taken 
on too much debt due to the Covid-19 pandemic

SME demand for finance
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22%

46%

22%

10%
Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Don't know

Northern Ireland respondents

“Q.: SMEs in my nation 
have taken on too 

much debt due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic”

UK

41% - Agree

34% - Neither agree nor disagree

19% - Disagree

Base: All UKN survey respondents (n=303), Northern Ireland (n=41)

“Come to the end of the government-backed schemes, 
they will all have to be repaid [...] so I think there will be a 
pick up [in demand] and organisations will experience a 

reasonable supply. I don't see supply from financial 
organisations drying up and I think a lot of banks will be 
keen to lend. So from a supply perspective, there will be 

an adequate level of supply.”
- Financial advice respondent, NI



While two-thirds of respondents in NI say that SMEs are not-well 
equipped to reduce their debt burden over the next 12-18 months, just 
one-quarter of SMEs in NI are concerned about making repayments

SME demand for finance
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29%

56%

10%
5%

Very well-equipped

Fairly well-equipped

Not very well-equipped

Not at all well-equipped

Don't know

How well-equipped SMEs are to reduce their debt burden over the next 12-18 months (%)
Base: All UKN survey respondents (n=303), Northern Ireland (n=41)
SME Finance Survey 2020 – Base: All SMEs who last sought finance in 2020 (n=2,213); SMEs in NI who last sought finance in 2020 (n=93)

UKNorthern Ireland respondents

25% Well-equipped

69% Not well-equipped

66%
Not well-
equipped

SME Finance Survey 2020

One in four (27%) of NI SMEs that sought 
finance in 2020 are concerned about their 
ability to make full repayments when they 
become due, while two-thirds (66%) say they 
are not concerned (in line with UK wide 
findings).



Lack of awareness of options available, access to supply of finance 
and aversion to taking on finance are perceived to be the top three 
barriers to SME demand for finance in NI and across the UK

65%
53% 49%

31%
21% 19% 18% 17%

72%
57%

49%

32%
21%

13% 19% 17%

Lack of awareness
of finance options

available

Access to supply of
finance

Aversion to taking
on finance

Cost of finance Lack of referrals due
to underdeveloped

networks

Lack of trust in
finance providers

Lack of ambition to
grow

EU Exit

UK Northern Ireland

SME demand for finance

10Top 3 biggest barriers to demand for finance since March 2020 aside from the Covid-19 pandemic (%) 
Base: All respondents (n=511), Intermediaries in Northern Ireland (n=47)



Supply of finance 
for SMEs
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Four in five respondents in NI agree there are gaps in the supply of 
finance for SMEs whatever their stage of development 

Supply of finance for SMEs

12Agree/disagree there are gaps in finance supply for SMES in region/nation whatever their development stage
Base: All respondents (n=511), Intermediaries in Northern Ireland (n=47)

84%
SCOTLAND

76%
NORTH EAST

83%
YORKSHIRE & THE HUMBER

73%
EAST MIDLANDS

EAST
75%

LONDON
88%

SOUTH EAST
85%

NORTH WEST
76%

WEST MIDLANDS
76%

WALES
86%

SOUTH WEST
91%

NORTHERN IRELAND
83%

% Agree

83%

9%

9%

Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Don't know

Northern 
Ireland

“There’s a lack of investment in 
sectors which do not have 

revenue for a long time but have 
future hopes of massive profit.
'Given that health-tech...will be 
one of the major clusters NI will 
focus on in the next 10 years, 

there is a significant gap”
Financial advice respondent, NI

“To get your first non-NI 
funding…can be quite difficult. 

The first million pound 
cheque, it's quite difficult to 
know who to go speak to’”

Financial advice respondent, 
NI



Almost two in five respondents in NI identify gaps in later stage 
equity supply compared to one in five in the UK

64%

49%

48%

23%

20%

17%

64%

64%

51%

31%

38%

10%

Early stage equity (business angels)

Growth stage equity (venture capital)

Debt finance (e.g. bank loans, bank overdrafts)

Alternative finance (e.g. marketplace/peer-to-
peer lending)

Later stage equity (venture capital and private
equity)

Any other finance
UK

Northern Ireland

Supply of finance for SMEs

13Gaps in different types of finance supply (%)
Base: All respondents that agree there are gaps in the supply of finance for SMEs in their region or nation (n=405), Northern Ireland (n=39)

“Mainstream banks will continue to 
shy away from doing too much 
business with smaller SMEs”

Finance provision respondent, NI

“Normal term loans are still very much the 
bread-and-butter for a lot of businesses. 
Asset finance could become more of an 
option, and cash-flow finance, these are 

still very under-utilised in NI in comparison 
to the rest of the UK”

Finance provision respondent, NI



Respondents in NI are more likely than the UK average to 
expect a decrease in later stage and growth stage equity 
finance supply over the next 12 to 18 months

40%

40%

45%

49%

62%

23%

11%

30%

26%

15%

34%

49%

26%

21%

13%

2%

4%

11%

Growth stage equity (venture capital)

Debt finance (e.g. bank loans, bank
overdrafts)

Early stage equity (business angels)

Later stage equity (venture capital and private
equity)

Alternative finance (e.g. marketplace/ peer-to-
peer lending)

Increase No change Decrease Don't know

Supply of finance for SMEs
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UKNorthern Ireland respondents
Increase Decrease

59% 14%

50% 10%

49% 18%

47% 37%

54% 13%

Expectations of changes to private sector SME finance supply over the next 12 to 18 months
Base: Base: All respondents (n=511), Northern Ireland (n=47)



Finance ecosystem

15



Respondents in NI are split on the adequacy of the ecosystem 
to support start ups or SMEs surviving and seem more 
negative than the UK average when it comes to scale ups

Finance ecosystem

16% of respondents who say the finance ecosystem is adequate/inadequate to support SMEs
Base: All respondents (n=511), Northern Ireland (n=47)

“I think in considering gaps or weaknesses 
in funding availability and the funding 

ecosystem, both the BBB and Invest NI 
should be focusing on empowering the 
private sector to meet the challenge -

rather than trying to take the lead. 
Ultimately the market needs to support the 

various financing options without public 
sector crutches if the ecosystem is to be 

strong and endure”
Financial advice respondent, NI

“’The most important thing for NI is 
accurate matching of what businesses 

want with the right funders…, 'that 
problem is much wider (beyond NI)’”

Financial advice respondent, NI

45%

51%

48%

53%

56%

45%

70%

74%

52%

49%

51%

47%

42%

55%

24%

23%

2%

2%

2%

6%

2%

UK

Northern Ireland

UK

Northern Ireland

UK

Northern Ireland

UK

Northern Ireland

Adequate Inadequate Don't know
SMEs starting up (i.e. early 
stage companies less than 2 
years old)

SMEs surviving in uncertain 
times

SMEs scaling up (i.e. 
companies at least 2 years old 
looking to grow)

SMEs consolidating success



Most respondents in NI felt SMEs are unlikely to be well-informed 
about options available for equity and alternative finance

Finance ecosystem
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76% 76%
17% 17% 27% 17% 24% 15% 12% 24%

24% 24%
83% 83% 73% 83% 76% 83% 85% 71%

2% 5%

Finance
option

Specific
finance
provider

Finance
option

Specific
finance
provider

Finance
option

Specific
finance
provider

Finance
option

Specific
finance
provider

Finance
option

Specific
finance
provider

Very/fairly well-informed Not very/not at all well-informed Don't know

Debt finance (e.g. bank 
loans, bank overdrafts)

Early stage equity 
(business angels)

Growth stage equity 
(venture capital)

Later stage equity 
(venture capital and 

private equity)

Alternative finance (e.g. 
marketplace/ peer-to-

peer lending)

Northern Ireland respondents

SMEs awareness of finance options and specific finance providers
Base: Northern Ireland respondents – UKN survey (41)
+In the SME Finance Survey alternative finance was defined as including: Equity finance, Marketplace lending (also known as peer to peer lending), Equity crowd funding platforms

“Referral networks can be very patchy, it’s 
sometimes about personal networks. There's still 
a way to go on putting out there what finance is 

available…to getting businesses fully aware. 
This is across the board' not specific to a sector ”

Finance provision respondent, NI

SME Finance Survey 2020

Generally SMEs have lower awareness of 
alternative finance+. Most SMEs not using equity 
finance have not considered it, although a greater 
share would consider it in the future 



It was felt SMEs in NI were much more likely to seek unpaid 
external advice, supported by findings in the SME survey

Finance ecosystem
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SME Finance Survey

50% of NI SMEs said are likely to seek external advice for 
external finance in the future (vs 42% in UK overall). Of these 
SMEs, 52% would be willing to pay for independent advice to 
help obtain this finance

“For start-ups, there's loads there. Start-up loans are very well taken 
care of. It's the next stage where there is a lack of proper assistance 

for businesses. Who've got past the first two years, deemed to be 
existing businesses…[that's] where the challenge is.’”

Finance provision respondent, NI

Base: All respondents (n=511), Northern Ireland (n=47)
SME Finance Survey – Base: All SMEs (n=4,125), SMEs in NI (n=190)

21% of SMEs sought external advice in 2020 compared to 13% in 
2019 (most commonly from an accountant / finance advisor, 
followed by family and friends)

33%

40%

80%

81%

66%

60%

19%

19%

1%

1%

UK

Northern Ireland

UK

Northern Ireland

Likely Unlikely Don't know

SMEs' likeliness 
of  seeking paid
external advice

SMEs' likeliness 
of  seeking unpaid
external advice



ESG and Net Zero
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Respondents across NI and the UK are split on the 
importance of Net Zero and ESG to SMEs

ESG and Net Zero
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Base: All respondents (n=511), Northern Ireland (n=47)

42%

34%

55%

63%

3%

2%

UK

Northern Ireland

Relevant Not relevant Don't know

ESG

49%

43%

46%

57%

4%UK

Northern Ireland

Important Not important Don't know

Net zero
“I don’t see any demand from firms to reach 

(ESG/Net zero) targets. There is a desire to have 
a profitable business that is not doing any harm’, 

which 'is not the same thing’… 
I’ve yet to see a pitch…that mention any targets’”

Finance provision respondent, NI

Qualitative findings
Respondents across the UK suggest that 
ESG and net zero considerations are in 
their infancy among SMEs, with many not 
understanding the meaning behind them 
and how they might be an opportunity for 
the business. Any concern is most likely 
to be driven by sector interest.



Respondents seem to think that access to the specific finance that 
SMEs need to realise their ESG and/or Net Zero goals is likely to be 
limited in Northern Ireland and across the UK

ESG and Net Zero

21

18 out of 21 (86%) respondents in NI who think SMEs see 
ESG/net zero as relevant/important say that they have 
limited or no access to the specific finance that they 
need to realise their ESG and/or net zero goals

2%
15%

70%

4%
8%

Very good access to finance
Fairly good access to finance
Limited access to finance
There is no access to finance
Don't know

UK

Extent to which respondents think SMEs in their region or nation have access to the specific finance that they need to realise their ESG and/or net zero goals
Base : All Core Survey respondents who think SMEs see ESG and/or net zero as relevant/important to their business (n=178), Northern Ireland (n=21*)

Northern Ireland respondents

75%
Limited/ no 

access



Points for discussion

• Are you surprised by any of the findings?

• Why are NI respondents more optimistic when it comes to business 
debt levels and what do you think this means for the nation over the 
next 12-18 months?

• Why do you think that NI has a problem with later stage equity 
finance? And why are NI respondents more likely than the UK average 
to expect this to get worse over the next 12-18 months? 

• What is missing from the ecosystem when it comes to supporting 
businesses that are scaling up?

Concluding remarks

22
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Thank You

Rebecca Klahr, Amrita Sood, Aniko Lakezi, Jamie Douglas
April 2021



Annex
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Survey completes by region

Regions or nations the SMEs operate in that the respondents engage with

Annex
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UKN only Open link only

(All respondents) (UKN survey 
respondents)

(Open link survey 
respondents)

North East England 45 31 14
Yorkshire & Humber 58 32 26
East Midlands 106 61 45
West Midlands 49 28 21
East of England 52 40 12
South East England 
(excluding London) 48 29 19
South West England 68 55 13
London 41 23 18
Scotland 43 21 22
Wales 36 30 6
Northern Ireland 47 41 6
All of the UK 73 31 42
Outside of the UK 29 17 12
Total 511 303 208



In-depth interview respondents by region and by role

Annex

26

Intermediary category

Total interviewsFinance 
Provision

Financial 
Advice Research

West Midlands 0 3 0 3
East Midlands 1 2 0 3
East of England 1 2 0 3
North East England 0 2 1 3
Yorkshire & Humber 0 3 0 3
North West England 1 2 0 3
South West England 1 1 1 3
London 0 3 0 3
South East England (excl. 
London) 1 2 0 3

Wales 2 1 0 3
Scotland 1 2 0 3
Northern Ireland 1 2 0 3
TOTAL 9 25 2 36



SME Finance Survey: Business profiles - Region

Annex
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Region No. of completes
East of England 418
East Midlands 295
London 389
North East 214
North West 369
Northern Ireland 190
Scotland 338
South East (excl. London) 545
South West 446
Wales 344
West Midlands 286
Yorkshire/Humberside 291
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