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BACKGROUND

Business West Chambers of Commerce 
conducted a survey of 1,139 businesses 
in the South West of England between 
2nd and 17th April 2020. We believe it is 
the biggest survey yet conducted during 
the coronavirus (COVID-19) crisis and 
gives a depth of insight into the scale 
and type of impact being faced  
by businesses.  

We wanted to understand several issues: 
how coronavirus (COVID-19) had impacted 
individual businesses; how companies saw or 
accessed government support packages and 
any ‘missing gaps’ in these programmes; the 
state of companies’ relationships with banks or 
landlords; what additional support companies 
felt they needed, their view of the future and 
levels of confidence in their economic health 
and ability to cope. 

The survey was completed by businesses across 
all size categories. Those employing less than 
10 staff made up most of the respondents, with 
23% of respondents in the 10-49 employee size 
band and with 6% of respondents in the 50-249 
employee size band. Sole traders accounted 
for 16% of respondents. There was also a broad 
spread of companies from all sectors of the 
economy, with the largest single sector being 
“professional services (e.g. finance, consultancy, 
legal, IT support, recruitment)”. Manufacturers 
made up 10% of respondents.

MAIN FINDINGS

The Impact of the Crisis

The survey helped highlight the scale and 
significant impact that coronavirus (COVID-19) 
has had on most companies in the South West 
of England.

The overwhelming majority of respondents 
(96%) said that the coronavirus was affecting 
their businesses. Although some cited positive 
effects, with 5% saying they had seen increased 
sales, the majority of businesses mentioned 
negative impacts, with 72% saying they had 
seen decreased orders and sales; 56% had lost 
business due to cancelled contracts or orders; 
50% reported cash flow issues; and  
30% reported supply chain issues.  
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Decreased orders/sales

Losing business due to cancelled
contracts or work

Cash ow issues

Management time spent handling
the crisis

Supply chain problems

Closing business due to
government guidance

Other

Availability of staff

Increased orders/sales

72.25%

55.59%

50.46%

43.13%

29.67%

28.85%

21.43%

21.15%

4.76%

In what ways has your business been affected?



UK Government Support

We asked several questions in order to 
understand how businesses grasped the 
main raft of support mechanisms and other 
interventions that had been announced by UK 
Government. We also wanted to understand 
which of these schemes businesses thought 
were most important, and where there might  
be ‘missing gaps’.  

Given the speed at which government 
interventions have been announced, businesses 
broadly said they understood the broad terms 
of these schemes and had found government 
advice useful:

• 95% of respondents said they either 
‘fully understand’ or ‘have a general 
understanding’ of government support, 
although 44% of respondents were  
‘unclear what is relevant to my business’. 

• Over 90% of respondents said they had 
found government advice useful to a  
degree (either ‘extremely’, ‘very’ or  
‘somewhat useful’). 

Of the announced government support, the two 
schemes that were considered most relevant to 
businesses were the HMRC Time to Pay Scheme 
and the Furloughed Workers Scheme. 

Perhaps reflecting its complications and the 
degree to which the UK Government has 
announced further changes to it, the individual 
support scheme which companies understood 
least was how additional government-backed 
business loans would work. 

We asked what support businesses would find 
most helpful. The top three answers related 
to longer term financial support in the form of 
grants, as well as deferred / cancelled tax and 
National Insurance Contribution (NIC) payments. 
Along with the other highest-ranking responses 
to this question, the pressure on cash flow and 
outgoings is highlighted for many companies.
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Longer term nancial support - grants

Tax payments - deferred / cancelled

NIC payments - deferred /cancelled

Information

Utilities bills - deferred / cancelled

Business rates - deferred / cancelled

Property rent - deferred / cancelled

Short term working capital

Reduced staff costs

Longer term nancial support - loans

Financial advice

Other (please specify): View

HR advice

Legal advice

Insurance advice
Property mortgages - deferred /

cancelled

63.76%

55.31%

46.41%

42.23%

35.79%

33.33%

32.33%

27.7%

26.16%

18.89%

18.89%

15.08%

13.71%

13.44%

12.35%

10.08%

At this time, what would be most helpful to your business?



The Furloughed Workers Scheme and Labour 
Pressures
 
As well as cash flow and viability, the survey 
also underscored that furloughing was the 
most important support being offered by UK 
Government and was being widely taken up  
by businesses: 

• Over half of respondents (55%) said they 
planned to use the Furloughed Workers 
Scheme.  

• Of these respondents, 60% plan to furlough 
more than half their staff. 

• And 21% plan to furlough 100% of their staff. 

Aside from the UK Government’s generous 
Furloughed Workers Scheme, the survey 
found that 37% of respondents were taking or 
considering other measures to cut labour costs. 

Impact on Current and Future Business Finance

When asked the question: “Do you have 
concerns about your financial position due to 
the impact of coronavirus (COVID-19) currently 
or in the future?”, 62% of respondents said that 
they had concerns currently, whilst 88% said  
they were concerned about their future  
financial position. 
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0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Not planning to use/Not applicable

1-24%

25-49%

50-74%

75-99%

100%

Don't know

41.26%

13.52%

8.87%

9.66%

11.85%

11.41%

3.42%

If you are planning to use the Furloughed Workers Scheme, what percentage of
your staff do you intend to furlough over the next month?

Already implemented Considering implementing Not considering Not possible or relevant for my business
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Cutting back on contracted
workers

Reducing working hours

Reducing salaries

Voluntary unpaid leave

Starting redundancies for
staff who have worked for

less than 2 years

Starting redundancies for
staff who have worked for

over 2 years

45.5%

44.2%

30%

11.1%

7.8%

2.6%

14.9%

34.6%

34.7%

37.2%

39.1%

30.6%

6.3%

10.1%

24.7%

33.7%

29.7%

41.2%

33.2%

11.1%

10.6%

17.9%

23.4%

25.6%

 What measures are you taking or considering?

Yes No

Currently In the future
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Do you have concerns about your nancial position due to the impact 
of COVID-19 currently or in the future?



We then asked for views on the viability of their 
business if the current crisis continues. The 
results show a very steep decline in confidence 
of their ‘ability to cope’ at key intervals over the 
next 12 months. 

Small businesses are reporting worse financial 
impact and greater pessimism about the future 
than larger companies. The band of small 
businesses with 5-9 staff are most pessimistic 
about their ability to cope, with only 11% saying 
they would be able to cope over six months - 
dropping to 5% over twelve months.

These findings highlight the cumulative damage 
to businesses if the coronavirus lockdown 
continues, and the degree of uncertainty that 
many companies are feeling about the fate of 
their businesses.  

For this reason we have been stressing the 
importance that government begins to outline 
what an ‘exit strategy’ looks like for businesses, 
to help address some of this uncertainty, 
accepting the primary consideration will be 
people’s health and the capacity of the NHS 
to cope. We have also been arguing that 
government needs to consider the scale of 
support and address ‘missing gaps’, for example 
in the access of workspace businesses or 
limited company businesses to support, if the 
coronavirus lockdown continues for a  
longer period.  

Banks and Landlords

We asked businesses to tell us about the state 
of their relationships with their banks and, if they 
use commercial property, their landlords.  

Only 36% of respondents told us they had been 
in discussions with their bank or other creditors 
and of this group, 56% said the bank was helpful 
whilst 44% said the bank was not helpful.  

33% of respondents said they had spoken to 
their landlord or property owner. Of those 
companies, 73% said that they had been helpful 
- a higher proportion than that for banks.  

From reviewing the additional comments 
provided in this section of the survey we have 
identified a number of specific problems relating 
to banks and landlords behaviour. 

In the case of banking, we have been feeding 
these issues into the British Chambers of 
Commerce to raise directly with Ministers and 
senior officials. The widespread frustrations of 
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What would be the viability of your business if the government's current social distancing measures continue for? -% of respondents reporting…
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What would be the viability of your business if the government's current social
distancing measures continue for? 

- % of respondents reporting they will be "able to cope"
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What would be the viability of your business if the government's current social
distancing measures continue for: 

-% of respondents say they will be "able to cope"



small businesses have helped to inform the 
new UK Government announcements around 
Bounce Back loans designed to target smaller 
companies who are having trouble accessing 
financing from high street banks.  

Appetite for New Lending 

The survey found that many companies were 
reluctant to take on further debt, or did not think 
it was appropriate for their business, with over 
half of respondents (51%) saying a new loan 
would either not be suitable or that they “would 
be reluctant to take on further debt”. 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE 

We are using the survey findings to help 
inform the UK Government’s response to the 
coronavirus crisis – and have shared the results 
with senior civil servants at national and regional 
level, the Bank of England, and local MPs and  
political leaders.  

This information is also helping us to advise 
businesses and highlight ‘missing gaps’ or 
concerns companies have with UK 
government support. 

The survey findings have been featured in BBC 
and ITV media coverage, as well as in national 
and regional newspaper titles, to ensure that key 
business issues are being heard.
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Get support for 
your business
We are providing guidance & 
support during the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic for 
businesses, employers and 
employees across the country. 
Visit our website for more 
information.
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Welcome

Potentially welcome but would need to
understand terms

Would be reluctant to take on further debt

This would not be suitable for my business

Don’t know

8.96%

37.05%

34.86%

16.15%

2.99%

 If the government offered your business a new loan to help critical nancial
issues, would this be:


