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50%
Feel more 

confident than 
12 months ago

49%
Plan to expand 
across the UK 

in 2020

£1.1m
Lost revenue/
turnover due
 to increased 
uncertainty

Over the last seven years, CitySprint has been following the fortunes of SMEs nationwide. We’ve seen 
their financial health and confidence change with the times and this year’s report is no different. 
While Brexit uncertainty continues to impact SMEs plans for growth, it’s clear that confidence remains 
high among the UK’s small business community, with 50% of businesses feeling more confident than 
they did 12 months ago. 

Collaborate UK Volume VII includes the responses of over 1,000 SME owners and 
decision makers and covers the tangible impacts Brexit has had on their businesses, the increasing 
importance of sustainability, and the role logistics plays in their business model. 

Introduction

Rosie Bailey, Business Development Director

SMEs sit right at the heart of our economy. This report shows that despite 
ongoing uncertainty, confidence amongst the UK’s small business  
community remains high. Despite this positivity, our annual survey  
continues to find that government support and guidance is lacking which 
is a cause for concern considering the potential challenges ahead. Without the 
level of support they’d like, business owners should be taking proactive steps to 
protect themselves from any bumps in the road. We’d encourage SME owners 
to take the time to seek out the information that’s relevant to their operations 
and customers, and consider forming partnerships with other businesses with 
areas of common interest. This will help them to better navigate whatever 
hurdles the future may hold, and build a strong support network of 
like-minded businesses who are just as set on success.

“

“
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What has Brexit uncertainty cost SMEs?
This year’s research found that, unsurprisingly, only a very small number of the UK’s SMEs (5%) say 
increased uncertainty over the last three years has not cost their business in terms of lost revenue 
or turnover. 

Since 2016, increased uncertainty has cost SMEs an average of over £1,000,000 in terms of lost 
revenue/turnover, despite the fact that the UK had yet to formally leave the EU at the time this survey 
was carried out.

This figure demonstrates the tangible impact that the ongoing uncertainty around Brexit has had on 
the UK business community. And yet, SMEs have had little support in navigating these challenges — 
over 1 in 5 (21%) haven’t seen or accessed any Government guidance or support at all since 2016. 

This shows a continuation of a trend seen in the Collaborate UK 2016 research which found that 79% 
of businesses felt that they had not been given enough information about how Article 50 would affect 
their business. The research also reveals that almost half (45%) of UK SME decision makers don’t 
believe the Government has done enough to help businesses adequately prepare for Brexit.

79%
feel they have not
been given enough
information
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What support do SMEs want to see more of?

Despite the perceived lack of support to date, there is a strong appetite amongst SME decision 
makers for more guidance from the Government, in particular: 

Concern for the future - but SMEs remain strong

However, in a clear sign of the continued resilience of the UK’s business community, half of SME 
decision makers feel more confident than they did 12 months ago. 

Nearly the same amount (49%) of businesses are looking to expand their customer base across the 
UK in the next year. Despite concerns over regulations and trade, many are also looking further afield, 
with just under 7 in 10 (69%) planning to expand their customer base in Europe, an increase of 28% 
since 2018.

Nearly a third (32%) of SMEs would like further advice on which regulations could change and 
how their business could be affected
31% want more support around tax relief/breaks 

SMEs highlighted four areas where they’d like more information

Differences for business
 with a deal vs no deal 

1
How hiring outside
 the UK may change
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Section 02: Sustainability

As a leader in the final-mile delivery space, we have always understood our responsibility to reduce 
the impact of our operations on the planet. Improving air quality is, and always will be, a key focal 
point for our business and this year’s research shows that sustainability is moving up the agenda for 
businesses across the board with over half (57%) stating that they would like more information from 
the Government on what they can do to be more sustainable.

While it’s clear that SMEs understand the importance of increasing their sustainability credentials - 
with over a quarter (28%) planning to improve their supply chain efficiency - they seem to be split over 
the best way to achieve this.

Sustainability taking a front seat

Almost half (49%) want more investment in infrastructure such as charging points
48% would like additional advice on how legislation may be changing in terms of sustainability 
requirements 
38% of SMEs would like the Government to share best practice/case study examples with them

Once again, the Government seems to be falling short in terms of support when it comes to 
sustainability. The large majority (62%) of SMEs don’t feel the Government is doing enough to support 
and incentivise businesses to adopt more sustainable policies. 

As well as more information, what support would they like to see more of?

How do SMEs plan to increase supply chain efficiency?

27%
switching to 

greener suppliers 
& partners

23%
reduce their supply 

chain CO2 emissions

20%
set targets for 

supply chain 
sustainability

17%
switch to 

alternative or 
electric vehicles
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The UK’s first Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) was introduced in London in April 2019. While there’s 
little doubt that it’s a positive step for our environment, we wanted to explore what effect it’s had on 
businesses operating within the zone. 

The good news is that ULEZ has had no impact for nearly half (48%) of London SMEs. Those who have 
been impacted seem to be in favour of the policy - with nearly a fifth (19%) reporting a positive impact 
on their business and just 16% of respondents stating that ULEZ has had only a negative impact.

What impact has ULEZ had in London?

Focus point: ULEZ

How ULEZ has affected London SMEs

41% of London SMEs are frustrated about the increased 
cost of their business having to update their vehicles

38% have had to drive up prices for their customers
due to the cost of ULEZ charges

36% have had to raise their costs due to the increased
prices of operating their vehicles

ULEZ has improved sustainability for 43% of UK SMEs

41% believe it’s improved collection and delivery times
within the ULEZ area

36% feel that because of ULEZ, there is now a greater choice of 
vehicles such as cargo bikes for deliveries

Almost a quarter (25%) are positive about the fact that ULEZ 
gave their business the opportunity to relocate

Positives Negatives
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Section 03: Supply chain

With the rise of convenience shopping and e-commerce, there’s little doubt that customers are 
increasingly expecting shorter delivery times. However, speed alone is not enough. Reliability, 
responsiveness and agility are the capabilities that matter most to compete effectively in today’s 
environment. In order to achieve this, a modern-day supply chain needs to be fast and smart. 
With competition increasing, businesses of all sizes need to ensure their supply chain is at peak 
performance at every level in order to keep ahead.  

Despite Brexit uncertainty, it’s clear that SMEs are still forging ahead with their plans for expansion, 
and an optimised supply chain will be crucial to their success. Our research shows that national and 
international expansion is at the forefront of SMEs’ growth plans in the next 12 months, and that 
managing supply chains more effectively is a priority for them, with 81% stating that their supply 
chain has remained the same or become more important in the past year.

When asked about the steps they will be taking to manage their supply chains in light of Brexit, 
an equal number of SME decision makers (33%) are planning to focus their attention on increasing 
customer communication to make them aware of any potential impact, and increasing partnerships 
in the UK to mitigate risks. In addition:

Cheaper, bigger and more reliable

27% are focusing on further supply chain growth in markets outside of Europe, while 23% are 
putting further international expansion on hold and 20% have decided to move their supply 
chain out of Europe
Just over 1 in 10 (12%) companies aren’t taking any steps to manage their supply chain in 
light of Brexit

Reliability49%

38% Customer service

32% Reputation

19% Sustainability

18% Network reach

Cost is the most important factor for most SMEs (57%) when 
choosing logistic partners or courier services, followed by:
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About us

For advice and guidance on how international deliveries may be affected by Brexit, visit:  

citysprint.co.uk/brexit

For more information on our Collaborate UK series, visit:

citysprint.co.uk/collaborate-uk

To find out more about the services we offer and the supply chain advice we might be able to help
you with, email us at:

collaborateuk@citysprint.co.uk

The Collaborate UK findings are based on a survey of 1,019 UK business owners and senior decision 
makers in small and medium sized businesses (<250 employees). The research was conducted by 
Censuswide, on behalf of CitySprint, in September 2019.

About the research

Further advice

Get in touch

CitySprint is the UK’s leading same day distribution network. Around three quarters of our customers 
are SMEs and we are privileged to see first-hand how they are collaborating with other businesses to 
succeed every day.

That’s why our annual Collaborate UK report is so important to us. It helps us not only better 
understand the challenges facing our SME customers but also the partnerships and networks they
are forming to grow.

This helps us provide a better service and meet their business needs. And by sharing this report, we 
hope we can encourage and inspire other businesses to seek new ways of working together, explore 
new opportunities and expand their reach.
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