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Within the “Small and Medium Business Trends 
Report - Nordic and Emerging Markets,” we 
analyzed the responses of more than 500 small 
and medium business owners and leaders across 
the EMEA region to determine:

• How the COVID-19 pandemic has affected  
their motivations, challenges, and goals

• How firmographics shape  
entrepreneurial experiences

• The role of digital transformation in  
driving business resiliency

• How SMB leaders are planning recovery  
and growth post-COVID-19

The survey was conducted online by The Harris 
Poll on behalf of Salesforce, between October 15 
and October 28, 2020, among 511 SMB owners 
and leaders in Denmark, Finland, Poland, South 
Africa, and the United Arab Emirates. Respondents 
are 18 years of age or older, employed full-time, 
part-time, or self-employed, and are owners or 
senior executives at their businesses with 2-200 
employees and have annual revenue of less than 
$1 billion U.S. local equivalent.

All respondents are third-party panellists (not 
limited to Salesforce customers).

Data points are weighted by the number of 
employees to bring them into line with actual 
company size proportions in the population.  
This online survey is not based on a probability 
sample and therefore no estimate of theoretical 
sampling error can be calculated.

About This Report

* See “Demographics” for further breakdown  
of demographics in this study.
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Respondent Breaks by Region

Salesforce Research provides data-driven insights to help 
businesses transform how they drive customer success. 
Browse all reports at salesforce.com/research.
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Business Size 
(number of employees)

Small (2–20) n=269

Medium (21–200) n=242

Business Growth 
(based on revenue over the  
past 6 months)

Growing (1% or more 
revenue increase) n=205

Stagnant/Declining (less 
than 1% revenue increase 
or a decline)

n=306

Country

Denmark n=101

Finland n=105

Poland n=102

South Africa n=102

United Arab Emirates n=101

Subgroups Shown Throughout This Report

Please note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to weighting, rounding, 
and/or the acceptance of multiple responses.

3SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORTSALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH



SALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH

Contents

Executive Summary ............................................................................................................................... 5

01  |  SMBs Emphasize Safe Customer Engagements ........................................................................... 6

02  |  Challenges Are Taken in Stride as SMBs Look to the Future ..................................................... 11

03  |  Technology Sets SMBs Apart and Equips Them for Success ..................................................... 17

04  |  Future Considerations Prompt SMBs to Adjust .......................................................................... 25

Country Profiles .................................................................................................................................... 31

Appendix  ................................................................................................................................................37

Survey Demographics .......................................................................................................................  40

4SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORT



Businesses of all sizes are facing new and 

unprecedented challenges in light of the global 

COVID-19 pandemic on top of long-standing 

constraints such as access to capital or meeting 

customer expectations. But leaders of small and 

medium-sized businesses (SMBs) are builders, 

creators, innovators, and determined to persevere. 

As SMBs navigate these changing times, we asked 

them about their experiences.

This report examines the outlook of SMB owners 

and leaders in the EMEA region amidst the 

pandemic. By analyzing the results, we uncover 

key priorities and learn how SMBs have shifted in 

their business operations over time.

Here’s an overview of the major trends.

Executive Summary

SMBs Emphasize Safe Customer Engagements 
Customers remain a key priority for SMB leaders among the numerous changes to 
the business landscape resulting from the pandemic. Though they commonly face 
challenges to meeting customer expectations, SMB leaders, particularly those that 
are growing, have changed how they engage and interact with their customers over 
the past months. Notably, nearly 3 in 5 growing SMBs have expanded the ways  
their customers can reach them.

01

Challenges Are Taken in Stride as SMBs Look to the Future   
Optimism for the future persists among SMB leaders despite the newly created 
and exaggerated old challenges they are facing. Key hardships related to generating 
revenue, connecting with customers, and complying with health regulations 
have not deterred the positive outlook of SMB leaders or their ability to continue 
operations. Remarkably, more than 1 in 4 are very optimistic about the future of 
their small business.

02

Technology Sets SMBs Apart and Equips Them for Success 

Taking advantage of technology, and using it effectively, can enable SMBs to succeed. 
As all business operations, from sales to internal communications, are increasingly 
done online, the tools and applications SMBs use can help them achieve their 
objectives. Growing SMBs are more likely than stagnant/declining SMBs to have 
accelerated their pace of investing in technology as a result of the pandemic.

03

Future Considerations Prompt SMBs to Adjust  
As SMBs continue adjusting to the current reality, they are also preparing for any 
future hardships. SMB leaders are considering applying for financial assistance 
and are aware of the threat of potential future crises, so they can be ready for 
unprecedented challenges. To this point, many have adopted technology to digitise 
various aspects of their businesses, and encouragingly, once the pandemic subsides, 
nearly all SMB leaders expect to continue operating. 

04
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Areas of Focus Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic
(By total and business size)

Small Businesses

Medium-Sized Businesses

63%

Safety and sanitation policies 
(e.g., wiping down physical spaces 
after customer/employee usage) 67%

60%

54%

Contactless services 
(e.g., digital shopping/customer service, 
mobile order, curbside pickup) 58%

51%

52%
Local public health mandates 
(e.g., mask requirements) 45%

58%

34%

Layout of physical stores/offices to 
ensure social distancing (e.g., marking 
six-feet spacing in high-traffic areas, 
capping occupancy capacity) 38%

32%

Total

7% None of these

10%

3%

01
Businesses have been globally impacted by  

the COVID-19 pandemic as the virus and 

resulting regulations are changing their 

priorities. To continue operating, and with the 

hopes of recovering from any shortcomings 

during the height of the pandemic, SMB 

leaders are prioritising the health and safety  

of their customers.

When asked what areas they are focusing on 

due to the pandemic, safety and sanitation 

policies rise to the top. Further, more than half 

of SMB leaders focus on contactless services or 

local public health mandates.

Across business size, safety and sanitation 

policies are consistently the top areas of 

focus. Though small businesses are more apt 

than their medium-sized counterparts to pay 

attention to local public health mandates, 

medium-sized businesses with more 

bandwidth and resources are focusing on 

contactless services and store/office layout.

SMBs Emphasize Safe 
Customer Engagements
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Total

Meeting customer expectations is often a 

multifaceted task and has likely only become 

increasingly difficult during the pandemic. 

Nearly 3 in 5 face the challenge of bringing 

innovative offerings to market when satisfying 

customer expectations. Nearly half say the 

same for personalising customer engagements, 

keeping up with demand, and implementing 

safety or sanitation measures.

Generally, medium-sized businesses are more 

likely than smaller businesses to report each 

area as a challenge to meeting customer 

expectations, particularly when it comes to 

responding to inquiries quickly.

SMBs Emphasize  
Safe Customer 
Engagements

01 Major/Moderate Challenge to Meeting  
Customer Expectations 
(By total and business size)

 

Small Businesses Medium-Sized Businesses

Medium-Sized 
vs. Small**

** Responses of (Medium-Sized/Small) / Small.

58%

47%

47%

46%

43%

42%

38%

37%

Bringing innovative  
offerings to market

Personalising customer 
engagements

Keeping up with demand

Implementing safety or 
sanitation measures

Engaging customers on 
their preferred channels

Providing a  
connected experience

Providing a quality product

Responding to  
inquiries quickly

53%

64%
21% 

more likely

37%

61%
65%

43%

52%
21%

37%

58%
57%

34%

56%
65%

33%

54%
64%

30%

48%
60%

25%

53%
112%
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With an overarching desire to meet customer 

expectations, SMB leaders have changed 

their customer interactions since the start 

of the COVID-19 pandemic to be accessible, 

transparent, and reliable business partners. 

The changes SMBs have most commonly 

made are expanding the ways customers can 

reach them or being more careful about their 

customer communications. This is followed 

by many who are offering more flexibility to 

customers or prioritising relationships over 

one-time transactions.

By business status, growing SMBs are more 

likely than stagnant/declining SMBs to have 

expanded the ways customers can reach them 

and offer more flexibility. Similarly, medium-

sized businesses are more likely than their 

smaller counterparts to offer more flexibility to 

customers now.

SMBs Emphasize  
Safe Customer 
Engagements

01 Changes to Customer Interactions

Small Businesses

Medium Businesses

50%

We have expanded the ways 
customers can reach us (e.g., 
greater presence on social media) 55%

47%

49%

We are more careful about our 
customer communications (e.g., I am 
transparent about what my business 
is doing to navigate the pandemic) 50%

48%

43%

We offer more flexibility to 
customers (e.g., we expanded or 
updated our return or payment 
policies or terms and conditions) 52%

37%

41%

We have prioritized developing 
customer relationships over one-
time transactions 43%

40%

Total By business growthBy business size

Growing SMBs

Stagnant/Declining SMBs3% Other

8% None

59%

45%

52%

47%

54%

36%

41%

41%
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Country Spotlight:  
SMBs Emphasize 
Safe Customer 
Engagements

The pandemic has impacted every country, 

business, and consumer uniquely, so it’s no 

surprise that SMBs across the EMEA region 

have responded in slightly different ways. 

Specifically, SMB leaders in South Africa are 

most likely among their EMEA counterparts to 

be focusing on safety and sanitation policies 

or local public health mandates due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, whereas those in  

Finland are focusing more than others on 

contactless services.

With these new concentrations, SMB leaders in 

South Africa are most likely to have expanded 

the ways customers can reach them or be more 

careful about their customer communications 

since the start of the pandemic. When it comes 

to prioritising developing customer relationships 

over one-time transactions, Poland shines, but 

South Africa follows closely behind, and SMBs 

in Finland are the most likely to offer more 

flexibility to customers.

Top Country

76%
South Africa Safety and sanitation policies

69%
Finland Contactless services 

74%
South Africa Local public health mandates

45%
South Africa

Layout of physical stores/offices to 
ensure social distancing

Poland UAE Finland Denmark South Africa

Bringing innovative 
offerings to market 74% 67% 57% 48% 42%

Personalising customer 
engagements 68% 50% 46% 43% 30%

Keeping up  
with demand 73% 55% 46% 35% 33%

Areas of Focus Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic
(Top country for each response shown)

Major/Moderate Challenge to Meeting 
Customer Expectations
(Top 3 responses on total shown)
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As businesses in South Africa change their 

priorities and strategies in response to the 

pandemic, they are also generally the least 

likely to report the challenges they face in 

trying to meet their customers’ expectations. 

On the other hand, SMB leaders in Poland 

disproportionately cite pain points when it 

comes to appeasing consumers.

Country Spotlight:  
SMBs Emphasize 
Safe Customer 
Engagements

Changes to Customer Interactions

South Africa

Poland

UAE

Finland

Denmark

We have expanded the ways customers  
can reach us

50%

42%

69%

45%

44%

 We are more careful about our  
customer communications 

47%

51%

65%

44%

37%

We offer more flexibility to customers

44%

45%

44%

50%

33%

We have prioritised developing customer 
relationships over one-time transactions

51%

36%

49%

35%

34%
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Challenges Are Taken in Stride  
as SMBs Look to the Future

02

Running a small business often presents 
challenges for SMB leaders. Most commonly, 
the biggest challenge that SMBs personally 
face when growing their business is acquiring 
new customers. Other common challenges are 
related to finances, planning for the long term, 
and retaining customers.

The top factor constraining current operations 
is money/access to capital, followed by 
meeting customer expectations, hiring the 
right talent, and finding the right technology 
to meet their needs. Compared to small 
businesses, medium-sized businesses are more 
likely to face many of these constraints on their 
current operations, except for money/access to 
capital, which small businesses are more likely 
to cite as a constraint.

Biggest Challenges SMB Leaders Personally 
Face When Growing Business
Top five responses shown

%

Acquiring  
new customers

45%

 

25%

Financial 
management

24%

Planning for  
the long term

24%

Access to  
investment  
capital

22%

Retaining  
existing  
customers

11SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORTSALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH



Most Constraining Factors on Current SMB Operations*

Small Businesses Medium-Sized Businesses

 

**Responses of (Medium-Sized – Small) / Small.
^Up to three responses accepted for this question.

 

Money/access to capital

Meeting customer expectations

Hiring the right talent

Finding the right technology  
to meet our needs

Implementing technology

Retaining/motivating employees

Establishing/maintaining processes 

Insufficient time

Other

None

47%

29%

25%

36%

26%

33%

21%

35%

10%

36%

14%

29%

14%

24%

18%

16%

13%

4%

4%

1%

Total
Medium-Sized 

vs. Small**

-38% 
more likely

44%

27%

67%

260%

107%

71%

-11%

40%

30%

29%

27%

21%

20%

18%

17%

9%

3%
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Challenges Are Taken 
in Stride as SMBs Look 
to the Future

02



Attitudes About Changes During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Local mandates of forced 
closure or limited operating 
capacity threaten the 
viability of my business

Compliance with public 
health requirements creates 
excessive burden to the 
operability of my business

(% agree)

68% 62%

SMB leaders are no stranger to facing 

challenges, but certain troubles that have 

consistently existed relating to customer 

expectations and resources are now coupled 

with new tribulations that are a direct result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thinking about 

the COVID-19 pandemic, more than half say 

reduced revenue or reduced customer demand 

are challenges constraining their business.

Changing regulations and public health 

mandates are issues that SMBs must also face 

in today’s landscape. To this point, more than 

3 in 5 SMB leaders feel their business is being 

restricted by mandates or requirements which 

are centred on public health.

Challenges Constraining Business 
Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic

 

Reduced customer demand

Reduced revenue 54%

51%

Changing regulations 39%

Supply chain disruptions

Other

None

1%

7%

33%

Public health mandates 36%

Challenges Are Taken in 
Stride as SMBs Look to 
the Future

02
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Resiliency prevails among SMB leaders as 

nearly all continue to keep their business open 

during the pandemic. Currently, close to half 

say their business is fully open and operational, 

while another half report they are open but 

operating under limited capacity; few report 

their business is closed and not operating at all.

As they continue operating and adjusting to 

new challenges, more than 3 in 4 SMB leaders 

say they are optimistic about the future of 

their business, with more than 1 in 4 saying 

very optimistic. Medium-sized businesses 

are more likely than small businesses, who 

may be especially feeling pinched during the 

pandemic, to say they are optimistic about 

what the future will hold. The vast majority of 

growing SMBs feel optimistic, while those that 

are stagnant/declining are less likely to share 

this positive outlook.

Challenges Are Taken 
in Stride as SMBs Look 
to the Future

02 Business Operations During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

My business is fully open  
and operational

My business is open, but is 
operating under limited capacity

My business is closed completely 
and not operating at all

Optimism About the Future of 
Their Businesses

Very optimistic

Somewhat optimistic

Not very optimistic

Not at all optimistic

of SMBs were  
optimistic about 
their future

77%

26%

51%

18%

5%

48%49%

3%
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of growing  
SMBs are 
optimistic about 
the future of 
their business

of stagnant/ 
decling SMBs  
are optimistic 
about the future  
of their business

of medium-sized 
businesses are 
optimistic about 
the future of  
their business

of small 
businesses are 
optimistic  
about the future 
of their business

85%85% 71%

93% 67%

**Responses of (Medium-Sized – Small) / Small.
***Responses of (Growing – Stagnant/Declining) / Stagnant/Declining.

(% optimistic by business size)

Challenges Are Taken 
in Stride as SMBs Look 
to the Future

02

(% optimistic by business growth)

Optimism About the Future of Their Businesses

more likely to  
be optimistic

Medium 
businesses

20%

more likely to  
be optimistic

Growing 
SMBs

39%
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Areas of Focus Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic
(Top country for each response shown)

**Responses shown for each country represent where 
significant differences are present.

Country Spotlight: 
Challenges Are Taken 
in Stride as SMBs  
Look to the Future

There are key differences across EMEA countries  

in SMB leaders’ experiences, both generally  

and related specifically to the pandemic.  

Based on country-specific factors like the economy, 

culture, and the impact of COVID-19, SMB leaders 

disproportionately face various challenges:

• Denmark and Finland – Issues related  

to tech resources and time constraints

• Poland – Issues related to customers

• South Africa and UAE – Issues related  

to finances

Furthermore, those in Denmark and Finland less 

commonly report that local mandates of forced 

closure or limited operating capacity threaten 

the viability of their business (55% and 62% 

compared to 72%-76% for other countries) and 

are the least likely among their EMEA counterparts 

to report reduced revenue, reduced customer 

demand, or changing regulations due to the 

pandemic constrain their business.

Thus, optimism about the future swells in Denmark 

as those SMBs may already be faring better than 

their EMEA counterparts during the pandemic.

Optimism About the Future of 
Their Businesses

 

Denmark 90%

Finland 79%

South Africa 79%

Poland 67%

UAE 69%

(% optimistic)

Denmark Finland Poland South Africa UAE

Challenges  
personally facing 
when growing 
business**

Not enough 
time

Not enough 
time

Acquiring new 
customers

Access to 
investment 
capital

Financial 
management

Top factor 
constraining 
current 
operations most

Implementing 
technology

Finding 
the right 
technology to 
meet our needs

Meeting 
customer 
expectations

Money/access 
to capital

Money/access 
to capital
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Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03

An increasingly influential part of how a business 

operates is its technology. For businesses of all 

sizes, the multifaceted nature of technology 

allows for both external and internal benefits, 

and can productively foster success.

Around half of SMB leaders say technology 

drives their customer interactions, influences 

their organisation’s ability to stay open and 

in business, or drives the growth of their 

customer base.

Growing businesses are more likely than 

stagnant/declining SMBs to experience the 

impacts of technology on their business 

operations, particularly when it comes to their 

ability to drive employee productivity.

Influence of Technology on SMB Operations
Growing vs. 

Stagnant/Declining*

-2% 
more likely

20% 

25% 

38% 

23% 

**Responses of (Growing – Stagnant/Declining) / Stagnant/Declining.

54%

34%

49%

48%

*

37%

It drives my customer 
interactions

It drives cross-functional 
collaboration

It influences my 
organization’s ability to 
stay open and in business

It drives the growth  
of my customer base

Other

It drives employee 
productivity

Growing SMBs Stagnant/Declining SMBs

55%

31%

46%

44%

32%

54%

55%

55%

44%

Total

8%

Technology does not 
currently influence my 
business operations

12%

*

38%

 3%

17SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORTSALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH



The impacts of technology on small businesses 

are driven by the tools they are using, and SMB 

leaders use around 8 applications (on average) 

to run their business. Unsurprisingly, growing 

SMBs or those that are medium-sized generally 

use more applications to run their business 

than their respective counterparts.

The pandemic has also impacted efforts to 

expand their technological base. More than 

2 in 5 SMB leaders have slowed their pace 

of investing in technology as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, 

nearly 1 in 3 say these investments have been 

accelerated, which is largely driven by the 

experiences of growing (50%** more likely 

than stagnant/declining SMBs) and medium-

sized businesses (41%*** more likely than  

small businesses). 

Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03 Number of Applications Used to Run Business

Small

Average

8.342%10%20%18%7%2%

0 421 5+3

5.0
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Medium
12.9

Stagnant/
Declining

6.5

Growing
11.4

(By business growth and size)

Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Pace  
of Investing in Technology

39%

Growing SMBs

26%

Stagnant/Declining SMBs

38%

Medium-Sized Businesses

27%

Small Businesses

(By total)

Accelerated
31%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

27%

Slowed
42%

**Responses of (Growing – Stagnant/Declining) / Stagnant/Declining.
***Responses of (Medium-Sized – Small) / Small.

11 12 13
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In tandem with other changes from the 

COVID-19 pandemic, businesses large and 

small have been driven to rely on technology 

in new ways. When looking at the impact of 

technology on business since the pandemic 

began, about half have been positively 

impacted. Others are split on whether 

technology has had a negligible or negative 

impact on their business.

Before the pandemic, SMBs report, on 

average, 43% of their business operations 

were digitised (i.e., available in a digital format, 

accessible via the cloud/internet).

Among those who had less than 50% of their 

operations digitised before the pandemic 

began, more than 2 in 5 say the pandemic has 

accelerated their digitisation initiatives. Fewer 

say it has slowed or halted these initiatives.

Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03

Percentage of Business Operations Digitised Before  
the COVID-19 Pandemic

of growing SMBs operations were  
digitized before the pandemic vs.  
40.5% stagnant/declining

100% of operations digitized

75%–99% of operations digitized

50%–74% of operations digitized

25%–49% of operations digitized

12%

4%

27%

32%

20%

6%

1%–24% of operations digitized

0% of operations digitized

of SMB operations were digitized  
before the pandemic 43.3%

On average,

47.8%

Impact of Technology on Business 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Positive
48%

Neither  
Positive nor 
Negative

26%

Negative
26%
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11%

Growing SMBs who had less than 50% of 

their operations digitised before the pandemic 

began are more likely than stagnant/declining 

SMBs to say the COVID-19 pandemic has 

slowed their digitisation initiatives (28% vs. 

17%); though they’re more likely to have 

such initiatives in the first place – only 3% 

of growing SMBs say they don’t have any 

digitisation initiatives, compared to 16% of 

stagnant/declining SMBs.

Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03 Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on 
Digitisation Initiatives

42%

21%

11%

(Among those whose operations were less than 50% digitised 
before the pandemic)

Accelerated

Slowed

Halted

Not affected

N/A, we do not have any 
digitisation initiatives

15%

20SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORTSALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH



Extremely/Very Important When Evaluating 
New Technology
Top five responses shown

 

Trustworthiness of vendor 75%

Price

Ease of use

Simplicity of maintenance

Impact on customer experiences

73%

73%

71%

71%

When it comes to evaluating new technology, 

around 3 in 4 SMB leaders cite trustworthiness 

of vendor, price, or ease of use as extremely  

or very important.

One tech tool that has clear benefits and  

can set businesses apart is a CRM system.  

Nearly 3 in 5 SMB leaders report their  

business uses a CRM system, with 34%  

saying their company has been using this 

system for more than a year.

Among those using a CRM system, more  

than half say better/faster customer service  

is a benefit they get from the technology.  

Many also report faster deal cycles. Further, 

this tool may be a differentiator as SMB  

leaders who use a CRM system are more  

likely than those who don’t use CRM to say 

they are optimistic about the future of their 

business (84% vs. 67%).

Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03

Benefits of Using CRM System
(Among those using a CRM system) Top five responses shown

 

Better/faster customer service 57%

Faster deal cycles

Unified view of the customer

More sales leads

Visible/accessible to multiple users

47%

40%

39%

38%

Use of CRM 
System

58%
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In addition to CRM systems, many SMB leaders 

utilise other technology solutions for customer, 

marketing, and operational management. 

Around 3 in 5 currently use email marketing 

software or customer service software. Half or 

more say the same for e-commerce software, 

project or task collaboration tools, and 

marketing automation. Roughly another 1 in 

4 don’t currently use these solutions but are 

planning to in the next 12 months.

Just as technology can help businesses grow, 

those that are growing and medium-sized  

are already utilising each technological  

system, including CRM, more so than their 

respective counterparts.

Use of Business Solutions

Email marketing 
software

Project or task  
collaboration tools 

Customer service 
software

Marketing automation

E-commerce software

Uses 
Solution

(NET)

Don’t use and have no plans to within the next 12 months

Don’t use but plan to within the next 12 months

Started using this within the past 6 months

Been using this for more than 6 months

62%

60%

55%

52%

50%

Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

03

26%26%26%

36%25%21%17%

22%

25%25%30%20%

34%26%22%18%

32%22%26%20%
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It’s no surprise that SMBs across the EMEA region 

embrace technologies at various paces, but they 

are also affected by these tools in unique ways. 

The majority of SMB leaders in Denmark, UAE, and 

Finland use a CRM system, and the technology 

seems particularly embedded in Denmark and 

Finland, with substantial proportions using a CRM 

system for 2 years or more.

To this point, those in Denmark and Finland use 

more business applications (on average) to run 

their business. When it comes to how technology 

influences business operations, customers and 

employees are key beneficiaries, but in South 

Africa, it is seen more as a vital tool to function.

Country Spotlight: 
Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

Top Way Technology Influences Business Operations

Denmark Finland Poland South Africa UAE

It drives 
employee 
productivity

It drives my 
customer 
interactions 

It drives my 
customer 
interactions 

It influences my 
organisation’s 
ability to stay open 
and in business

It drives my 
customer 
interactions 

Use of CRM System
Have a CRM system

Been using CRM for  
2 or more years

 

Denmark 29%

UAE

Finland

South Africa

Poland

13%

27%

9%

14%

73%

64%

59%

51%

43%

Denmark

Finland17.0

Mean Number  
of Applications

9.8

South Africa

UAE6.6
4.7

Poland3.5
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Country Spotlight: 
Technology Sets SMBs 
Apart and Equips  
Them for Success

Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Pace  
of Investing in Technology

Accelerated
36%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

18%

Slowed
45%

Given these benefits, SMB leaders in each 

country most commonly say technology has 

had a positive impact on their business since 

the pandemic began. However, as SMBs are 

strapped for resources during the pandemic 

with reduced demand and revenue, the pace 

of technological investment has faltered for 

many, particularly in Poland, UAE, and  

South Africa.

Denmark

UAE

Finland

South Africa

Poland

Accelerated
33%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

22%

Slowed
45%

Accelerated
33%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

38%

Slowed
30%

Accelerated
30%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

31%

Slowed
39%

Accelerated
24%

Neither  
Accelerated  
nor Slowed

24%Slowed
51%
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Future Considerations  
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

04

Looking to the future, SMB leaders see the 

potential for their growth to be restricted. 

More than half say maintaining financial 

growth is one of the top three constraints. 

Around 1 in 3 feel that meeting customer 

experience expectations or hiring and  

retaining employees are top constraints to 

future business growth.

Specifically considering the COVID-19 

pandemic, nearly half report reduced  

revenue as a constraint on their business’s 

future growth, followed by reduced  

customer demand.

Constraints on Future Business Growth*

*Up to three responses accepted for this question.
**Responses of (Medium-Sized – Small) / Small.

Small Businesses

Medium-sized Businesses

55%

58%

11%

5%

6%

1%

22%

37%

27%

43%

 28%

38%

25%

37%

Medium-sized  
vs. Small**

5% 
more likely

59% 

36% 

48% 

68% 

Maintaining financial growth

Other

None

Establishing/maintaining 
processes

Meeting customer 
experience expectations

Hiring and retaining employees

Scaling technology for growth

Total

56%

34%

32%

30%

28%

9%

4%
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In general and when thinking about the 

pandemic, medium-sized businesses are 

more likely than their smaller counterparts to 

cite constraints on future business growth. 

Some of the biggest differences are regarding 

establishing/maintaining processes and 

meeting customer experience expectations. 

In terms of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

constraints of public health mandates  

(46% vs. 34%) and supply chain disruptions 

(40% vs. 22%) are exaggerated for  

medium-sized businesses.

Constraints on Future Business Growth When 
Thinking About the COVID-19 Pandemic

Future Considerations 
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

04

Reduced revenue 48%

Reduced customer demand

Changing regulations

Public health mandates

Supply chain disruptions

44%

41%

39%

29%

Other

None

3%

5%
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Applying for financial assistance

Closing the business for a long period of time

Decreasing staff

Closing the business for a short period of time

Rehiring staff who were previously laid off

49%

13%

23%

20%

20%

Considerations for Future of Business
Top five responses shown

In line with the new challenges posed during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, SMBs are pivoting 

their strategies and operations with the 

hope of finding success moving forward. 

Looking ahead, the top priority for the future 

of business, by far, is applying for financial 

assistance. This is followed by around 1 in 5 

who say they have considered decreasing staff, 

closing for a short period or rehiring staff that 

were previously laid off.

Beyond such considerations, SMB leaders are 

preparing for future crises in various ways, 

namely by adopting technology to digitise 

parts of the business. Others have started to 

set aside an emergency fund, have started to 

scenario plan, or have shifted their business 

models. As growing SMBs more commonly 

embrace various tech solutions than stagnant/

declining SMBs, they are also more likely to 

have adopted technology to digitise operations 

in preparation for future crises.

Expected SMB Operations Once 
the COVID-19 Pandemic Subsides

Future Considerations 
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

04

Return to business 
as usual

Not sure

Operate in a slightly 
modified fashion

36%

2%

37%

Have an entire new 
business structure

Will not be able to 
operate and will have 
to close permanently

18%

7%
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Adopted technology to help digitize customer 
interactions and offer contactless services 40%

Started to scenario plan

Adopted technology to help digitize workflows

Adopted technology to help digitize internal communications

Started to set aside an emergency fund

30%

37%

37%

30%

Other

We have not done anything to prepare for future crises

Shifted business model

1%

15%

27%

Actions Taken to Prepare  
for Future Crises
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Given these changes, once the pandemic 

subsides, most SMB leaders will change their 

operations, either slightly or entirely. Still, some 

anticipate a return to business as usual.

Future Considerations 
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

04



Country Spotlight:  
Future Considerations 
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

Although SMBs face novel challenges to growth, 

they are taking precautionary steps in preparation 

for the road ahead. Across EMEA countries, the 

top constraint on SMBs’ future expansion is 

maintaining financial growth. Thinking about 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the top challenges vary 

from country to country, relating to reductions in 

business and complying with pandemic guidelines.

With such worries and thinking of the future, half 

or more SMB leaders in Poland (58%), South 

Africa (55%), and Finland (50%) have considered 

applying for financial assistance. Notably, those in 

Denmark (27%) have disproportionately thought 

of closing the business for a long period of time,  

as compared to their EMEA counterparts.

Expected Business Operations Once the 
COVID-19 Pandemic Subsides

Denmark

Finland

Poland

South Africa

UAE

We will return to business as usual

31%

50%

29%

36%

33%

 

We will operate in a slightly 
moderated fashion

42%

31%

42%

36%

36%

We will have an entire new  
business structure

21%

11%

15%

22%

20%

We wil not be able to operate and will  
have to close the business permanently

1%

1%

1%

2%

6%

Not sure

5%

7%

5%

10%

8%
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Country Spotlight:  
Future Considerations 
Prompt SMBs to Adjust

Furthermore, many are taking steps to prepare  

for future crises, but the specific actions differ  

by country. Nonetheless, the majority of SMB 

leaders in each country expect to operate once  

the COVID-19 pandemic subsides, either as  

usual or with modifications, while those in  

Poland are the most likely to expect a return to 

business as usual. 

Top Constraints on Future of Business Growth  
When Thinking About the COVID-19 Pandemic

Denmark Finland Poland South Africa UAE

First Reduced 
revenue

Public Health 
mandates

Reduced revenue/
Changing 
regulations

Reduced 
revenue

Reduced 
customer 
demand

Second Public Health 
mandates

Reduced 
customer 
demand

Reduced 
customer demand

Changing 
regulations

Changing 
regulations

Denmark Finland Poland South Africa UAE

Adopted tech to 
digitise internal 
communications

Adopted tech to 
digitise internal 
communications

Started to 
scenario plan

Started to 
set aside an 
emergency fund

Adopted tech to 
digitise customer 
interactions and other 
contactless services

Top Action Taken to Prepare for Future Crises
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Country Profiles
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Country Profile
Denmark (n=101)

Top Factors Constraining Operations* Top Personal Challenges for Business Growth*

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Expectations for Business After COVID-19

Use of CRM

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth*

Considerations for Future of Business Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Considerations for New Tech Evaluation***

Implementing technology

Speed and ease of set up

Hiring the right talent

Impact on customer experiences

Finding the right tech to meet our needs

Mobile capabilities

Running and Growing an SMB

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Challenges for Meeting Customer Expectations** Technology Considerations and Use

* Up to three responses accepted for this question. ** Includes responses of major or moderate challenge. *** Includes responses of extremely or very important.

 

have a CRM 
system

1

1

3

3

2

2

1

3
2

Acquiring new customers

Financial management

Access to investment capital

1

3
2

Maintaining financial growth

Hiring and retaining employees

Establishing/maintaining processes

1

3
2

Reduced revenue

Public health mandates

Reduced customer demand

1

3
2

Applying for financial assistance

Closing the business for a long period of time

Rehiring staff who were previously laid off

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

Business as usual

Slightly modified

Entire new structure

Not sure

Closed

29%

42%

15%

8%

6%

24%
73%

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

1

3
2

Bringing innovative offerings to market

Implementing safety or sanitation measures

Personalizing customer engagements

48%

43%

39%
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Country Profile
Finland (n=105)

Top Factors Constraining Operations* Top Personal Challenges for Business Growth*

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Expectations for Business After COVID-19

Use of CRM

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth*

Considerations for Future of Business Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Considerations for New Tech Evaluation***

Finding the right tech to meet our needs

Trustworthiness of vendor

Insufficient time

Simplicity of maintenance

Meeting customer expectations

Speed and ease of set up

Running and Growing an SMB

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Challenges for Meeting Customer Expectations** Technology Considerations and Use

* Up to three responses accepted for this question. ** Includes responses of major or moderate challenge. *** Includes responses of extremely or very important.

 

have a CRM 
system

1

1

3

3

2

2

1

3
2

Acquiring new customers

Effectively using tools and technology

Planning for the long term

1

3
2

Maintaining financial growth

Scaling technology for growth

Hiring and retaining employees

1

3
2

Public health mandates

Reduced customer demand

Reduced revenue

1

3
2

Applying for financial assistance

Closing the business for a short period of time

Rehiring staff who were previously laid off

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

Business as usual

Slightly modified

Entire new structure

Not sure

Closed

31%

42%

21%

5%

1%

59%
implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

10%
1

3
2

Bringing innovative offerings to market

Implementing safety or sanitation measures

Personalizing customer engagements

57%

50%

50%
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Country Profile
Poland (n=102)

Top Factors Constraining Operations* Top Personal Challenges for Business Growth*

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Expectations for Business After COVID-19

Use of CRM

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth*

Considerations for Future of Business Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Considerations for New Tech Evaluation***

Meeting customer expectations

Price

Money/access to capital

Simplicity of maintenance

Hiring the right talent

Ease of use

Running and Growing an SMB

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Challenges for Meeting Customer Expectations** Technology Considerations and Use

* Up to three responses accepted for this question. ** Includes responses of major or moderate challenge. *** Includes responses of extremely or very important.

 

have a CRM 
system

1

1

3

3

2

2

1

3
2

Acquiring new customers

Retaining existing customers

Achieving work-life balance

1

3
2

Maintaining financial growth

Meeting customer experience expectations

Hiring and retaining employees

1

3
2

Reduced revenue

Changing regulations

Reduced customer demand

1

3
2

Applying for financial assistance

Decreasing staff

Closing the business for a short period of time

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

Business as usual

Slightly modified

Entire new structure

Not sure

Closed

50%

31%

11%

7%

1%

43%
implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

23%
1

3
2

Bringing innovative offerings to market

Implementing safety or sanitation measures

Personalizing customer engagements

74%

68%

63%
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Country Profile
South Africa (n=102)

Top Factors Constraining Operations* Top Personal Challenges for Business Growth*

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Expectations for Business After COVID-19

Use of CRM

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth*

Considerations for Future of Business Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Considerations for New Tech Evaluation***

Money/access to capital

Trustworthiness of vendor

Hiring the right talent

Price

Finding the right tech to meet our needs

Mobile capabilities

Running and Growing an SMB

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Challenges for Meeting Customer Expectations** Technology Considerations and Use

* Up to three responses accepted for this question. ** Includes responses of major or moderate challenge. *** Includes responses of extremely or very important.

 

have a CRM 
system

1

1

3

3

2

2

1

3
2

Acquiring new customers

Access to investment capital

Financial management

1

3
2

Maintaining financial growth

Hiring and retaining employees

Meeting customer experience expectations

1

3
2

Reduced revenue

Changing regulations

Reduced customer demand

1

3
2

Applying for financial assistance

Rehiring staff that was previously laid off

Decreasing staff

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

Business as usual

Slightly modified

Entire new structure

Not sure

Closed

36%

36%

22%

5%

1%

26%
51%

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year
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1

3
2

Bringing innovative offerings to market

Implementing safety or sanitation measures

Personalizing customer engagements

 

42%

33%

33%
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Country Profile
United Arab Emirates (n=101)

Top Factors Constraining Operations* Top Personal Challenges for Business Growth*

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Expectations for Business After COVID-19

Use of CRM

Top Factors Constraining Future Growth*

Considerations for Future of Business Due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Considerations for New Tech Evaluation***

Money/access to capital

Price

Meeting customer expectations

Trustworthiness of vendor

Finding the right tech to meet our needs

Scalability as my business grows

Running and Growing an SMB

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Top Challenges for Meeting Customer Expectations** Technology Considerations and Use

* Up to three responses accepted for this question. ** Includes responses of major or moderate challenge. *** Includes responses of extremely or very important.

have a CRM 
system

1

1

3

3

2

2

1

3
2

Acquiring new customers

Financial management

Access to investment capital

1

3
2

Maintaining financial growth

Meeting customer experience expectations

Establishing/maintaining processes

1

3
2

Reduced customer demand

Changing regulations

Reduced revenue

1

3
2

Applying for financial assistance

Decreasing staff

Rehiring staff that was previously laid off

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

Business as usual

Slightly modified

Entire new structure

Not sure

Closed

33%

36%

20%

10%

2%

38%
64%

implemented  
a CRM system  

within the  
past year

36SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORT

1

3
2

Bringing innovative offerings to market

Implementing safety or sanitation measures

Personalizing customer engagements

 

67%

55%

50%



Appendix



SALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH

Benefits of Having CRM System
(Among those who have a CRM system)

 

 

Better/faster customer service 57%

Faster deal cycles 47%

Visible/accessible to multiple users 38%

Unified view of the customer 40%

Integration with other systems 38%

More sales leads 39%

Reduced need for multiple systems 33%

 
None 1%

Something else None

Appendix
All Respondents

% Extremely/Very Important When 
Evaluating New Technology

 

Trustworthiness of vendor

Price

Ease of use

Simplicity of maintenance

 
Impact on customer experiences

Mobile capabilities

Speed and ease of set up

 

Compatibility with existing 
infrastructure or systems        

Scalability as my business grows

“Best in class” vendor

 

A unified view of customer 
data for employees

Automation capabilities

Artificial intelligence capabilities

75%

73%

73%

71%

71%

71%

70%

65%

59%

57%

54%

45%

64%

38SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINE SS TRENDS REPORT



SALE SFORCE RE SE ARCH

* Up to three responses accepted for this question.

Appendix
All Respondents

Biggest Challenges SMBs Personally 
Face When Growing Their Business*

Considerations for Future  
of Business

* Up to three responses accepted for this question.

 

 

 

Applying for financial assistance

Decreasing staff

Closing the business for a 
long period of time

None

Closing the business for a 
short period of time

Closing permanently

Rehiring staff that was 
previously laid off

Other 

Reopening my business

13%

20%

1%

9%

*

49%

23%

18%

20%

 

 

Acquiring new customers

Financial management

Retaining existing customers

Access to investment capital

Achieving work-life balance

Planning for the long term

Effectively using tools and  
technology

45%

25%

22%

24%

22%

21%

24%

 

 

Networking and connecting 
personal mentors

Not enough time

Something else

None

Recruiting and retaining 
employees

3%

2%

17%

16%

15%
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Survey 
Demographics
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Company Size
2-20 employees .............................................. 58%

21-50 employees ............................................ 23%

51-200 employees .......................................... 19%

Business Model
Business-to-consumer (B2C) ......................... 46%

Business-to-business (B2B)............................ 20%

Business-to-business-to-consumer (B2B2C) 33%

Revenue over the Past  
Six Months
Growing ........................................................... 38%

Stagnant ...........................................................21%

Declining ..........................................................41%

Role Within Company
Business owner ............................................... 84%

Senior executive (e.g., CEO, CFO, COO) ....... 16%

Generation
Gen Z/Millennials ........................................... 49%

Gen X ............................................................... 40%

Traditionalists/Baby Boomers ....................... 12%

Gender
Male ................................................................. 65%

Female ............................................................. 35%

Household Income
Low .................................................................. 20%

Medium ............................................................41%

High ................................................................. 36%

Survey Demographics

Firmographics Leader Demographics
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Get the 4th Edition Small & Medium Business  
Trends Report with insights from 2300+  
worldwide business owners and leaders. 

Discover the small business CRM that’s built  
for success.

SEE MORE LEARN MORE

Useful Resources
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https://www.salesforce.com/eu/form/pdf/2019-small-business-trends-report/
https://www.salesforce.com/eu/solutions/small-business-solutions/overview/



