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Introducing the Banjo SME Compass

The Banjo SME Compass is the first in a planned annual series that takes a deep 
dive into the engine room of the Australian economy – SMEs (small to medium 
enterprises).  

SMEs are recovering well from a difficult year, and signs are pointing to a 
positive economic environment for FY22
• Business optimism is up
• SMEs are hiring
• SMEs are looking for funding to invest in the necessary tools to drive future 

growth
• Many have been slow to take their business online, but 2020 has provided 

impetus

The use of alternate lenders is on the rise and helping to fuel SME business 
growth. In a nutshell, the opportunity cost of not being able to secure funding 
when a business needs it – now – is too big to ignore. Smart solutions and 
product offerings will be key to continue to support SME businesses. 

As more SME business owners turn to their business adviser/consultant and 
accountant for advice, their external adviser need to be aware of the different 
lending options in the market. 

The different approaches by female and male business owners to finance and 
operation provides fascinating insights.   With no requirement to provide 
personal assets as security for loans, Banjo will continue to work with many 
successful SMEs as they grow their businesses.  

Guy Callaghan
Chief Executive Officer - Banjo Loans



Executive Summary 
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The majority (72%) of SMEs saw their operating capabilities restricted as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, with more than 1 in 3 having to either 
temporarily close or overcome significant restrictions on their ability to 
operate. More than half (54%) didn’t achieve their revenue targets in 2020 
and close to 1 in 3 (29%) decreased headcount in response to the pandemic. 
The economic conditions, coupled with insufficient cashflow, recruitment 
challenges and access to funding serve as the major barriers to growth. 

On the upside, 25% of SMEs exceeded their revenue targets in 2020.  Those 
who invested in growth by implementing new technology, improving 
products and purchasing new assets or equipment were most likely to record 
strong performance. SMEs who leveraged debtor or supply chain finance 
were significantly more likely to exceed revenue targets.

Moving into 2021, Australian SMEs are feeling positive about the road ahead, 
with 69% expecting an increase in revenue over the next 12 months. 

Employment prospects are also set for growth with 46% of SMEs likely to 
increase their headcount in 2021.  Operations, sales and marketing were 
identified as the most essential business units, with finance, technology and 
particularly human resources coming considerably lower in priority. 

In order to support this growth, SMEs are investing in improving existing 
products, buying new assets, increasing investment in marketing and 
technology and launching new products in market.

With only 28% of SME revenue currently generated online, SMEs are more 
aware than ever that on the back of pandemic restrictions, online must be a 
key component of their growth strategy. More than half (52%) s intend to 
increase the proportion of their sales generated through online channels in 
2021. For 14% of SMEs, this year will mark the first time they begin to 
generate revenue online. 

As growth, mergers and acquisitions are considered, SMEs are turning to 
business advisors / consultants and accountants for advice. Despite having a 
much smaller SME footprint than VIC, QLD is seen as equally desirable, 
suggesting QLD is set for SME expansion. 

Currently, 53% of SMEs are leveraging investments or financial products 
(loans) to operate. In the next 12 months, 65% of SMEs intend to leverage 
funding to drive growth. 18% of founders intend to personally invest further 
into their business. When sourcing funding, the most important 
consideration for SMEs is the interest rate charged and the ease of 
application. 59% of SMEs however experience challenges when looking to 
secure funding, most typically by strict lender requirements. 

Female business leaders are just as motivated to drive growth in 2021 as their 
male counterparts, yet there are gender differences in strategic approach.  
SMEs led by women intend to grow by focusing inwards on improving 
existing products (67%) and increasing investment in marketing (56%). Male-
led SMEs are significantly more likely than female-led SMEs to focus on 
entering new markets (46% vs 29%) or mergers and acquisitions (37% vs 17%). 
With different areas of focus, female-led SMEs are significantly more likely to 
be operating without external financial assistance (47% vs 27%). Female 
leaders are more averse to providing property or personal assets as security 
(32% vs 24%). 



Methodology 
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Research conducted by Honeycomb Strategy on behalf of Banjo.  

• 15 Minute Survey 
• n=513 completed surveys

• Nationally representative sample of Australian 
SMEs who have been trading for 2+ years with a 
minimum revenue of $50K annually 

• Speaking with 50% owner / founder, 50% senior 
leadership of the organisation

• Spanning a diverse cross-section of industries
• Fieldwork conducted March 2021 
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1. 

The current 
market 
landscape



72% of SMEs had their operating 
capabilities restricted as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic

7
B1. At the peak of the pandemic last year, what impact did the COVID restrictions have on your organisation?
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.
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Many SMEs had 
to make material 
changes to their 
businesses

The majority of SMEs (54%) 
didn’t achieve revenue targets 
in 2020. Close to 1 in 3 (29%) 
decreased headcount as a 
direct result of the pandemic

B3. In the past 12 months, did you organisation do any of the following in 
response to the pandemic? Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

of SMEs didn’t achieve 
revenue targets in 2020

54%

29%
27%

25% 24% 23%

Decrease
headcount

Move part / all of
the business

online

Launch new
product(s) to

market

Invest in new
technology

Increase
investment in

marketing

Top 5 Actions taken in response
to the pandemic



12%

28%
32%

18%

11%

Unable to operate
(temporarily

closed)

Significantly
reduced operating

capability

Some restrictions
on operating

capability

No restrictions on
operating
capability

(business as usual)

Increased demand
(operationally

beneficial to the
business)
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The majority of 
SME’s had their 
operating 
capabilities 
restricted during 
the pandemic 

B1. At the peak of the pandemic last year, what impact did the COVID 
restrictions have on your organisation?
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

Impact of restrictions on operating capability % 

More than 1 in 3 SME’s had to 
overcome significant 
restrictions on their ability to 
operate or were forced to 
temporarily close. 



Top 5 barriers to growth for SMEs
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B7. Which of these, if any, are barriers to your organisations growth?
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

37% 
Economic / 

market 
conditions 

22%
Access to 
funding

22% 
Competitor 
activity

20% 
Recruitment 
challenges

27% 
Insufficient 

cashflow
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Businesses that invested in growth were most 
likely to exceed their targets

B3. In the past 12 months, did you organisation do any of the following?
Exceeded Revenue Targets n=122

71% 70% 67% 66%
61% 61% 60%

52% 51% 48%

Invest in
new

technology

Significantly
improve
existing

product(s)

Purchase any
significant

new assets /
equipment

Increase
headcount

Launch new
product(s) to

market

Increase
investment

in marketing

Move part /
all of the
business

online

Enter into a
new market

Expand to
additional
premises

Decrease
headcount

Top 10 Actions taken by SMEs who exceeded revenue targets in 2020

SMEs who acted by investing in new technology, improving their products, purchasing new assets and 
increasing headcount were most likely to have success in 2020

of SMEs exceeded revenue 
targets in 2020

25%
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Optimism is 
very high, with 
SME’s feeling 
positive about 
the future 

B11. How confident is your organisation feeling about the long-term 
future (2+ years) of the business? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

81% feel confident about the 
long term future of their 
business. Less than 1 in 10 
remain concerned. 

36%

45%

13% 5%
2%

Very confident
about the future

Somewhat
confident

Unsure Somewhat
unconfident

Very unconfident
about the future

Confidence about future of the business % 
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The majority of SMEs are expecting 2021 
to be a year of revenue growth

10%

16%

22%22%

18%

4%4%3%2%
Increase by more

than 50%
Increase by more

than 30%
Increase by more

than 10%
Increase by 10% or

less
Stay the sameDecrease by 10% or

less
Decrease by more

than 10%
Decrease by more

than 30%
Decrease by more

than 50%

Expected Change in Revenue - 2021

B4. In the next 12 months, does your organisation expect revenue to …
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

69% 
of SMEs expect an 

increase in revenue over 
the next 12 months
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Employment 
prospects are 
set for growth 
with 46% of 
SME’s likely to 
increase their 
headcount in 
2021. 

B6. In the next 12 months, how likely is your organisation to do each of the following … 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

Likelihood to increase headcount in next 12 months %

29% of SME’s had previously 
reduced headcount in 
response to the pandemic. 

46%

33%

21%

Likely to 
increase 
headcount 

Unlikely to 
increase 

headcount 

Unsure



2. 

Powering 
SME Growth 
in 2021

15
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Top Drivers of Growth in 2021 

Top 5 Growth Drivers for SMEs in 2021

B6. In the next 12 months, how likely is your organisation to do each of the following …
SMEs expecting revenue growth in 2021 n=355

As confidence returns, so does intended investment in product improvement and marketing.  
New technology, equipment, and the launch of new products to market are also key to driving 
SME growth in 2021. 

67%

65%

62% 62%

57%

Significantly improve existing
product(s)

Purchase any significant new
assets / equipment

Increase investment in
marketing

Invest in new technology Launch new product(s) to
market
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B9. What proportion of your organisation’s revenue currently comes from online sales? 
Base: Australian SMEs providing a response n=461. Average proportion of online revenue. 

To date, only 28% of SME 
revenue is generated 
online.

For 14% of SMEs, 2021 will mark the 
first time they begin to generate 
revenue online.

% of Revenue 
Generated 

Online
28%

% of Revenue 
Generated 

Offline
72%



16%

28%

36%

No online revenue Less than 50% of revenue
comes from online

50% or more revenue comes
from online

18

Online revenue 
sources were key 
to overcoming the 
challenges of 
2020, allowing for 
greater continuity 
of business during 
restrictions 

% of SMEs who exceeded revenue targets in 2020 

B9. What proportion of your revenue currently comes from online…
Base: Australian SMEs providing a response n=461. Respondents given the opportunity to opt out of this question 
if desired.

SMEs with larger proportions of 
revenue generated through online 
channels were significantly more 
likely to exceed their revenue targets. 
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“If COVID was any indicator, more and more sales are 
moving online” 
- Owner / Founder, Retail & Consumer Products

“People are more used to doing business online, I think 
that will stay” 
– Owner / Founder, Healthcare & Medical

B10. Over the next two years, do you expect your proportion of revenue from online sales will … 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513

Moving into 2021, 52% of 
SMEs intend to increase the 
proportion of revenue 
generated online

For 14% of SMEs, 2021 will mark 
the first time they begin to 
generate revenue online



Growth through acquisition 
is on the cards for 42% of 

SME businesses

20
F1. Does your organisation plan to use horizontal or vertical acquisition as a means to grow? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.
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Acquisition is seen to be a 
means to increase financial 
performance, product 
offering or geographic 
footprint

F2. What is your organisation looking to achieve through acquisition? 
Those intending to leverage acquisition to grow n= 216.

41%
38%

36% 35%
33%

28%
25% 24%

Increase
revenue /

profitability

Increase
product
offering

Increase
geographic
footprint

Expand in
production
capacity /

serviceability

Add value to
customers

Acquire
specialised
services /
offerings

Gain
economies of

scale

Reduce
competition

Reasons for considering acquisition
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Those looking to 
acquire are 
turning to 
business advisors 
/ consultants and 
accountants for 
advice 

Management consultants, law firms, 
financial brokers and bankers are secondary 
points of call. 

38%

36%

31%

29%

25%

23%

19%

13%

1%

Business advisor / consultant

Accountant

Financial advisor

Management consultant

Law firm

Finance broker

Your banker

Colleague / friend

Other

F3. When looking to acquire, which of the following would you consult as part of the process? 
Base n= 216

Point of Call for Acquisition Advice
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Only 23% of SME’s 
are intending to 
exit in the next 5 
years. 70% of 
SME’s have no exit 
strategy. 

F5. Does your organisation intend to sell / exit? F6. Does your organisation have an exit strategy? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

SME exit strategy in place %

12% 18%

70%

Documented exit strategy Intended exit strategy
(undocumented)

No exit strategy

Only 12% have documented an exit 
strategy, a further 18% have an informal 
exit strategy in mind. 

of SME’s intend to exit 
in the next 5 years 

23%
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Despite having a much 
smaller SME footprint 
than VIC, QLD is seen 
as equally desirable 
and set for expansion 

F4. If you were to expand geographically, which states would you be most likely to consider? Rank 1 Choice.
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

2% 
NT

QLD

NSW

ACT

TAS

VIC

SA

WA

24% 

23% 

2% 

31% 
11% 

6% 
3% 

NSW leads in desirability, with 
31% of SME’s listing the state as 
their first choice. 

Despite a much smaller SME 
footprint QLD is head to head 
with VIC suggesting that QLD is 
set for expansion. 

ABS data: SME’s in VIC 604K, SME’s in QLD 445K.

Australian states considered 
for expansion %



3. 

SME Funding: 
Leveraging finance 
to accelerate growth
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In the next 12 
months, 65% of 
SMEs intend to 
leverage funding 
to drive growth. 

18% of founders 
intend to 
personally invest 
further into their 
business. 
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E5. How does your organisation intend to fund growth in the next 12 months? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

23% 
Banks

8% 
Venture 
Capital

8% 
Private 
Equity

18%
Founders

11% 
Private 

Investors
6% 

Alternate 
Lenders
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When sourcing 
funding, the most 
important 
consideration for 
SMEs is the current 
interest rate and ease 
of application.

E3. When last securing finance, what was most important to you? Please rank.
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

Finance Selection Factors 
- % Rank Top 3

42% 
Interest 

Rate 31% 
Ease of 

application
30% 

Length of 
loan 28% 

Speed of 
obtaining 

funds 23% 
Existing 

relationship 
with lender22% 

Reputation 
of the lender

18% 
Security 

taken
1% 

Other



22%
21%

18%
16% 15%

13% 12%

Requirements
of the lender

too strict

Time taken to
obtain decision

/ funding

Required to
provide

property /
personal assets

as security

Difficulty
obtaining a

suitable
interest rate

Lack of clarity
about the types

of finance
available

Challenges
navigating the

application
process

Previous credit
history
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59% of SMEs 
experience 
challenges when 
looking to secure 
funding 

The main challenges experienced are strict 
lender requirements and the time the 
process takes. 

E8. What challenges has your organisation experienced when looking to obtain funding? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

Challenges when looking to obtain funding %
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To overcome funding challenges, SMEs rely on 
the advice of accountants, lenders and financial 
advisors

Sources of assistance when securing finance %

E4. When last securing finance, did any of the following assist your organisation in evaluating and securing finance?
SME has finance product(s) n=333

38%

26%
23%

18% 17% 16% 15%
12%

1%

Accountant Traditional bank Financial advisor Finance broker Lender Law firm Business consult ant Colleague / associate Other
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Founders will 
commonly turn to 
personal savings 
(58%) or credit 
cards (31%) to 
acquire funds to 
invest in their 
organisation’s
growth

For 1 in 4 (26%), mortgages 
against personal property are 
another source of funding.

E6. How will the owner(s) of the business acquire the funds to invest in the organisation’s growth? 
SMEs funded via founder(s) investment n=62. 

58% 

31% 

26% 

23% 

19% 

15% 

15% 

2% 

11% 

Personal savings

Credit card(s)

Mortgage against personal property

Withdraw from other investments (e.g.
shares)

Friends / family

Personal unsecured loan

Sell personal assets (e.g. a property)

Other

Don't know / undecided

Founder Funding Sources %
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The majority of SMEs leverage investment 
and financial products to operate 

Current Source of Funding %

E1. How is your organisation currently funded? Please select all that apply.
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

24%

12%
10%

9%
7% 6% 6% 5% 4% 3%

Bank Private investor Private equity
fund

Family / friends Investment firm Venture capitalist
(VC)

Family offices Alternate lender Crowd funding Other

53% 
of SMEs are leveraging 

investments or financial 
products to operate
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Of the products used, overdrafts and 
secured loans are most common 

Financial Products Used %

E2. Which of the following types of finance does your organisation currently have? Please select all that apply.
Current Use Financial Products n=333

36%

31%
28%

26%

20%

11% 13% 13%

2%

Overdraft / line
of credit

Secured
business loan

Bank debt
(term loan)

Asset finance Trade finance Unsecured
business loan

Supply chain
finance

Debtor finance Other

Term loans, asset finance and trade finance are also regularly leveraged by SMEs.  Unsecured 
loans, supply chain finance and debtor finance remain underutilised. 
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Insert 
brand 
image

E2. Which of the following types of finance does your organisation currently have? 
Base those who exceeded revenue targets last year n=122.

SMEs that leveraged 
debtor finance or 
supply chain finance 
during the COVID-19 
pandemic were 
significantly more 
likely to exceed 
revenue targets. 

50% of SMEs with debtor finance and 
51% with supply chain finance exceeded 
revenue targets. Only 17% of SMEs with 
no external finance products managed to 
exceed their targets. 



4. 

SME Leadership: 
Building the 
dream team

34
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Founders are slow 
to leave the 
organisations they 
have built. The 
largest volume of  
departures occurs 
after the 20-year 
mark.  

C1. Is the founder of your organisation still a part of the business?
2-4 years n=194, 5-10 years n=118, 11-20 years n=118, 21 years or more n=82

Founder remains part of the organisation %

96% 96%
91%

70%

2-4 years 5-10 years 11-20 years 21+ years

Age of Business
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The majority of 
SMEs implement 
C-Suite roles into 
their business 
once revenue 
exceeds $500K. 

43%

77%

84%

Less than $500K in Revenue

$500K - $2M in Revenue

More than $2M in Revenue

C3. Which of the following roles current exist within your organisation?
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

Prominence of C-Suite Roles by Revenue % 

SME’s are most likely to have a 
CEO in place (41%). 
CFO, COO, CTO and CMO roles 
remain less prominent with up 
to 1 in 4 having these roles 
within their organisation. 

41%

26%

21%

15%

14%

CEO (Chief Executive Officer)

CFO (Chief Financial Officer)

COO (Chief Operating Officer)

CMO (Chief Marketing Officer)

CTO (Chief Technology Officer)

Current C-Suite Roles % 
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The CEO is seen 
as the most 
important hire to 
drive business 
growth. 

C4. Which do you believe would be the most important roles to drive growth in your organisation? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

The CEO and CMO are 
secondary to driving business 
growth, followed by the CFO. 

41%

17%

15%

11%

5%

5%

3%

2%

1%

Chief Executive Officer

Chief Operating Officer

Chief Marketing Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Technology Officer

Chief Digital Officer

Chief Procurement Officer

Chief Information Security Officer

Chief Risk Officer

Most Important C-Suite Roles to Drive Growth %
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Looking 
externally, 
accountants are 
the most valued 
advisors, 
overwhelmingly 
exceeding other 
advisory services

Law firms begin to increase 
in importance as 
organisations exceed $2M 
turnover – 40% of SMEs with 
a turnover larger than $2M 
currently use law firms

C7. Which of the following external advisory services does your organisation currently use? Please select all that apply. 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513.

Advisory services used %

62% 

25% 

23% 

20% 

18% 

14% 

14% 

12% 

2% 

11% 

Accountant

Law firm

Financial advisor

Business advisor

Marketing agency

Finance broker

HR consultant

Management consultant

Other

None of these
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Operations is 
considered the 
most essential 
business function, 
followed by sales 
and marketing. 

Less than 1 in 5 
consider Human 
Resources to be 
essential to SMEs. 

C6. What do you believe to be the most essential functions in your organisation? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. Rank Top 3. 

Most Essential SME Functions - Ranked in Top 3

68% 
Operations

51% 
Finance

42% 
Technology

19% 
Human 

Resources

56% 
Marketing

61% 
Sales

2% 
Other



5. 

Female Led 
Organisations

40



Female business 
leaders are just 
as motivated to 
drive growth in 
2021, however 
their intended 
strategy varies 
from their male 
counterparts.

71% of female-led and 68% of male-led 
SMEs expect to grow in 2021. Female-
led SMEs intend to grow by focusing 
inwards on their existing products and 
marketing. Male-led SMEs show a 
greater focus on external drivers of 
growth. 

41
B6. In the next 12 months, does your organisation expect revenue to…  B6. In the next 12 months, how likely is your 
organisation to do each of the following…Total Australian SME Sample n=513. 

Significant difference at 
95% confidence

67%
Significantly improve 

existing products
57% Male-led SMEs

56%
Increase investment in 

marketing
54% Male-led SMEs

29%
Enter into a new 

market 46% Male-
led SMEs

27%
Expand into 

additional premises
37% Male-led SMEs

17%
Merger / 

Acquisition 
37% Male-led 

SMEs



69%
59%

55% 52%
45%

18%

68% 65%

44%

64%

34%

23%

Operations Sales Finance Marketing Technology HR

Male-led Female-led

42

Female-led organisations place greater 
value in marketing functions, where as 
male-led organisations rank finance as more 
essential 

Most Essential SME Functions - Ranked in Top 3

C6. What do you believe to be the most essential functions in your organisation? 
Total Australian SME Sample n=513. Rank Top 3. 

Significant difference at 
95% confidence



45%

27% 26%

14% 13% 11% 10% 9% 7% 7% 6%

58%

26%

19%

7%
5% 5% 4% 2% 3%

7% 2%

Self-funding Founder(s) Bank Private investor Private equity
fund

Family / friends Venture
capitalist (VC)

Investment firm Alternate lender Family offices Crowd funding

Male-led Female-led

43

The majority of female-led businesses are 
self-funding, leveraging the organisations 
own profits and cash flow 

Current Funding Sources %

E1.. How is your organisation currently funded?
Please select all that apply. Male-led n=415, Female-led n=178

Significant difference at 
95% confidence

Male-led organisations are more likely to be leveraging additional funding sources 
such as private investors, equity funds, family / friends or venture capital. 



27%
24% 23%

19%
15%

11% 11% 10%

27%

18% 16%

10%
13%

7% 4% 6% 4%

47%

Overdraft / line of
credit

Secured business
loan

Bank debt (term
loan)

Asset finance Trade finance Unsecured business
loan

Supply chain finance Debtor finance No finance prodcuts

Male-led Female-led
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Female-led organisations are also 
significantly less likely to operate using 
external finance

Current Financial Products %

E2. Which of the following types of finance does your organisation currently have?
Please select all that apply. Male-led n=415, Female-led n=178

Significant difference at 
95% confidence

Male-led organisations are significantly more likely to be leveraging overdrafts / lines of credit, secured business 
loans, term loans and unsecured business loans.  
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Female leaders 
are more averse to 
providing 
personal assets as 
a security.

Male-led organisations 
experience frustration with 
the time taken to obtain 
funds, and strict lending 
criteria.

C7. Which of the following external advisory services does your organisation currently use? Please select all that apply. 
Have external finance products. Female led n=94. Male led n=304.

Challenges experienced when obtaining funding %

30% 

29% 

26% 

24% 

23% 

21% 

17% 

20% 

22%

22%

18%

32%

17%

14%

19%

28%

Time taken to obtain decision / funding

Requirement of the bank / lender are too strict

Difficulty obtaining a suitable interest rate

Required to provide property / personal assets as
security

Lack of clarity about the types of finance available

Challenges navigating the application process

Previous credit history

None - not experienced any challenges

Male-led Female-led

Significant difference at 
95% confidence
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