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Paul Dunne 
Ireland Country Manager, Elavon

According to the latest figures from the Central Statistics 
Office (CSO), there are 248,344 Small & Medium 
Enterprises active in Ireland. This represents 99.7% of 
all Irish businesses which is in line with EU statistics. 
Currently they employ over 70% of the workforce in 
Ireland.

Those SMEs employ almost one million people here, 
and given that the current and the next generations 
both ultimately aspire to work for themselves, and the 
barriers to starting a business have never been lower, 
the number of SMEs, and therefore those employed in 
the area, in Ireland will continue to increase.

Following on from our UK research, in July 2019, Elavon 
undertook research to understand SMEs in Ireland: what 
makes up, moves and motivates this hugely powerful, 
evolving economic force.

It’s fascinating, for example, in an era when customer 
retention is a major concern – and customer service 
can make or break a business – that less than a third of 
businesses surveyed are trading online. This exposes 
a significant gap, and an opportunity for SMEs to open 
themselves up to the opportunities of eCommerce and 
the efficiencies possible therein.

Cashflow is a longstanding SME concern and 2019 is no 
different. But while previous generations of SMEs lacked 
choice in payment options, that’s not the case today. It’s 
therefore surprising that SMEs haven’t fully explored and 
embraced apps and payment technologies that could 
bring the security, efficiency and speed in cashflow they 
clearly seek.

Those are some of the key opportunities, but let’s not 
overlook the sentiment. SMEs in Ireland are, perhaps 
against the odds, positive, resilient and standing tall.

As a powerful, vital business segment for Elavon – and 
the economy-at-large – it’s inspiring that optimism and 
confidence define the SME landscape today – a time 
truly like no other.

It’s inspiring that optimism and 
confidence define the SME 
landscape today 

What makes up, moves 
and motivates this hugely 

powerful, evolving economic 
force? 

As a B2B payments provider with a large percentage of 
SME customers, understanding their perceptions and 
concerns is critical to the success of our business. We 
wanted to take their temperature and get a broad pulse 
on sentiment, trends, concerns and opportunities across 
enterprises of all sectors, sizes, lifespans and locations.

Our data offers a sharp insight into where SMEs are 
now, how they’re feeling, and what opportunities remain 
untapped.
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Confidence & Challenges
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Uncertainty is traditionally bad for business: spending 
stutters, confidence dips and potential borrowers pause 
their plans. For companies of all shapes and sizes 
uncertainty should equal nervousness. There has been 
a continuous decline in consumer sentiment in Ireland 
during 2019.

Ibec’s quarterly Retail Monitor* found that, despite 
moderate growth in sales values and volumes in the 
second quarter of this year, many retail categories are 
still struggling to replicate 2018’s performance.

Insights gathered as part of our research provide detail 
on the confidence levels and concerns of Irish SMEs. 
Participants in the survey were asked what their biggest 
concerns were over the next 12 months. Perhaps not 
surprisingly Brexit came out on top, being identified 
by 53% of SMEs, followed by business running costs 
(51%), cashflow (29%), customer retention (28%) and 
consumer confidence (25%).
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WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST CONCERNS TO YOUR 
BUSINESS OVER THE NEXT 12 MONTHS?

53%
Brexit

51%
Cost of running your business 
(e.g. Rates, utilities, bank charges etc.)

29%
Cash flow

28%
Customer retention

25%
Consumer confidence

22%
Regulatory change

17%
Business taxation rates

16%
Locaton and transport infrastructure

14%
Talent retention

13%
Cyber security

12%
Fraud

*Ibec Retail Ireland Monitor Q2 2019

https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/industries/retail-and-tourism/retail-ireland/retail-ireland-monitor-q2-2019
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However, we can also see from the research findings 
that despite the economic uncertainty around Brexit 
and the multitude of challenges that this presents to 
businesses, SMEs in Ireland are confident about their 
ability to survive and thrive.

HOW WOULD YOU RATE THE FOLLOWING IN 
YOUR BUSINESS IN 2019? 
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Confidence & Challenges (cont’d)
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When delving into business expectations, we asked how 
businesses rate four key areas in their business in 2019 
and 70% of Irish SMEs were positive about resilience; 
64% were positive about confidence; 54% were positive 
about cashflow; and 51% were positive about growth.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%
Positive Average Negative

33

64

5

40

51

10

29

70

39

54

8

3



Ireland SME Pulse 2019

elavon.ie

On business growth, 87% reported that they were 
confident that they could retain and attract new 
customers in order to grow their business, while 86% 
were confident in their current portfolio of products and 
services to deliver their growth ambitions or meet the 
needs of their customers in the future. 80% said they 
were confident in their plans to grow their business. 
59% were confident about the opportunities that 
eCommerce brings to their business, and 68% agreed 
there are more opportunities for SMEs today than there 
were ten years ago. Interestingly only 36% indicated 
concern about their business’s ability to borrow money 
from the bank in the future.
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Confidence & Challenges (cont’d)

3749123
863

“I am confident in my business’s current portfolio of products and services to 
deliver growth ambitions or meet the needs of our customers in the future

194912147
6821

“I believe there are more opportunities for SMEs today compared to 10 years ago

203928122
5914

“I am confident about the opportunities eCommerce brings to my business

AgreeNeither Agree nor DisagreeDisagreeStrongly Disagree Strongly Agree

HOW FAR DO YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE WITH 
THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS? 

Survey respondents were asked to identify the key 
attributes that allow them to best adapt to the needs 
of their customers. Respondents identified customer 
service as the key attribute of an agile SME (identified 
by 84% of SMEs), followed by the ability to adapt well 
to change (41%) and talent (26%).

“I am confident that the business can retain and attract new customers in order to grow my business

35521121
873

“I am concerned about the business’s ability to borrow money from the bank in the future

1224262515
3640

“I am confident in my plan to grow my business

24561452
807
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While the use of eCommerce and innovative cashless 
technology increases, many Irish SMEs have yet to 
embrace online sales channels and the latest payments 
technology. Less than a third (28%) of businesses 
surveyed are trading online, compared to 53% in the UK. 
For more than half (52%) of those businesses in Ireland 
that do have an eCommerce presence, the channel 
only accounts for 10% or less of their overall sales; in 
the UK, 44% of businesses that are trading online are 
conducting over half of their business online. These 
figures suggest that there are significant opportunities 
for Irish SMEs to grow their online sales. However, of the 
almost three quarters (72%) of Irish respondents who 
do not have an eCommerce presence, 74% do actually 
have a company website. 

eCommerce & 
payments

WHY NO ECOMMERCE PRESENCE?

This survey identifies some gaps in Irish companies’ use 
of eCommerce. If that gap were narrowed, we believe 
there could be significant potential to better leverage 
online sales channels for growth.

As noted earlier in this report, a massive 84% of SMEs 
believe good customer service is a vital business trait. 
While having a digital presence is helpful across the 
board, in customer service it’s now almost an imperative. 
We’re trending towards a time when customers expect 
options in customer service, and that largely means 
online.

Having a digital presence is becoming ever more 
essential in establishing credibility and building 
reputation. And with a credible online home to drive 
prospects to, businesses can start to explore lucrative 
online advertising opportunities.

of SMEs are trading 
online, compared to 
53% in the UK.

28%
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1%
Because we’re not digitally savvy

1%
Because we wouldn’t know where to start in setting this up

4%
As it’s too expensive to set up

4%
Because we don’t have the staff with the ability to do this

5%
Due to lack of time

14%
Because we haven’t got round to setting it up

76%
Because it’s not relevant to my customer base

Those SMEs that did not have an eCommerce presence 
were asked to indicate the reason for this. The vast 
majority (76%) stated that it was not relevant to their 
customer base. 14% however admitted that they had not 
gotten around to setting up their eCommerce presence, 
with 5% citing a lack of time, 4% stating that they did 
not have the staff with the ability to do this, and a further 
4% claiming that it would be too expensive to set up. 
Only 1% admitted that they would not know where to 
start in setting this up and a further 1% claimed they 
were not digitally savvy enough.



XXXX

(POS) terminals. While over half (52%) of Irish SMEs 
report that they face no challenges in providing their 
customers with the relevant payment options, one 
quarter (24%) indicate concern about keeping pace 
with technological changes. The investment required to 
adopt new payments technology is a barrier to doing 
so for one in five SMEs (20%).

Setting up eCommerce does involve costs. But returns 
could soon represent a sizeable chunk of the bottom 
line with added benefits to-boot: eCommerce payments 
are generally quicker, more efficient and more secure 
than other means, particularly cash. In addition, a viable 
eCommerce platform can transcend domestic volatility, 
trading without borders and marketing to international 
customers 24/7. Those businesses that are wholly 
dependent on the market at home may fall foul first 
during times of uncertainty.

XXXX

13% of the SMEs who had no eCommerce presence, 
claimed that they faced barriers in getting one set 
up. But the reality is that plug-and-play, off-the-shelf 
solutions exist via providers like Elavon. This is the 
route many SMEs go. The perception seems to be that 
eCommerce is hugely complicated or not relevant. But 
from third-party apps to social media commerce and 
whitelabel products, an online shopping infrastructure 
can be integrated quickly, inexpensively, and with 
minimal disruption.

Businesses of all shapes and sizes - even those who 
don’t believe it’s for them - need to think again about 
making an investment in eCommerce. In 2019 customers 
expect choice and convenience, not to mention a spread 
of payment options. Certainly, eCommerce is a way to 
meet customers on new terms.

There was a notable difference between Ireland and the 
UK in the resources used by businesses to set up their 
eCommerce offerings. Of those Irish companies which 
had an eCommerce presence, 9% created this using 
an off-the-shelf solution, compared to 45% in the UK; 
while 43% in Ireland outsourced the work to an external 
agency, compared with just 14% in the UK.

While consumers are indicating they want more choice 
in the ways they pay, many Irish businesses are still 
not adopting new technology. By facilitating a variety 
of cashless payments methods, SMEs are poised to 
increase revenue via mobile wallets, through in-app 
payment and with next-generation, point-of-sale 

Low barriers to eCommerce

CREATING ECOMMERCE OFFERING
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It's 2019 and there's uncertainty in the air but we are spirited by the 
confidence, the resilience, and the growth-mindset of Ireland’s SMEs.

Although big gaps are there to be bridged, the outlook is much more 
buoyant than one would reasonably expect.

From sole traders to 250-strong organisations; start-ups to old 
hands, and in all corners of Ireland, SMEs in all sectors are 
choosing to focus on the positives.

But within the concerns the case for optimisation – in online, 
eCommerce and payment tech – is obvious. The opportunity 
to ride even the wildest social and economic waves and 
to efficiently open up new global markets is much too 
tempting to let slip.

It’s also much easier than most believe it to be.

We work with SMEs of all shapes, sectors and sizes 
across Ireland. And while some are eCommerce 
and digital veterans, many are just starting out on 
their exciting online journey.

We're here to make sure it’s a profitable, 
efficient and enjoyable one for them – and 
for you.

We’re here to help Irish SMEs see in a 
future they can already envision, but with 
less pain, more profit, fewer variables, 
and perhaps just a little more speed.
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Methodology
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Elavon commissioned Amárach Research to survey 200 SMEs from 
14 industries across the Republic of Ireland between 24th June and 
12th July 2019. The research considers the operating and payments 
environment for Irish SMEs in the year ahead by examining market 
conditions, opportunities and concerns.

This research was conducted through Computer Aided Telephone 
Interviewing (CATI). 200 Irish SME owners, senior managers and senior 
decision-makers, with between 1-249 employees, were surveyed.

The sample was representative of Irish SMEs based on region and 
company size as per the CSO. 34% of companies surveyed were based 
in Dublin; 25% in Munster; 24% in the greater Leinster area and 18% in 
Connaught / Ulster.
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