
SMEs Like Me 
An insight into the people 
powering British small  
business in 2022



Welcome to SMEs Like Me, a brand-
new report designed to shine a light on 
entrepreneurial Britain in 2022.

As we emerge from a turbulent two years, 
the role of SMEs on the frontline of British 
business is arguably more important than 
ever before. But how well do we really  
know the group of individuals who make  
up this community? What makes them tick? 
What are their hopes and fears? And how 
will the experiences of the last two years 
shape their future?

These questions and more are what 
prompted us to commission a new piece  
of research examining the SME landscape. 
To be honest, it’s long overdue. In 2022,  
it’s still the norm to lazily consider SMEs  
as some kind of homogeneous group 
neatly tagged together by size. The reality 
is so far away from this – SMEs are as 
vibrant and as varied as British life itself. 

And the consequences of treating  
them as a single group are very real,  
and very damaging. Without understanding 
who makes up the SME community,  
we cannot support them with the tools, 
resources, and solutions they’ll need 
to thrive and prosper on their digital 
transformation journeys.  

We’ve teamed up with Global Web Index 
to discover the environmental and 
behavioural factors that have driven 
millions of people to either create or 
join a SME, getting real insight into the 
individual entrepreneurs and employees 
behind British SMEs. This annual report will 
highlight ever-evolving SME trends and 
explain how big business and industry can 
help SMEs, even those who do not identify 
as such – which, as we’ll see in the report,  
is a significant group.

Supporting small business has been a 
commitment of Vodafone for many years – 
we want to act as a catalyst for the growth 
of diverse and disruptive small businesses. 
It was encouraging to see the Chancellor 
pledging government support for SMEs in 
the Spring Statement but, as our research 
reveals, there are many challenges ahead 
of us. But where there is challenge, there 
is opportunity. I’m looking forward to the 
journey ahead, armed with far greater 
knowledge and insight into the people 
behind this vital community – we’d love 
you to join us.

Andrew Stevens,  
Head of UK Small  
and Medium Business, 
Vodafone UK

Foreword
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tax-cut-worth-up-to-1000-for-half-a-million-small-businesses-starts-today


Executive Summary

In order to build this report, we spoke to 
members of the SME community across 
the length and breadth of Britain. We asked 
them about their passions and their people, 
their aspirations and their anxieties,  
their methods and their motivations. 

Whether it’s florists or dentists, plumbers or 
drummers, SMEs are a community defined 
by their differences. And to support them 
properly, we need to understand this from 
the outset. 

We already knew that this rich tapestry 
was composed of many colours, but the 
contrast and complexity of experiences 
shone through our research to reveal a 
fascinating and dynamic reality of SME  
life in 2022. A life where 22% said their 
jobs had negatively impacted their lifestyle 
or mental health, but where two-thirds 
felt that the positives outweighed the 
negatives; a life where 55% agreed that 
working for a SME required longer hours, 
but where 64% said the effort was worth  
the reward.
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As British business bids to battle back from the pandemic, 
the report’s findings also revealed that:

 
A quarter of British SMEs are in a fight for 
survival, with the figure rising to almost  
a third with micro-businesses (less than  
ten employees)

A worrying “guidance gap” is emerging  
with SMEs not knowing where to turn for 
advice – only 5% turn to big companies  
and only 6% turn to business mentors.  
And 59% of self-employed people have  
not asked for any help at all in the last  
year, which is deeply concerning

This gap is accentuated by the fact that  
71% of self-employed people don’t think  
of themselves as a ‘small business’,  
meaning they may be missing out on  
the support they’re entitled to 

Despite the fact that 30% of SMEs describe 
themselves as technology innovators or  
early adopters, almost one in five accept  
that they are “laggards” who wait as  
long as possible before investing in new 
technology; a further 26% say they will  
only buy established or proven technology

Only 8% of SMEs named cyber security as a 
business priority – given the current rates of 
cyber-crime, this reflects the desperate need  
for improved awareness of the guidance and  
tools available out there, and needs to be 
addressed quickly  

The highest density of SMEs is to be found in 
London, the South-East and the South-West, 
whereas the lowest is in the North-East, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland. We need to 
support the levelling up of the UK, and this  
is an important place to start

As a result of our research, we have been able to  
identify eight distinct SME personality types which  
are revealed for the first time in this report. We’ve got  
a detailed analysis in Chapter Four where we lift the  
lid on the complex and diverse world of the SME –  
from committed community champions to passionate 
personal projects, from brand-new start-ups to long-
established family firms. 

We hope you enjoy reading the report and that it can be 
the start of better offerings to this community based on 
a much better understanding of who they really are.
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SME. It may only be three letters, but 
what it represents is the beating heart of 
British business and the hopes and dreams 
of millions of individuals and families – 
from Caernarfon to construction, from 
Middlesbrough to the metaverse. 

It’s an acronym that barely does justice to 
the reality behind it – a living, breathing 
melting pot of risk and reward, energy and 
endeavour, genius and graft. But whatever 
the size and whatever the sector, the 
SMEs of 2022 are united by one common 
characteristic – the scale of the challenge 
in front of them.

At Vodafone we want to help SMEs address 
this challenge, but to do this we need to 
understand them better. As business seeks 
to battle back from a punishing two years, 
it’s time to redefine SMEs and the world in 
which they operate. The SME community 
is not some kind of homogeneous group 
neatly tagged together by size. 

Here, we analyse the current SME 
landscape and the people behind it, as 
well as the environmental and behavioural 
factors powering the SMEs on the frontline 
of British business in 2022.  

In Chapter Four, we’ll examine the eight 
different SME personality types our 
research has identified, but let’s start our 
assessment by considering the overall SME 
landscape in 2022. 

A diverse  
landscape
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A whopping 75% of SMEs operating in the 
UK today are sole proprietors or registered 
as self-employed. And it’s a group which 
continues to grow. Government Business 
Population Estimates in 2021 indicated 
there were more than 4.7 million sole traders 
operating in the UK – that’s more than 
double the 2.3 million figure from 2000. 

This growth has been influenced by a 
range of societal and technological factors, 
creating greater, easier opportunity for 
individuals to break away from traditional 
job roles and careers. 32% of self-employed 
people surveyed said the desire to be their 
own boss was one of their main motivating 
factors for starting their business, while 
25% cited more freedom and 19% wanted 
flexibility and ownership of their schedule.

But the pressures on a sole trader are very 
different to those faced by an employer or 
employee who operate as part of a team. 
It’s essential that guidance and support 
for SMEs takes into account this rapidly 
growing segment and caters specifically  
for them. 

The sole trader takes on an incredible 
amount of responsibility and needs 
guidance across a huge breadth of topics, 
from A to Z and everything in between. 
They might only be able to become  
an expert in a handful of these areas,  
but they must be proficient in all of them. 
That necessitates the right level and type  
of guidance and insight and making sure  
it’s accessible to the right people.  

SMEs reasons for starting their own business:

32%
wanted to be  
their own boss

25%
wanted more 
freedom

19%
wanted flexibility  
of their schedule



The sector view

If we examine the SME landscape by sector, Construction 
scores most highly in volume with Government Business 
Population Estimates in 2021 revealing there were 
913,000 Construction SMEs operating across the UK,  
with around 300,000 focused on the construction  
of buildings. 

Completing the SME top five by sector were Professional, 
Scientific and Technical activities, which include architects, 
accountants, and law practitioners (848,000); Wholesale 
and Retail trade, covering sales teams to stylists and 
farmers to fashion buyers (556,000); Administrative and 
Support Service activities like PAs and secretarial staff 
(465,000); and Information and Communication roles in 
fields such as IT and marketing (352,000).

There is an enormous range of factors that affect the  
day-to-day running of these diverse business groups.  
Some will be shared, and many will be very, very different. 
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Professional, Scientific and  
Technical activities

848,000

Administration and Support Service

465,000

Information and Communication

352,000

Wholesale and Retail trade industry

556,000
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The regional view 

It’s important to recognise that the  
regional split in the make-up of the SME 
community is not just limited to the type  
of work undertaken.

When we asked about job satisfaction,  
SME decision-makers based in London  
were 57% more likely to say that innovation 
is a leading contributor, whereas 
respondents across Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland were 82% more likely 
to value better promotion opportunities. 
Deeper relationships with clients scored 
highest in the Midlands at 28% above 
average, whilst the North over-indexed by 
15% when it came to more varied roles.

There is huge disparity across the regions  
of the UK in terms of the presence of  
small businesses and the industries they 
focus on.

In general terms, the latest government 
figures reveal a higher representation of 
SMEs in four regions – London, the South-
East, the South-West, and the East of 
England. Based on an index* for each UK 
region, London clocks in at 39% with the 
South-East 14%, the South-West 11%  
and the East of England 9%.  

“This is all part of the SME 
coat of many colours and 
any organisations wishing to 
support SMEs on their digital 
transformation journey need to 
know this. This is about as far 
from ‘One size fits all’ as it gets.

Andrew Stevens,  
Head of UK Small and Medium Business, 
Vodafone UK

* Index calculated by looking at expected number of SMEs based on population against actual number of SMEs. 

London:  
Innovation

57%
Midlands:  
Relationships with clients

28%

The North:  
More varied roles

15%
Scotland, Wales +  
N Ireland: Promotion

82%

Contributors to job satisfaction

London 39%

South-East 14%

South-West 11%

9%East of England

SMEs representation by region:
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All other regions register as negative on the scale –  
the region least represented is the North-East with -31%, 
followed by Scotland (-25%), Northern Ireland (-22%)  
and Wales (-21%).

When it comes to sectors, over one-fifth of London SMEs 
are represented by Professional, Scientific and Technical 
activities with 209,000 companies. Completing the top 
five are Construction with 127,000, Information and 
Communication with 102,000, Wholesale and Retail  
trade with 86,000, and Administrative and Support  
Services with 75,000.

Given the amount of commercial and residential new builds 
in the region, it is perhaps not surprising that the highest 
concentration of those involved in construction was in 
London and the South-East, with almost 130,000 SMEs. 

Elsewhere, the Construction Industry Training Board last 
year reported that the amount of construction work in 
the West Midlands was projected to increase by 4.8% 
on average per year through to 2025, exceeding the UK 
average of 4.4%.

In the North-East the biggest sector is Construction, but 
with just 25,000, followed by Professional, Scientific and 
Technical activities with 20,000, Wholesale and Retail trade 
with 17,000, and then Human Health and Social Work 
activities and Transportation and Storage, both with 10,000.

As we look at the ‘levelling up’ agenda, success will only 
come with simple but important insights like these into the 
differences between the demographics and motivations 
between regions, and what that means for how SMEs get 
the help that they need.
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Mind the Gap 

Given prevailing conditions, it is perhaps not surprising 
that the main business priority for a quarter of all SMEs 
is simply to stay afloat. This priority was even more acute 
amongst micro-businesses where the figure was up to 
32%. Otherwise, 28% said their main focus for 2022 was 
to increase cash flow, while 27% said that building their 
customer base was most important to them. 

Also, not so surprising was that the pandemic and its knock-
on effects created the biggest challenges for SMEs in 2021, 
with 45% citing coronavirus restrictions as causing the most 
problems for them over the last year. 
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“Guidance Gap” undermining 
pandemic recovery 

However, more jarring and disturbing is the clear 
emergence of a significant and potentially damaging 
“guidance gap” which is threatening to undermine the 
pandemic recovery and stifle long-term growth. 

One root of this problem is the fact that 71% of self-
employed people don’t describe themselves as a small 
business, meaning it’s very likely that they are missing out 
on support they are entitled to because it is so specifically 
targeted at ‘small businesses’. Given the role they have to 
play in the future of British business, it’s important that we 
bridge this gap, and soon. 

To put the challenge into context, 59% of self-employed 
people have not sought any help in the last year,  
a considerably higher figure than the 42% for SMEs overall. 

Even where SMEs do identify as such, they are not 
necessarily accessing the right kind of support and 
resources – so whilst a healthy 28% of SMEs say they 
access government support, mostly in the form of 
funding, and 12% turn to family and friends, only 5%  
have sought advice from big companies and 6% from 
business mentors. 

In short, this means 89% of SMEs are missing out on 
significant support and resources from business experts, 
often because they didn’t realise it was available to them. 

“If ever we wanted evidence that we need 
to better reach all of the SME community, 
then this is it. Thousands of these small 
businesses have missed out over the last 
two years. And whilst it’s understandable 
that many were focused on ‘trading not 
training’, it’s clear that there’s a crucial 
education job to be done here. With more 
than two thirds of Britain’s self-employed 
workers missing out on the same support 
systems as business owners running larger 
companies, we have to make significant 
changes to the accessibility and awareness 
of the right guidance.

Andrew Stevens,  
Head of UK Small and Medium Business,  
Vodafone UK

Access government support 28%

12%

5%

6%

Turn to family and friends

Sought advice from big companies

Sought advice from business mentors

SMEs’ support and resources
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Cyber security blind spot: 
Prevention is better than cure 

But this guidance gap is not just limited 
to the self-employed part of the SME 
community. There’s significant evidence 
across other parts of the landscape too – 
notably, in the field of cyber security.  
Just 8% of SMEs named it as an area of 
priority for 2022, with this number lowest 
amongst businesses with fewer than  
ten employees. 

When you consider that small businesses 
across the UK face up to 10,000 cyber-
attacks every day, and only a third have 
even the most basic cyber security 
measures in place to protect them, this low 
prioritisation is a real cause for concern. 

From our research, it’s clear that the reason 
SMEs are not prioritising cyber security  
is because they’re not fully aware of it. 
And the reason they’re not fully aware of 
it is because they are not getting the right 
guidance. It goes back to the “guidance 
gap” we identified in the previous section 
and unfortunately many SMEs are only 
realising the scale of the issue when it’s too 
late, and they’ve already had to deal with 
the consequences of a breach. It’s essential 
that the right guidance and tools reach the 
SME community sooner rather than later. 

Ultimately, prevention is always better – 
and more affordable – than cure.  

https://www.fsb.org.uk/resources-page/small-firms-suffer-close-to-10-000-cyber-attacks-daily.html
https://www.fsb.org.uk/resources-page/small-firms-suffer-close-to-10-000-cyber-attacks-daily.html
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Technology providing questions 
as well as answers

Clearly, a robust approach to cyber security 
is a fundamental cornerstone of any 
successful business operation in this day 
and age, but the transition from office to 
remote working triggered by the pandemic 
has presented many other new challenges 
to businesses of all sizes. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given their scale, 
larger SMEs have felt the impact harder 
than their smaller counterparts, with 12% 
of SMEs with 50-250 employees reporting 
technology and connectivity as one of their 
biggest hurdles in 2021, compared to just 
3% of smaller organisations. If you consider 
what’s required to undertake a mass 
migration to newer business tools such 
as Microsoft Teams, it’s not surprising that 
smaller companies are getting there faster. 
Communications and training are essential 
to implementing a new way of working,  
and smaller can definitely mean more  
agile here.  

It’s a similar story with devices, with 11% of 
50-250 employee organisations stating that 
devices had caused problems over the last 
year, compared to just 5% of those in the 
10-50 employee bracket and 4% of those 
with fewer than ten employees.

SMEs with 50-250 
employees

12%

SMEs with 50-250 
employees

11%

In smaller  
organisations

3%

SMEs with 10-50 
employees

5%
SMEs with fewer 
than 10 employees

4%

Technology as a hurdle in 2021

Devices causing problems in 2021
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But despite these challenges, technology 
continues to be the engine room of 
SME growth and the generally accepted 
view within the tech industry is that 
the pandemic has accelerated digital 
transformation by at least five to seven 
years and compressed what was initially 
a five-year journey for many companies 
into less than five months. SMEs have 
been right on the frontline of this 
transformation and 30% identify as either 
innovators (14%) – meaning they are 
willing to take risks with tech to get a 
competitive advantage – or early adopters 
(16%). The percentage of innovators 
is even higher amongst medium size 
businesses (50-250) at 21% but drops 
right down to 8% for micro-businesses.

But far too many SMEs are missing out 
on the transformational opportunities 
technology brings, with almost one in five 
(18%) describing themselves as “laggards” 
– people who wait as long as possible 
before investing in new technology –  
and a further 26% classifying themselves 
as part of the “late majority”, those 
who will only buy established or proven 
technology. This adds up to a sizeable 44% 
who are missing out on critical benefits 
which could propel their business to the 
next level. Our role is to help unlock these 
benefits by supporting SMEs with advice 
and guidance to make the very best use of 
digital and connectivity tools available. 

“Technology is a catalyst for business  
growth and profitability, and in 2022 SMEs 
of nearly all shapes and sizes will benefit 
from putting it right at the heart of their 
business strategy. Clearly, thousands of 
diverse SMEs are at different stages of their 
digital transformation journey, and in order 
to help them get to the next stage of their 
journey we need to better support them 
around technology adoption. 

We find that reticence around technology is 
usually linked to a lack of confidence, and 
that comes back to not knowing where to 
get trusted advice.

Andrew Stevens,  
Head of UK Small and Medium Business,  
Vodafone UK
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The Risk/Reward 
Conundrum 

The experience of the last two years has brought  
the ups and downs of SME life into even sharper focus.  
The pandemic, climate change, and economic and 
geopolitical uncertainty have cast a long shadow.  
 
So, is all the hard work really worth it?
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The mental health impact 

The pandemic has taken its toll in so many ways. 22% of people in the 
SME community said that their jobs have negatively impacted their 
lifestyle or mental health over the last year. This is something that we 
must work collectively to address and shows the different types of 
support that are required today – this goes beyond just knowledge  
and best practice.

The findings also show the resilience of this group. Two-thirds of SMEs  
feel that the positives outweigh the negatives.

Specific negative factors cited by micro-businesses included increased 
levels of stress (12%) and financial worry (10%), whilst those with 10-50 
employees cited the inability to switch off (13%), workload (12%),  
or fatigue (10%). Across the board, the general mental health impact was 
less on medium-sized SMEs (50–250 employees) than smaller SMEs.

While 55% agree that working for a SME requires longer hours and 52% 
feel it’s more challenging than working for a larger company, 64% said 
the effort is worth the reward.

Mental health impact 
on micro-businesses

12% had increased 
stress

10%

10%

feeling 
fatigued

13% inability to  
switch off

financial 
worry
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A rewarding experience

The risk/reward dynamic sits right at the heart of the 
SME work experience and, despite all the challenges 
highlighted so far, SMEs consistently told us that they 
really value their work. 

But, as we battle back from the pandemic, it’s interesting 
to note that the things people enjoyed most varied 
considerably by age group: 

Those aged 20-34 placed the most value  
on people, with purpose a close second  
(52% and 51% respectively)
 
The 35-49 age group were more likely to select 
lifestyle factors (56%), like flexibility and convenience 
 
61% of those aged 50-64 cited empowerment  
as their favourite element of working life

52% 56% 61%

20-34 35-49 50-64

People Flexibility and 
convenience

Empowerment

What SMEs enjoyed most
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Through our research, the first thing that became  
clear was that environmental factors are better indicators 
of business needs than personality and motivators.  
We identified four factors that actively influence  
SME challenges, motivations, and priorities:

 Their stake in  
 the business
  
 The size of  
 the business

 The foundations  
 of the business
  
 Where the business  
 largely operates from

%%

Survive or Thrive?  
Meet the eight SME 
personality types of 2022

It’s important to paint a picture of the current SME landscape – the sector view, the regional 
view, the highs and the lows, the risks and the rewards. But if we really want to understand 
the life of the SME in 2022, we need to dig deeper into this highly diverse and complex 
group. Who are they and why do they do what they do? 

No analysis of such a complex and diverse group would be complete without an 
examination of the people, the passions, and the motivations that define them.  
 
So, having established the common environmental factors, we then layered over seven 
motivational factors that run across all SME environmental aspects – passion, flexibility 
and freedom, career, culture, community and care, necessity, and leadership.
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By identifying the motivational aspects that are highly prominent 
within each environmental group, we were able to pinpoint  
eight distinct SME personality types. Here’s how they line up:

 PASSION  
 SEEKERS  
Company owners who launched their 
business because they were passionate 
about the idea, to start a legacy, or build 
something unique 

 LEAD  
 PLAYERS 
Business owners whose main motivation 
is the desire to be their own boss and take 
ownership of their career 

 SOLE  
 NOT SME  
Self-employed people who identify as  
a sole trader, rather than seeing themselves 
as a small business 

 NECESSITY  
 ENTREPRENEURS 
Those who have started their business venture 
or joined a company out of necessity, such as 
the loss of the job, needing to supplement 
their income, or because it was the only 
viable option for them 

 CAREER  
 CLIMBERS 
Employees working for SMEs who are  
most motivated by the career opportunities 
available to them, such as role variety and 
chances to be promoted and progress

 
 COMMUNITY  
 BUILDERS 
Business owners and employees at SMEs 
where they feel that they are contributing 
positively to the community, or that  
have a focus on sustainability or helping 
other people 

 THE  
 REASSESSORS 
People at companies that have been 
established in the last two years and are 
largely motivated by the opportunity for 
greater flexibility and freedom as well as  
a chance to give back to their community 

 EVER  
 PRESENTS 
Owners and senior management at 
businesses that have been in operation  
for 20+ years and have survived the  
Covid-19 pandemic 

Let’s explore these personality types  
in more detail.

1. 6.

2. 7.

3.
8.

4.

5.
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Passion Seekers

Who? 
Company owners who launched their business because 
they were passionate about the idea, wanted to start a 
legacy, or build something unique.

Why?
Passion Seekers are those who have started a business  
out of love for an idea. They over-index on characteristics 
such as “ambitious” and “creative” when describing 
themselves. Their passion extends beyond their  
working life, continually seeking inspiration, new ideas,  
and developing new skills. They are social – continually 
looking to build new connections and relationships 
either for work or simply for the sake of expanding their 
community. Several SMEs in this category said their 
biggest challenge in 2021 was competition from larger 
companies. While passion is their prime motivator,  
they are also driven by the option of being their own  
boss, the flexibility available to them, and a chance  
to give back to the community.

Demographics
Passion Seekers are slightly skewed towards a male 
demographic and are more than twice as likely to run 
businesses with fewer than ten employees, with 79% 
classified as micro-businesses. Londoners and those 
from areas outside of England are more than 40% more 
likely to sit in our Passion Seekers personality group, 
while the North and Midlands regions have the lowest 
representation. Gen X account for nearly half of this  
group, with Baby Boomers forming an additional 20%. 

Industries
Retail, Professional Services and Entertainment are the  
top three industries for Passion Seekers. While 7% work  
in Manufacturing and a further 5% in Construction,  
they are less likely to work in these sectors compared  
to the overall sample. 

Case Study: Buttercrumble

“Both of us strongly identify as Passion 
Seekers – as twin sisters we used to sit and 
draw together and basically our childhood 
has evolved into a business. But although  
we have this shared passion at the core,  
that is just the start and one of the important 
lessons we’ve learned is the importance of 
proactivity. In 2022, I’d like to see more of it 
both from SMEs and the organisations that 
can help us. It’s very rare for anyone to come 
along and offer you support, it’s something 
you really need to seek out and as SMEs  
we need to get better at this because I know 
there is funding out there. We’ve had a lot 
of back and forth trying to secure support 
and there’s a very clear disconnect where 
departments and organisations, both public 
and private, are obviously not speaking to 
each other. We’ve seen consistent growth 
even through the pandemic, but it would 
have been great to have better and clearer 
support during a very difficult time.

Co-founder Abigail Baldwin 

Creative design studio established in 2017 
by twin sisters Abigail and Chloe Baldwin



“The business we started in 2013 is 
unrecognisable from the business today but 
in many ways, we are still the same Passion 
Seekers who had a vision and decided to go 
for it. Since day one it’s been about making 
decisions and the pandemic reminded us 
of this in very strong terms – SMEs need 
to be agile and able to pivot if something 
isn’t working. You have to look at the sales, 
data and trends and sometimes you have 
to let go of something to make space for 
something where the demand is. We’re now 
a team of 18 but even if you don’t have 
this kind of resource, it’s really important 
to tap into the expertise of consultants 
and freelancers who can help shape your 
business through sales listings, graphic 
design or social media. The team, including 
consultants and freelancers, is so important 
and creating a positive culture can help you 
grow and enjoy the journey, even when the 
going gets tough.

Founder Rimi Thapar

Rimi Thapar established LoveRaw nine 
years ago with just £600, a food processor 
and a head full of dreams. Today, her plant-
based chocolate products are stocked 
in the likes of Boots, Waitrose & Partners, 
ASDA, and Whole Foods
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Who? 
Business owners whose main motivation is the desire to be 
their own boss and take ownership of their career.

Why?
Lead Players are 10% more likely than the rest of our 
SME audience to describe themselves as career focused. 
Their jobs are inextricably linked to who they are, and it 
is a big part of their lives, working longer hours and 9% 
more likely to have suffered stress or health issues related 
to their jobs. However, they believe the hard work pays 
off, with 80% agreeing that the risk and effort is worth 
the reward. While being their own boss was their main 
motivator behind starting their business, they were also 
chasing greater flexibility and freedom and looking for 
opportunities to make more money. They over-index by 
100% for having an interest in entrepreneurship.

Demographics
Lead Players are comprised of 34% females and 66% 
males and predominantly based in the South of England. 
London over-indexes most across all regions for this group. 
They are predominantly running micro-businesses of 
under ten employees. Baby Boomers are more than twice 
as likely to be Lead Players, with businesses predominantly 
being in the 11-15 years-old bracket.

Industries
Lead Players work across a diverse range of industries, 
from Professional Services and Skilled Trade to Arts 
and Entertainment. They over-index in jobs or sectors 
where they have potentially moved into operating on a 
contractor or freelance basis – such as IT (+7%), Design 
(+115%) or Cleaning Services (+239%). The third largest 
industry is Retail. Only 8% of Lead Players operate from a 
shop front, but only 7% operate their business nationwide.

Lead Players



Vodafone
SMEs Like Me23 Chapter 1 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5

Who? 
Self-employed people who identify as a sole trader, rather 
than seeing themselves as a small business.

Why?
71% of self-employed people don’t describe themselves 
as a small business, which means they may be missing out 
on access to the same support systems as other business 
owners who run larger companies. Although they were less 
likely to be impacted by Covid-19 than their counterparts, 
they were more affected by cash flow. Furthermore, they 
were more likely to have suffered from work-related health 
problems, including negative impacts on their mental 
health or lifestyle. Their main motivators are flexibility 
factors, and the ability to be their own bosses.

Demographics
A small proportion of Sole Not SMEs, though operating the 
business alone, are not necessarily working alone and do 
employ people. According to Hiscox, many self-employed 
people register as sole traders as it is the simplest business 
structure. The gender split for this group is in line with the 
overall survey sample, rather than being skewed towards 
male like other owner/founder personalities. Scotland, 
Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Midlands regions over-
index for Sole Not SMEs. Across the board, 35.5% have an 
undergraduate degree and 12% have postgraduate degrees 
(compared to national average). 18% have been to trade  
or technical school.

Industries
30% of Sole Not SMEs were employed full-time before 
establishing their current venture. Furthermore, more 
than half of this group (54%) worked in different industries 
beforehand too, indicating a significant shift at some point 
in their career, leaving behind full-time work and moving 
into a new sector. 3% work in Transportation, which could 
include people who are self-employed delivery drivers,  
and another 4% work in Personal Services, such as personal 
trainers. They are twice as likely to work in Arts and Crafts 
as other SMEs.

Sole Not SME
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Who? 
Those who have started their business venture or joined 
a company out of necessity, such as the loss of the job, 
needing to supplement their income, or because it was  
the only viable option for them.

Why?
Our research found that not everyone is motivated to 
start a business or join a SME because of factors such 
as passion, an innovative idea, or the desire for greater 
flexibility. A number of business owners and senior 
workers stepped into their roles largely out of necessity – 
referencing factors such as being made redundant,  
or a change in situation or family scenario meaning  
they were forced to find a new source of income.

Demographics
Those who have started or joined a business out of 
necessity are over-represented in the Midlands and 
particularly in the North of England. Women are also 11% 
more likely to fit in this category compared to our overall 
survey results. A necessity job is not necessarily a negative, 
as many people – particularly women – may have started 
business ventures due to the flexibility it offered them 
versus being an employee. Londoners make up 12% of 
necessity entrepreneurs but are much less likely to sit  
in this group.

Industries
Some of the top industries for Necessity Entrepreneurs 
include Manufacturing, Transportation, Maintenance and 
Repair, and Construction, with the first three over-indexing 
by at least 38%. Nearly a quarter (23%) of Necessity 
Entrepreneurs lead or run a medium sized business  
(50-250 people), showing that ‘necessity’ doesn’t have  
to be a barrier. Age-wise, Baby Boomers are over-represented 
by nearly double, as their companies have been in operation 
for many years.
 

Necessity Entrepreneurs
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Who? 
Career Climbers are more likely to be found at small to 
medium sized businesses than micro-businesses due  
to the salary, opportunities and benefits offered by working 
within the structure of a slightly larger organisation.

Why?
Career Climbers are more likely to be found at small to 
medium sized businesses than micro-businesses due to 
the salary, opportunities and benefits offered by working 
within the structure of a slightly larger organisation.  
However, 17% work at micro-businesses see this as the 
best route for their career progression. Money and benefits 
are big motivators, with 71% saying that being financially 
secure is important to them. A further 65% agree that 
it’s important to learn new skills while 54% want to keep 
challenging themselves. Interestingly, only 27% describe 
themselves as career-focused, suggesting they are more 
focused on the benefits and personal development than 
career progression alone.

Demographics
Career Climbers are fairly evenly represented across all 
UK regions. They largely work at companies with at least 
ten employees, though 38% work for medium companies 
with 50-250 employees, suggesting slightly larger 
organisations provide the opportunities and benefits that 
this audience is seeking. They skew towards a slightly 
younger demographic, with 41% being Millennials.  
Their education levels vary, with 34% completing school 
up to age 18 while a further 33% have completed 
undergraduate degrees.

Industries
Career Climbers work across all sectors, from 
Manufacturing and Construction to IT and Professional 
Services. Although 16% are also motivated by passion  
for their sector, they are more driven by what their role  
or company offers them in terms of career development 
and opportunity so, in many cases, industry comes second 
to the job itself. 

Career Climbers
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Who? 
Business owners and employees at SMEs where they feel 
that they are contributing positively to the community, or 
that have a focus on sustainability or helping other people.

Why?
Those in this group enjoy having a sense of purpose 
in their roles, with their main motivators at work being 
passion for the subject, a chance to give back to the 
community, and having a focus on sustainability.  
Outside of work, they place a high value on looking after 
the environment, being open minded, and hold the belief 
that everyone should have equal rights. When it comes  
to job satisfaction, their third-top factor was feeling that 
their contributions are making a difference. However, 18% 
say they feel overworked while 32% said their work has 
had a negative impact on their mental health or lifestyle  
in the last year. This compares to 25% across all audiences, 
suggesting this is a group particularly heavily impacted  
by their day-to-day roles.

Demographics
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland over-index by 
almost 20% when it comes to this category, suggesting 
people in these regions are more likely to move into roles 
because of their desire to support communities or the 
environment. Women are also 10% more likely to fit into 
the Community Builders category compared with our 
overall survey results. People in this category work across 
all size of businesses.

Industries
Those in the Community Builders category over-index 
in industries including Retail, Medical Services, Health 
and Beauty, and Food Services. They are less likely 
than other SMEs to work in creative sectors (e.g., Music, 
Entertainment, and Photography). Several people in  
this group named jobs such as funeral workers, youth 
work, non-profit SMEs, counselling, and other mental 
health services.

Community Builders



Vodafone
SMEs Like Me27 Chapter 1 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5

“I’m not sure I could be more of a Community 
Builder if I tried – it’s the DNA of my business 
and community is absolutely what Yogi 
Bare is about. We’ve built something from 
scratch and it’s evolving all the time. It’s also 
important to remember that SMEs are a 
community too and whilst we’re all different, 
the challenges different SMEs face aren’t 
unique, so we really need to talk openly 
about them if we want to get better – there 
is no shame in admitting to the bumps on 
your journey. In my case, I needed to take a 
step back and look at my business objectively 
rather than emotionally – like many SMEs,  
I didn’t always take the support available to 
me because I was so ‘in the moment’ grafting 
and grinding and trying to save the business 
but I have a responsibility to be honest about 
the realities of running a business so people 
don’t feel alone and shut down and that’s 
what I’m trying to do.

Founder Kat Pither

Kat Pither launched Yogi Bare in 2016 with 
a mission to bring eco sensitive products 
and fun and personality to the yoga world
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Who? 
People at companies that have been established in the last 
two years and are largely motivated by the opportunity for 
greater flexibility and freedom as well as a chance to give 
back to their community.

Why?
Companies that were established in the last two years were 
less impacted by Covid-19 than their older counterparts, 
likely because many of them were born as a result of the 
pandemic and therefore better positioned to navigate 
operations during the pandemic.

Demographics
Londoners are 57% more likely to fit into The Reassessors 
category, a trend identified broadly during and post-
Covid-19 as many living in the capital decided to shake up 
their careers or lifestyle. They are also 20% more likely to 
live in urban areas as opposed to rural or suburban areas. 
The North of England, meanwhile, is under-represented 
for this category, accounting for only 18% of the audience 
total. 46% of people in this category work for micro-
businesses and more than half describe themselves as sole 
traders. 40% of this group are self-employed while 58% are 
full-time employed.

Industries
56% of The Reassessors worked in a different industry 
prior to working in their current role. Overall, 12% work in 
consultant roles, suggesting they have stepped away from 
their previous roles and moved into jobs that allow greater 
flexibility and ownership. The Reassessors predominantly 
work from home (56%) and are 73% more likely to run their 
operations from home compared with other SMEs surveyed.

The Reassessors
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Who? 
Owners and senior management at businesses that have 
been in operation for 20+ years and have survived the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

Why?
Comprising one of the largest categories in the UK SME 
landscape is the Ever Presents – the companies that 
have been operating for 20+ years. Overrepresented 
in the North of England, these companies include the 
likes of those in the manufacturing and transportation 
industries. The main reason for starting or joining their 
companies was better salary or benefits. The Ever Presents 
represent the highest crossover between the Necessity 
Entrepreneurs, Lead Players and Passion Seekers groups. 
26% work for businesses with 50-250 employees, so they 
are less likely to be sole traders.

Demographics
While The Reassessors skew towards London and away 
from the North of England, the opposite is true when it 
comes to Ever Presents. 32% of people in this category 
reside in the North, versus just 18% of businesses 
established in the last two years. There are more  
males than females in this group, and they are largely 
comprised of Gen X (61%) and Baby Boomers (21%).  
Nearly half of Ever Presents work at businesses with  
under ten employees.

Industries
The top industries among the Ever Presents group are 
more traditional sectors, such as Manufacturing and 
Transportation, Retail and Food Services, Construction, 
or Maintenance and Repair. 8% also work in Professional 
Services, including roles such as operations managers, 
accountants, consultants, and facilities managers.

Ever Presents
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Above all else, this report finds that there is no one 
consistent theme within the SME sector – there is huge 
variety across industry, age, motivations, concerns, 
attitudes and ambitions. 

We have used a data-driven approach to identify eight 
personality types, but we’re confident that there are many 
more than this. As we continually refine and develop 
this research, we want to hear from members of the SME 
community about where they think they fit, and where 
they think they differ. We want to keep building out the 
personalities that make up this economic powerhouse,  
so that we can keep enhancing the service that we provide. 

To ensure success for the sector is maximised, and the 
country’s ‘levelling up’ ambitions are realised, it’s essential 
to recognise the diversity within the SME community. 
Communication, guidance and policy making have to 
evolve to ensure that everyone in this group is catered for. 

The example of the 71% of sole traders that don’t consider 
themselves as a business is a powerful one. Those individuals 
aren’t being reached by traditional approaches to small 
business support, and that jeopardises their ability to keep 
up with the change around them through adoption of digital 
tools and services. 

Time to look  
in the mirror
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In turn, that jeopardises their success, and their 
contribution to the economic recovery of the UK. It’s the 
same with the other key barriers we’ve highlighted in 
the report – whether it’s challenges with technology and 
connectivity, lack of awareness around cyber security,  
or support around mental health. In all cases, these 
barriers are limiting the economic potential of SMEs  
at a time when we need them most.

As we said at the start, the better we understand the true 
identity of the people behind the SMEs, the better we 
can support them with the tools, resources, and solutions 
they’ll need to thrive and prosper on their journey.  
 
And that can make a huge difference to this one big 
community – and the millions of people behind it.



Leon Garwood
leon.garwood@vodafone.com

Communications Manager –  
Corporate, B2B and Consumer Devices  
External Affairs at Vodafone
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