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It’s not the high street of your childhood anymore. Your world, your 
customer, and your business have evolved, so why hasn’t your bank? 
As your business prepares to take on the next decade, it may be time 
to re-evaluate your slower-moving financial relationships.
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Foreword 

Small and Medium-size Enterprises (SMEs) 
are the engine of the economy. Businesses 
ranging from sole traders to those with 
250 employees create between 50-60% of 
business value in developed economies1. But 
these essential businesses are stuck with 
anachronistic financial services providers that 
have not moved with the times and may no 
longer be fit for purpose. We have seen the 
media coverage, and our customers share 
with us the difficulties SMEs face in accessing 
credit, getting paid and finding financial 
partners that are focused on their needs. 

At Revolut Business, we are dedicated to 
providing you with the best possible business 
account. So, we conducted research to find 
out how we can help. 

Our research highlights a world still dominated 
by the traditional high street banks in which 
relatively high levels of reported satisfaction 
are contrasted with significant desire for 
change. It reveals a market characterised 
by long-term relationships but rapidly 
evolving needs. The growing tension between 
established service providers and dynamic, 

fast-moving business requirements is a 
consistent theme connecting the responses 
of SMEs across sectors and geographies. The 
reasons why businesses choose a bank are 
fast changing, as digital native businesses 
demand a digital-first experience.

By talking to businesses in the UK, France and 
Poland to better understand the services you 
want and the types of business accounts you 
use, we wanted to find out how you used your 
accounts today, what features were useful 
and which you had outgrown. Plus, where new 
thinking, new technology and new approaches 
could add value.

Fundamentally, the research reveals an 
inflection point. Loyalty, comfort and 
acceptance is fast giving way to concern. Can 
the needs of digital-first business be met by 
existing relationships? 

63% of SMEs have been with their 
bank for five years or more: it is time 
to take a hard look at your banking 
relationship.

 1. OECD

https://www.oecd.org/mcm/documents/C-MIN-2017-8-EN.pdf
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Time for a change? 

The start of a new decade is the perfect time 
for businesses to refocus on growth. 

Yet, our research among SMEs in the UK, 
France and Poland, suggests that many are 
relying on the relationships that served their 
businesses five or even ten years ago. Amidst 
all the change of the last decade, we think 
it’s worth checking to see if more modern 
approaches and innovations could super-
charge your business.

Seventy-nine percent of SMEs in the UK have 
their primary banking relationship with one 
of the established high-street banks such as 
Barclays or RBS. The majority, 43% in the UK 
(38% in France) selected the same bank for 

their business as for their personal banking. 
Poland is an outlier here with only 20% making 
that decision. 

It’s a no-brainer that businesses have chosen 
banks with big storefronts and big brand 
recognition – physical proximity to the 
business is one of the biggest reasons SMEs 
selected their banking provider according to 
38% of SMEs in Poland and France, and 27% 
in the UK. But is this majority making the 
smartest choice for their business needs? 

Should your choice of provider be 
driven by personal banking and 
proximity to a bank?
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Why SMEs chose their current business banking provider

A Proximity to business location/headquarters

B Range of services

C Existing personal banking relationship

D Best rates

E Best introductory offer

F Market reputation

G Specific service offers for my sector

H Recommendation from a friend or family
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Almost a quarter (23%) have not 
updated their business banking 
provider since 2008. 

Your high growth, digital-first 
business deserves a business 
account upgrade. 

How long have SMEs been with their banks?

In total, 63% have had the same bank for more 
than five years. The smallest businesses (1-10 
employees) have the longest relationships, 
with 35% having the same bank for over 11 
years. Loyalty can be a virtue, and we all like 
stability in our business relationships, but 
the world has changed over that time, and so 
have your needs. New approaches to business 
banking might now be a better fit. 

Business banking requirements are very 
different from personal banking, especially in 
today’s fast-moving digital economy.

For example, opportunities to reach global 
customers and engage international 

suppliers are multiplying for almost every 
business. Fifty-five percent of SMEs do some 
international business, either with customers 
or suppliers, and a further 13% expect to start 
doing so soon. A recent survey found 52% of 
European SMEs looking to expand into a new 
European market in the coming 12 months2. 

So, SMEs need the flexibility to pay and be paid 
in multiple currencies, to authorise staff to 
make payments, access and manage accounts 
and other services not available with basic 
accounts. Just because a bank is a good fit for 
your personal accounts does not mean it will 
be the best choice for your business accounts.     

24.58% 
5–6 years

22.59% 
3–4 years

11.46% 
1–2 years

3.82% 
Less than a year

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

14.78% 
7–10 years

22.75% 
11+ years

2. Clearwater International Growth Europe Report 

https://www.clearwaterinternational.com/assets/pdfs/L7840-Clearwater-International-European-Growth-Report-LR.pdf
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3. Statistica

4. Eurostat

5. UK Finance

At the turn of the last decade, the global 
financial crisis was still just unfolding, with 
many banks around the world reliant on 
government aid to stay in business. It was a 
business landscape only just emerging from 
the analogue age: fewer than one in five 
people (19%) had access to a 3G smartphone3, 
just one in ten (10%) of European SMEs had 
taken an order online4. It was an economy 
dominated by cash and cheques5. 

In 2008, over 1.5 billion cheques were raised in 
the UK alone, a number that had fallen to just 
400 million by 2018 and continues to do so. Sixty 
percent of all transactions were paid in cash. 

A decade of dramatic change: has your banking changed with it? 

In 2010, the list of most valuable companies 
globally was dominated by  ‘traditional 
businesses’. Today, not only are tech 

companies top of the list of most valuable 
firms, but smartphones, internet services, 
apps, and online video have all transformed 
the day-to-day experience of many SMEs. 

SMEs are flexible to their customers’ 
and have adapted to take payments in 
many ways. Today, there is an even split 
between payments taken in cash (24% of all 
transactions) and cards (23%). Bank transfers 
are now the most common way of paying and 
being paid (34%) but emerging channels like 
cryptocurrency are gaining traction.

An interesting indicator of how SME business 
is evolving is the increasing use of alternative 
currencies like Bitcoin. Just over three per 
cent (3.3%) of customer transactions are now 
reported to be in cryptocurrency, rising to 
over 5% in France and slightly more than 10% 
of payments from customers of SMEs in the 
communications, marketing and advertising 
sectors.

A decade ago, cash dominated, 
making up 60% of all payments — 
in the next decade it will be used in 
less than 9%.

23.42%
Cash

100%

16.41% 
Wire transfer

100%

22.72%
Credit/debit card

100%

3.35% 
Cryptocurrency

100%

34.1% 
Bank transfer

100%

How do SME customers pay?

https://www.clearwaterinternational.com/assets/pdfs/L7840-Clearwater-International-European-Growth-Report-LR.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/232688/3g-mobile-wireless-penetration-in-europe/ 
https://www.clearwaterinternational.com/assets/pdfs/L7840-Clearwater-International-European-Growth-Report-LR.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tin00111/default/map?lang=en 
https://www.clearwaterinternational.com/assets/pdfs/L7840-Clearwater-International-European-Growth-Report-LR.pdf
https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/system/files/Summary-UK-Payment-Markets-2018.pdf 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/financialcrisis/3162206/Financial-crisis-500-billion-bail-out-plan-helps-stabilise-banks.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-48544695


056. UK Finance

Only 10% of UK SMEs (14% in France, although 
only 5% in Poland) still visit their bank 
branch every day to likely pay-in cash and 
cheques. But with cash continuing to decline 
as a payment method, (it will be used in just 
9% of transactions in the UK by 20276) the 
prevalence of physically paying-in cash at 
a bricks and mortar branch is set to decline 
further. 

Fewer and fewer SMEs find the need to visit 
a physical high-street bank or even speak to 
their customer service representatives over 
the phone. 

Instead, they’re accessing information and 
services from the comfort of their own desks.

Mobile banking is on the rise with SMEs 
using mobile banking for their business daily 
(33%) or weekly (28%). As with many financial 
trends, what was an innovative B2C offering 
a decade ago is beginning to be an expected 
service in the B2B space now. 

54% say they seldom or never call 
their bank. 40% seldom or never 
visit a branch.

43% percent of SMEs use online 
banking daily to manage their 
accounts. An additional 30% do so 
weekly.
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A By visiting a physical branch

B By telephone

C By email

D Via the website

E On a mobile app

How do SMEs contact their banks?

https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/pdf/UK%20Cash%20and%20Cash%20Machines%202019%20SUMMARY.pdf#overlay-context= 
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It’s clear from these findings that SMEs 
are changing their habits and using new 
technologies to interact with their banks. But 
the high-street banks have not completely 
moved to the digital age.

Does your bank still require some processes to be 
undertaken in person? Can you open an account, 
add a signatory, or apply for an overdraft without 
visiting the bank manager in person?

Take opening a business account. Most 
traditional banks require identity documents, 
proof of address, fiscal details and in some 
cases company ownership details. And this 
needs to be done in person, at a branch and 
often requires multiple visits. 

The good news is that there is now “an app 
for that”. And digital-first business banking 
providers allow you to sign up using your 
laptop or mobile, the application takes minutes 
and most businesses are up and running in 24 
hours.  

Nearly one-in-three (29%) SMEs 
still need to visit their bank branch 
once a month. 
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The ‘Fintech’ revolution has delivered not just 
convenience and ease of use, but choice and 
flexibility. Our research shows it’s already 
common for businesses to use more than one 
bank to get the range of services they need. 

In Poland, 65% of SMEs have two or more 
banking relationships, it’s 49% in France and 
37% in the UK. Ten percent of French and 
Polish SMEs have relationships with four, five, 
or even six different banks – the figure for the 
UK is 5%. 

With increased flexibility with financial 
management options, businesses are free to 
tailor their suite of tools to their needs – or 
consolidate with a single super-app. 

Some things will always be important but 
should never be taken for granted. Security 
was the number one requirement from SMEs 
looking for accounts, 89% rated this as 
important or very important. As you’d expect, 
low fees are high on the list of requirements 
with 86% of SMEs rating them as important or 
very important. 

Other findings were indicative of the shift to a 
more dynamic business environment. Almost 
half (46%) said 24/7 access to their accounts 
was very important reflecting the ‘always-on’ 
nature of many businesses.

SMEs are looking for something new

Forty-two percent of SMEs are 
looking to change bank in the next 
12 months

24/7 access to their accounts is very 
important, say half of SMEs
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A Transparency of charges

B Low fees

C 24/7 access

D Specific advice for my business

E Security

F Range of banking services 

G Access to credit 

H Dedicated account manager 

I Simple/automatic integration with accounting software

J Perks 

K Good exchange rates 

What do SMEs value in their business banking partner?

Saving time on routine financial tasks was 
also a priority with 56% putting automatic 
or simple integration between accounting 
systems and financial accounts as important 
or very important.

Time management was a strong theme across 
all of the SMEs we surveyed, with one-in-
three (36%) concerned about the amount 
of time they spent reconciling accounts and 
doing other basic financial administration 

tasks. And this is a problem that gets worse as 
businesses grow in size. 

While a significant proportion (17%) of 
businesses with fewer than 10 employees were 
very or quite concerned about the time spent 
on financial admin, this rises to 26% of those 
with 11 to 25 employees and almost two-thirds 
(62%) of businesses with 50-100 employees.



09

How concerned are SMEs over time spent on account admin?
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Number of employees

51–10026–5011–250–10

Very Concerned

Quite Concerned

Almost one in five (18%) of businesses with 51 to 
100 employees, are very concerned about this.  

This size of business also reports the highest 
average time spent doing financial admin each 
month with 61% spending 5-10 hours on it 
every month, and 17% spending 11 or more. 
This adds up to fifteen working days a year 
– almost 6% of the working year – time that 
could be spent serving customers, developing 
products, marketing or training staff.

SMEs are also frustrated by fees – and 
specifically by the lack of transparency banks 
offer around fees and charges. 47% of UK 
SMEs are paying more than £50 every month 
in bank fees – nearly two in 10 (17%) pay more 
than £250 each month. 

The situation is worse in France where 67% 
pay more than €50 each month and more 
than a quarter (26%) pay over €150 every 
month. Polish SMEs have a slightly better 
deal with only 36% paying more than 247zł 
a month. Seven percent of the largest SMEs 
(101-250 employees) pay more than the 
equivalent of £2,500 every month in fees.

Transparency is at the heart of this issue. 
Thirteen percent are surprised by the fees 
they pay all the time, and 20% most of the 
time. As a result, 47% are concerned or very 
concerned about the fees they are charged. In 
France, this figure rises to 66%.

As a result, transparency of charges tops 
the list of requirements for SMEs – equalling 
security with 89% rating it as important or 
very important.

And yet, many seem resigned to accept 
services better suited to yesterday’s business 
landscape. Why is this? 

One-third believe that other providers are 
no better. Twelve percent are still wedded to 
the need for a local bricks and mortar branch 
and don’t have an alternative nearby. Another 
12% feel it is too hard to change, and 9% feel 
they simply don’t have time. But having your 
business accounts with a provider that can 
solve many of the issues SMEs report could be 
the difference between merely surviving and 
thriving this decade.

Nearly one in ten UK businesses 
don’t know what fees they pay.

89% value transparency the most.
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Ten years ago, many SMEs still relied on 
business services and practices that had 
not changed for decades. It was common to 
prepare accounts on paper and go to meet 
accountants weighed down with hardcopies of 
invoices, receipts and statements. They met 
with lawyers to draw up contracts and planned 
their work in team meetings and with paper 
diaries and planners.

Today’s SMEs have a host of instant, simple 
and always-on digital tools that automate 
so many aspects of the business routine, 
allowing them to get on with the work they 
love. From cloud-based accounting such as 
Xero or QuickBooks, task management and 
collaboration software like Monday.com and 
Slack, to online legal services like Sparqa – 
these all make running your business easier. 

Consumers and businesses alike are getting 
used to on-demand services from the ‘gig 
economy’ whether it’s ordering an Uber or 
lunch from Deliveroo, we naturally pick up our 

smartphone when we have an immediate need 
and open an app. We expect simple, easy-
to-use and immediate services. Our research 
suggests SMEs are starting to expect similar 
from their financial services providers.
When asked for the top three qualities they 
wanted from their business bank, SMEs put 
customer experience at the top of the list.  
Fifty percent chose ‘User Friendliness – easy 
to navigate, make payments etc’, the highest 
proportion for any feature. Automation of 
regular tasks (28%) and offering ‘perks’ (25%) 
were the next two most frequently selected.

And there are solutions out there that provide 
all of this. Innovative business account 
providers are mobile and web-first, designed 
around ease of use and the tools and features 
that SMEs use most frequently.

Fifty percent put ‘User Friendliness 
— easy to navigate’ as top desired 
attribute.

Business banking in the 2020s



11

Since 2018, the UK’s largest banks have been 
forced to allow customers to share their 
account data with other regulated businesses 
who may offer more innovative and better 
services, additional functionality and benefits. 
Open Banking, as it is called in the UK, is also 
rolling out across the EU. 

One of the significant benefits of Open 
Banking is that SMEs can see all of their 
accounts in one place. The development of 
online and mobile ‘dashboards’ that provide an 
accurate overview of all accounts in simple, 
graphical formats, makes managing your 
business finances much easier.

Synchronisation and reconciliation of bank 
accounts with accounting packages such as 

01 Create a dashboard that links all your 
business accounts

02  Use a virtual account to track expenses 
and income for a specific line of business

03  Automate payment of regular bills

04  Integrate accounting packages (like 
Xero or Quickbooks) with your bank for easy 
reconciliation

05 Use a single mobile app to stay on top of 
all your accounts

Xero and Quickbooks is also much simpler 
thanks to Open Banking, and there are a wide 
range of ways in which you can manage virtual 
accounts, payments, and expenses using these 
services. 

Often much more intuitive and easier to use, 
dashboards can be adopted without needing 
to change banks. Open Banking allows you to 
share your data with whichever service you 
prefer.

These services can simplify your financial 
processes and give you a taste of the slick 
user interfaces and easy-to-use features that 
are the hallmark of the ‘fintech’ revolution.

New regulations, new opportunities

Five Open Banking Tips for SMEs
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It’s good practice to periodically review 
suppliers and make sure you are getting the 
best deal. Just like maintaining a car, there 

are things you should check during every trip, 
some things once a month, some two or three 
times a year.

01. Audit your accounts

• Make sure you know what fees you are 
paying – keep track of fees charged per 
transaction. These can add up! 

• Conduct a quarterly audit of all fees – do 
you need the services you are paying for? 
Would flat monthly fees make more sense 
than per-transaction fees?

03. Review

• At least every few years, conduct an in-
depth review of your business accounts 
and benchmark against other providers.  

• Are the reasons you selected them still 
valid? 

• Have they evolved towards or away from 
your business needs? 

• What are others offering in terms of fees, 
services and added value? 

• Speak to peers to see what business 
accounts they have and what they rate. 

04. Use our compatibility worksheet

Use our compatibility worksheet to meas-
ure your ‘fit’ with your current provider

02. Take stock of your needs

• Once a year, list how your financial needs 
have changed and outline what you really 
need from your business accounts. 

• What additional services do you need or 
would be useful now and in the next 12 
months? 

• Use this checklist to assess your business 
accounts for ‘fit’ with your business:  

 ·  Is having a local brick and mortar branch 
still important?  

 · What proportion of your business now 
requires currency exchange?  

 · How many staff need payment cards or 
access to business accounts?  

 · Is your current provider still the best 
option to meet these needs?

Review your business banking relationships in four steps
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As an SME you always have to be on your toes 
to survive. Things change fast and challenges 
and opportunities need agile reactions. You 
do this every day, always on the look-out for 
a better deal and a new way to delight your 
customers.

Worryingly, our research finds that SMEs are 
happy to continue with relationships that have 
not evolved with them. Things that used to be 
important, such as having a physical branch 
close by that you can pay cash into, no longer 
make as much sense. 

Businesses change all the time, never more so 
than in today’s fast-paced digital economy. It 
makes sense to review the banking services 
you get to make sure they are aligned with 
what you really need. Ensuring that your bank 
is delivering the right service is no different 
from auditing any other supplier against your 
changing requirements.

The survey was commissioned by
Revolut Business.

Sapio Research conducted a survey
of 602 business owners, managers and
financial directors in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) in the UK, France and
Poland. For the purposes of this research
SMEs are defined as business with 250
employees or fewer.

The interviews were conducted online by
Sapio Research in October and November
2019 using an email invitation and an
online survey.

Results of any sample are subject to
sampling variation. The magnitude of the
variation is measurable and is affected by
the number of interviews and the level of the
percentages expressing the results. 

In this particular study, the chances are 95 
in 100 that a survey result does not vary, 
plus or minus, by more than 4.0 percentage 
points from the result that would be obtained 
if interviews had been conducted with all 
persons in the universe represented by the 
sample. Sample was selected from online
partner panels.

But, changing your approach to handling 
your business finances doesn’t need to be a 
radical break. Thanks to Open Banking, you 
can find lots of alternative providers than offer 
innovative services that can complement your 
existing relationships. 

Start with an online Dashboard that will let you 
connect your existing business accounts (such 
as those you may hold with Barclays, Nest 
Bank or Crédit Agricole) to give you one clear 
view and easy-to-use interface. You’ll reap the 
benefits of our slick interface but also keep 
multiple accounts serving different elements 
of your business. You can also begin to take 
advantage of our integrations with many of the 
tools that are transforming SMEs today, from 
online accounting to exciting perks.

Nothing is forever and financial needs change. 
Make 2020 the year you take off your rose-
coloured lenses and consider changing those 
relationships for the better. 

About the study



Overall, how happy are you with your business account?

Happy Neutral Very Unhappy

How much do you pay in fees?

Not much I don’t know Too much

How do you prefer to do your banking?

Mostly in person A mix Online or via app

You transact mostly in...

Cash Online paymentsPaper and online invoices Card payments

How often do you like to visit a branch?

Multiple times a week Montly Almost neverWeekly Quarterly

How often do you transact internationally?

Never Rarely Sometimes Often

A B C

Self Assessment: Put your business account to the test

Answer the questions below according to the scale along the horizontal axis. Take note of which 
column your answer falls into. Then, turn to the next page to see your results.



Your results

Mostly Column A

Your business style, customer base or industry 
still require you to transact in person or deal 
heavily in cash. You may need to stick with a 
traditional method of banking, at least for some 
of your services.

Mostly Column B

You’re at a crossroads. Your business is equal 
parts old school and new school, likely because 
you want to maximise the way you serve your 
customers. Consider a combination of accounts 
and services to get the most out of your business. 
With Open Banking, you can link your traditional 
business account to one which may be better 
suited for your online needs.

Mostly Column C

Traditional means just don’t fit the way you do 
business. You services customers online and 
probably hate waiting in bank queues and getting 
stuck on hold when you call. Consider switching 
to a business account that works with, not 
against you. It’s easier than you think.



Thank
you

To find out more about Revolut Business, visit 
revolut.com/business

http://revolut.com/business
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