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About Business Partners Limited

Business Finance

R250 000 to R50 million

R24bn financing SMEs

73 000 transactions

690 000 jobs facilitated

Fund management

Technical Assistance & 
mentorship

General, sectoral &specialist 
technical assistance 

e.g. ISO certification, HACCP 
accreditation

Turnaround solutions

Skills training of SME staff
e.g. optimal usage of 
equipment, software

Expert mentors

Property & Asset 
Management

R1,8bn in properties

Industrial & retail

Available for rental by 
SMEs

Business Partners 
International

Business finance & technical 

assistance

Kenya, Malawi, Namibia, 

Uganda & Rwanda



*Business Partners Ltd SME Confidence Index & Stats SA QLFS

Overview of South Africa SME Industry

Quarter 4 of 2023

SME estimated at         
907 940

40 000 fewer SMEs than in 
2019

Pre-2020
Steady increase in the 
number of SMEs.*

Almost 1 million SMEs.

Covid-19 pandemic hit.

SME contribution to SA economy

35% of SA’s GDP (estimated 
range is 35% to 50%).

+50% of people in formal jobs 
are employed by SMEs 

+60% of new jobs created 
every year are created by SMEs 



Business Partners Ltd SME 
Confidence Index

2012
o Introduced over a decade ago
o 15 485 SMEs

Purpose
o Obtaining the views of SME sector.
o Gauge the buoyancy of the sector by

means of a quarterly SME index 
o Shape the SME environment

Questionnaire focus areas
o Top Challenges
o Number of SMEs
o Preferred Assistance



Key Questions
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How confident are you that your business will grow in the next 12 months? 
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83%

17%

Not confident Confident



How confident are you that the SA economy will be conducive for growth in  
the next 12 months? 
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69%31%Not confident Confident



How confident are you that the ease of access to business finance will 
improve in  the next 12 months? 
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67%33%Not confident Confident



How confident are you that you will find staff with the right skills set and 
experience to facilitate the growth of your business? 
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76%

24%Not confident
Confident



How confident are you that your clients will pay you within the stipulated 
time? 
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76%

24%Not confident
Confident



How confident are you that government is doing enough to foster SME 
development in SA? 
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50%50%Not confident Confident



How confident are you that the private sector is doing enough to support 
SMEs in SA? 
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60%40%
Not confident

Confident



Confidence in Government and Private Sector support
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Confidence in government and private sector support
Covid 

regulations 
lifted

Fears of Stage 8 
loadshedding



Trends in the 
SME sector
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Top challenges faced by SMEs for last decade
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What is the main challenge that SMEs face in the next six months? (Ranked)

Cash flow

Economic conditions

Crime

Funding

Marketing

Regulatory

Skills

• Top 2 challenges remain around capital and economic environment
• Crime has risen from least noted challenge in 2017 to being 3rd in 2022.



Preferred Assistance

• Funding has always ranked # 1 until 2022. Moved to # 2 in 2023.
• Distinct periods where secondary need is different.

• 2012 – 2015: less red tape
• 2016 – 2020: Tax breaks
• 2021 - 2022: Direct business flow from government – now ranked # 1

• Mentorship has been generally recessive – however is now ranked higher for 2 consecutive years
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Funding

Direct business flow from
government
Implementation of existing policy for
economic growth from Government
Less red tape

Mentorship

Prompt payment processing

Tax breaks



Number of SMEs by industry
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Mining and quarrying

Private households

Electricity; gas and water supply

Agriculture; hunting; forestry and fishing

Transport; storage and communication

Manufacturing

Financial intermediation; insurance; real
estate; business services
Community; social and personal services

Construction

There are an estimated 907, 940
SMEs in South Africa as at 2023 Q4
(40k fewer than in 2019)

Source: Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), StatsSA, filtered by Main work: “An employer (employing one or more employees)”
Important note: The 2020 Q2 and Q3 QLFS were conducted during level 5 lockdown, which presented significant challenges to the enumerators. For this reason, 2019 Q4 will be used as a baseline for pre-
pandemic levels, and the 2020 Q2 figures have been substituted with an average of 2020 Q1 and 2020 Q3 figures.



Different Optimism Levels across samples
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SMEs operating in 
manufacturing or 

agriculture-related 
sectors, especially 

those with 
operations outside 

SA.

Larger headcount 
SMEs (50+) that are 

more established (10+ 
years in operation or 

older owners 46+ 
years) especially those 
in the consulting and 

training sector.
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Less confident

Important that this helps to disprove any 
thoughts of ‘there’s just a bunch of confident 
guys vs. a group of less confident guys’. 

• The tipping point is likely to have been related to civil unrest in 2021.
• The SME  eco-system is susceptible to increased crime rates



Concluding Remarks
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• SME Confidence grew steadily from 2012 to 2015, reaching a high of over 75. 

• Over the next 4 years, confidence levels fluctuated between the 60-75 range, indicating a level of 
uncertainty in the SME ecosystem, and resulting in a decline basis the previous 4-year period.

• The breaking of the pandemic resulted in the lowest level of SME confidence (below 50) in early 2020 
– a loss of ~20 points from the preceding period’s average. 

• More recently SME Confidence appeared to be in recovery, showing and upward trajectory 
(although volatile) through 2021 and early 2023 but drops again towards the end of 2023.

• Need a future that trends more towards an inclusive path, enabling South Africa to recover from its 
low-growth economic situation.



businesspartners.co.za

Thank you
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