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The Irrepressible 
Entrepreneur
Irrepressible spirit of entrepreneurs and SMEs will drive the economy 
in the next fi ve years, despite obstacles and economic conditions
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Management Summary

Once an entrepreneur, always an entrepreneur. Even 
though they might have encountered huge challenges 
in starting and growing their businesses, or even fallen 
into business ownership through redundancy, the vast 
majority of entrepreneurs would do it all over again.

It is generally agreed across the world that small 
and micro businesses will lead growth over the 
next five years. The only exceptions are Germany, 
the home of the “Mittelstand”, and India where it 
is believed that medium-sized companies will take 
this role.

However, existing entrepreneurs say that there are 
major deterrents in the shape of lack of access to 
credit, “red tape” and lack of government support 
as well as the current challenging economic 
conditions. Despite this, and the fact that a quarter 
of entrepreneurs say they were “forced” into 
setting up businesses through losing their job or 
being made redundant, the entrepreneurial spirit is 
so strong that the vast majority would start again if 
they needed to. 

The lack of institutional support means that 
entrepreneurs will continue to increasingly favour 
flexibility so that they can rapidly scale operations 
up or down according to need and so invest 
capital in growth strategies rather than in lengthy 
leases. Already, more than half of entrepreneurs 
use flexible working locations for more than half 
the week, compared with 39 per cent for those 
that do not own their businesses.

Key Findings and Statistics

•	 Globally, half of business people believe that 
small businesses will drive growth in the next 
five years;

•	 Germany and India prove exceptions as 
respondents are more likely to think that 
medium sized firms will drive the economy;

•	 Given the important role that small businesses 
are expected to play in the next five years and 
their contribution to GDP and employment 
across the globe, Regus asked entrepreneurs 
how they felt about conditions for business;

•	 Although 55% of entrepreneurs report that 
current economic conditions are a deterrent fully 
85% would start again, testament to the highly 
adaptable and resilient entrepreneurial spirit;

•	 This in spite of the fact that a quarter of 
entrepreneurs today say they were ‘forced’ 
into this decision when they lost their previous 
employment or were made redundant (26%);

•	 The biggest deterrents to setting up business 
today as reported by existing entrepreneurs are 
lack of access to credit (76%), red tape (74%) 
and lack of government support (61%);

•	 Given the lack of institutional support and 
difficult access to credit, entrepreneurs 
will be turning even more to more flexible 
working practices such as flexible workspace 
that allows them to upscale or downscale 
operations rapidly and invest all their capital into 
growth strategies rather than lengthy leases;

•	 Already 58% of entrepreneurs use flexible 
working locations for more than half the 
working week, compared with only 39% non 
business owners;
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Introduction

The vast majority of businesses are small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). In the European 
Union as a whole, for example, SMEs in 2012 provided 
two out of three private-sector jobs and accounted for 
58 per cent of gross value added (a measure that is 
calculated by deducting intermediate costs from sales 
and includes depreciation, rewards to labour, capital 
and entrepreneurial risk).1

It added that SMEs accounted for 99.8 per cent of 
non-financial enterprises, equating to 20.7 million 
businesses. The overwhelming majority (92.2 per 
cent) were micro-enterprises, defined as those 
with fewer than 10 employees. 

However, the situation varies somewhat between 
individual countries. Germany, unsurprisingly, 
has the best-performing SME sector in the EU 
in terms of the numbers of jobs provided and 
the value added created. It also has more small 
and medium-sized firms as opposed to micro-
businesses than most other member states.2 In 
the UK, these businesses (defined as employing 
up to 250 people) accounted for 99.9 per cent 
of all private-sector businesses in 2012.3 This 
represented no change over the year before and 
was virtually unchanged since 2000. The same 
report found that SMEs accounted for 59.1 per 
cent of private-sector employment and 48.8 per 
cent of private-sector turnover.

 In the USA, meanwhile, small businesses make 
up 99.7 per cent of firms and account for 49.2 per 
cent of private-sector employment. Of particular 
importance is the fact that they account for just 
under two-thirds of net new private-sector jobs. 
In addition, US small businesses make up 98 per 
cent of companies exporting goods, accounting 
for 33 per cent of export value.4 

Arguably, SMEs are even more important in 
developing countries, where they can have an 
effect on the national economies totally out of 
proportion to the cost of starting and maintaining 
them. In India, for example, there are more than 
11 million SMEs (90 per cent of the total number 
of industrial units) producing more than 8,000 
products and accounting for 35 per cent of Indian 
exports.5 In terms of spending for SMEs China 
leads investment with just over US$400b, of 
which US$385b is bank lending. The US, where 
a more varied range of debt and equity finance is 
available, follows at around US$116b. The same 
report reveals that Brazilian investment is US$17b, 
on a par with South Korea and higher than India 
where it only reaches US$9b. Indian investment is 
in fact lower even than Mexico (US$10b).6

In spite of this overwhelming evidence of the 
importance of SMEs as “the engines of growth” 
in economies throughout the world, entrepreneurs 
see many deterrents to their activities. In order to find 
out what is holding back entrepreneurship at a time 
when growth is vital to help economies step out of a 
downturn, Regus commissioned research canvassing 
the opinions of over 26,000 business managers and 
owner in more than 90 countries and found that half 
cite the state of the economy and market domination 
by large corporations as serious hindrances. But the 
top three deterrents are lack of access to credit, red 
tape (each quoted by a global average of more than 
70 per cent) and lack of government support (cited 
by 60 per cent on average).

1 EU SMEs in 2012: at the 
crossroads, Ecorys for the 
European Commission, 
September 2012

2 EU SMEs in 2012: at the 
crossroads, Ecorys for the 
European Commission, 
September 2012

3 Business Population 
Estimates (BPE) for the 
UK and Regions 2012, 
Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills, 17th 
October 2012

4 Annual report of the office of 
economic research FY 2012, 
SBA, January 2013

5 Role of SME in Indian 
Economy, Ruchika Jeswal of 
the Institute of Management 
Studies, National Conference 
on Emerging Challenges for 
Sustainable Business 2012

6 Ernst & Young, Funding for 
Growth, June 2012
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Once an entrepreneur 
always an entrepreneur

It is clear that becoming 
an entrepreneur is an 
attitude of mind. For all 
the talk of the challenges 
of surviving in tough 
economic conditions 
and competing 
against powerful large 
companies, not to 
mention the problems 
of red tape, lack of 
government support 
and gaining access to 
finance, entrepreneurs 
really believe in and enjoy 
what they do. 

Eighty-five per cent of entrepreneurs globally 
reported that given the chance they would do it all 
again. As Figure 1 shows, this figure tops 90 per 
cent in Mexico, Germany and the Netherlands. 
Even at the bottom of the scale, in Australia and 
Brazil, more than 75 per cent of entrepreneurs 
would dive right back in again.

Such findings are all the more impressive given 
that, as Figure 2 shows, about a quarter could be 
termed “forced” entrepreneurs. In Canada, France 
and the UK as many as a third of entrepreneurs 
are starting out in this way.
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Deterrents to Growth

As the report on the state of SMEs in the EU 
points out, these are challenging times for all 
businesses, and smaller enterprises – while 
retaining their central role – have not been 
immune. The study found that – while there were 
some variations in performance between countries 
– there was a general “struggle to recover to pre-
crisis levels of value added and employment”. This 
is reflected in the findings of the Regus research. 
As Figure 3 reveals half of entrepreneurs said the 
current economy was a key issue. This complaint 
was closely followed by a perception that markets 
were dominated by large corporations. However, 
the big three deterrents were identified as lack of 
access to credit, red tape and lack of government 
support.

These are familiar complaints and ones that 
governments have been seeking to address with 
varying degrees of commitment and success. The 
finance issue is especially important, as evidenced 
by its place at the top of the deterrents cited in 
Figure 3. A recent report by global accountancy 
firm Ernst & Young sets out the situation: 
“Despite being key engines of economic growth; 
accounting for 50 per cent of employment in most 
G20 countries, SMEs attract just a tiny proportion 
of overall investment. Overall investment in SMEs 
across the G20 stands at US$714bn, 6 per 
cent of the total US$11,507bn for all forms of 
investment.”7 

Central banks in the UK, the USA, the Eurozone 
and elsewhere have sought to help the situation 
by keeping interest rates low and through various 
incentives, such as introducing more money to the 
financial system via what is known as quantitative 
easing. But the effects have been limited.

In France, for example, the government in October 
2012 pledged to provide Euro 42bn in financial 
aid to cash-strapped small and medium-sized 
businesses via a new public investment bank 
aimed at boosting growth and innovation.8 

An illustration of the problems confronting 
smaller businesses is provided by Belgium, 
where, according to the European Commission, 
“SMEs still have greater access to public financial 
support (including guarantees) than similar firms 
in other EU countries”9. However, the document 
pointed out that the indicators measuring access 
to private capital “also sometimes point in 
opposite directions”, so that, while the share of 
unsuccessful loan applications was much lower 
in Belgium than in other EU countries (only 5 per 
cent, compared with the EU average of 23 per 
cent), it seemed to cost more to take up a loan 
of less than EUR 1m in Belgium, because the 
interest spread is larger than for loans above that 
threshold. It also stressed that the low rate of 
unsuccessful loans may stem from some potential 
applicants being putting off in the first place.
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7 Funding the Future, Ernst & 
Young, 30th May 2012 

8 France promises to aid SMEs 
with new 42bln euro bank, 
Reuters, 17th October 2012

9 Access to fi nance Belgium, 
The European Commission 
Enterprise and Industry
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10 Access to fi nance 
Netherlands, The European 
Commission Enterprise and 
Industry

11 Red tape report, The 
Canadian Federation of 
Independent Businesses. 
January 2013 

12 Supporting innovation in 
Australian SMEs, the Hon 
Brendan O’Connor MP, 3rd 
August 2012

The Netherlands is trailing the EU average 
in access to finance, with the Dutch rate of 
unsuccessful SME loan applications at almost 
double the EU average at 54 per cent against 23 
per cent. Moreover, SMEs that did obtain loans of 
EUR 1m or less paid a much higher rate of interest 
than their peers elsewhere in the EU.10 

An indication of the effect of red tape – cited as a 
major deterrent by almost as many entrepreneurs 
as complained of lack of access to credit – is 
provided by the example of Canada. A recent 
study11 calculated that the cost of regulation to 
Canadian businesses of all sizes was $31bn in 
2012, compared with $32bn in 2008 and $33bn 
in 2005, when the previous reports were issued. 
Importantly, the cost of annual regulation per 
employee decreases as the size of the business 
decreases – reaching $1,146 for Canadian 
companies with more than 100 employees 
compared to fully $5,942 for businesses with 
fewer than 5 employees, possibly reflecting 
the lack of dedicated resources to deal with 
compliance issues at smaller organisations. 

The third main deterrent – lack of government 
support – is, again, a familiar complaint from 
SMEs and apparently at odds with the tributes 
they receive from politicians, policymakers and 
commentators for their role in economies around 
the world. It could also be said to be hard to 
square with entrepreneurs’ often expressed go-it-
alone mentality.

As Figure 4 indicates, dissatisfaction with levels of 
government support varies considerably around 
the world. Those least satisfied are entrepreneurs 
in France, China, Belgium, Brazil and South 
Africa, while those from the USA, Canada, the 
Netherlands and Japan are most satisfied. 

Australia, which like the UK is close to the global 
average, is one country where politicians are trying 
to do more to foster a culture of innovation. In a 
statement published in August 2012, Brendan 
O’Connor, minister for small business, said the 
government was providing significant support 
for education, research, business and the 

development and maintenance of a skilled labour 
market.12 Australia boasts a range of policies, 
including tax credits and access to grants for 
SMEs, designed to help smaller businesses to 
compete. 

Inevitably, there is some variation between 
countries in the importance attached to the big 
three. For example, in India and South Africa 
access to credit and red tape have almost the 
same ranking, with government support slightly 
lower, while in China access to credit and 
government support are ranked similarly with red 
tape slightly lower. In fact, in China entrepreneurs 
make red tape the least important of the big three 
deterrents and identify market domination by large 
corporates as the top issue. Interestingly, Germany 
– despite the success of its small and medium-
sized businesses – is the only European country 
where red tape is the greatest deterrent. Red tape 
is a top problem also in Brazil, South Africa and 
Mexico.
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There are also interesting similarities between 
countries in their attitudes towards deterrents. So, 
the Netherlands is more like the USA than the UK, 
particularly regarding the opinion of government 
support, while Japan, Australia and Canada 
are similar in clearly ranking access to credit as 
the biggest deterrent, with red tape and lack of 
government support following at relatively even 
intervals. In France and Belgium, by contrast, 
access to credit is still top of the list, but it is much 
more closely followed by red tape and lack of 
government support.

Big ambition

On average, half of respondents believe that small 
businesses will be the main drivers of the economy 
over the next five years (Figure 5). By contrast, 
only 18% per cent believe that organisations with 
more than 250 employees will drive growth.

However, at a country-by-country level there is 
a wide range of opinions, with respondents in 
South Africa most convinced of this and those 
in Germany – where there is a strong medium-
sized business sector – least convinced (Figure 6). 
The USA, which has some of the world’s largest 
companies, is also below the global average in this 
regard, while the UK is, with Australia, just above 
average in this belief.
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Conclusion

These are challenging times for all businesses, but 
entrepreneurial drive still comes out strong. Respondents 
globally confirm that the best chances of growth come 
from micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. 

With many organisations struggling just to survive, 
it would seem that the old adage about ‘the 
going getting tough’ still holds true, although, 
perhaps surprisingly, ‘forced’ entrepreneurs 
are just as tenacious as those who were led by 
circumstances to set out on their own. But is clear 
that – with access to finance still tight, and red 
tape and lack of government support still seen 
as problems –these businesses will need to be 
flexible to navigate choppy waters and succeed. 
Whether responding to new markets opening 
up or government initiatives, they will need to be 
constantly alert. 

Businesses that are able to react to new 
opportunities and extricate themselves from those 
are not going according to plan are going to be 
the ones that thrive in an uncertain world. With 
money and other resources tight and support to 
entrepreneurs limited, business owners in particular 
need to be able to devote their resources to spotting 
and capitalising on openings rather than worrying 
about issues like lengthy property leases and other 
hindrances. Success in the 21st century is all about 
agility and adaptability and entrepreneurs already 
show that they strongly favour flexible working 
compared with non-business owners. They are 
therefore likely to increment their flexibility moving 
forward and ensure they grasp the opportunities 
offered by flexible office space arrangements that 
leave them plenty of room for maneouver and to 
invest in growth.
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Country Highlights

UK

More than a third of UK entrepreneurs (38%) were 
forced into starting their own business by losing 
their job 

USA

30% of USA entrepreneurs report that they were 
forced into setting up their own firm as a result of 
being made redundant or losing their job

France

More than a third of French entrepreneurs (37%) 
were forced into starting their own business by 
losing their job 

Germany

German respondents are most likely to believe that 
medium sized businesses will lead the economy in 
the next five years instead of small firms

China

76% of Chinese entrepreneurs believe that market 
domination by large corporations is a deterrent to 
potential entrepreneurs, more than in any other 
country

India

Indian respondents are most likely to believe that 
medium sized businesses will lead the economy in 
the next five years instead of small firms

Belgium

58% of Belgian respondents believe small and 
micro businesses will drive the economy in the 
next five years

The Netherlands

60% if Dutch respondents believe small 
businesses will drive the economy in the next five 
years

Brazil

55% of Brazilian respondents believe small and 
micro businesses will drive the economy in the 
next five years

South Africa

South African respondents are most confident 
that small businesses will drive the economy in the 
next five years

Japan

Japanese entrepreneurs are the least likely to have 
started their own businesses through losing their 
jobs

Australia

A quarter of entrepreneurs started out as a result 
of being made redundant or losing their job

Canada

51% of Canadian entrepreneurs believe that 
market domination by major corporates is a 
deterrent to entrepreneurship

Mexico

Fully 92% of Mexican entrepreneurs would start 
again if they could
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Methodology

Over 26,000 business 
respondents from over 
90 countries were 
interviewed during 
January 2013. 

These were sourced from Regus’ global contacts 
database of over 1 million business-people 
worldwide which is highly representative of senior 
managers and owners in business across the 
globe. Respondents identified as entrepreneurs 
were asked about current deterrents to 
entrepreneurship and the origins of starting out 
on their own. Respondents were also asked to 
identify which size of business would drive growth 
in the next five years in their country. 

The survey was managed and administered 
by the independent organisation, MindMetre, 
www.mindmetre.com

= 500

Respondents identified as entrepreneurs were 
asked about current deterrents to entrepreneurship 
and the origins of starting out on their own.

Respondents were also asked to identify which size 
of business would drive growth in the next five years 
in their country.
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About Regus

Regus is the world’s largest provider of flexible 
workplaces, with products and services ranging 
from fully equipped offices to professional 
meeting rooms, business lounges and the 
world’s largest network of video communication 
studios. Regus enables people to work their 
way, whether it’s from home, on the road or 
from an office. Customers such as Google, 
GlaxoSmithKline, and Nokia join hundreds 
of thousands of growing small and medium 
businesses that benefit from outsourcing their 
office and workplace needs to Regus, allowing 
them to focus on their core activities.

Over 1,300,000 customers a day benefit from 
Regus facilities spread across a global footprint 
of 1,500 locations in 600 cities and 99 countries, 
which allow individuals and companies to work 
wherever, however and whenever they want 
to. Regus was founded in Brussels, Belgium in 
1989, is headquartered in Luxembourg and listed 
on the London Stock Exchange. 

For more information please visit:  
www.regus.com
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