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Foreword - Mark Livingstone  

2011 has been a rollercoaster ride for the UK business sector, and 2012 

promises to be no less of an adventure.  We're delighted to share with you 

the insights we have gathered through the regular dialogue that we have 

with UK entrepreneurs - the small to medium sized enterprises that form 

the backbone of the UK economy. 

Covering a wide range of topics and providing a unique overview of the 

hearts and minds of UK SMEs, we are delighted with the sheer volume of 

response generated from our weekly polls, and the stalwartness and 

determination of UK businesses to manage their affairs through the 

difficult times. 

Our mission is to provide a range of services for business owners to grow 

and adapt to the digital age. Our customer service and telephone support 

centre in Stockton on Tees handles over 140,000 conversations with UK 

business owners each month, and we are proud to know 'personally' over 

600,000 businesses and represent them on our local search network which 

includes leading UK newspaper titles such as The Independent and The Sun 

as well as our home owned brands Scoot.co.uk and TouchLocal.com. 

Next year we aim to continue our work to provide vital hands on customer 

support to business owners, and help them to navigate the waters of the 

digital age. We look forward to providing further insights via our polls and 

blogs. 

We hope you enjoy this 2011 Local Business Overview, and look forward to 

working with you in 2012. 

With thanks and best wishes 

Mark Livingstone  

CEO 
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Introduction 

2011 started with a mixture of hope and gloomy forecasts. Many believed 

that the worst was in the past and expected things to pick up in the New 

Year. Others predicted double-dip recession on a large scale. The only thing 

that nearly everyone agreed on was that the small business community will 

play a crucial role in the recovery of UK’s economy.  

But in order for the small business community to have a significant impact, 

both existing companies and new business start-ups must be sufficiently 

confident in the current economic climate. 

At Touch Local, we make it our mission to be the voice of the UK’s SMEs, 

and as such throughout 2011 we conducted polls with business owners, 

and gave them the opportunity to share their opinions about business, 

economic and general developments that may have an impact on their 

operation. 

In this report we have tried to summarise the information that thousands 

of small business owners shared with us throughout 2011. We are hoping 

that this will give us a good overview of the events that influenced the 

small business during this year.  

We also looked at how SMEs advertised in 2011 and analysed some of the 

trends, in order to make a forecast about how entrepreneurs will be 

spending their advertising budgets during the year ahead. 

2012 is expected to present big opportunities due to a few big events 

coming up, the most important of which are the London Olympics. So, to 

conclude this report we analysed how small business owners feel about 

2012; are they positive and looking forward to make the most of the 

opportunities ahead, or have they already lost hope, after another year of 

economic downturn? Answers to these questions will be given in the last 

chapter of the report. 
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65% of UK SME 

not feeling 

confident about 

spending and 

taking on staff 

 

New Legislation and the Political Environment 

 Expenditure Confidence 

 The VAT Increase 

 George Osborne’s Budget 2011 

 Is now the time to start a business? 

Expenditure Confidence 

To set the scene, we started 2011 by asking entrepreneurs throughout the 

UK whether they felt confident about spending money to expand their 

business in the New Year. 

Q: Apparently, Britain’s largest firms are more confident now about 

spending and taking on staff than at any time since the start of the credit 

crunch. As a small business owner, do you share this outlook? 

 

Figure 1 - Expenditure confidence amongst UK SME owners (1,198 respondents, January 

2011) 

Of the 1,198 business owners who responded to this poll, nearly two-thirds 

did not share the optimism of their larger counterparts. Many had a 

contradictory outlook and were less confident than ever before about 

spending; they envisaged that that this year would in fact be the hardest 

since the start of the credit crunch. 

So a gloomy start, but how did things changed as the year unfolded? 
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“…all our costs 

are 2.5% higher 

and so our profits 

are 2.5% less – 

crippling!” 

“The VAT 

increase helped 

our December 

sales as 

customers got in 

before the 

increase. Sales for 

January were up 

28% on last year” 

 

The VAT Increase 

The beginning of 2011 saw Value Added Tax rising from 17.5% to 20%. One 

of the major concerns was that the small businesses would be hit hard, as 

unlike big firms, they can’t absorb the increase. Small firms were expected 

to battle this by increasing their prices, reduce stock levels, or saving costs 

by laying staff off; which would result in greater unemployment and slower 

private sector recovery. 

Surveys conducted prior to the VAT increase in January 2011 showed that 

the majority of small business owners felt that this change would have a 

detrimental effect on their businesses, but did things turn out to be as bad 

as many feared? 

A month after the value added tax went up to 20%, Touch Local carried out 

a poll amongst a sample of UK SMEs to find out what effect that this 

change had on their business. 

Q: In the month since the VAT rate increased to 20%, has it had a 

detrimental effect on your business? 

 

Figure 2 - Effect of VAT increase on UK SMEs (1,029 respondents, February 2011) 

Over half of small business respondents (54%) did not believe the rise in 

VAT has had a detrimental effect on their business. On the whole, they 

have not noticed a significant change in output or profit, with a few finding 

that business has in fact increased in the first month of this year. 
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A third of respondents (33%) believed that their business has been 

negatively affected by the increase, with many commenting that they have 

been forced to increase their prices, which has resulted in customers 

looking for cheaper alternatives. Other business owners have attempted to 

absorb the rise in order to avoid passing the costs on to their customers. 

These business owners also shared that they were forced to make cutbacks 

to make the move financially viable. 

A minority of respondents (13%) believe it was too early to comment on 

the impact the VAT rise has had on their business. 
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“Britain is open 

for business!” 

80% say that red 

tape regulations 

are holding up 

SME’s growth 

Budget 2011 

On 23rd March this year Chancellor George Osborne presented the 2011 

Budget. The budget recognised the key role that SMEs have in the 

economy and presents a package of measures aimed at supporting private 

sector investment, enterprise and innovation. 

The changes that concerned small businesses aim to: 

 Cut red tape  

 Help SMEs access finance 

 Reduce fixed costs  

 Make it easier to tender for Government contracts 

 Encourage exporting 

 Encourage innovation 

 Make it easier for SMEs to get planning consent 

 Make it easier to start up and grow 

 Improve access to apprenticeship 

 

At Touch Local we were particularly glad to see measurements aiming to 

cut the red tape on small businesses. Just before Budget 2011 was 

introduced, we conducted a poll asking SME owners whether they felt that 

red tape regulations are holding up growth for small businesses.  A 

dramatic 80% of the respondents agreed with the Prime Minister’s belief 

that businesses suffering from red tape regulations ‘frankly cannot take it 

any more’. However, many entrepreneurs also feared that under the new 

Government things will not improve.  

Also, in another poll that we conducted, half of the small business owners 

who responded confirmed that they had experienced greater costs when 

seeking finance. We were keen to see whether the measurements outlined 

in Budget 2011 would make business owners more confident and positive 

about the future. 
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51% of small 

business owners 

don’t believe in 

the positive effect 

of Budget 2011 

“...the raft of 

measures 

introduced will 

not have an effect 

on my business; 

the only real 

impact is the 

freeze in fuel 

duty” 

Small Business Reaction to Budget 2011 

Q: Do you think that the changes announced in Budget 2011 will have a 

positive effect on your business?  

 

Figure 3 - Effect of Budget 2011 on UK SMEs (2,033 respondents, March 2011) 

More than half of the 2,033 respondents to the Touch Local’s survey didn’t 

believe that the measures proposed by George Osborne would have a 

positive effect on their business. Many business owners felt that the 

changes are too small to have any feasible impact on their companies. On 

the other hand, a third of respondents were optimistic that the budget 

could take some pressure off given the financial constraints of the current 

climate.  Nearly one in five small business owners were unsure whether the 

Budget would have any effect on their business. 

The Relief Holiday 

Budget 2011 announced that the small business rate relief holiday would 

be extended by one year from 1 October 2011, which means that over 

300k small businesses will pay no rates for a year. This measure was 

introduced in order to help SMEs reduce their fixed costs.  

A poll (1,415 respondents) conducted by Touch Local revealed that only a 

third of small business owners thought that this particular measure would 

have a positive effect on their companies. The majority (52%) stated that 

the extended relief holiday will not help their business. 
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The reduction of 

the fuel duty will 

help businesses 

Seeking Finance 

To help businesses access the finance they need to grow and invest, the 

Budget also predicted that an additional £10 billion will be made available 

for lending to SMEs.  

Touch Local asked 1,509 business owners whether this would encourage 

them to seek finance. The results of the poll showed that an astonishing 

72% said that the additional money made available for lending to SMEs did 

not encourage them to seek a loan. Only 17% of the respondents felt 

positive about this measure and the rest (13%) were unsure about the 

effect of this measure on their business. 

Fuel Price Rise 

Touch Local’s poll also revealed that the measures concerning the 

reduction of fuel costs were widely approved of. The planned 4p rise in fuel 

duty was cancelled and 63% of SME owners felt that this will help their 

businesses. 

Q: Chancellor George Osborne has cancelled next month’s planned 4p rise 

in fuel duty. Do you think this will help your business? 

 

Figure 4 - SME owners' opinion about the cancelled 4p rise in fuel duty (1,615 

respondents, March 2011) 

The other change concerning the price of fuel that was announced by 

George Osborne in March 2011 was the 1p per litre cut in fuel duty. This 

measure was less “popular”, with only a fifth of the survey respondents 

feeling that it will have a positive impact on business. Nearly 35% stated 



 
Page | 13 

that they expected the reduction to be more than only 1p per litre, and the 

rest (45%) said that this will not have any effect on their business. 

Business Owners’ Comments 

Some of the additional comments that the survey respondents left really 

stood out, and we felt that they illustrate how most entrepreneurs felt 

about George Osborne’s Budget 2011. 

“Making more finance available will not have an effect, as the 

lending criteria has been tightened so much that it is near on 

impossible to access any extra funding anyway.” 

 “1p is a negligible amount for smaller businesses considering fuel 

has risen by over 30p a litre in the last year.” 

“The 4p cancellation in fuel duty has a massive impact on our 

trading. Our fuel bills have gone up from £5k per month to £8.5k 

per month.” 

“For small businesses there is still not enough to encourage us to 

employ more people.” 

“As a small business, the raft of measures introduced will not have 

an effect on my businesses, the only real impact is the freeze in 

fuel duty and the 1p cut.” 
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David Cameron - 

Now is the time 

to start business 

“It would be a 

suicide for any 

entrepreneur to 

try to start a 

business at this 

time.” 

“Any time is time 

to start a 

business; all you 

need is the right 

ideas, connections 

etc.” 

Is this a good time to start a business? 

Shortly after Budget 2011 was presented, David Cameron backed an 

initiative aimed at helping people set up businesses. The Prime Minister 

emphasized the fact that the private sector will play a crucial role in the 

recovery of Britain’s economy and encouraged would-be entrepreneurs by 

saying that “now is the time” to launch their own business. 

At Touch Local we were keen to find out what small business owners felt 

about this statement and whether they would also encourage people to 

“start on their own”. We carried out a poll amongst a sample of 708 UK 

SMEs. 

Q: As a business owner, do you agree with the Prime Minister’s statement 

that "now is the time” to start a business? 

Over half of small business owners (52%) who took the survey did not 

support the Prime Minister’s claim. Business owners believe that the 

economic instability coupled with the increases in VAT, taxation, fuel cost, 

and the banks’ unwillingness to lend, have all made it difficult for would-be 

entrepreneurs to succeed. 

On the other hand, a third of respondents (36%) echo the Prime Minister’s 

claims and are supportive of the government’s backing of new business 

initiatives. These business owners agree that the times are tough, but 

believe that having the commitment and passion to succeed makes any 

time right to start a business. 

A minority of respondents (12%) were uncertain about the Prime Minister’s 

opinion, stating that it all depends on the industry, type of business and 

whether there is a real demand for the product or service they intend to 

offer. 
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62% of UK SMEs 

don’t have a set 

marketing budget 

 

How Did SMEs Advertise in 2011? 

 Marketing Budget 

 Websites, SEO & PPC  

 Social Media 

 Email Marketing 

 Daily Deal Websites 

 Reviews & Ratings 

 Business Directories 

Do SMEs have a marketing budget? 

One of the most important decisions for a small business is how much 

money should be spent on marketing and advertising. This is usually a 

function of sales revenue and growth plans for the business, but can vary 

greatly between different industries.  

The marketing textbooks teach us that a set marketing budget and a clear 

plan as to how to spend it is key for any business. But how do people “in 

the field” who are running small businesses feel about this? Is it really that 

important to have a marketing plan? 

Touch Local carried out a poll amongst a sample of UK small business 

owners, to find out if they had set a marketing budget for 2011, and what 

forms of marketing do they consider to be the most effective. 

Q: Does your business have a set marketing budget for 2011? 

 

Figure 5 - How many SMEs have a set marketing budget? (852 respondents, May 2011) 
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SME owners 

prioritise online 

versus print 

advertising 

mediums 

 

Investing in a 

business website is 

a top priority 

 

852 businesses owners responded to the survey and 38% of them 

confirmed that they have a marketing budget for 2011. Many also specified 

that the budget was limited, due to the fact that they did not have any 

excess in their capital to dedicate to marketing. 

The survey showed that 65% of those SMEs with a set budget for 2011 

were planning to spend less than £5,000 on marketing. Only 2% of the 

respondent stated that they are planning to spend more than £100,000. 

Further questions about how they were planning to spend their marketing 

budget showed a trend of UK entrepreneurs allocating more to online 

versus print advertising. 

Q: When allocating your marketing budget, how do you prioritise the 

below?

 

Figure 6 - How do SMEs prioritise their spending on marketing (196 respondents, May 

2011) 

 80% felt that investing in a website was a high priority 

 1 in 3 respondents placed high importance on advertising in online 

business directories, whereas, 

 Only 1 in 10 thought that it was important to invest in print 

directory advertising, and 
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Print directory 

advertising is 

high priority for 

only 1 in 10 

businesses 

 

 Nearly 50% are placing high priority on search engine marketing 

 Nearly 40% are placing high priority on email marketing 

 When it comes to advertising in newspapers and through leaflets, 

23% consider it to be a high priority and 16% are not planning to 

spend any marketing budget on these in 2011 

On the other hand, the majority of the respondents (62%) stated that they 

did not have a set marketing budget for 2011. However, over 60% of them 

confirmed that although they haven’t formally set a marketing budget, 

they were still planning to invest in promotional activities. 

From this survey, it became clear that online presence is becoming 

increasingly important for small and medium sized businesses. In 

particular, an exceptionally high number of businesses said that they are 

planning to invest in their website, as well as promoting it on search 

engines.  

But what does this really mean? We conducted further surveys to find out. 
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92% of UK 

SMEs have a 

website 

 

Business Websites 

In May 2011 we did some further research on the subject of business 

websites. 

Q: Does your business have a website? 

 

Figure 7 - How many SMEs have a website? (1,306 respondents, May 2011) 

At Touch Local we were surprised to find out that only 8% of the 1,228 

entrepreneurs, who responded to our survey, said that they didn’t have a 

business website. 

The vast majority (92%) of the survey respondents confirmed that their 

business did indeed have a website, many of them stating that although 

probably not an effective direct sales generator, it provides very useful 

information about the business and its capabilities. 

When it came to managing their business website, 37% of businesses 

outsourced to a web design company, 34% had their own internal web 

designer, and 29% used software packages and templates to develop a 

website on their own. 

When asked how they promoted their website over half of the 

respondents (54%) prioritized SEO, followed by a third that relied on online 

business directories, and a minority (10%) used PPC.  

SEO 

At Touch Local we were intrigued by the fact that one in 3 business owners 

were solely responsible for the maintenance and promotion of their 
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80% of UK 

business 

owners know 

what SEO 

stands for 

 

SMEs “prefer” 

SEO over PPC 

 

business websites, and decided to survey the subject further in order to 

find out how knowledgeable SME owners really are about SEO.  

Asked to rate their level of understanding of SEO, a surprising amount of 

respondents stated that they have a good understanding of SEO, and 

although only 6% considered their knowledge to be excellent, one in five 

deemed their understanding of the subject as high. The majority of 

businesses owners (37%) felt that they had a medium level of knowledge 

about SEO. 

However, asked whether they knew what SEO stands for, not everyone 

knew the answer. 20% of respondents did not know that SEO was an 

acronym of Search Engine Optimisation. 

PPC 

Although search engine advertising won a lot of votes from small 

businesses, we found out SEO is the preferred promotional method over 

PPC. 

Asked whether they are advertising their business as a sponsored link, 

most business owners (64%) stated that they are not running any PPC 

campaigns. The reasons that they chose not to use PPC to promote their 

website varied, but 3 main reasons stood out: 

 Website already appears in the organic results 

 It’s too expensive 

 Lack of confidence that consumers trust and click on sponsored 

links, e.g. anyone can pay to appear in the sponsored links 

 

On the other hand, the small proportion of business owners, who promote 

their website through PPC campaigns, stated that they benefit from: 

 

 More traffic 

 Better conversion of visits, i.e. customers who click on sponsored 

links are more willing to buy 
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 More exposure, i.e. when their website does not appear in the 

organic results  

In conclusion, whilst PPC is still a very popular advertising method, it is 

definitely not SME owner’s “favourite game”. In fact, it seems that when 

entrepreneurs talk about investing in promoting their business website, 

what they mean is investing time and funds in SEO, and a part of the 

reason is the “brand endorsement” that high rankings imply, and business 

appearing on that “first page” benefit from. 
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54% have a 

Facebook 

business 

profile 

 

Are SMEs embracing social media? 

Having surpassed email back in July 2009 and exhibiting an extraordinary 

year on year growth, usage of social sites like Facebook is one of the most 

popular forms of online activity. It’s no surprise then that businesses are no 

longer underestimating the power of social networks. 

But do businesses actually make use of this new tool to the benefit of their 

business? Touch Local polled a sample of UK business owners in April 2011 

to find out. 

Facebook 

A record number of 4,782 small business owners responded to the survey, 

which shows that there is a great interest towards opportunities to 

advertise via social networks like Facebook. 

 

Figure 8 - How many businesses have a Facebook page? (4,782 respondents, April 2011)   

Over half of small business owners said that they use Facebook to promote 

their business online. The top reasons being to generate awareness of their 

business (30%) and 20% of these respondents use this platform to reach 

out to new customers online. 20% of the respondents use Facebook as a 

launch pad for their new products and services. A large proportion of 

respondents (67%) have been using Facebook as a business marketing tool 

for a year or less, which shows that many of them are still exploring the 
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Lack of 

understanding 

is the reason 

that 29% don’t 

set up a 

Facebook 

business page 

 

opportunities that this medium can provide. It was not surprising then, 

quite a few of the respondents stated that they would seek help with 

advertising their business on Facebook. 

Q: Would you seek help to manage your business profile on Facebook? 

 

Figure 9 - Do SMEs need help with managing their Facebook profile? (678 respondents, 

April 2011) 

An interesting finding was that 46% of respondents said they do not use 

Facebook as a promotional tool for their business. The key barriers to set 

up business profile on Facebook were identified as: 

 Lack of understanding: 29% 

 Short of time: 18% 

 Difficulty to measure the impact on business: 17%  

 A very few number of respondents (3%) believe that using 

Facebook for business will have an impact on the productivity of 

employees. 

When asked about other social media tools that they use to promote their 

business, Twitter and LinkedIn came on top.  
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Nearly 40% of 

UK businesses 

use Twitter 

 

 

 

Figure 10 - What other social media websites are SMEs using? (424 respondents, April 

2011) 

Twitter 

In recent years, microblogging has become increasing popular, with 

contributors posting smaller bite-size amounts of information through 

websites such as Twitter. Twitter has also become useful as a source of 

real-time updates, and businesses of various sizes and industries are now 

using it as a cost-effective way of promoting and advertising their products 

and services. 

But how do UK SMEs use Twitter in running their business? 

Q: Do you use Twitter to reach more customers? 

Nearly 40% of the 290 business owners who responded to the survey 

stated that they use Twitter. 

 

Figure 11 - How many business use Twitter? (respondents 290, September 2011) 

Businesses that use Facebook Businesses that don’t use Facebook 
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60% have been 

using Twitter 

for less than a 

year 

 

We then asked them some further questions in order to find out more 

about how they use this social media tool. From the collected responses 

we found out that most business owners are relatively new to Twitter, with 

60% having used it for less than a year. On the other hand, a quarter of the 

business owners that we polled have used Twitter for their business for 

more than a year and the rest (14%) for more than 2 years. 

 

Figure 12 - How long have SMEs been using Twitter? (97 respondents, September 2011)  

Over 90% of the entrepreneurs who took part in the survey stated that 

they manage their Twitter account by themselves. This suggests that unlike 

most bigger companies, small business owners take a more personal 

approach to promoting their services via social media websites. Only 4% 

have delegated this to a third party agency and 5% have their “tweeting” 

managed by their own employees. 

However, the time that SMEs invest in Twitter is still quite low, with 70% of 

them spending less than 1 hour per week posting and responding to 

tweets. One could argue that there is only that much that a business can 

do with Twitter, but if we consider that some bigger companies have 

created full time roles dedicated to managing their microposts, then 1 hour 

per week actually seems quite low. 

Although most business owners felt confident about using Twitter, others 

shared that they were finding it difficult to reach and engage with people. 

Some respondents also told us that they found it challenging to find what 
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“No value” is 

the top reason 

that 

entrepreneurs 

chose not to 

use Twitter to 

promote their 

business 

 

 

 

 

62% are doing 

email 

marketing 

 

 

 

 

 

to tweet about, which made it nearly impossible for them to broadcast on 

regular basis. 

We also asked those entrepreneurs who choose not to use Twitter to 

indicate what was the main reason for that. The most common reasons 

included: 

 No value/benefit  

 Lack of understanding about how it works  

 Lack of time to post regular tweets 

 Lack of ideas what to tweet about 

 Irrelevance of this channel for their business 

However 25% of those business owners recongnise the opportunities that 

Twitter presents and stated that they will be seeking help from third 

parties to set up and manage a Twitter account. 

Email Marketing 

Despite the rise in social media marketing amongst UK businesses, email 

marketing is still considered as one of the best ways for small businesses to 

reach their customers.  

Touch Local carried out a poll amongst a sample of UK SMEs registered on 

our directory to find out whether small and medium enterprises use email 

marketing to generate sales.  

Here are some highlights from the poll of 640 businesses. 

Q: As a business owner, do you use email marketing? 

 

Figure 13 - How many SMEs use email marketing? (640 respondents, April 2011) 
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Customer 

acquisition is 

the main 

reason that UK 

SMEs use email 

marketing   

 

A high proportion (62%) of the entrepreneurs who took the survey said 

that they do use email marketing – the main reason being to encourage 

new and existing customers to purchase their products and services. The 

respondents cited email to be an effective way to enhance their market 

presence. 

Compared to social media, email is a better established marketing tool 

among small business owners, with 37% of them having used it for more 

than a year, and another 35% who have been using email to promote their 

businesses for over 3 years. The proportion of the “newbies” was relatively 

small, with only 10% who have made a start with email promotions less 

than 6 months ago. 

The most common reason that business owners use email marketing are: 

 Acquisition of new customers 

 Retain existing customer relationships 

 Upselling to existing customers 

 Introducing new products and services to the market 

It was surprising to see that only half of the survey respondents use 

specialised software to measure the response to their email campaigns. 

47% stated that they don’t measure the response due to lack of time or 

understanding of how to do this. A small proportion of around 2% said that 

their mailing lists are too small to make it worth to measure the results of 

email campaigns.  

On the other hand, 38% of all survey respondents remain unconvinced 

about the benefits of email marketing. Many of them cite it as akin to spam 

and were concerned that it might have a detrimental effect on their 

reputation. 52% of respondents simply thought that email marketing was 

not relevant to their industry or customers.  

Still, a third of those business owners not currently applying email to their 

marketing initiatives said that they are considering using it in the future. 
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Some of the interesting comments on email marketing left by the survey 

respondents included: 

“I am a bit worried about email marketing especially with the new 
spam law coming in soon.” 

 “We have in the past considered emails to be a commodity based 

form of marketing but are aware that an increasing number of 

service providers are now using this to enhance their market 

presence and so may review our decision in the near future.” 

“I believe that Email marketing is still far more important than social 

marketing. I’m sure the latter has its place but I think all the fuss 

surrounding it is more hype than substance.” 

Daily Deal Websites 

It seems like a great idea: Daily deal websites like Groupon and Living Social 

offer consumers massive, almost unbelievable discounts to get them in the 

door of local businesses, and local entrepreneurs on the other hand get the 

exposure that they need to boost sales and grow their customer base.  

The recent floatation of Groupon on the stock market in November this 

year raised over $700 million for as little as a 5% offering, valuing the entire 

busines around $12.8 billion. And if this is not impressive enough, 

established only 3 years ago, Groupon has recently been described by 

Forbes magazine as the "fastest growing company ever". 

The future looks bright for daily deal websites, but is this only an illusion? 

Does this really work for the customer – not the customer who buys “the 

deal of the century”, but for the business owner who is hoping that this 

promotion will help them grow their company? Is it going to be “Groupon 

and on” or is this business model unsustainable? 

We did a poll to find out small business owner’s view on daily deal 

websites. 
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Q: Have you ever advertised your product or services on daily deals website 

like Groupon? 

96% of the polled business owners haven’t done any promotions via daily 

deal websites. We asked them some further questions to find out what 

stops them from giving this a try. 

The main reason that stops these business owners from advertising a daily 

deal is the fact they don’t understand how it works. Nearly a third (29%) 

selected this option. A further 27% believe that it would not be profitable 

for their business.  

It’s also interesting to note that 5% (7) of business owners think that such 

websites are spamming in nature and this may hamper their reputation.  

 

Figure 14 - Reasons that SMEs choose not to run daily deals (131 respondents, 

November 2011)  

Asked whether they would consider advertising on daily deal websites in 

2012, more than two-thirds of the SMEs (69%) gave a negative answer. 

Even the potential of gaining exposure to millions of customers was not 

enough to persuade skeptics.  
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Q: Considering that millions of people are subscribed to daily deals 

websites like GROUPON, do you plan to advertise with any of them in 

2012?  

 

Figure 15 - How many businesses are planning to advertise daily deals? (143 

respondents, November 2011) 

However, 70% of the businesses that are looking to run such promotions in 

2012, would choose to advertise with Groupon, followed by Living Social 

with 17%. 

All 209 survey respondents were asked some questions in order to find out 

whether they were inclined to use daily deals, as well as what kind of deals 

they would be interested in as consumers. 

A whopping 64% of business owners were determined to grab a good deal 

for their business! 

We then tried to understand what kind of deals would they be interested 

in, and Marketing and Office Equipment come on top, together with 

industry-specific goods and services. 

 

Figure 16 - What deals would interest SMEs? (187 respondents, November 2011) 
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Online Reputation 

In this day and age, when anyone with internet access can say what they 

want when they want, and spread the word about their experiences in 

moments, it’s become increasingly important for businesses to keep their 

reputation “clean”. We’ve seen instances where companies spending 

millions on advertising campaigns and PR see their reputation damaged by 

a bad online review, tweet or a facebook post. In fact, it’s not too much to 

say that a bad review posted online could result in big losses for a business.  

But of course, this goes both ways, and positive reviews in some occasions 

could be all the advertising that a business needs. This is especially the case 

for small businesses with limited marketing budgets, for which word of 

mouth sometimes is the only form of advertising that they can afford. 

To find out exactly how important online reputation is for UK SMEs we 

conducted a survey with a sample of businesses registered on our 

directories. 

Q: Are online reviews and testimonials important to your business? 

 

Figure 17 - Do SMEs believe that online reviews are important? (174 respondents, 

September 2011)  

Not surprisingly, nearly three-quarters of the survey respondents 

confirmed that online reviews and testimonials are important for their 

business. 
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Further questions that we asked showed that businesses owners, who 

considered online reviews and testimonials to be important, proactively 

manage their online reputation.  

 72% regularly monitor online reviews about their business 

 36% display third party reviews on their own website 

 58% responded to a negative review 

On the other hand, businesses who consider that online reviews are not 

that important don’t spend that much time and effort on managing their 

online reputation, although 43% of them admitted that their business does 

appear on sites that offer review functionalities. 

Compared to those business owners who consider online reviews to be 

important, those who don’t in general ask their customers less frequently 

to write a testimonial about their work. 

Q: Do you ever ask your customers for a testimonial or a review? 

 

Figure 18 - How often do SME owners ask customers to review their business? (105 

respondents, September 2011) 

It’s important to notice that from additional comments left by the survey 

respondents, we were able to conclude that in general nearly all of the 

polled business owners thought that online reviews are important. 

However, some felt that this is not as relevant to their industry due to 

various reasons from confidentiality to volunteer type of services. 
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Business Directories  

Online and print business directories are an important source of local 

information. In particular, online business finders are beneficial for small 

businesses, not only because they offer free basic adverts, but also because 

through listing on online directories, SMEs stand a better chance of being 

found on search engines like Google. In addition, some directories offer the 

option to link directly to a business website, allowing SMEs to benefit from 

some additional traffic. 

However, with so many business finders available online, how easy is it for 

SME owners to make sure that their business is represented correctly 

across the web? 

Q: Do you regularly update your latest information and check your data on 

the internet and business search websites?  

 

Figure 19 - Do SME owners check and update their details on the web? (271 

respondents, September 2011) 

It turned out that most of UK business owners (65%) make an effort to 

maintain an up-to-date profile across the web.  

However, one in three said that they didn’t do that. These respondents 

indicated that the main reason that they are not doing it is because they 

believe that this is not important compared to everything else they have to 

do to keep their business running. 

Of those business owners who make sure that their details are correct and 

up-to-date, 89% said that they manage this by themselves, whereas the 

rest stated that a third party does it on their behalf. 
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The fact that nearly 7 in 10 business owners regularly update their free 

business profiles across online finders suggests that online business 

directories are widely seen as an effective way of advertising local SMEs. To 

find out more about the subject, and in particular, whether print and 

online directories provide the same value, we conducted some further 

research. 

Print Directories 

It’s not a secret that print directory advertising has been in rapid decline 

over the last few years. The online shift and environmental concerns are 

thought to be the main reason that consumers stop using print directories 

and are looking for ways to opt out from having them delivered to their 

door. 

We did a poll to find out how British SME owners felt about print 

directories, not only as entrepreneurs, but also as consumers. The results 

turned out to be quite surprising. 

Even the print directory advocates – business owners who continue to 

advertise in print directories – are not very confident that this channel is 

very effective at all. When asked to rate the effectiveness of various 

advertising channels, Search Engines turned out to be more trusted than 

print directories. In fact, even direct mail and newspaper advertising were 

rated as more effective than their bulkier counterparts.  

It’s interesting to notice that only 6% of those who are currently 

advertising in print directories think that this type of advertising is 

effective. More than half (63%) agree that print directory adverts are 

somehow effective, and a third of the respondents said that print adverts 

are not at all effective. 
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Figure 20 - Advertising channels rated by print directory advertisers (19 respondents, 

November 2011) 

On the other hand, those entrepreneurs who chose not to advertise in 

print directories indicated the following reasons: 

 

Figure 21 - Why businesses choose not to advertise in print directories (27 respondents, 

November 2011) 
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To get an idea about how business owners, regardless of how they prefer 

to advertise their business, felt about print directories in particular, we 

asked a few more questions. 

Q: Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 

"Directory printing is a dead-tree business that is quickly becoming 

irrelevant."   

 

Figure 22 - Is print directory advertising still relevant? (177 respondents, November 

2011) 

One of the interesting findings from this poll was that 91% of SME owners 

strongly agreed, or at least agreed to certain extend with this “harsh” 

statement about print directories. 

Q: Bill Gates predicted that by the end of 2012 print directory usage 

amongst people below 50 years of age will drop to near zero.  

Do you agree or disagree with this statement? 

 

Figure 23 - Will anyone use print directories in one year from now? (174 respondents, 

November 2011) 
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Another interesting finding was that nearly half of the interviewed business 

owners agreed that by the end of next year, no one below the age of 50 

will use print directories to find products and services. Another 46% agreed 

with reservations. So, this is in total 95% of UK SME owners agreeing that 

print directories are irrelevant, at least amongst people below 50 years of 

age. 

Online Directories 

The future doesn’t look very promising for print directories, but of course it 

one question still remains unanswered – Is it the whole directory format, 

regardless of whether it is online or in print that is becoming irrelevant, or  

are online business finders favoured against their offline counterparts? 

We polled a sample of business owners who have advertised their business 

in both, online and print business directories. 

Q: Please indicate whether print or online advertising is working better for 

you in terms of: 

 

Figure 24 - Print of Online directories - what works better? (67 respondents, November 

2011) 
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It looks like online business directories score a lot better against print 

directories on all of these aspects: flexibility, value for money, customer 

enquiries, measurability and benefits. With nearly 9 in 10 customers 

indicating that online finders provide better value for money to advertisers, 

there is almost no room for doubt left that more and more business 

owners will be shifting their advertising online. 

On the other hand, entrepreneurs who prefer not to advertise in online 

directories have indicated the following reasons. 

 

Figure 25 - Why do some entrepreneurs choose not to advertise in online directories? 

(26 respondents, November 2011) 

It seems that directory advertising is still relevant and beneficial for local 

businesses. However, it is fair to say that this type of advertising is quickly 

shifting online and, as a result, when asked what would be their choice if 

they had to choose between print and online directory advertising, a 

whooping 85% said that they would rather settle with the online option. 
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Q: If I had to, I would chose to advertise only in...  

 
Figure 26 - Print or online directories - what's the verdict? (65 respondents, November 

2011) 
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Advertising Mediums – What’s worth 

spending money on? 

2012 is expected to be a great commercial year for the UK, mainly due to 

the hosting of the Olympic Games, but also due to other events such as 

the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, the Torch Relay and World Pride 2012. As a 

result, a record number of tourists are expected to arrive and stay in 

Britain longer, which presents a great opportunity for businesses. But to 

make the most of this “once-in-a-lifetime-opportunity” businesses really 

have to prepare and ensure that they are promoting themselves to their 

best. 

But how are UK SMEs planning to advertise in 2012 and how will 

consumers actually search for local products and services? 

Where Will Consumers Search for Products and Services? 

Considering the current economic downturn and faced with an uncertain 

economic future, SME owners need to ensure that they are spending their 

increasingly limited marketing budgets wisely. This largely explains the shift 

towards online advertising over the last few years, where the returns on their 

investments are obvious, and easy to quantify.  

In addition to the more established online advertising mediums, social media 

and mobile have opened up new channels for businesses to reach to new 

customers.  

In an attempt to establish how the use of some advertising mediums will 

change in the New Year, we asked small business owners to following 

questions. 
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Q: As a consumer looking for products and services, how has your use of the 

following changed compared to one year ago? 

 

Figure 27 - Where will consumers search for products and services next year? (124 

respondents, November 2011) 

It is quite surprising to see that all mediums with positive growth in usage 

(left hand side) are online channels, whereas newspapers and magazines, 

direct mail and print business directories sitting on the left hand side have 

lost a lot of ground. 

In fact, it is interesting to notice that print directories have lost nearly as 

many users as search engines have gained. This fact alone clearly 

demonstrates the shift towards online sources of business information. At 

the end of the day, who has the time to browse through thousands of 

pages, when they can see all they need  with at a click of the button? 

Another interesting observation is the emergence of social media as a 

direct marketing channel. Gone are the days when social media sides like 

Facebook were only good to chat with friends and watch videos of talking 

dogs; Today social media is open for business! People share their 

experiences with friends, review products, “like” brands and all this opens 

up a great oportunity for businesses to reach a wider audience.  
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Where Are SMEs Planning to Advertise in 2012? 

It’s not surprising then that SME owners take notice of this new advertising 

channel and an astonishing 96% of them are planning to advertise more on 

social media chanels in 2012 than they did in 2011. 

Q: How are you planning to use the following mediums to advertise your 

business in 2012? 

 

Figure 28 - Where Are SMEs Planning to Advertise in 2012? (193 respondents, November 

2011) 

That’s great news for the online channels, but unfortunately things look 

different for print media and particularly grey for print directories, with 

93% of the polled business owners saying that they are planning to use 

print directories to advertise their business less than they did in 2011. 

In conclusion, based on the findings in our polls, it’s clear that in 2012 

business owners will continue shifting more of their advertising money 

online. Social media, already presenting a big opportunity for small 

businesses, will continue to grow, and new products, like Touch Local’s 

Facebook for Business will be introduced to the market to facilitate small 

business owners in reaching customers on LinkiedIn, Facebook, Twitter and 

other social sites. 

http://www.social.touchlocal.com/
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Print advertising media will suffer some decline due to the cost involved, 

but also because the overall perception amongst entrepreneurs is that 

paper adverts are not what they used to be, and online advertising is the 

sensible road ahead. 
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The Year Ahead for SMEs 

With the New Year just around the corner, business owners are turning 

their focus towards business development in the next 12 months. We 

conducted a survey of UK small business owners to find out whether they 

felt positive about the year ahead and how are they planning to run their 

business in light of the current economic climate. 

Are SME Owners Positive about 2012? 

Q: Thinking about your business, how do you feel about 2012? 

 

Figure 29 - How do business owners feel about 2012? (1,330 respondents, December 

2011) 

Small and medium-sized enterprises appear to have a positive outlook on 

their prospects heading into the New Year. Over half of the 1,000 

businesses that responded to our poll stated that they felt positive about 

the future of their businesses. 

However, 1 in 4 admitted that they felt pessimistic about the year ahead, 

and the rest (24%) were neutral.  

The optimism became even more apparent when respondents were asked 

how their business will develop in the New Year. Overall, 58% of them 

expected their companies to grow, with 20% of all respondents predicting 

substantial growth of their businesses. 

On the less optimistic side, 15% expect their business to shrink, and 3% 

think that their business will completely cease to exist. The rest (23%) 

envisage that their company will neither shrink nor grow in 2012. 
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Figure 30 - How SME owners expect their business to develop in 2012? (1,145 

respondents, December 2011) 

Further questions showed that over half (56%) of the polled business 

owners expect to grow their customer base in the next 12 months, a 

quarter expect that there will be no change to the number of customers 

they currently serve, and one in 5 predict that they will lose some 

customers in the coming year. 

 

Figure 31 - Do SME entrepreneurs expect to have more customers in 2012? (1,013 

respondents, December 2011) 
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Expected Profits in 2012 

Although many entrepreneurs remain positive about the year ahead, a 

large proportion of them (85%) envisage that the cost of running their 

companies will increase. Despite the expectations that the costs will rise, in 

total 45% of the polled business owners expect that their profits will 

increase, with 12% of all respondents hoping for substantial increase of 

their profits in 2012. 

 

Figure 32 - What SME owners expect to happen to their profits in 2012? (1,127 

respondents, December 2011) 

One in 5 of the polled entrepreneurs think that there will be no change to 

the profitability of their business and in total 34% expect to make less 

money in 2012 compared to 2011. Out of all survey respondents 12% 

predict a substantial drop in profits. 
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Employment in SMEs 

UK SMEs are currently estimated to employ 13.8 million people; that’s 

about 45% of the total number of people in employment.  

Research carried out by Touch Local found that nearly a quarter of small 

business currently employing staff; anticipate they will make a greater 

number of additions to their workforce in 2012. 

 

Figure 33 - What hiring decisions are SME owners planning to make in 2012? (1,117 

respondents, December 2011) 

However, the majority of the respondents (64%) said that there will be no 

change to their workforce, which in the context of the current economic 

climate actually sounds fairly positive. 

Only 13% of UK business owners predict that they will have to make cuts 

and let some of their staff go. 
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What’s the Biggest Challenge Ahead? 

Asked what they envisage to be the biggest threat / challenge for their 

business in 2012, 64% of UK entrepreneurs pointed out that the economic 

climate is what they fear the most, followed by legal regulations (20%) and 

crime (10%). 

 

Figure 34 - What will be the biggest challenge / treat for SMEs in 2012? (1,107 

respondents, December 2011) 

A small proportion of the respondents said that they feel threatened by the 

potential increase in the costs of running their business, and only 1% 

feared that lack of finance will be the biggest challenge that they will have 

to face in the New Year. 
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About Touch Local Group 

The Touch Local Group provides digital services to local businesses 

primarily in the UK. 

Based in London and in Stockton-on-Tees, Touch Local has evolved from 

being a leading online digital directory to providing a range of solutions 

including online promotion, analytics, marketing and social media. Our 

major focus is that each of our services is backed by our friendly customer 

service team who go out of their way to support our customers. 

The range of services is expanding constantly as we identify leading 

products through partners. 

Local Business Services 

Online Local Search Network 

Our local business search network has an audience of over 4 million unique 

users per month carrying out over 7 million unique local searches for local 

products and services. We feature our customers with detailed rich listings 

on leading local search websites like Scoot.co.uk, Touchlocal.com and Ask 

Jeeves and newspaper brands including The Sun, The Independent.  

Customers can select from free basic entries to detailed premium listings 

for a small fee. 

 

Business Video 

We are a leading provider of business video and have found that 

implementing video for our customers has a dramatic increase in online 

profile and conversions to enquiries. Our video options range from basic to 

a dedicated on site shoots with our professional production teams. 
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Website and Profile Analytics 

Our analytics services SEOTrackz & NetTrackz help our customers to keep a 

regular overview of their online profile performance – including the 

accuracy and freshness of their business listings on major local search 

websites, and the performance of their website on the main search 

engines.  

  

Social Media Profiles 

Our unique Facebook for Business application allows business owners to 

publish a detailed ‘shop front’ on Facebook and so represent their business 

to this huge audience. Whether our customer has an existing Facebook 

page that they want to improve, or if they are complete beginners, our 

solution will provide a fully professional business profile that will quickly 

get results. 

Marketing Mentor Services 

Keeping regular and fresh updates to a business online profile is vital in 

today’s world. Our Marketing Mentor service provides regular customer 

support and proactive updating of our customers business profiles, taking 

away the chore of updating and making sure information is as fresh and 

widely distributed as possible. 

Partnership Services 

White Label Business Directory Solution for Publishers 

In a market where print advertising is in rapid decline, our powerful local 

search technology and business data is available for publishers to rapidly 

deploy local search on their own websites on a revenue share basis. Our 

solutions are used by leading publishers in the UK and Ireland and can be 

implemented quickly and efficiently. 

Central Index Business Data 

Our Central Index of detailed business data is available to partners for 

insight and marketing purposes. We manage direct marketing campaigns 

to specific sectors and locations at competitive rates with a quick 

turnaround. Our database includes over 900,000 business emails and over 

2 million local business contact records. 
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Contact Us 

For further information on any of the above please contact us by email 

on info@touchlocal.com or call us on 0800 160 1611. 

 

Local Business Insight Solutions 

Our unique local search services, business polls and call centre activity 

places us at the forefront of knowledge in the local business sector. We 

provide insight reports to selected customers ranging from financial 

institutions to credit risk agencies and marketing agencies to help them to 

understand and plan ahead for their local business strategies.  

Product Partnerships 

We are always on the lookout for unique and compelling digital products 

and services that we can provide to our customers. If you have developed 

tools and products that make life easier for local businesses, we are keen 

to find out more and to discuss promoting quality products to our 

customers. 

Reseller Partners 

If you work with SME customers on a local or national level and are 

interested in accessing our wide range of local business products to resell 

to your customer, please contact us to join our reseller programme. You 

will benefit from unique rates and will be supported by our excellent post 

sales customer service team to add a new range of products to your 

business. 
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