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Summary Points
August 2020 Panel Survey: Borrell Business Barometer & COVID-19 Impact

➢ March 2020 reflected a massive shift in perception of the economic situation for 

sustaining a small business. Nearly three-quarters feel the conditions are “poor” now 

vs. only 6% in December 2019. (Slide 3)

➢ Illustrative of the volatile reality we’re in today, results from August show a sharp 

decline to 48% “poor” from the high-point in March, but still far above historical data. 

➢ Looking forward, usually the majority of the panelists believe little change will occur 

in any given six-month period. During the last election cycle (Nov 2016), small 

businesses were bullish on the economy, with 50% expecting improvement. In March 

2020, a record number (71%) felt the economy would get worse in the next six 

months. May/June showed a retraction. August’s results represent the first month 

that resembles last year. (Slide 3)

➢ COVID-19 is driving the majority of the volatility in sentiment, but the impact of 

COVID-19 has settled among the SMB panelists. In March and April, 51-62% indicated 

their businesses were experiencing large negative impacts.  In August, about one-third 

answered the same. A larger percentage now say COVID-19 has impacted their 

business in a positive way. (Slide 4)

➢ On average, SMBs that have been impacted believe the impact to their businesses will 

last 9.7 more months – this is up 2 months since our March survey.  (Slide 4)

➢ Half of SMBs (52%) expect to spend the same amount on advertising than they did in 

the last six months. This is much greater than March, when more expected to cut 

advertising. (Slide 5)

➢ SMBs who let us know what was on their mind about advertising/marketing were 

likely to mention they’re trying to figure out new methods of advertising, they are 

working with tighter and more inconsistent budgets, or they have no need to 

advertise due to business restrictions.  (Slide 5)

The Borrell Business Barometer has been tracking 

SMB sentiment since September of 2016. 

Highlights from Q3 2020:
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ECONOMY IS TOUGH BUT IMPROVING

The 17th installment of the BBB continues to show a record # of panelists feeling 
the situation is “Poor” for sustaining a small business.  This is a retraction from 

March but a far cry from historical levels.

n= 41 38 36 34 43 166 166 162 101 131 174 106 134 167 130 180 203

Looking forward six months, the levels of those who expect “no change” have 
decreased. In March, there was widespread negativity, which retracted in 

May/June before peaking again in July.  August data looks more similar to prior 
year than any other month in 2020.

*Outside of the BBB, we added this question to surveys in May, June, and July for trending purposes

Source: August 2020 Borrell SMB Panel Survey, n=203

Responses during COVID-19*
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COVID-19 IMPACT WILL LINGER

Earlier in the year, a larger percentage of panelists indicated large negative 
impacts to their business. In the latest survey there is a shift/a lessening of the 

negative impact but panelists feel the impact to their business will be more 
sustaining. Expected recovery dates are now dragging to mid-2021.

Source: August 2020 Borrell SMB Panel Survey, n=203

Statistically significant at 95% confidence level
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Large negative impact
 (more than 30% down)

Somewhat negatively
impacted

(10-30% down)

Not impacted very much
 (within 10% up or

down)
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impacted

 (10-30% up)

Large positive impact
 (more than 30% up)

March 2020 (n=180) April 2020 (n=198) August 2020 (n=203)

Which best describes how much your business is being impacted 
by the novel coronavirus pandemic?

How long do you anticipate the impact to your business will last? 
(among those who are impacted positively or negatively)

(In August, it was asked “How much longer from today do you anticipate the impact to your business will last?” 

March 2020 
(n=153)

April 2020 
(n=170)

August 2020
(n=169)

1-2 months 14% 9% 4%

3-4 months 28% 26% 15%

5-6 months 17% 23% 11%

6-8 months 12% 9% 27% 

9-12 months 11% 11% 15%

More than a year 15% 17% 21%

Forever – we may not make it 3% - 3%

AVERAGE # of MOS 7.6 8.0 9.7

Approx. Expected “Recovery” Nov 2020 Dec 2020 June 2021

Factors out “forever” answers
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HALF EXPECT TO SPEND LESS ON MKTG; 
A THIRD ALREADY HAVE

Stabilization of ad budgets may be in store. In March, 52% said they planned to 
cut ad budgets in the coming months and 28% said they planned to maintain the 

same spending levels. Now, 52% plan to maintain and 27% plan to cut. What’s 
top-of-mind: costs, and how to adjust their marketing plans. 

Source: August 2020 Borrell SMB Panel Survey, n=203

And, finally, what's on your mind related to advertising/marketing right now? 
– CODED Open-Ends (n=160)
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Other

Avoiding negativity

Moving past COVID messaging

Anticipating COVID fallout

Building relationships/ engagement

Lack of foresight/ cannot plan

Cutting through noise

Election impact

Change in consumer behavior

Nothing/Not Sure

Conflicted on approach

Measurement

Educating buyers / messaging

Importance of Advertising

Staying relevant / in business

No need to Advertise

New methods of Advertising

Budget/Cost

ROI. We have a tight budget and anticipated budget cuts. 
We need results from the advertising/ marketing that 

generate sales/lead to incoming cash flow.

“Concentrating on social media and digital 
advertising and figuring out best practices.”

“We have to move swiftly to stay current. Nothing that 
worked before is the same so old buys that were laid in for 

the year are[not] relevant in today's market.”

“Developing a email drip strategy. Building 
relationships with referral sources without 

meeting them face-to-face.  Be very out of the box 
creative to get parking lot meetings.  Offering 

items of value that boost referral sources moral.”
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#

Retail Trade 36

Healthcare & Social Assistance 25

Information, Media, Adv 22

Services - Other 20

Prof. / Biz Services 17

Arts, Entertainment, Recreation 16

Construction / Contracting 15

Orgs: Religious, Civil, Grantmaking 9

Manufacturing 8

Other 34

Top Industries of Respondents

Location of Respondents
(darker bubble indicates more responses from that area)

8/20/20 - 8/26/20 

203 Completed Surveys

Device Used

%

Mobile/Tablet 8%

Desktop 92%

SURVEY TAKER PROFILE

Marketing Expertise
%

Novice 42%

Mid-Level 25%

Master 33%


