
Survey of U.S. finance leaders uncovers 

the impacts of COVID-19 on small 

and medium business strategy and 

examines their growth outlook for    

2021 and beyond.
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Executive Summary

Compared to last year, 79% of businesses 
feel more connected to their customers

How? Flexibility. 

46% of businesses implemented long-term or permanent remote 

working policies,
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With nearly one in five 

(18%)  organizations already 

at or above pre-pandemic 

revenue levels, when do the 

rest of companies expect 

to get there?

13%

13%

6%

22%

23%

5%

Three quarters of finance teams are 

confident of a return to growth by the end of the 

year

We’re glad to share the findings of this report so 

businesses can learn from each other’s successes 

and continue to emerge from the pandemic.
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A LOOK BACK
Businesses acted nimbly in the 

face of unprecedented challenges.
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Just over half of all 

businesses increased digital marketing efforts, 

while 45% increased their social media footprint 

and budget.

Meanwhile, 

over a quarter (27%) provided or increased 

non-traditional HR services (such as childcare 

stipends and flexible work arrangements) in 

response to the pandemic.

More than one-third (38%) of businesses 

say the pandemic accelerated digital 

transformation plans by three to four years, 

while 14% say it accelerated plans by more than 

five years. 

Flexibility was the theme 
for U.S. businesses

32% 29% 23% 21%

Flexibility – 

percent of 

businesses 

doing 

activity for 

first time
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Most businesses do 

not plan to roll back initiatives 

implemented during lockdown 

38%
one in three

accelerated by 3-4 years
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What type of support from the government would help 

your business succeed in 2021?

In a sign of the important role government 

assistance played (and will continue to play), 32% 

of respondents who received a PPP loan said it was 

the reason their business did not go under. Just under half (47%) 

stated more employee support – either in the form 

of stimulus or increased funding for items such as 

childcare – would be of most use. 

Federal and state 
support played a pivotal 
role

34%

52%

47%

40%

5%

0 10 20
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COMMUNITY & 

EMPLOYEES
Businesses grew more appreciative 

of their communities and employees, 

leading many to give back.
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While donating services (53%) 

was the most popular way businesses gave 

back, many organizations also donated money 

(48%) and goods their business produced 

(45%). 

almost half 

(49%) of respondents planning to further increase 

charitable and community giving programs over 

the next year. 

Community became 
the priority

45% of respondents 

donated goods 

produced by their 

business during the 

past year.

87% plan to 

maintain or increase 

the amount of 

donations to the 

community in 2021.
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Nearly one quarter (24%) 

of all businesses surveyed added completely 

new employee recognition programs during the 

real-time needs of employees. 

An evolving appreciation 
for employees

1000+ employees

750-999 employees

500-749 employees

50-249 employees

26%

36%

37%

10%

Percentage of businesses, by size category, planning to invest 

significantly more this year to retain their best employees

27% of businesses 

implemented non-

traditional HR policies 

for the first time. 



112021 Return to Growth Outlook 112021 Return to Growth Outlook

Almost one-third (29%) of businesses say 

 

While 37% of businesses with 500-999 employees 

employee retention

These companies will be looking for employees 

with a dynamic skill set, with technical (38%) and 

management (28%) experience becoming the most 
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READY 

FOR GROWTH
Businesses are increasingly 

optimistic for growth in 2021. And 

this confidence is largely fueled by 

strategies enacted over the 

past 12 months.
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Technology is the driver for growth

75% of financial decision makers 

expressed high levels of confidence they 

will return to growth in 2021.

Businesses are confident 

they will experience 

growth this year
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47% of finance leaders see 

technology investment as a key 

pillar of growth in 2021. 

Technology is the driver for growth

19% of medium-sized businesses reporting 

years to address the unique challenges faced by 

the pandemic. 

More than 

organizations plan to increase their budget for 

technology this year.

more than one-

quarter (27%) of businesses noted that this tech 

was the “saving grace” for their success
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Finance teams will play an increased role

nearly 

four in five (79%) indicating that the CFO will have 

more influence on the direction and success of the 

business in 2021, compared to 2020. 

Top four areas finance 

leaders feel they can have 

a greater impact

40% Technology

28% Customer Service

28% Marketing

26% Strategic Planning
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And they’re optimistic for 2021.

In Summary
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Regional Snapshots

West 

SMBs in the West were more likely to 

have opened an online store or scaled up existing 

compared to the Midwest.

They reported 

plans at their organization to invest more in digital 

marketing technology compared to the Northeast 

and South

Midwest 
Nearly two-thirds of Midwestern businesses 

surveyed (64%) reported receiving a PPP loan
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Regional Snapshots

South 

Respondents from this region were more 

rollout would have positive impact on their 

business in Q1 2021, compared to SMBs in the 

Northeast or West. 

reported their businesses were more likely to have 

started, or increased, using analytics and data in 

business planning during the past year 

Northeast  

Northeast businesses also displayed a more 

cautious outlook to the future. 

Businesses in the Northeast were also less likely 

to the South and the West. 



202021 Return to Growth Outlook

www.sage.com 

 

©2021 The Sage Group plc or its licensors. All rights reserved. Sage, Sage 

logos, and Sage product and service names mentioned herein are the 

trademarks of Sage Global Services Limited or its licensors. All other 

trademarks are the property of their respective owners. NA/WF 183498.

About the Study

https://www.sage.com/en-us/
https://www.sage.com/en-us/
https://www.sage.com/en-us/
https://www.sage.com/en-us/
https://www.facebook.com/SageUSAmerica/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCb4smNQEcISBd7xI7bFXtxw
https://twitter.com/SageUSAmerica
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sage-software/

