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Introduction

There are more than 30 million small businesses in the United States, employing almost 60 million people 
and responsible for creating 1.9 million net new jobs.1 From niche IT companies to small legal firms, from 
veterinarians to salon owners to roofers and contractors, the diversity of these companies is rich
and varied. 

Small businesses have measurably added to the national economy, put people to work, and increased 
American innovation. And yet they face significant challenges to their continued survival: the high 
expectations of modern consumers, new competition from technology-forward large businesses
(e.g., Amazon), an uncertain economic future, and innovation they’ve yet to fully adopt.

How can these local businesses adapt, grow stronger, and compete effectively over the long 
term? Perhaps it starts with understanding the current state of the American small business. 
A survey conducted by The Harris Poll on behalf of Broadly surveyed 300 small business 
leaders (e.g., CEOs, presidents, partners and principals) overseeing companies
of 5 to 99 people.²  

In the pages that follow, these small business leaders will share their outlook on 
consumer attitudes and expectations, technological adoption and development, 
managing competition from Big Tech, and the economic forecast as they 
perceive it.

1. https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/2018-Small-Business-Profiles-US.pdf

2. This survey was conducted online by The Harris Poll on behalf of Broadly in January 2019 
    among 300 small (between 5 and 99 employees) business leaders (e.g., CEOs, presidents, 
    partners and principals). This sample was weighed to represent the distribution of 
    small businesses by size (i.e., number of employees) in the U.S. 
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High expectations:
meeting the needs of
modern consumers

Modern consumers hold high expectations of the 
businesses that serve their needs, shaped in large part 
by the technology-forward businesses whose names 
are now synonymous with speed, convenience, and 
choice. Amazon, Uber, Instacart and their ilk have made 
the consumer dream of “what I want, when I want it”
a reality.

But for small businesses with fewer resources, it can be 
hard to deliver that same level of service, speed, and 
support; it’s simply not scalable. The majority (55%) of 
business leaders reported feeling like they had an hour 
or less to get back to a potential customer before that 
person moved on to a competitor. 

Customers themselves supported this notion -
in a separate companion survey ³, a full third said
small businesses need to respond within an hour
to get their business. And most customers (51%) aren’t 
willing to wait more than six hours before
they choose an alternative.

Interestingly, small businesses are most likely to
say customer loyalty is their most valuable asset (60% 
say so)—more than revenue and sales (46%).
That’s a powerful statement: Customer loyalty,
an intangible asset, is more useful to these local 
businesses than actual financial assets, than money
in the bank. 

As these businesses consider how to outmaneuver 
Goliath-like competitors, it’s worth considering 
that customer loyalty rests on a few precepts: 
responsiveness, product and service excellence, 
convenience, and support. That may mean turning
to technologies that can enhance effective delivery
of these elements.

3. This survey was conducted online within the United States by The Harris Poll on behalf of Broadly from 
    February 27 - March 1, 2019 among 2,031 U.S. adults ages 18 and older. This online survey is not based 
    on a probability sample and therefore no estimate of theoretical sampling error can be calculated. 
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more than six hours before they 
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Are small businesses lagging on the tech adoption curve? Not totally.

For small business leaders, the phone is still the number-one way connect with consumers (89%). But the 
tide is clearly turning in favor of mobile, with increasing use of text, email, and social—all inherently mobile 
use cases. 

86 percent are now using email as the second most popular channel; 66 percent indicated they're doing it 
more than they did five years ago. 55 percent report using text more than they did in that same time frame, 
with 49 percent indicating the same is true for social media. It's clear that small businesses are slowly but 
firmly starting to align with their mobile-first consumers.

Consumers overall preferred email (57 percent), followed by telephone (50 percent), with text in a distant 
third (27 percent).

But examined by age, younger customers (ages 18 to 34) showed a softening in these communications 
preferences. Although they too prefer email (55%) and phone (42%), 34 percent of this group wants text 
communication from small businesses, underscoring the point that mobile is taking over. This differential 
is worth attention because this demographic encompasses two of the largest and powerful generations in 
America: Millennials and Generation Z.⁴  

Mobile is on an inevitable trajectory to rule customer communication. Sooner, not later, it will be the 
default connection point, particularly for these digitally native generations. Certainly local businesses need 
to be available via mobile to respond quickly to these consumers—and they do have mobile phones to 
make that happen. But small businesses will need more mobile tools than just the hardware to keep up 
with demand.

4. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/01/17/
    where-millennials-end-and-generation-z-begins/
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Amazon as the frenemy: how small businesses see Big Tech

Technology-forward businesses are those that concentrate first on developing large-scale innovation to 
then disrupt an existing industry, all leveraging strong—and, in some cases, entirely—mobile experiences 
in their march to domination. Think Amazon and retail, Uber and transportation, Airbnb and hospitality. 
Small businesses see such third-party platforms as frenemies, offering both opportunities to reach 
customers and competition for those same customers. 

58 percent of small businesses leaders regard third-party platforms, such as Amazon, Etsy and Thumbtack, 
as a marketing opportunity, a way to reach more customers. But 42 percent see them more as competition 
that weakens their own prospects. After all, if this larger company can offer the same products or services 
faster and cheaper, the prospects of smaller competitors can quickly dim.

There’s a marked lack of enthusiasm for such platforms. The majority of small business owners (68%) 
weren’t even aware of a third-party platform to sell on—and 62 percent maintain such platforms won’t be 
necessary for long-term survival of small businesses generally. Only 14 percent of small businesses make 
use of such platforms at the moment and just 10 percent plan to use one in the next year.

Perspective divided along political lines. Republican-leaning small business owners were far more bullish 
on the utility of third-party platforms, with 64 percent indicating they were helpful for small businesses to 
reach more customers and grow. In contrast, 45 percent of their Democrat and independent counterparts 
saw them as potentially problematic—creating too much competition, weakening small businesses.
That said, the notion that small businesses will always be relevant enjoyed broad bipartisan support:
84 percent of Democrats and independents and 80 percent of Republicans agreed.
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A Technology Worth a Second Look

Chatbots are an effective way to be responsive, to capture warm leads, and take basic information.
They enable small businesses—especially those that aren’t tied to desks—to be present for customers 
when customers want answers. 

Yet leaders of local businesses don’t currently view chatbots as a useful option, because they aren't aware 
of them or don't see the application to their particular business.

                           Consumers care most about feeling heard right at the moment they reach out. For those   
                                 businesses that can’t always respond instantaneously—like hair salons, roofers,  
                                       plumbers, and contractors—online and real-time tools like chatbots can fill the gap. 
                                            For small businesses, the hybrid model of chatbots for immediate response,        
                                                 followed up with quick personal interaction, would satisfy consumers' need for  
                                                      swifter service.

have never considered them

see them as 
impersonal

think they’ll lose 
customers who will 

be turned off 
by chatbots

worry their 
customers will think 

they’re speaking to a 
real human being

say they will never 
replace human 
interaction
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On the economy: a little bit bullish

Small businesses have generally felt optimistic about the economy, but that optimism is dropping from a 
high, as other surveys have shown.⁵ 80 percent of small business leaders report that their businesses are 
in a strong place, with 90 percent expecting their financial position to improve (41%) or stay the same (49%) 
in the next 12 months. 

But as they looked to 2020, nearly a third (31%) expect a recession by next year, with another 28 percent 
unsure if the economy will experience a downturn. 

Optimism also split along party lines. 55 percent of Republican-leaning small business leaders don’t see 
a recession as likely but 41 percent of Democratic or independent-leaning small businesses anticipate an 
imminent downturn. 

Size also matters. At 38 percent, micro-businesses (those with five to nine employees) were more likely to 
predict a recession than small businesses of 10 to 99 employees (22%).
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Economic optimism along party lines
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Conclusion

American small businesses continue to grapple with the major forces that touch all industries and
all companies: changing consumer demands, economic ups and downs, competition that’s scaled to defeat 
them, technologies that may or may not be worth the investment. And they do so with less staff, capital 
and reach than their larger counterparts, but perhaps with more personal investment, accountability, 
and grit.

Despite the headwinds, this survey underlined the can-do spirit of small business owners, 
who approach these challenges with relative optimism. They feel positive about their own 
prospects, even if they weren’t sure about larger economic prospects. They see third-party 
platforms as potential growth drivers, while acknowledging the competitive risk they pose. 
While slow to adopt some technologies that might better support their customers - and, 
by extension, improve their businesses—they are embracing a more varied method of 
communicating with consumers. 

Perhaps most tellingly, six in 10 small businesses pinpointed customer loyalty 
as their greatest asset, correctly inferring that such loyalty is the fulcrum on 
which all else pivots. If they start to embrace the innovations that enhance 
service and speed, these businesses will surely reap even larger 
rewards: stronger customer loyalty, better customer acquisition, 
increased sales, and stronger revenue. 
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