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Key Take-Away #1
Professional Values

SMEs: 
❖ The Professional Values most important to SMEs include: 

❖ Ambitious
❖ Capable 
❖ Honest
❖ Responsible
❖ Broad-minded

E Squared Investments Founders: 
❖ The Professional Values most important to E Squared Investments Founders include: 

❖ Ambitious
❖ Capable 
❖ Imaginative
❖ Broad-minded
❖ Courageous



Key Take-Away #2
Fairness of Dealings with Stakeholders

❖ Respondents strongly believe that small business is fair in its dealings with customers, suppliers 
and employees 

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have much more positive views of how fairly their own 
businesses deal with stakeholders, compared to perceptions of small business in general 



Key Take-Away #3
Treatment by Suppliers

❖ The treatment of small business by its suppliers is below the Ideal Range, particularly for 
addressing complaints 



Key Take-Away #4
Small Business Treatment of Employees

❖ SMEs generally agree that small business owners expect their employees to work as hard as if 
they own the company, even when they don’t

❖ There are mixed views about whether small businesses are often unreasonably demanding of 
their employees

❖ SMEs generally agree that small business owners prioritise the needs of customers, even when 
this is at the expense of employees  

❖ There are mixed views about whether the best way to attract talented people to work for a 
small business is to promise them equity at some time in the future  - whether that is likely or 
not

❖ There are mixed views about whether small businesses can get useful information about their 
competitors by hiring employees that once worked for the competitors.



Key Take-Away #4
Small Business Treatment of Employees

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that small business owners prioritise the 
needs of customers, even when this is at the expense of employees 

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that the best way to attract talented 
people to work for a small business is to promise them equity at some time in the future  -
whether that is likely or not

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about whether small businesses can get 
useful information about their competitors by hiring employees that once worked for the 
competitors.



Key Take-Away #5
Dealing with Investors

❖ SMEs feel strongly that it is important for small businesses to be completely open and honest 
with their investors

❖ SMEs generally agree that because investors look for impressive businesses to invest in, small 
business owners exaggerate their successes when they are looking for funding.

❖ SMES generally agree that when small business owners are estimating the funding they need to 
scale, they usually inflate their needs, just to be safe

❖ E Squared Investments Founders feel strongly that it is important for small businesses to be 
completely open and honest with their investors

❖ E Squared Investments Founders agree that because investors look for impressive businesses 
to invest in, small business owners exaggerate their successes when they are looking for 
funding

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about the statement that when small 
business owners are estimating the funding they need to scale, they usually inflate their needs, 
just to be safe



Key Take-Away #6
Large Corporates vs Small Business

❖ SMEs believe that suppliers treat large corporates better than them
❖ SMEs have mixed views when it comes to whether large corporates deal fairly with small 

businesses
❖ SMEs don’t believe that executives in large corporates are more honest than executives in small 

business
❖ SMEs generally agree that entrepreneurs are more ethical than the average corporate manager

❖ E Squared Investments Founders believe even more strongly that executives in large corporates 
are not more honest than executives in small business

❖ E Squared Investments Founders don’t agree that entrepreneurs are more ethical than the 
average corporate manager

❖ E Squared Investments Founders believe that small business demands more from its employees 
than large corporates



Key Take-Away #7
Mistreatment of SMEs

❖ Mistreatment of SMEs by large corporates is rife
❖ Particularly problematic areas of mistreatment include: onerous compliance requirements making it 

difficult to be listed as a supplier, paying late, unfair compliance requirements, abuse of power, and 
unfair supplier selection

❖ No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the 
respondent’s role in the SME, the size of the SME, or the respondents’ gender, population group or age. 

❖ Not surprisingly, the percentage of SMEs that often experienced late payment increased significantly 
with the extent to which these SMEs dealt with other businesses as their focus. The problem is greatest 
for SMEs focusing on B2B, lower for SMEs focusing on both B2B and B2C, and lowest for SMEs focusing 
on B2C. 

❖ Mistreatment of SMEs generally increased with the age of the SME (up to 10 years), but then decreased 
somewhat for SMEs older than 10 years. This may be due to the likelihood of older SMEs having more 
established relationships with corporates, and therefore being less vulnerable to corporate abuse of 
power. Differences are significant for breaking promises, having onerous listing requirements, preventing 
market access, and ambiguous contract wording. 



Key Take-Away #7
Mistreatment of SMEs

❖ Mistreatment of E Squared Investments Founders by large corporates is rife
❖ Particularly problematic areas of mistreatment include: abuse of power, retrospective changes 

to contracts, paying late, ambiguously worded contracts, breaking promises, and failing to 
disclose important information  



Key Take-Away #8
Unethical Decisions & Practices

❖ SMEs generally disagree that sometimes making an ethical decision is a luxury that small 
businesses can’t afford

❖ SMEs generally disagree that small business owners have to accept that sometimes their 
personal values are in conflict with the business decisions they have to take

❖ SMEs generally agree that in most small businesses, the founder feels entitled to make use of 
the business’ assets and resources for a personal purpose

❖ SMEs generally disagree that giving expensive gifts to customers and accepting them from 
suppliers is a normal part of doing business

❖ SMEs generally agree that many small businesses compete for the same customer and some 
are alleged to have questionable practices – exposing those practices to customers is fair game

❖ SMEs generally agree that when choosing suppliers, small businesses sometimes give 
preference to people that they already know, rather than those that offer the best deal



Key Take-Away #8
Unethical Decisions & Practices

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that sometimes making an ethical decision 
is a luxury that small businesses can’t afford

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that small business owners have to accept 
that sometimes their personal values are in conflict with the business decisions they have to 
take

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that in most small businesses, the founder 
feels entitled to make use of the business’ assets and resources for a personal purpose

❖ E Squared Investments Founders disagree that giving expensive gifts to customers and 
accepting them from suppliers is a normal part of doing business

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that many small businesses compete for the 
same customer and some are alleged to have questionable practices – exposing those practices 
to customers is fair game

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that when choosing suppliers, small 
businesses sometimes give preference to people that they already know, rather than those that 
offer the best deal



Key Take-Away #9
Giving False Impressions

❖ SMEs generally agree that small businesses try to communicate they are successful even though 
they do not yet have a track record of success

❖ SMEs generally agree that small businesses constantly experience cash flow problems but usually 
they are not honest with their suppliers about this

❖ SMEs have mixed views about whether a small business owner who is completely honest and open 
with customers is likely to find that they often lose business as a result.

❖ E Squared Investments Founders agree that small businesses try to communicate they are successful 
even though they do not yet have a track record of success

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about the statement that small businesses 
constantly experience cash flow problems but usually they are not honest with their suppliers about 
this

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about whether a small business owner who is 
completely honest and open with customers is likely to find that they often lose business as a result.



Key Take-Away #10
Engagement with Broader Society

❖ Perceptions of how ethically small business engages with broader society are below the ideal 
range for most behaviours – with the exception of creating employment, active in developing 
South African society, and complying with regulations

❖ The least positive perception is the willingness for small business to report attempted 
corruption 

❖ Employees in large corporates perceive their organisations to engage with broader society far 
more positively than those running small businesses do (with the exception of creating 
employment, where the perceptions are roughly the same)

❖ In general, E Squared Investments Founders believe their own businesses engage far more 
positively with broader society than small business in general. The only exceptions are making 
impactful contributions to needy causes and actively protecting the natural environment. 

❖ Perceptions are particularly strong for E Squared Investments Founders when it comes to 
paying taxes responsibly, active in development of society, respecting diverse cultures, and 
caring about impact in addition to profit. 



Key Take-Away #11
Impact of COVID-19

❖ COVID-19 has had a mostly neutral impact on the relationships with customers and suppliers
❖ There is a slight positive bias towards more ethical treatment of the various stakeholders as a 

result of COVID-19



Overview of Sample & Demographics



Target

How Many Respondents Completed the Survey?

South African SMEs

Accessed 
survey 587

Completed 
survey

312



Demographics Collected

Role in SME (Founder / Owner, Manager / Senior Manager, Shareholder / Investor)

Focus of SME (B2C (Business-to-Consumer), B2B (Business-to-Business), Both B2B and B2C, 

Other please specify)

Age of SME (Less than 1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years, More than 10 years)

Size of SME (Small (up to 30 employees), Medium (between 31 and 100 employees), Large 

(more than 100 employees))

Gender (Female, Male)

Population Group (African, Coloured, Indian, White, Other)
Bb

Note: segments underlined have been excluded from the analysis due to insufficient data (<5 responses for that segment)



Demographics Collected



Demographics Collected



Demographics Collected



Demographics Collected



Methodology



Research Methodology

How widespread
the extent to which each behavior is perceived to occur in the organisation

Scale
Assigned 

a value of

Strongly agree 100

Agree 75

Neither agree nor disagree 50

Disagree 25

Strongly disagree 0

I don’t know / unable to answer excluded



How to interpret the scores

The scores for the items we measure in the GIBS Ethics Barometer fall between 0 and 100, with 0 representing ‘Strongly Disagree’
and 100 representing ‘Strongly Agree’. 

The ‘ideal / target range’ expressed in the charts represents a score between 75 and 100, which is equivalent to an average score 
across the sample between ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly Agree’.

A score of 75 means that every single respondent, on average, agrees that the organisation displays that particular behaviour. (It 
doesn’t imply that every single respondent agrees – there will likely be some respondents who disagree or are neutral, but this will be 
more than offset by those who strongly agree.)

This is a particularly high standard to aspire to, and any score of 75 or higher represents a notable achievement. 

Even scores between 50 and 75 are not necessarily poor – in fact, such scores would indicate that the average respondent is more
positive than negative about the organisation’s performance in the associated area. 



Professional Values



Key Take-Away #1
Professional Values

SMEs: 
❖ The Professional Values most important to SMEs include: 

❖ Ambitious
❖ Capable 
❖ Honest
❖ Responsible
❖ Broad-minded

E Squared Investments Founders: 
❖ The Professional Values most important to E Squared Investments Founders include: 

❖ Ambitious
❖ Capable 
❖ Imaginative
❖ Broad-minded
❖ Courageous



Professional Values

Rokeach, M. (1979), Understanding Human Values: Individual and Societal, The Free Press, Macmillan Publishing Co., New York, NY.

Value
Overall 
Rank

Ambitious (i.e. hard-working, aspiring) 1

Capable (i.e. competent, effective) 2

Honest (i.e. sincere, truthful) 3

Responsible (i.e. dependable, reliable) 4

Broad-minded (i.e. open minded) 5

Courageous (i.e. standing up for your beliefs) 6

Independent (i.e. self-reliant, self-sufficient) 7

Logical (i.e. consistent, rational) 8

Helpful (i.e. working for the welfare of others) 9

Value
Overall 
Rank

Self-controlled (i.e. restrained, self-disciplined) 10

Intellectual (i.e. intelligent, reflective) 11

Imaginative (i.e. daring, creative) 12

Clean (i.e. neat, tidy) 13

Cheerful (i.e. lighthearted, joyful) 14

Polite (i.e. courteous, well-mannered) 15

Forgiving (i.e. willing to pardon others) 16

Obedient (i.e. dutiful, respectful) 17

Loving (i.e. affectionate, tender) 18



Professional Values (E Squared Founders)

Rokeach, M. (1979), Understanding Human Values: Individual and Societal, The Free Press, Macmillan Publishing Co., New York, NY.

Value
Overall 
Rank

Ambitious (i.e. hard-working, aspiring) 1

Capable (i.e. competent, effective) 2

Imaginative (i.e. daring, creative) 3

Broad-minded (i.e. open minded) 4

Courageous (i.e. standing up for your beliefs) 5

Honest (i.e. sincere, truthful) 6

Intellectual (i.e. intelligent, reflective) 7

Logical (i.e. consistent, rational) 8

Responsible (i.e. dependable, reliable) 9

Value
Overall 
Rank

Forgiving (i.e. willing to pardon others) 10

Helpful (i.e. working for the welfare of others) 11

Independent (i.e. self-reliant, self-sufficient) 12

Cheerful (i.e. lighthearted, joyful) 13

Clean (i.e. neat, tidy) 14

Loving (i.e. affectionate, tender) 15

Obedient (i.e. dutiful, respectful) 16

Polite (i.e. courteous, well-mannered) 17

Self-controlled (i.e. restrained, self-disciplined) 18



Professional Values - comparison



Professional Values

• Ethical behaviour starts with the owner of a small business.  If they are unethical the business will inevitably fail because they will 
be uncovered eventually.

• The moral compass of any business / business unit is set by the Head. Corruption is not taught!! Our 20 years in business has
clearly shown that true moral consideration might "cost" you in the short term, but if that is one of the pillars of the business you 
have to maintain this transparent honesty to ALL, ALL the time even in these difficult times where the business has to reduce, 
retrench and change working contracts with long standing loyal staff.

• I'm witty ambitious and honest in my dealings. I'm able to make something out nothing. I'm not afraid to Express my feelings 
when my rights are trampled. I'm brave to talk to senior CEOs in  big companies to get what I want. It's difficult but doable



Fairness of Dealings with Stakeholders



Key Take-Away #2
Fairness of Dealings with Stakeholders

❖ Respondents strongly believe that small business is fair in its dealings with customers, suppliers 
and employees 

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have much more positive views of how fairly their own 
businesses deal with stakeholders, compared to perceptions of small business in general 



Fairness of dealings with customers



Fairness of dealings with suppliers



Fairness of dealings with employees



E Squared – ‘my business’ vs small business in general 



E Squared – ‘my business’ vs small business in general 



E Squared – ‘my business’ vs small business in general 



Treatment by Suppliers



Key Take-Away #3
Treatment by Suppliers

❖ The treatment of small business by its suppliers is below the Ideal Range, particularly for 
addressing complaints 



Treatment by Suppliers



Treatment by Suppliers

LABEL BEHAVIOUR SCORE

1 Supplier Clear T&Cs Suppliers to our small business have clear terms and conditions 66 

2 Fair Supplier Prices The price of the products and services supplied to our small business fairly reflects their quality 65 

3 Suppliers Keep Promises Suppliers to our small business keep their promises 65 

4 Fair Treatment by Suppliers Suppliers to our small business treat their customers fairly 64 

5 Suppliers Address Complaints
Suppliers to our small business takes our concerns or complaints seriously and does their best to 
address them

58 



Treatment by Suppliers

• I believe that the day to day support from suppliers are fair. In times of crisis that we in SA regularly experience, larger customers 
are most definitely favored. Price breaks also favour volume with delivery costs for small orders being higher.

• Our suppliers have a tier system, the higher up the tier you are the less you pay, so you become more competitive.  This gives an 
unfair advantage to the already large businesses.

• COVID showed us which suppliers were sympathetic to our financial situation and who were patient in allowing us to repay debt
over a longer period. We now go back and support those suppliers.

• Many of our suppliers suffered great economic losses over lockdown - together we came up with innovative solutions and out of 
the box ideas to keep one another afloat - we depend on our suppliers as much as they do on our patronage to survive and 
maintain success

• Small businesses are not treated with the care and sensitivity to their size and special needs as they should be. 

• Large suppliers prefer doing business with large companies making our lives more difficult.  While their T&C's are clear they do not 
always abide by them. If/when we complain it often results in our business being negatively affected in future. Ethics and 
principles are espoused but are easily forgotten when an individual has an agenda.

• Most of our suppliers are fine, but we have a few international ones who don't treat small businesses well



Small Business Treatment of Employees



Key Take-Away #4
Small Business Treatment of Employees

❖ SMEs generally agree that small business owners expect their employees to work as hard as if 
they own the company, even when they don’t

❖ There are mixed views about whether small businesses are often unreasonably demanding of 
their employees

❖ SMEs generally agree that small business owners prioritise the needs of customers, even when 
this is at the expense of employees  

❖ There are mixed views about whether the best way to attract talented people to work for a 
small business is to promise them equity at some time in the future  - whether that is likely or 
not

❖ There are mixed views about whether small businesses can get useful information about their 
competitors by hiring employees that once worked for the competitors.



Key Take-Away #4
Small Business Treatment of Employees

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that small business owners prioritise the 
needs of customers, even when this is at the expense of employees 

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that the best way to attract talented 
people to work for a small business is to promise them equity at some time in the future  -
whether that is likely or not

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about whether small businesses can get 
useful information about their competitors by hiring employees that once worked for the 
competitors.



Expectations of employees



Unreasonable demands of employees



Customers vs employees



Customers vs employees – E Squared



Attracting talent by offering equity



Attracting talent by offering equity – E Squared



Strategic hiring



Strategic hiring – E Squared



Treatment of Employees

• I expect only the best from my staff and pay above market rates plus a profit bonus to sustain it. It's important to respect them as 
much as you expect them to respect you

• Although we don't necessarily expect employees to work as if they own the company (even if they don't) we do expect them to 
work harder & take more ownership of their responsibilities than their corporate counterparts because the margins are so low in a 
small business. The chances of them losing their jobs or the company closing down altogether are much higher in a small 
business.

• Staff at the lower end of the scale were unaffected.  We did this to avoid retrenching anyone and believe that the decision was
justified.  Most staff subsequently earned the same or more than they would have in 2020.  Our rapid response and cost cutting 
measures together with an obsession to deliver good service stood us in good stead and will hopefully continue in future.



Dealing with Investors



Key Take-Away #5
Dealing with Investors

❖ SMEs feel strongly that it is important for small businesses to be completely open and honest with 
their investors

❖ SMEs generally agree that because investors look for impressive businesses to invest in, small 
business owners exaggerate their successes when they are looking for funding.

❖ SMES generally agree that when small business owners are estimating the funding they need to 
scale, they usually inflate their needs, just to be safe

❖ E Squared Investments Founders feel strongly that it is important for small businesses to be 
completely open and honest with their investors

❖ E Squared Investments Founders agree that because investors look for impressive businesses to 
invest in, small business owners exaggerate their successes when they are looking for funding

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about the statement that when small business 
owners are estimating the funding they need to scale, they usually inflate their needs, just to be 
safe



Honest with Investors



Honest with Investors – E Squared



Exaggerate success 



Exaggerate success – E Squared



Inflate funding needs



Inflate funding needs – E Squared



Large Corporates vs Small Business



Key Take-Away #6
Large Corporates vs Small Business

❖ SMEs believe that suppliers treat large corporates better than them
❖ SMEs have mixed views when it comes to whether large corporates deal fairly with small 

businesses
❖ SMEs don’t believe that executives in large corporates are more honest than executives in small 

business
❖ SMEs generally agree that entrepreneurs are more ethical than the average corporate manager

❖ E Squared Investments Founders believe even more strongly that executives in large corporates 
are not more honest than executives in small business

❖ E Squared Investments Founders don’t agree that entrepreneurs are more ethical than the 
average corporate manager

❖ E Squared Investments Founders believe that small business demands more from its employees 
than large corporates



Treatment by suppliers



Large corporate relationships



Large corporate relationships – E Squared



Honesty of executives



Honesty of executives – E Squared



Corporate manager vs entrepreneur



Corporate manager vs entrepreneur – E Squared



Demand more from employees – E Squared



Mistreatment of SMEs



Key Take-Away #7
Mistreatment of SMEs

❖ Mistreatment of SMEs by large corporates is rife
❖ Particularly problematic areas of mistreatment include: onerous compliance requirements making it 

difficult to be listed as a supplier, paying late, unfair compliance requirements, abuse of power, and 
unfair supplier selection

❖ No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the 
respondent’s role in the SME, the size of the SME, or the respondents’ gender, population group or age. 

❖ Not surprisingly, the percentage of SMEs that often experienced late payment increased significantly 
with the extent to which these SMEs dealt with other businesses as their focus. The problem is greatest 
for SMEs focusing on B2B, lower for SMEs focusing on both B2B and B2C, and lowest for SMEs focusing 
on B2C. 

❖ Mistreatment of SMEs generally increased with the age of the SME (up to 10 years), but then decreased 
somewhat for SMEs older than 10 years. This may be due to the likelihood of older SMEs having more 
established relationships with corporates, and therefore being less vulnerable to corporate abuse of 
power. Differences are significant for breaking promises, having onerous listing requirements, preventing 
market access, and ambiguous contract wording. 



Key Take-Away #7
Mistreatment of SMEs

❖ Mistreatment of E Squared Investments Founders by large corporates is rife
❖ Particularly problematic areas of mistreatment include: abuse of power, retrospective changes 

to contracts, paying late, ambiguously worded contracts, breaking promises, and failing to 
disclose important information  



Mistreatment by Large Corporates

• In my network of SME owners there are many who complain about negative practices by corporate clients. Sadly, it seems to be 
more of a rule than exception. For me personally, it has meant that I actively avoid doing business with corporates if I am able. 
While corporate clients allow for a scale and cost of project not comparable to other SMEs, my experience is that the stress,
politics, delays, and challenges often negate the perceived benefits of working with a large organisation.

• To participate in tenders is time-consuming and expensive and organisations sometimes cancel tenders after all the effort or award 
a tender and then you never hear from them again despite efforts to start the work or they negotiate regarding the price for a long 
time and then the tender period runs out and must be published again.

• SMEs cannot compete on an equitable basis as corporate clients expect more for less - this leads to loss of market and projects

• Clients are also under pressure from a static economy, however, (especially corp clients) pass this pressure down the line to an 
excessive extent. There is a complete lack of understanding that SME's do not have deep resource pools and contracts are 
frequently abused. Scope creepage, reports, research etc all squeezing margins.

• In the past year we had to survive without corporate business. Most of corporate companies did not pay us, to date we are still 
trying to get paid for work done Jan & Feb 2020. We spend much time and money in trying to get paid for services you have 
already rendered. It is really frustrating 😫😫



Mistreatment of SMEs



Mistreatment of SMEs

BEHAVIOUR DESCRIPTION

% OF SMES WHO HAVE 
EXPERIENCED THIS 

SOMETIMES 
+ OFTEN

OFTEN

1 Onerous Supplier Requirements 
Potential corporate customers having overly onerous requirements which make it 
difficult to be listed as a supplier

79% 41%

2 Paying Late (>30 days) Our corporate customers paying us later than 30 days from the date of invoice 77% 39%

3 Unfair Compliance Requirements 
Our corporate customers applying unfair compliance requirements that exclude us 
from certain opportunities

76% 37%

4 Abuse Power Our corporate customers abusing their power over us as small businesses 72% 31%

5 Unfair Supplier Selection Our corporate customers selecting their suppliers in an unfair or irresponsible way 71% 32%

6 Breaking Promises Our corporate customers breaking their promises to us 69% 28%

7 Ambiguous Contracts Our corporate customer contracts worded ambiguously to favour their interests 67% 31%

8 Preventing Market Access 
Our corporate customers signing long term exclusive agreements with our 
competitors, which mean we are prevented from entering a particular market

64% 29%

9 Forced contracts to get business Being forced to enter into contracts that we know are unfair, just to get the business 61% 24%

10 Failing to Disclose Important Info 
Our corporate customers failing to disclose important information that could 
negatively affect our business

53% 18%

11 Retrospective Changes to Contracts 
Our corporate customers making retrospective changes to contract terms that 
negatively impacted our business

52% 22%

12 Misusing Confidential Info 
Our corporate customers misusing confidential information that we provide them 
with

41% 15%



Mistreatment by Large Corporates

• SME's certainly don’t get the best price or terms, however they are expected to pay cash for goods. The week COVID was 
announced all our suppliers & landlord demanded our accounts be paid up front despite the fact that our accounts are up to date.
Most suppliers put us on cash up front before delivery - I wonder how many corporates got the same treatment

Onerous Supplier Requirements

Paying late >30 days

• Our business closed as a result of corporates taking more than 6  months before paying us. Then again the contract terms favour
them since they are not prepared to pay minimum deposit upfront. Customers suddenly change terms and break their promises.

Unfair Compliance Requirements

• I believe that most corporates have created barriers to entry...onerous certification required, bank guarantees, no down-payment, 
60+ day terms and job finalization time taken for invoice payment is very long, always extending their time to pay. Most SMEs
cannot afford the working capital expectations whilst lowest price is always the arbiter. The cost of achieving and maintaining these 
certifications is never recovered as jobs are not guaranteed even as an approved vendor. We've in instances spent R100s of 
thousands, employed optimally skilled expensive experts, obtained the requisite vendor status and still not received any orders. In 
some instances we are approved by one corporate after jumping all hoops and still unable to obtain vendor status with a direct 
competitor as his audit process is so onerous and suits his current large suppliers. I could go on....in short...the support for SMEs is 
far from ideal and the cause of most failures is either access (try becoming a vendor supplying OEMs even as a tier 3 supplier) to 
market or lack of funding. 



Mistreatment by Large Corporates

• Big bully tactics and practices that have historically been accepted by SMEs need to be challenged. The practices, if tested, will be 
mostly found to be incorrect

• Large South African companies (SOEs - Eskom, Rand Water, Transnet and Privates - Sasol, Anglo etc) apply patently unfair 
negotiation techniques with suppliers. Their market dominance allows them to force discounts and lopsided contracts. They are
bullies.

Abuse of power

Unfair supplier selection

• Big corporates give other big corporates business ( based on superficial data based  to BBBEE and skills ) knowing full well the
business will be outsourced . unnecessary third party disintermediation. Small businesses are forced to do associate work at lower 
rates (third part temp,/ casual worker in another guise) 



Demographic Analysis of Types of Mistreatment of SMEs

Role in SME (Founder / Owner, Manager / Senior Manager, Shareholder / Investor)

Focus of SME (B2C (Business-to-Consumer), B2B (Business-to-Business), Both B2B and B2C)

Age of SME (Less than 1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years, More than 10 years)

Size of SME (Small (<30 employees), Medium (31-100 employees), Large (>100 employees))

Gender (Female, Male)

Population Group (African, Coloured, Indian, White)

Generation (Generation Z, Millennials, Generation X, Baby Boomers)

We analysed each of the different forms of mistreatment of SMEs (experienced OFTEN) according to the following demographic 
variables: 



Mistreatment of SMEs - by demographics

Role in SME (Founder / Owner, Manager / Senior Manager, Shareholder / Investor)

• No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the respondent’s role in the SME.

Gender (Female, Male)

• No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the respondent’s gender.

Population Group (African, Coloured, Indian, White)

• No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the respondent’s population group.

Generation (Generation Z, Millennials, Generation X, Baby Boomers)

• No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the respondent’s age (by generation).

Size of SME (Small (<30 employees), Medium (31-100 employees), Large (>100 employees))

• No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that mistreatment differed according to the size of the SME.



Mistreatment of SMEs - by focus of SME

Focus of SME (B2C (Business-to-Consumer), B2B (Business-to-Business), Both B2B and B2C)

• Not surprisingly, the percentage of SMEs that often experienced late payment increased significantly with the extent to which
these SMEs dealt with other businesses as their focus. The problem is greatest for SMEs focusing on B2B, lower for SMEs focusing
on both B2B and B2C, and lowest for SMEs focusing on B2C.  



Mistreatment of SMEs - by age of SME

Age of SME (Less than 1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years, More than 10 years)

• Mistreatment of SMEs generally increased with the age of the SME (up to 10 years), but then decreased somewhat for SMEs older
than 10 years. This may be due to the likelihood of older SMEs having more established relationships with corporates, and 
therefore being less vulnerable to corporate abuse of power. Consider the examples below and on the next slide, which show 
significant differences based on the age of the SME. 



Mistreatment of SMEs - by age of SME (continued)



Mistreatment of SMEs – E Squared (3 respondents)



Mistreatment of SMEs – E Squared 

Investments (3 respondents)BEHAVIOUR DESCRIPTION

% OF SMES WHO HAVE 
EXPERIENCED THIS 

SOMETIMES 
+ OFTEN

OFTEN

1 Onerous Supplier Requirements 
Potential corporate customers having overly onerous requirements which make it 
difficult to be listed as a supplier

67% 33%

2 Paying Late (>30 days) Our corporate customers paying us later than 30 days from the date of invoice 75% 50%

3 Unfair Compliance Requirements 
Our corporate customers applying unfair compliance requirements that exclude us 
from certain opportunities

67% 0%

4 Abuse Power Our corporate customers abusing their power over us as small businesses 50% 0%

5 Unfair Supplier Selection Our corporate customers selecting their suppliers in an unfair or irresponsible way 33% 0%

6 Breaking Promises Our corporate customers breaking their promises to us 75% 0%

7 Ambiguous Contracts Our corporate customer contracts worded ambiguously to favour their interests 100% 0%

8 Preventing Market Access 
Our corporate customers signing long term exclusive agreements with our 
competitors, which mean we are prevented from entering a particular market

33% 0%

9 Forced contracts to get business Being forced to enter into contracts that we know are unfair, just to get the business 50% 0%

10 Failing to Disclose Important Info 
Our corporate customers failing to disclose important information that could 
negatively affect our business

33% 0%

11 Retrospective Changes to Contracts 
Our corporate customers making retrospective changes to contract terms that 
negatively impacted our business

67% 33%

12 Misusing Confidential Info 
Our corporate customers misusing confidential information that we provide them 
with

33% 33%



Unethical Decisions & Practices



Key Take-Away #8
Unethical Decisions & Practices

❖ SMEs generally disagree that sometimes making an ethical decision is a luxury that small 
businesses can’t afford

❖ SMEs generally disagree that small business owners have to accept that sometimes their 
personal values are in conflict with the business decisions they have to take

❖ SMEs generally agree that in most small businesses, the founder feels entitled to make use of 
the business’ assets and resources for a personal purpose

❖ SMEs generally disagree that giving expensive gifts to customers and accepting them from 
suppliers is a normal part of doing business

❖ SMEs generally agree that many small businesses compete for the same customer and some 
are alleged to have questionable practices – exposing those practices to customers is fair game

❖ SMEs generally agree that when choosing suppliers, small businesses sometimes give 
preference to people that they already know, rather than those that offer the best deal



Key Take-Away #8
Unethical Decisions & Practices

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that sometimes making an ethical decision 
is a luxury that small businesses can’t afford

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that small business owners have to accept 
that sometimes their personal values are in conflict with the business decisions they have to 
take

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally disagree that in most small businesses, the founder 
feels entitled to make use of the business’ assets and resources for a personal purpose

❖ E Squared Investments Founders disagree that giving expensive gifts to customers and 
accepting them from suppliers is a normal part of doing business

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that many small businesses compete for the 
same customer and some are alleged to have questionable practices – exposing those practices 
to customers is fair game

❖ E Squared Investments Founders generally agree that when choosing suppliers, small 
businesses sometimes give preference to people that they already know, rather than those that 
offer the best deal



Ethics a luxury



Ethics a luxury – E Squared



Conflict with personal values



Conflict with personal values – E Squared 



Owner’s personal use



Owner’s personal use – E Squared



Giving & accepting gifts



Giving & accepting gifts – E Squared



Questionable customer practices



Questionable customer practices – E Squared



Favouritism in selecting suppliers



Favouritism in selecting suppliers – E Squared



Unethical Practices

• We are surrounded by decision makers in government and in business who are devoid of ethical principles  - which makes it 
difficult  not to  fall into the trap of abandoning  one's principles . 

• CORRUPTION IS WORSE THAN EVER - IT IS ALWAYS THE WHISTLEBLOWER THAT GETS PUNISHED WHILE CORRUPT 
ASSOCIATIONS FLORISH. THERE IS ALMOST NO ONE THAT CAN BE TRUSTED IN A COUNTRY WITH MORE DISHONEST THAN 
HONEST PEOPLE. YOU CANNOT GO TO COMPANY SECURITY OR EXECUTIVES TO EXPOSE CORRUPTION - GOOD BUSINESSES 
ARE PUSHED OUT AND CORRUPTION PROSPERS.

• I believe that many top corporate official do not understand ethics. MANY DO NOT PRACTICE ETHICAL BEHAVIOR AS A LIFESTYLE 
CHOICE. I believe that training in ethical behaviour is urgently needed . What is currently happening in America is the result of a 
culture that does not believe in ethical behaviour, this has infected the rest of the so-called free world with what openly called , 
deniable capability .

• In many cases corruption in corporates is not public.  In some cases, corporates intentionally frustrate procurement processes to 
prevent small business. Anti-bribery and corruption policies are not effectively implemented in corporates.

• Tough to get access to market, no support for start-up, funding requirements are not for start-up or previously disadvantaged, all 
talk shop no action to support small business. None.

• Authorities are useless, reporting anything to them would be economical suicide (at best)



Giving False Impressions



Key Take-Away #9
Giving False Impressions

❖ SMEs generally agree that small businesses try to communicate they are successful even though they 
do not yet have a track record of success

❖ SMEs generally agree that small businesses constantly experience cash flow problems but usually they 
are not honest with their suppliers about this

❖ SMEs have mixed views about whether a small business owner who is completely honest and open 
with customers is likely to find that they often lose business as a result.

❖ E Squared Investments Founders agree that small businesses try to communicate they are successful 
even though they do not yet have a track record of success

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about the statement that small businesses 
constantly experience cash flow problems but usually they are not honest with their suppliers about 
this

❖ E Squared Investments Founders have mixed views about whether a small business owner who is 
completely honest and open with customers is likely to find that they often lose business as a result.



Track record of success



Track record of success – E Squared



Honest about cashflow problems



Honest about cashflow problems – E Squared 



Honest with customers



Honest with customers – E Squared



Engagement with Broader Society



Key Take-Away #10
Engagement with Broader Society

❖ Perceptions of how ethically small business engages with broader society are below the ideal 
range for most behaviours – with the exception of creating employment, active in developing 
South African society, and complying with regulations

❖ The least positive perception is the willingness for small business to report attempted 
corruption 

❖ Employees in large corporates perceive their organisations to engage with broader society far 
more positively than those running small businesses do (with the exception of creating 
employment, where the perceptions are roughly the same)

❖ In general, E Squared Investments Founders believe their own businesses engage far more 
positively with broader society than small business in general. The only exceptions are making 
impactful contributions to needy causes and actively protecting the natural environment. 

❖ Perceptions are particularly strong for E Squared Investments Founders when it comes to 
paying taxes responsibly, active in development of society, respecting diverse cultures, and 
caring about impact in addition to profit. 



Engagement with Broader Society



Engagement with Broader Society

LABEL BEHAVIOUR
SME RESPONDENTS’ 

SCORE
CORPORATE SA 

BENCHMARK

1 Create Employment Most small businesses do their best to create employment 77 75 

2 Active in Development of Society In general, small business is active in the development of South African society 76 79 

3 Comply with Regulations
Small businesses usually try to comply with the regulations that are relevant to 
them

75 82 

4 Positive Impact not only Money
Unlike large corporates, small business doesn’t only care about making money, 
but also about making a positive impact

72 76 

5 Respects Diverse Cultures
Small business is usually sensitive and respectful to diverse cultural groups in 
society

72 77 

6 Considers Communities Small business considers the needs and views of community stakeholders 70 76 

7 Impactful Contributions Most small businesses make impactful contributions to needy causes 68 78 

8 Pays Taxes Responsibly Small business generally pays its taxes responsibly 67 83 

9 Support Regulations
Small business seeks to comply with the law and regulations to a much greater 
extent than large corporates

66 83 

10
Negatively Impacts Future 
Generations

Small business avoids activities which would negatively impact future 
generations

64 75 

11 Protects Natural Environment Small businesses are actively involved in protecting our natural environment 63 74 

12 Would Report Corruption
Most small business would report any attempted corruption to the relevant 
authorities

58 80 



Engagement with Broader Society – E Squared



Engagement with Broader Society – E Squared

LABEL BEHAVIOUR
SME RESPONDENTS’ 

SCORE

E Squared 
Investments 
FOUNDERS

1 Create Employment Most small businesses do their best to create employment 77 78 

2 Active in Development of Society In general, small business is active in the development of South African society 76 91 

3 Comply with Regulations
Small businesses usually try to comply with the regulations that are relevant to 
them

75 84 

4 Positive Impact not only Money
Unlike large corporates, small business doesn’t only care about making money, 
but also about making a positive impact

72 89 

5 Respects Diverse Cultures
Small business is usually sensitive and respectful to diverse cultural groups in 
society

72 89 

6 Considers Communities Small business considers the needs and views of community stakeholders 70 75 

7 Impactful Contributions Most small businesses make impactful contributions to needy causes 68 50 

8 Pays Taxes Responsibly Small business generally pays its taxes responsibly 67 94 

9 Support Regulations
Small business seeks to comply with the law and regulations to a much greater 
extent than large corporates

66 83 

10
Negatively Impacts Future 
Generations

Small business avoids activities which would negatively impact future 
generations

64 86 

11 Protects Natural Environment Small businesses are actively involved in protecting our natural environment 63 59 

12 Would Report Corruption
Most small business would report any attempted corruption to the relevant 
authorities

58 75 



Engaging with Broader Society 

• Small business does not have the resources to be too involved, they need to focus on survival. Govt should be doing the charity bit 
from our taxes

• These questions are biased towards the behaviour rather than the requirements to be a small business. It is almost true to say that 
a small business HAS to ignore regulations and morality to survive

• Small business has been forced into survival mode recently and complying with onerous regulations and business practices will
actually damage one's business

• Many small businesses are just trying to survive, I don't think they have the luxury of worrying about creating jobs and impacting 
other good causes

“not our problem”



Engaging with Broader Society 

• As a small business you understand your customers, society, communities, and other people at hand. You work for the good of all.

• Our business had grown significantly during Covid due to honesty, integrity and ethical dealings with all stakeholders - and also by 
providing additional support to our staff during this difficult time. Certainly, I believe small businesses are operating under any 
contract conditions they can in order to survive

• However, most small businesses is very reliant on trusted suppliers , customers, and staff, and put far more effort into providing 
good service and keeping good relationships.  Many need Tax clearances for contracts, so taxes are priority even though cashflow
may be lagging…

Way of life



Impact of COVID-19



Key Take-Away #11
Impact of COVID-19

❖ COVID-19 has had a mostly neutral impact on the relationships with customers and suppliers
❖ There is a slight positive bias towards more ethical treatment of the various stakeholders as a 

result of COVID-19



Impact of COVID-19



Impact of COVID-19



Impact of COVID-19



Impact of COVID-19



Impact of COVID-19

• Covid 19 has totally DESTROYED my life, my business in the events field in mining and minerals host communities. We have not 
put our feet in a mine since September 2019.

• With the pandemic, corporates gave NO NOTICE to ending the contract with my company because they were unable to trade as 
they previously did.  And being an SME - there was no point in me trying to fight that legally.

• Yes, I lost a lot and been blacklisted on ITC so my business its going down because I can’t get financial help

• Covid 19 has exposed how small businesses work from hand to mouth and are not favoured by financial situations

Negative



Impact of COVID-19

• Relationships haven't improved or been impeded except that there isn't the need from our customers to be in touch as much as 
previously.

• Covid-19 has posed challenging times on SME and making it  a little harder to be competitive

• COVID 19 has changed the way business is done.

Neutral



Impact of COVID-19

• Covid has presented positive and more receptive opportunities and alternative ways to engage with our customers

• Clients now have a better appreciation of our processes and timelines as we all navigate the pandemic and more the lockdown 
restrictions that have come with it.

• Those who have continued to use our services have more respect for our offering and the fact that we have been able to weather 
the storm.

• The strategy  to use is online and delivery  is when we will gain  more

Positive
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