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Far from being downbeat about their future prospects, small businesses and 
sole traders in every business sector have shown remarkable grit in bouncing 
back to resume full operations. And nowhere is this more evident than 
in how they’ve rapidly adapted their business strategies to align with the 
seismic changes in consumer payment behaviour over the last 18 months.

There are so many lessons small merchants have learned, and are still 
learning from their experiences during Covid-19. When cash is taken away 
as a payment option, how do you adapt to digital payments, especially if 
you’re new to e-commerce? When your usual sales or distribution channels 
are closed off physically, how do you continue to serve your customers?

“We know that small businesses - from cash-
based sole traders to independent restaurants and 
hospitality and events businesses - suffered a huge 
loss of footfall during the pandemic. Up until the 
arrival of Covid-19, it would have been laughable to 
suggest that businesses would see their customers 
locked down and footfall vanishing overnight. 
Nobody could have predicted what was about to 
happen in the spring of 2020.

But what small businesses lack in scale, they 
definitely make up for in sheer tenacity, and 
pivoting to new business models at short notice.”

Resilience, responsiveness and 
recovery - those three words sum 
up the UK’s small businesses, 
who have emerged from the 
most testing circumstances 
in living memory to thrive in 
the post-pandemic world. 

Around half of UK SMEs introduced new digital 
technologies as a priority in the last 12 months, 
while over two-fifths of firms have made some 
changes in their use of digital technologies in 
response to the pandemic. 
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Adapt to survive in the 
post-pandemic world

The UK’s small businesses have shown that when 
unprecedented events occur, they can devise 
ingeniously creative solutions to adapt quickly 
to new conditions. Pubs and cafes ushered in 
curbside pick-ups, click & collect, and food & drinks 
deliveries. Hospitality businesses opened up new 
revenue streams by selling merchandise and gift 
incentives to loyal customers, who wanted to play a 
part in keeping their favourite venues afloat.

Before the pandemic, many small businesses were deterred from taking 
anything other than cash as payment, due to concerns over costs of 
accepting card payments, renting hardware, desktop POS terminals or 
installing new systems. But thankfully, these fears were quickly dispelled 
during the course of the pandemic. 

As cash usage was widely discouraged by the government over hygiene 
reasons, cash-based sole traders like hairdressers, beauticians, window 
cleaners, and market stall traders got to grips with mobile POS terminals so 
they could take contactless card and mobile payments. Many small business 
owners have discovered that taking a digital payment these days is as simple 
as downloading an app onto their own Android smartphone to become 
mobile POS terminals.

Michael Ault
CEO at UTP Group

“It’s thanks to fintech innovations that these 
changes were possible. Merchant-focused payment 
service providers have continually explored ways 
of democratising payment technology so that any 
business, no matter how small, has the solutions 
to succeed in an e-commerce-driven multi-
channel world. These innovations are helping small 
businesses to level the playing field with large-scale 
merchants, and use the same dynamic payment 
solutions to ensure a steady stream of customers.”
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Small businesses can 
expand beyond borders

By adapting their mindsets and adopting payment 
technology innovations such as these, small 
businesses not only survived the pandemic, but 
are now thriving post-Covid, because they’re now 
able to accept a wider range of payment methods 
from a greater number of customers, including 
those abroad. Small businesses now have a global 
customer base available to them, helping them to 
diversify customer bases and revenues.

Fortunately, fintechs offer an array of frictionless, inexpensive payment 
methods to help businesses avoid costly bank wire transfers, cut the cost 
of cross-border payments and reduce exposure to foreign exchange rate 
turbulence. Also, small businesses can enjoy the convenience of managing 
these payments from their smartphone or laptop.

The modern breed of payment solution providers offer much more than 
just payment methods. Integrated platforms combining data reporting and 
analysis and streamlined accounting management can help SMEs get a 
360-degree overview of their finances, speed up settlements, and stay on 
top of bills, invoices and payment schedules with ease. 

Michael Ault
CEO at UTP Group

“We may not live in a cashless society just yet, but 
it’s clear that cash is diminishing in usage, and 
the sooner any business can start taking digital 
payments, the better prepared for the future they’ll 
be. And with digital payment acceptance in place, 
small businesses can drill into a goldmine of data 
analytics that can tell them who their customers 
are, how they pay and how best to reach them with 
targeted offers generated by their preferences. 
That’s yet another way businesses can ensure they 
get future-proofed with ease.”
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Engaging with e-commerce 
doesn’t have to mean extra 
administrative burdens either. 
With the help of an expert, trusted 
payments service provider, 
small businesses gain the 
reassurance of being compliant 
with legal and regulatory 
changes, such as payment card 
interchange fee amendments.

When you consider that the UK e-commerce market is worth over £220 
billion, with a 57% increase in worldwide e-commerce sales in 2020, it’s 
more important than ever for small businesses to be prepared to embrace 
an e-commerce mindset. Although Brexit will cause disruptions, the world’s 
consumers will still want to buy from you.

Jaime Lowe
Sales Director, UTP Group

“How many small merchants are aware that post-
Brexit, card schemes can increase interchange fees 
between the European Economic Area (EEA) and 
the UK, and on domestic transactions in the UK? 
Or how that might affect the fees the merchant 
has to pay to its acquirer? Let’s be honest, no small 
business owner wants to wade through endless 
policy documents when they’d rather be serving 
their customers.”
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The right set-up for 
future-proof payments

As positive as all these developments are, it’s 
important for small businesses to ensure they 
can keep moving quickly with the agility to adapt 
no matter what the future holds. That means 
appraising existing set-ups, payment platforms and 
systems, getting a deeper understanding of who 
their customers are and how they prefer to pay, 
and how they can open up new sales opportunities 
going forward.

Having a secure, fast and smart payments infrastructure, in partnership 
with a trusted payment service provider, will serve as the backbone of any 
small business. The right set-up will depend upon the size and nature of  
the business. 

Whether it’s an act of God, preparing for changes such as the EU interchange 
fee due later this year (post Brexit) or just keeping ahead of the latest 
payments trends – here’s how SMEs can use available payments and 
commerce options to protect their revenues in any eventuality

Protect your business from fraud

• Small businesses are prime targets for fraudsters, so it’s important to 
have a payment technology in place that will protect your revenues. If 
you’re selling online or over the phone, you need to be aware of how to 
protect card-not-present (CNP) transactions. 

• If fraud levels rise above thresholds (around 1%) set by the payment 
schemes like Visa and Mastercard, you’re likely to face costly fees and fines. 
And if your fraud rate goes even higher, you could find your processing 
account closed altogether, with no way for you to accept payments.

• Phone payments are safe as long as SMEs have the correct security in 
place, like PCI and SCA protocols. When taking payments, ensure that 
the card security code and address are verified. If you’re delivering goods, 
perform an address check and don’t release the goods until you’ve 
identified the recipient as the cardholder.

• If your POS terminal comes with Faster Processing, you can monitor all 
your daily transactions and identify which are genuine. A recent study 
also found that proactive data monitoring was associated with 52% 
lower losses and frauds detected. By collecting data through payment 
terminals, the impact can be significantly noticed by small businesses 
and is an essential asset for all SMEs to possess.
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Interchange and processing fees

• When taking card payments, you need to be aware of how changes to 
interchange fees from Visa and Mastercard can affect your pricing and 
profits. When your customer pays with their card, their bank charges 
what’s called a multi-lateral interchange fee on the transaction. Your bank 
(your acquirer) pays that fee, and the charges it back to you. 

• Recently, UK courts ruled that interchange fees imposed by Visa and 
Mastercard on retailers for every card transaction were a breach of both 
EU and UK competition laws. With Brexit, Visa and Mastercard are now 
free to raise interchange fees in the UK.

• But you can mitigate against this by working with an expert payment 
provider, who can access cheaper payment processing methods, and can 
accept the payment in your country or elsewhere to bring down the cost.

Pick the best POS terminal for your business

• You’ll want to give your customers as many payment options as possible. 
Not everyone has a credit card, and some prefer using digital wallets like 
PayPal - it’s favoured by nearly half of UK shoppers. But having contactless 
functionality is vital - more and more people are using contactless cards, 
smartphones, and even wearable wristbands to tap and pay. However your 
customers want to pay, whether they’re in-store or online, make sure your 
POS terminal can handle as many of them as possible. 

• With a modern POS - whether it’s a desktop or mobile terminal - you’ll 
have secure payment processing, fraud protection, and handy time-
saving tools to help you keep track of your payments, stock inventory, and 
data analytics to supercharge your sales and marketing strategies. You 
can also offer customers cashback and refunds.

• Mobile POS terminals are fantastic for small businesses which are just 
starting out. They’re portable and let you take payments wherever your 
customer is, which means less time queueing up at the checkout. If you 
have a mobile POS terminal that can handle offline transactions, you can 
take it with you on the road, like an event elsewhere. 

• Depending on how many transactions you take in any given month, 
you may want to pay on a per-transaction basis, or an upfront monthly 
fee might be more cost-effective for you. As your business grows, and 
your transaction volumes get bigger, you’ll want to consider larger-scale 
countertop POS systems which can scale up with your business. 

• If most of your business is online, consider a virtual web-based terminal 
that lets you take card payments over the phone, mail or fax. You don’t 
need any special hardware as it’s accessible from any internet browser.

• For larger online businesses, or those that are selling to customers abroad, 
an eCommerce payment gateway will let you take online credit or debit 
card payments from anywhere in the world, 24/7. These gateways are 
compatible with most major shopping platforms and payment methods, 
and come with mandated data encryption so that your customer’s card 
transactions are protected by the strongest security protocols. You’ll also 
get detailed reporting to help your bookkeeping and accounting.

• In April 2021 we launched our new Android terminal, the UTP Pro. This 
was designed with customers at the forefront and allows merchants to 
receive transactions the same day, or even within the hour, thanks to Faster 
Processing. This has had a dramatic and positive effect on merchant’s 
cashflows and allows them to witness fraudulent activity in real-time.
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No matter what the future brings - whether it’s 
more lockdowns, extreme weather events like 
flooding, power cuts, etc - small businesses 
now have the technology and the tools at their 
fingertips to keep serving customers, and stay 
flexible, multi-channel and available no matter 
what the circumstance.  Added benefits include 
the ability to streamline cashflow management 
with automated data reporting, facilitate payments 
with Open Banking, and secure customer 
transactions with strong anti-fraud protection.

In the post-Covid world, it’s predicted that by 2024, 
95% of all UK retail sales will be conducted through 
an e-commerce platform.  

Small businesses can look forward to bright prospects if they engage with 
e-commerce, aided by the right payment partners who can help them 
successfully navigate the many digital payment pathways. 

But fintechs can do their part as well by championing small businesses, and 
being their advocates in collaboration with the wider payment ecosystem. By 
working together, payment ecosystem stakeholders can generate multiple 
mutual benefits for everyone, and give small businesses the springboard into 
a prosperous post-Covid world.

Top tips and advice for SMEs to protect your business for the  
long term:
 
• Look at how you can scale your digital sales quickly through using 

e-commerce and mobile POS terminals, and free up staff to focus 
on customer service. 

• Evaluate your business model to see where synergies can be 
found - you can combine the best bits of e-commerce and in-store 
payment journeys, like instant digital incentives which can be 
redeemed at the physical POS. 

• Ensure you offer cross-border customers a wide choice of payment 
methods, based on their location, language and local currency. 

• Plan for multiple scenarios and timeframes over the next 12-24 
months. The better prepared you are, the quicker you’ll be able to 
adapt to Plan B, C or even D…

To discuss how to protect your business 
from future disruptions talk to:

Jaime Lowe from UTP on: Jaime.lowe@utpgroup.co.uk


